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Morning Star

The Coalition-Imperial War, a progress report

By Dian Seers

It has now been three years since the assault on Kadesh and the Empire’s unprecedented victory there. The Galaxy watches with bated breath as Crown Prince and heir apparent Corvus Campbell advances through Coalition space. While fighting on the Imperial front spans over four-thousand star clusters, and at least seventy-five-thousand star systems, the Empire has turned its attention to the citadel world of Wilanów. 

Salazar Campbell claims that a victory at Wilanów, in the Polska systems, will conclude one of his major war goals. With the immense wealth of the captured worlds, the Empire has cultivated ravenous support for the conflict among its people, providing them with food and luxuries otherwise denied by the previous economy under which the Empire operated. 

While the economically distraught Empire struggled with many aspects of its economy, critics do point out its massive military, and question whether there were other cost-saving measures that could have been taken to avoid the conflict that is now in full swing. 

Either way, an Imperial victory, however hard fought, seems a certainty despite the immense economic aid coming to the Coalition from the Union. However, Wilanów may be beyond the Empire’s current capacity to take—as it is the largest industrial super center within nearly five thousand light-years—and the manpower necessary to wrestle it from Coalition hands may simply not exist.
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Chapter One
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Aaron Strand, Empire 

Fireteam Tango-Mike

Training SIM Echo 

08:33 Shipboard time. 

Gunmetal gray. Cold. 

The blue lights didn’t help any either. Aaron held his CAR 38 rifle in front of him, as he stacked up behind Josiah, before breach. They would break through into the room. Mission: find and eliminate HVT (High Value Target). Simple mission. Simple assignment. His back pressed up against the inside of his combat suit, but even still the icy wall bled through the padding and chilled him to the bone. This is where things went wrong. 

Just when you had everything lined up, that’s when things went south. 

SERE taught him that.  That was rough. Brutal. They’d tested his ability to withstand interrogation. Used every technique to break him. Why he didn’t break was that he couldn’t disappoint John. He’d rather die. When he emerged from the torture, he learned that his boyfriend, and the only thing left in the Galaxy that he loved, was dead. 

The pain shot through him again as surely as the electricity from a Coalition Ion bolt. The Coalition. Aaron tightened his grip on the rifle. The ones that took John from him. Took Lilly. Took Dam’Kina. His parents. The Coalition in their virtuousness had stolen everything Aaron had to live for. Now he lived to ensure they lost the war they brought upon themselves. 

“Breach!” Josiah’s voice barked. 

His team leader leaned back and tapped something only he could see. The door erupted with fire, and his leader plunged into the smoke. Aaron followed with Tamara hot on his heels. The room was just a large loading dock. Huge lifting machines hung above them, clouded by the smoke of the breaching charges. His HUD highlighted each object, and his thermal vision saw through them. Nothing. Well, Coalition battle suits hid them from thermal, so that meant little.

Aaron checked each corner as Josiah moved forward, taking one of the adjoining control rooms. Tamara took position by the door, ensuring she could watch their rears in case they had reinforcements come from behind. A silence fell over the room as the team watched. Waited. Looking for any signs that the Coalition general they were looking for was here. 

“Clear,” Josiah barked in his outer rim drawl. “Syrinx, where is my general?”

A woman’s voice surged through their com. “Intel suggests he should be here.”

“Well, he ain’t,” Josiah replied.

“Looks like we got had, boss.” Tamara shrugged. “Figures. Intel screwed up again.”

“Could be a trap,” Aaron replied. 

“Only trap here is you, girly boy,” Josiah grunted. 

The words stung. He bit his tongue. Josiah was a man who liked to deride. Aaron had figured that out. Frankly, Aaron went through worse in SERE, so he swallowed the dignity that had just broken free and flown away. Josiah let out a sigh. 

“Think Strand might be right, boss,” Tamara replied. “We have movement on our six.” 

“Get back, defend,” Josiah shouted. 

Aaron turned and leapt back, slamming against the opposite side of the broken entrance. His motion tracker was alight. Peering around the shattered and torn metal door, they came into view. More than a dozen Coalition OAS. Their answer to the STAT. Powerful soldiers in heavy armor. 

“Well, it’s about time,” Josiah grumbled. “Open up and bring these bucket heads down.”

Aaron pulled the trigger. The CAR leapt in his arm, throwing forward and then slamming back as the rail gun poured bullets in bursts into the oncoming soldiers. The crack filled the air and the first OAS burst into an aurora of colors. Tamara rolled out a grenade. Fire came back. Soldiers erupted in plasma, clearly unaware of the danger that landed at their feet. 

Not realistic. 

Aaron fired again. Another soldier fell. 

Taking cover, the wall burst with electric charge. Ion bolts hammered the other side like mallets crashing against the wall. Smoke filled the hallway as Aaron ducked out again and fired. Another OAS down. The Coalition had trapped them, but they were paying for it. Like they deserved. Wrath fueled him as he took aim, took risk. Another soldier fell on his gun. They were almost at the door. Yanking his own grenade off, he flicked it to and tossed. 

“Grenade out.”

BOOM.

The explosion spit black smoke and bursts of red flame through the door. 

Tamara brought another few down. Josiah too. 

“Fall back!” Josiah barked. 

“Damn it,” Tamara shouted. 

Aaron tapped her shoulder. The sign that he had her back for a retreat. Aaron leaned out and opened fire again. Tamara burst into a run. Josiah erupted into motion as well, falling back to the command room. Aaron’s rifle clicked dry. He ducked away to reload. Tamara and Josiah had new positions. But the enemy had pinned Aaron. If he ran, it would put his back to the Coalition. Even with covering fire from his team, the Coalies would put a bullet through him for sure. 

“I’m pinned,” he barked. 

“Fuck. I’m coming over to you,” Josiah yelled. 

Aaron pulled out his second grenade. “No. I’ve got this.”

He flicked it on, and without looking, dropped it through the broken door. There was a flurry of heavy boots. Backing away from the wall, he opened fire with his reloaded rifle.

“Hold up. I’m coming to you, boyo,” Josiah yelled. 

No one would risk themselves for him. 

The grenade went off and Aaron ran. He was across the hangar deck, almost to the control room, when heat seared his shoulder. The force threw him to the ground as OAS poured through the door. A tall soldier opened fire on Aaron, lying out in the open. Searing hot pain broke through his body. His heart palpitated with the electricity and the world shuddered into darkness. 

He hadn’t been fast enough.

#​
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AARON’S HEAD THROBBED with anguish as bright light flooded his vision. The gray hangar bay flickered away, sending surges through his brain and neck. The burning sensation faded, and the dark oppressive walls of the Nagato appeared around him. Rivets and bolts replaced the smooth Coalition interiors, and an ache filled his shoulders and back. His flesh prickled with the chill. His chest heaved with the adrenalin, now flushing out into shivers as his brain battled for comprehension. 

On one level, he knew he had been in a deep sleep, controlled by a computer. He felt the memories sear through him. Pain of the bullets. The actual fear of what he had just encountered. The overwhelming Coalition force. All fake. But all real at the same time. Not to mention he remembered his own death in that state. 

A woman swept over to him. “Sergeant.” Even after two and a half years, it felt strange to hear that rank.

“I’m good.” He reached for the wire attached to his forehead. “Just shaking off a KIA.”

She nodded and helped him ease up. The room was dark. Computer consoles hung from the ceiling, breaking down his vitals. He could see that his heart rate spiked to nearly one fifty, the moment the simulation killed him. He could feel the ache in his chest still. A woman screamed. 

Next to him, Tamara yelled, her back arched. The nurses quickly crowded around her, as her body jittered and writhed. The simulation was breaking as her body tried to survive a death that wasn’t real. Then she was still, again. Her midriff glistening with sweat. His body was sweaty as well, gleaming in the dark white light. His olive skin rolling over his pecks and six-pack. Muscles he didn’t always have. Aaron had built them over the past two years. To fight with. 

Standing up, a nurse ran over to help him. 

Josiah cried out from the third table.

“That was rough,” Tamara said weakly. 

Aaron sighed. “Yeah. We got screwed.” 

“You good?” She pulled her own wire from her head and sat up, her technology induced muscles flexing as she did so.

She was tall, nearly six feet, her eyes were a deep crimson. Very rare for a human. Her skin had a bluish tinge to it, and her hair was a pure natural purple. Not dyed. These were Geksheeshan genes pouring through to her figure. Tamara had been by his side, and a good friend, since John died. Aaron felt that sting wrack his body yet again. A distant agony two years into the past now. 

Aaron shrugged. “As good as ever.”

“Strand,” Josiah hollered, ripping his wires off and leaping out. “I said I was moving up to assist. What the hell were you thinking, boy?”

“You moved up. The mission was a bust. They’d take out our leader,” Aaron replied. “So I threw a grenade and ran.”

“Did it work?” The man’s gray beard and shaved head were in his face now—he didn’t look old exactly, just worn out. “I said did it work?”

“Not really.”

“Then you listen to me next time, boyo! You don’t fuck around. What if that had been real? You’d be dead.”

“Sorry.” Why did he have to get so pissed at every mistake? “Just trying my best.”

“You got a death wish? Huh.” He backed away, running a heavy hand over his forehead. “Fuck. Do you know what writing letters to the next of kin is like, boyo?”

No. Aaron wouldn’t. He’d never had to, but in his case, there was no next of kin to write to. Once Aaron died, if he died, then there would be no next of kin. There were no loved ones. No husband. No lover. Nothing. In a universe shattered by war, he was very much alone. His fist clenched. Josiah didn’t mean it like that. Hopefully. 

“No worries, Master Sergeant.” Aaron took a deep breath. “Won’t need a next of kin note for me.”

Sliding off the table, Aaron went for the door. 

“Strand, you are not dismissed.” The words stopped Aaron in his tracks. 

Of course not. There was always something else to yell at him about. Turning, Aaron faced his leader. In the field, he was always looking out for his crew, but he sometimes forgot that his STAT were people. Or maybe he did that intentionally. 

“I’d have to carry your death, then. So next time, just do as I say.” He leaned against the simulacrum bed Aaron just vacated. “I have too many names in my front pocket.”

“Sorry sir, I will endeavor to do better.”

“Just listen.” He paused. “You’re dismissed, Strand. We will have one more session before Operation Grey Fire. Grab some rack time. Jack off. Whatever you need to get ready for the mission.”

Grey Fire. After three years of this war, the Empire had crashed this deep into Coalition territory, and now they were approaching Wilkanów. The largest and most powerful Coalition Maginot world. A massive planet dedicated to defense and impeding invasion. If the Empire wished to hold the Pyra cluster, they had to take it. That meant that was where Aaron was going. 

His entire team. 

“Yes, sir.” Aaron slammed a fist into his bare chest and bowed in salute. 

Josiah bowed back. 

Deathwish? If only he knew why Aaron didn’t have one. The one thing he had in this world was memories of John, of Lilly. People who he carried with him now, into the future. Marks upon his soul as deep as canyons, and as painful as cuts. If Aaron ever died—the memories would die with him. 

And he could never allow that. 

#​
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HE’D TRIED HIS BEST. It made sense - what he did. His mind wandered back to that moment where he’d gotten hit by the Ion bolts. Was there something he could have done? You know, actually succeeded, or was that just a no-win scenario? Leaning back against his bunk, Aaron pulled his shirt on as it soaked up the sweat that was still beading across his body. It always sucked to go dead in the simulator, but every time he would, he’d think about that moment. Right before John died, did it feel like that?

Did it hurt or was it immediate? 

Was he thinking of Aaron? Was it selfish to hope he was? Probably. It just wasn’t fair. Aaron had the bottom bunk, and it was spacious. More of a huge cubby full of all the life essentials. Better than the bunk he used to have as a pilot. The STAT had nice accommodations. Nice pay too. Aaron would have a lot of money when he went on furlough. Of course, there wasn’t much he could do with it. 

Drop was in two days and nineteen hours and ticking. 

Then hell again. Aaron had been to hell and back. He’d seen terrorists try to bomb cities. He’d seen a battlefield covered in dead. It all seemed so normal now. But the smell of the dead, the ozone of battle, the smoke and the screams. They stuck with him. There were a few soldiers sitting a table nearby, playing a game of cards. The younger one seemed tough. His bald head and wide shoulders making him look ready for a fight. 

His opponent, shirtless, dog tags hanging out and cigarette in his mouth, was much less tough looking. Those eyes, though, Aaron knew those eyes. Not the soldier. They’d passed each-other in the hall a few times but never met. Craig, Aaron thought. But those eyes you saw in any soldier who had seen the war. Aaron saw them in the mirror. 

And he’d go back.

Because the Coalition had taken everything from him, so he’d fight them. He’d fight till he couldn’t. Not for anything or anyone, just against them. To ensure that they paid. Everyone paid. Each life he took was recompense. It was fulfillment of the debt they had incurred. The wrath boiled away, mixing with the grief like oil and water upon a muck ridden shore. 

“Hey.” A shadow fell over him. “Josiah was a bit of a douche back there.”

Aaron looked up at Tamara. “Yeah.”

Aaron knew what it was like to hang another’s death around your neck, so he kinda got why Josiah lost his cool. Still, Aaron was in a no-win scenario. There wasn’t a good option. They went down fighting.

“Look, are you okay?” Tamara pulled off her bra, gaining some whistles from a few of the boys in the back. 

Was he okay? Who the hell was okay three years into this fucked up war? As far as he was concerned, he was okay. He’d have her back on the field. He’d do his job. Okay, had nothing to do with it. In fact, if anyone was really okay, he’d be worried. 

“Fine,” Aaron answered. 

Tamara pulled on her dark green shirt and turned to face him. “You know it’s okay to admit it still hurts.”

Where was this going? “What still hurts?”

“John.” Tamara spoke the words, and the very name evoked such fire in his gut that he thought he might burst. “He was everything to you.”

“I’m fine,” Aaron reiterated. 

“Okay.” Tamara replied, holding her hands up. “But I offered this two years ago, offer still stands. If you need an ear.”

“I don’t need an ear!” Aaron shouted, and caught himself, as the room all looked at him. He repeated more quietly, “I don’t need an ear.”

He needed a place where he didn’t have to think about it. The only place he knew that did that was the battlefield. Everyone had been falling all over themselves. John this. John that. As if John was the one that was the problem, when Aaron was the problem. John fucking died. The piece of shit upped and died. The red-headed beauty promised to come back. And he broke that promise. Aaron’s fist clenched.

“Excuse me.” 

“Aaron,” Tamara pleaded.

The less said, the better. He brushed past her. He needed somewhere where he could be alone.  ​

It didn’t take him long to slip into the head. He passed a young woman as she exited, and for a moment Aaron thought there might be more people within. But the room was empty, filled only with the scent of shit, piss and the cleaner used to battle the first two. Aaron’s dark visage met his gaze in the mirror. His hair combed was back, kept neat because that kept it simple. His eyes seemed somehow more sunken than he thought they should. He looked older. His soul did anyway. You could see a soul in the eyes. The more broken, the longer the stare. 

Aaron swallowed the rage boiling inside him. Like a lava dome pushing through the crust to burst forth and erupt in burning hatred. He was alone. He was alone because John wanted glory more than he wanted Aaron. That was the simple truth of it. Aaron wasn’t all that important in the end. His flexing fists ached now, as he stared into his own eyes, trying to will the pain into silence, when his Palm buzzed. 

He turned his attention to it. 

His finger had touched the small swirl of data-ink in his palm, and his palm-com burst to life, projecting his data-board into the sink. It flickered and failed where the edges failed to resolve the physical material with which the imaginary interacted. He pulled it away, projecting the holo-graph in front of him instead. 

His messages—he had one. 

He knew that one. He kept resetting its status as unread. 

Swishing his finger through it, John’s handsome visage appeared, flickering before him. Something hurt. A pain so great that Aaron almost fell into it, a chasm so deep that there would be no escape. How dare he! How dare he still be here! Why hadn’t Aaron gotten rid of this message? 

It played. 

Hey,

John’s tone was jubilant. Got your last message, and I know I’m late in responding. Just got my commission and cannot wait to show you around. You’ll love it. Believe me. They call her the Kurita’s Pride. Gonna make admiral one day, just you watch. 

A darkness shrouded him. Look, I know you’re about to do SERE. Be careful, all right? You are the sweetest kid I know. Don’t go breaking yourself over some Imperial instructor’s bull. Okay? I’ll see you when I’m done with this patrol. 

And Aaron. Love you—more than you’ll ever know. 

Lucky for you? His arrogant smile burned against the backdrop like the shit he was. 

Then it froze. The message was over. If John loved him so much, if he cared, why was he dead? So many questions. Damn it, why? Aaron’s fist balled again, and he met his own gaze. The boy who wasn’t enough. Why not? Wrath fueled the fist that slammed into the mirror. The glass broke. 

“Fuck!” Aaron shouted. 

Fuck John.

Fuck the war. 

So much hate. 

The door opened as another STAT walked in. Josiah. His older team leader’s face, outlined by his enormous size, his height almost towering. Those deep blues met Aaron’s, and then he looked at the broke mirror and then back to Aaron, before heading to a urinal. 

“I know you’re ugly, but it’s not the mirror’s fault,” Josiah said, as he relieved himself.

The fury burned, but Josiah was really here. He wasn’t some spectre, there would be consequences to pissing him off. Staring back at John’s face, Aaron hovered a finger over the delete icon above it. All it would take was to push it. Send the red headed pretty boy straight to the trash where he belonged. Just get rid of him. Just finish this bullshit. 

But he couldn’t. 

So, he swiped the mark as new, and closed it, looking at the broken glass. Then the blood dripped. The cuts hurt, and it took away from the rage. Josiah finished his piss and came up to the sink, washing his hand. 

“You know, I’d get that looked at if I were you.” Josiah nodded to Aaron’s bloody knuckles. “And Sergeant, try not to break any more Imperial property.”

Josiah dried his hands in the sonic drier with a fast buzz before walking out, plunging Aaron back into silence. Aaron didn’t need a doctor. The pain was good, distracting. Helped ease a much deeper agony, so he’d keep it. Turning on the faucet, he washed his knuckles, watching the red blood swirl with the water, and roll around the drain. 

Like love—the blood swirled away and vanished into nothing.  
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Chapter Two
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Zhou Ling, Coalition

Fireteam Glass 

Ernest E. Evans

Shipboard Time: 19:33 Hours

Zhou’s second heart skipped into action. Today was the day. That day. The day of all damn days. Her military uniform was snug, fitted, carefully groomed. She pulled her purple hair back into a bun beneath her beret. She’d finally let her hair grow out a bit. Didn’t know why. It was a thing. So that was that. Before her the cargo bay of the Ernest E. Evans swam in the dress whites of the Imperial navy, and few of the camo greens of the army, though they were a rarity among the crowd. At the front, in her full-dress whites, stood Sophia. 

By the goddess, she was beautiful. 

Shit Zhou, you landed that. She exhaled sharply. 

Behind Sophia stood Von’Triton, his weathered face stern yet relaxed. Was that a smile on the old man’s face? Apes could be hard to read. Magora, why wouldn’t Zhou’s second heart stop beating? She fidgeted, trying to shake her nerves out. Zhou Ling was about to be Zhou Ling-Trotsky. Holy fuck-a-doodle-do. 

“You good?” Akyon leaned over.

“I’m about to marry the woman of my dreams.” Zhou whispered back. “I should be fucking elated.”

“You’re not?” 

“I’m fucking terrified.” Zhou snapped back quietly. 

Akyon laughed. “And you admit it?”

“Shut up.” 

Then Von’Triton nodded. The ship’s band, all four officers, burst into music. The horns sounded, rushing through the room with vibrancy and power. It ignited her ears like a pulsar. The music was her cue. Zhou stepped out with all the rigidness of her military training. Akyon held her arm in that weird human tradition. With the thunder of upbeat drums and the serenade of happy horns, Zhou Ling walked down the aisle between two rows of officers, all facing her. No salutes, just smiles. 

All the bloody smiles. 

Fuck. 

She wanted to run away. Zhou. Run. Not because she didn’t love Sophia, but because she was about to do this for a second time. She’d fucked the whole thing last time. What if she screwed this one to high heaven? What if Sophia turned into Claire and ran away? What if? What if? What is it she told her fire team: What ifs are for strip poker? 

Then she was right there in front of the beautiful blonde buffoon. Sophia smiled. Glowing. Her blazing blue eyes, set against her soft pale skin, and shining hair. She was going to be Zhou’s wife. Like her married wife. Like the thing she loved most in the world tied together. By law. By the gods. How? How did she deserve this? Wait—when did Zhou get all self-deprecating? That was Sophia’s job—it must be rubbing off on Zhou. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I say a few words?” Von’Triton’s old and powerful voice boomed.

He was the High Admiral of the second damn fleet. He could say whatever he wanted. Why bother with the question?

“Not so many years ago, I stood on this very ship, in this very room, having just survived an ordeal from which the Evans had rescued me. At that moment, I knew of this romantic duo. I did not know, however, that they would give me the privilege of saying the words that tied them under the eyes of the Seven.” Von’Triton looked at Zhou and Sophia. “And it is my absolute pleasure to do so.”

Sophia giggled. Giggled. Her face blushing that sexy red. Way to go, Admiral, just made your star Captain blush like a girl. 

“Vows?” Von’Triton prodded.

Sophia nodded and took a deep breath. “Zhou, you are my rock, my light, and my love.” Oh boy, the sappy faucet just turned on. “I will keep you. Stay loyal to you. Hold you. Want you. Until the night comes, and my final hour leaves. So, I vow beneath the tree.”

Then they looked at her—and all those nice little vows Zhou thought of just slipped away. Her second heart raced; adrenalin surged. No. Not right now. She did this last time, too. 

“Zhou?” Sophia prodded.

“Look.” Zhou stared right into those deep blues. “You are the most precious thing in my life. Whatever you want, you will get if it’s in my power to give. Loyalty, and all that, sure. That’s what I vow. Beneath any damn tree.”

Sophia rolled her eyes. 

“Sophia, do you take Zhou Ling to be your lawfully wedded wife?” the Admiral asked. 

“I do.” 

“Zhou, do you take Sophia Trotsky to be your lawfully wedded wife?” he added.

“Oh, hell yes.” Zhou’s heart exploded. She swore it, as the words left her lips.

“Then I pronounce you bound beneath the seven. You may kiss the bride,” Von’Triton said. 

It was done. Sophia leaned forward, and Zhou crossed the rest of the distance between them, and their lips met. This was it. This was the kiss that sealed it all. Zhou was no longer a Ling, but a Trotsky. Oh snap, she was rich! She didn’t think of that. Sophia’s arms wrapped around Zhou. She returned in kind, and her muscles flexed, lifting her wife off the ground. 

“I love you,” Sophia whispered. “Even if you forgot your vows.”

“Look, it was a whole thing. I tried,” Zhou whispered back. “But I’m not as smart as you, pigskin.”

The room clapped. And with the roaring applause came that sudden weight that crashed against Zhou. She had a wife again. This one was definitely an improvement over the last one. So there had been some serious upgrades, but now there was so much more to lose. Because this all happened during a war. 

“So, the mess has prepared food. Some of your favorites,” Sophia said as the band started up again with some popular tunes from back home. 

“So, Misses Trotsky.” Zhou wanted some of that damn food. “Care to feast with me?”

“I do, Misses Trotsky.” Sophia beamed. 

“Then lead the way.” 

Sophia’s arms linked with Zhou’s. 

A family. Zhou had a family.  ​

The pink fleshy stuff, Zhou learned was called salmon, was absolutely divine. It was an Earth delicacy farmed on thousands of worlds. No one thought the ice worlds would like this shit, apparently. Zhou slipped another strand of flesh into her mouth and gnashed it with her sharp teeth, letting the flavors boil over. 

The kitchen staff had set the table out, and the crew was picking at the delicacies that danced on the table before them. A simple white tablecloth adorned its edge, with some gold trim. Sophia could have probably done something spectacular in peace time. A wedding that got talked about in local legend for years. The kind where people remembered the event more than its purpose. There were always a few of those, especially in mining villages.

“Congrats,” Luna said, shoveling one of the round tubular things that humans called burritos. 

Sounded like a type of blanket to Zhou. 

“Thanks.” Zhou glanced at Sophia, who was milling about with a few crew members, her sharp expression giving her a rugged beauty. “Got lucky. Real lucky.”

“Yeah, she did,” Luna replied. 

Zhou smirked. Hell yeah, she did. 

“Got the bad bitch,” Luna prodded as she sipped on the apple juice that stood in for champagne. Something about alcohol being banned in the Coalition navy. Dumb decision. 

Akyon slipped up with a smile on his face and shook Zhou’s hand. It was nice. Sure, they weren’t her brothers and sisters, but it was nice that her co-workers seemed happy. If only her mother and father could be here. Zhou apparently would never land a suitable partner—not according to them. 

Booya mothafuckas. 

“Thank you, sir.” Sophia’s voice wafted over Zhou’s hearing, peaking above the band’s upbeat ditty.

“My pleasure, Commander,” Von’Triton replied. “It is imperative, I think, that we engage in the simple pleasures of life. More so in times of strife.”

Zhou moved to stand beside her wife. “Agreed. And the food is good.”

Von’Triton’s aged face was rugged, tired, but there was a settled smile that hovered upon his face. This was a moment that they got to breathe. When the war was far away, minding its own dumb business. Zhou put a hand on Sophia’s shoulder. Her wife’s shoulder. Wife. What a strange word. Lovely word. Sophia reached up and gave Zhou’s hand a squeeze. 

“It’s nice to take a break,” Sophia replied.

“Yeah, we planned to ask you on Iron Shield,” Zhou cut in. “But some imps got in the way.”

“Why did it take two bloody years to get to this point?” Sophia glanced back at Zhou.

“Arcadia.” It had been a brutal fight. 

“The Solomon systems,” Von’Triton pointed out. “Zhou has a few medals from that one, I believe.”

She did. “Sure fucking do. Kicked some imp nuts, just to come here and marry your ass.”

“Zhou,” Sophia chastised. “Admiral, right there.”

“The Admiral has heard the word fuck. Bet he says the word daily.” Zhou would, faced with the reports that were surely coming in from Fleetcom. 

“I do,” Von’Triton replied.

Zhou knew Sophia was doing her moody thing. She was probably mulling over how Sam wasn’t here, and she wanted him to be. Zhou would have liked him to be here too—if for no other reason than Sophia’s best friend held insights into Zhou’s wife that Zhou was probably going to need. Especially since Sophia was not the usual ape. Her brain was all weird. Beautiful. Brilliant. But understood social interactions about as well as Zhou understood quantum mechanics. 

“Commander.” The voice burst from the door. 

That voice. The voice of Major Dick. In the doorway, peering in, was Major Dickerson. A man not invited. For good reason. Because Zhou made sure he wasn’t. Why? Because fuck him, that’s why. Sergeant  Major Dickerson. His hair was graying at the edge, curling above his head. His face was smug, with an I’m so good cause I have a rank mentality. The man that had respect because the rank mandated. 

“Dickerson.” Von’Triton met the officer’s gaze. “This is a bad time.”

“I need to speak to the skipper.” He looked at Sophia. 

That was Zhou’s wife on her wedding day. Fuck this guy. Throw his ass out of an airlock. Von’Triton set his jaw. Zhou clenched her fist. Sophia let out a sigh and gave Zhou a look. It was hard to tell what kind of look. Exasperated? Apologetic? 

“I’ll be right back,” Sophia said, handing Zhou her glass of juice. “Will you hold?”

Zhou nodded. “Punch him for me.”

Sophia chuckled and headed off to the door to speak with Zhou’s CO. Head of the General Infantry on the damn ship. Von’Triton sighed and sidled on over to her to join in whatever operation issue that was so important as to interrupt the wedding. Bad ass bitch, Sophia. Taking time from her moment to work. By Magora, that girl had grown into a hell of a woman. 

“How’s the wedding?” Akyon asked. 

“Interrupted.” Zhou turned to see her fireteam mate next to her. “Other than that, I’m married. Kinda settling in.”

“That’s great.” Akyon wasn’t paying attention. 

His eyes were watching something. Zhou followed. Luna. She was talking with one of the deckmen from the Evans. They were clearly engaging in the human ritual of flirtation. Luna, really? There was no way in hell Akyon was ever going to land Luna. Not when her first encounter with Akyon was him squealing in the corner of a corridor while bullets flew. Though there had been a lot of redemption these past two years—still that kind of imprint lasted. 

“Oh, kid.” Zhou shook her head. 

“What?” Akyon replied. “I have feelings. What the fuck am I to do?”

“First off, she’s on your fireteam so don’t let me catch shit. Second, dude, you didn’t have the best first impression.” 

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I like her, though. How do you do it? Like Sophia is super intimidating. How’d you get her to fall for you?”

Zhou was also intimidating, just not in the same way. At least Zhou thought so. “I slapped her across the face.”

“What?” He raised an eyebrow. 

“Yeah, she got shot, so I slapped her across the face for being an emo little shit.”

“That worked.” Akyon didn’t believe her. 

Zhou nodded. “Don’t try that with Luna, though.” Goddess, the kid was so naïve, but sweet, soldier or no. “Kid look. You want Luna. The first thing you gotta do is make sure you’re the best you can be. Then you need to prove that to her.”

“What if she doesn’t want me?” That was the most likely scenario. 

“So, what? Her fucking loss, kid.” Zhou shrugged. “Don’t sweat it.” 

He nodded. “Guess you’re right.”

“This should have been handled by you, Major.” Sophia’s voice snapped loudly enough that Zhou and Akyon both looked towards the door. 

She was chewing Dickerson out. Nice. Go, girl. That’s her wife right there. Dickerson looked up at Von’Triton for help, but the Admiral just shrugged. 

“Get it done. You have my backup because you clearly need it. But I have more to do than filling holes in your operational competence.” Sophia turned, marched away. 

Oh, snap—Dickerson was red as hell, fist clenched. Man, Zhou loved that woman. 

Sophia took her drink and swallowed most of it in a single gulp. “Sorry about that.”

“He doesn’t believe I slapped the shit out of you.” Zhou nodded at Akyon. 

“Yeah, it’s how she told me she loved me,” Sophia replied. 

“Unreal.” Akyon shook his head. 

That seemed so far away now, in that Lynx APC rolling through the streets of Tell-al Nubai. The music changed, and suddenly the entire room spun itself. The lights darkened, and the couples broke off and danced. Akyon eyed Luna longingly and sidled away. The mood changing from the happy to the romantic. 

“Care for a dance?” Sophia asked.

Oh no. Not a dance. 

But there wasn’t a choice.  ​

Sophia’s hands slid over Zhou’s shoulder. Yeah, yeah. Zhou knew what she was supposed to do. Taking her wife’s waist, the two swayed together, their foreheads touching, their breath mingling. Her beauty, her scent, everything that was Sophia poured into the moment. Zhou’s second heart burst into action as her six digits absorbed the warmth that gushed from the hominid in her arms. If only the Empire would just go away for a few centuries and let Zhou and Sophia live a life. Her hands squeezed Sophia. 

Her wife. 

W.I.F.E.

Somehow, it didn’t feel real yet. But she held the ape close. Because there was so little worth holding onto as the Galaxy burned, and this was one of them. Just something. The two swayed back and forth. The music and dancing swirling around them. Igniting the room like fireworks. To Zhou anyway. Music had a beauty all its own, one that very few aliens could see. Zhou was blessed to see the harmonizing waves pouring through the air, washing over all the couples. 

Goddess, help her get this marriage right. 

“Zhou, slow down,” Sophia whispered. “You are swaying like a pendulum. Slower.”

Ugh. Zhou swallowed and forced her rhythm to rhyme with the music. 

“That’s it,” Sophia encouraged. 

“Dancing is dumb.” Zhou groaned. “It’s an ape thing.”

“Geckos dance. I looked it up,” Sophia responded. “Some of your dances are exquisite.”

“Yeah, but that’s Imperium shit. I’m five generations removed from that.” They whispered back and forth to each other as Zhou struggled to maintain her composure.

But for Sophia, it was worth it. A good hour passed as they swayed, tucked into each other’s arms. 

The Evans groaned gently as it slipped through the void with the crew onboard. It headed for the moon of Stratapolska, where Zhou had a job to do. Not sure what job. For all her medals, she was still just a grunt. A well-decorated grunt, but a grunt none the less. 

“What was that shit with Major Dick about?” Zhou asked quietly. 

“He didn’t have a good air superiority plan and wanted the Navy to fill in for his poor planning.” Sophia grumbled, “It’ll get done.”

“So, we are expecting action.” Great, so they had a one-day honeymoon. 

Fantastic. 

Sophia nodded. “We know when, where, and how many.”

“Good intel?”

“Source inside the fleet.”

“Nice.”

There might be a chance of turning them back at Wilanów then. Bring this war to a standstill, at least in the Pyra cluster. At the Great Citadel they should be able to snatch a few victories. If they could bog down the imps, then there might be a chance of walking away with a nation to go live in afterwards. Slowly, the evening came to a halt. The slow dance broke apart. 

“Hey, I need to hit the CIC and handle something with Jason. I’ll be back in half an hour, not a second longer,” Sophia said, leaving Zhou’s side and heading for the door. “Love you.”

“Same Golden Blood,” Zhou said, as Sophia slipped away. 

The air seemed freezing, and the cramped ship was open and lonesome. There would be plenty of heat inducing adventures tonight though. The hallway was cold and gray as Zhou entered it. Smooth walls connected with a strange bluish rug that ran beneath her feet. The ceiling was just a myriad of wires and tubes taking substances every which way. 

“Master sergeant Ling.” It was Major Dick. 

“Master sergeant Trotsky,” Zhou corrected. “What do you need, Major?”

He grumbled at the correction. “There is a lot on the line for this mission, and I won’t have any of your screwball ideas messing it up again. Now I just want to make sure you’re not gonna go all AWOL on me now that you’re married to a fancy ass rich girl.”

“No, sir,” Zhou replied. “Gonna keep it frosty.”

“You better,” he snarked.

What the fuck was up with Major Dick? His Dickishness was ultra-major right now. Zhou cast a glare at the middle-aged failure of an ape. He could have waited till tomorrow to give her the business, if he needed to at all. All Zhou had ever done was make him look bad by doing the job he should have done to begin with. Why the hell was he still following her? 

“I’m going to fuck my wife, Major. No offense, but you aren’t invited.” 

“You little shit,” Dickerson said. “I’m your commanding officer.”

“Still not invited.”

His face went blazing red. “I’m not.” He let out an exasperated grunt. “I need you at the top of your game, Ling. You better give me your best. I’m tired of your insubordination and poor attitude.”

Wait, who bailed his ass out of Iron Shield. Signy Five? Torridon? Yeah. The Major Dick could go shove off. 

“Sorry you feel that way, sir.” Zhou stepped onto the stairs, heading to the officers’ quarters. “By the way, again, it’s Trotsky.”

With a huff, the major opened his mouth to respond, but Zhou was already up the stairs, and headed to Sophia’s quarters, where she was going to forget all about this war for as long as the two could keep going. 

Until then Zhou couldn't give a damn about whatever Major Dick’s issues were. 

Until the mission, his issues weren’t hers.  
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Chapter Three
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Aaron Strand

IWS Nagato, DN-606

Shipboard Time: 14:23 

Aaron pulled the door to the mess hall open. A torrent of tantalizing scents that came belching from the room flooded his olfactory senses.. The room wasn’t as large as you’d expect. There were a half dozen of these mess halls on the Nagato. Each one served a different section of the ship. The room was, like any other part of the ship, gilded with tubes crossing the ceiling and wires hanging dangerously low. Probably carrying huge amounts of power. You learned to tread carefully around these ships. They were mighty, but they were old. 

Six tables sat, some of them full. At the front was the buffet, adorned with hot dogs, pizza and hamburgers. These foods were a delicacy. Back home, Aaron had almost never had proper food. It was all ration packs. Slowly, as Coalition worlds were retooled to supply the Empire, the restrictions on actual food lifted. Passing by the hot dogs, he picked one up, and then grabbed a side of fries, before filling a cup with his favorite soda. 

Root beer. 

An ancient earth delicacy that persisted. Fortunately. 

Picking an empty table, Aaron sat. He was trying to ignore what he knew was coming. Like the thought was hovering in the back of his mind. If he just pushed a little harder, he might force the pain back somewhere. He took a bite of his hot dog. John would have loved the hot dogs. So many puns he could make. There it was. The shock of the thought rolled through him. 

The mess hall that the STAT used and the mess hall that the pilots used were the same. This place was full of memories. Just across from Aaron, John would have been there. Sitting. Munching on the now authentic food. Though when he was last here, there were only ration packs to sustain the crew. Aaron let the pain bite. Then gritted his teeth. There were more important things to do than contend with the agony of the past. 

“No.” The voice was familiar. 

Aaron glanced away from his memories. Marisol was halfway across the room, with her plate of hamburgers. Her skin wasn’t that different from Aaron’s skin tone, and her long hair brushed the shoulders of her neat uniform. Following her was a pale skinned alien with black eyes. Her white hair framed her face. A Goration. Aaron was reminided of Irvad. Marisol was Irvad’s adopted daughter. Memory lane had more in stock for Aaron today. She caught his eye and waved. 

“Aaron.” She changed directions. 

“That’s a STAT, Dominguez. You will address him as sir.” The Goration lethargically followed suit.

“Sorry.” Marisol sat down. “Aaron, the ship is so big. I’ve hardly seen you.”

Marisol was a Coalition born kid who’d joined the Imperial military after Belarus. Aaron and John had spent a lot of time at The Rose, her mother’s bar. That they’d hardly seen each other was due to their shift rotation. So, happy accident. Marisol worked up on the Admiral’s Bridge, currently housing the General, not the Admiral, since the Nagato traveled with the flagship.

“Been a few, yeah,” Aaron replied. “How goes the STAT application?”

Marisol’s face flushed. “Not well. Got rejected a second time. I’ll keep trying, though.”

“Please,” the Goration said, having settled across from Aaron. “You’ll never be a STAT. You need loyalty for that.”

Marisol looked down at her plate and sighed before taking a bite. “This is Veron. I work with her on the command deck.”

“Somehow.” Veron shrugged. “She got herself a position in intelligence despite being a blue born.”

Blue born, there was a new term - Aaron finished chewing before saying, “I trust Marisol.”

“Project Night Breaker will be a test,” Veron replied, shooting a glance at Marisol. 

“Fucking cut it out.” There was the fire in Marisol’s eyes. “Look, I think it’s a red space defense program, not a weapon. If it was a weapon, they would have rolled out the test we saw from Wilkanów. That was nine months ago.”

“Right, and we are supposed to believe the instincts of a traitor.” 

Marisol gritted her teeth. “Veron, if you think I’m a traitor, why are you eating lunch with me?”

Veron shrugged and began munching on her salad. “Monitoring you.”

Marisol rolled her eyes. “How are you, Aaron? I know it’s been rough; you know.”

She could say that again. Between John, Irvad, Lilly and his parents, there wasn’t a lot of room to draw much smooth sailing from. Just a lot of rocky roads. Or maybe boulders you hit on the way down. 

“I’m good.” He was something, and good was the simplest descriptor. “We hot drop tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Veron interjected. “That’s going to be rough.”

“Rough? We should have the element of surprise.” Marisol said. “That should make his job considerably easier.” 

Veron raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, because everything always works out.”

“Always so depressing,” Marisol quipped.

Aaron knew how accustomed Marisol was to shit hitting the fan. It was strange the Goration didn’t know that. Aaron got a sour feeling for a moment. Veron was very Imperial. But Marisol was very out of place here. So positive, and her mind set on the goal at hand. Her constant applications to the STAT proved that. Typically, the STAT program came to you. She wanted to stand out and make a difference, but that just wasn’t how you did things here. Not unless you were an absolute legend like Lilly was. After all, the nail that stood out attracted the hammer. 

“The chips will fall as they may,” Aaron replied. “We will deal with whatever situation we get.”

That was the mentality of a good Imperial soldier. Do not fear. Just deal with whatever shit hit the fan. Do your job. Excel and expect nothing but excellence. For excellence is the least that was expected of anyone.

A hand fell on Aaron’s shoulder as the room suddenly snapped to attention with the fury of a storm. The gentle pat that followed had Aaron rising to his feet, even as Marisol and Veron rocketed out of their seats, their fists slamming against their chests in salute. The friendly hand gave Aaron’s shoulder a squeeze, and it became clear why the room had gone dead quiet and snapped to attention. 

Knight Commander Atlas. 

He didn’t have any other name. Just Atlas. His rank was not one Aaron could ever attain. Hell, most royalty could never touch the ranks of the knights. To hold such a title, you had to be a member of a banner. Smoke and Steel trained and operated Aaron, and his rank was Sergeant at Arms. But to attain a knight’s rank, Aaron would have to be knighted, and no one knew how that even happened. 

The man was tall. His dark hair was shaved near to his head, and his eyes burned a deep mechanical blue. Like they weren’t quite human. 

That gaze, however good Atlas had been to Aaron, still unnerved him. As if he was dead. Or perhaps glossed over just about to die. That subtle recognition somewhere deep in Aaron’s lizard brain just knew that Atlas was death. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. But damn, it was a powerful feeling every time the man was in the room. 

“Feast!” He barked at the room. “Let me disturb you no longer.”

“Yes, my lord.” The entire room barked, bowed and then returned to their food with the precision of recruits at bootcamp, afraid that the simplest transgression would have them punished so severely they’d never forget. 

Atlas’s eyes fell on Veron’s plate. “Even though the Royal mess is ample in its supply, those hot dogs look good.”

“I will fetch you some, my lord.” Veron bowed and raced off to the buffet. 

Aaron eased back down into his seat, and Atlas joined them at the table. “Marisol.” He opened. “I trust the letter arrived.”

Marisol huffed. “Yes, sir.”

“With Atlas, it’s my lord.” Aaron corrected.

“Sorry. my lord.” It was clear the words were a struggle for her–the Coalition had beaten a deep hatred for royalty into their people, and Marisol would take many years, if not more, to overcome that feeling. 

Or so Aaron thought. 

“It is alright, guardsman.” Atlas gave her a smile. The man almost never smiled. “You’ll learn in time.”

“Yes, my Lord.” Again, the struggle in her voice was real. “May I ask why I received the rejection from the STAT program?”

Atlas looked her right in the eye. “You are more valuable in intelligence. This is the Imperial military. You are sent where you benefit us the most.”

She sighed. “The Coalition would let me choose.”

“This is not the Coalition,” Atlas pointed out. “Marisol, this is not a place you want to stand out.”

Her eyes fell. “Okay.” 

Marisol was shifting, uncomfortable, looking at her food, not Atlas. Aaron thought that strange. Had Marisol gotten into trouble? No. Aaron glanced between the two again but found no obvious answers. Not his business. Whatever it was wouldn’t concern him, except that he hoped his friend would not end up in trouble. 

“Strand,” Atlas said. “Tell me, I hear you picked up a citation on Arcadia. I was proud to hear it.” 

“Yes, my lord.” Aaron bowed his head.

“You have faced many trials in this war, and you have weathered them with great dignity. You do my banner proud.”

“Thank you.” It didn’t feel that way—the death of his sister and John still ripped and tore at him like a beast trapped in his soul, desperate to get out, to pour his wrath into the universe and make manifest vengeance upon the guilty. To rip the Coalition end from end for making this war necessary. For forcing his people to starve. For killing his lover, his sister, his friends. 

“Have you spoken to the ship’s counselor, Mr. Strand?” Atlas asked. 

“No. Do I need to?”

“That depends,” Atlas replied. “You do the Empire little good if your mind is not in the fight, or worse, consumed by the fight. Bucking authority has never been an issue for you—but doing so at the peril of your team?”

He was talking about the simulator. “I made a poor decision,” Aaron admitted. “I thought I could retreat without help.”

Atlas nodded. Josiah had gone to command with that. Really? After all they have been through; the man circumvented him entirely and went straight to command. Why? Aaron held it together. He didn’t have outbursts on missions. Was he not allowed to feel? The Empire could control his actions, but not his feelings. Hell, half the time that was beyond Aaron’s capacity as well. 

Atlas grunted. “Then, Mr. Strand, you’re dropping with your team. But I must ask you to not break mirrors.” The man smirked. 

Aaron’s heart stuttered. He had smashed that mirror yesterday. Damn it. 

“Yes, my Lord.” 

Atlas smiled and gave Marisol a nod just as Veron returned with a hot dog and a drink. Atlas took them and sunk his teeth into the dog. Marisol’s eyes firmly locked on Atlas. Now that he wasn’t looking, she seemed far more willing to pay less attention to her nearly finished food. 

“Thank you, Guardsman.” Atlas stood up, finishing the hot dog. “Duty calls me away. Mr. Strand, good luck.”

“Thank you, my lord.” Aaron bowed his head as Atlas left the room. 

“Aaron, are you okay?” Marisol asked in the absence left by Atlas. “You broke a mirror?”

He had. It was difficult to explain, but there had been an outburst, rage, and pain mixed. It wasn’t his proudest moment, and he was prone to them. Mainly when he had to face Lilly or John in his memories. It became difficult to bear the weight of those losses. Sometimes he could forget, but when he remembered it was like an anvil slamming into his chest. 

“Yeah,” Aaron replied.

“Hey, you were there for me when Irvad,” she swallowed, trying to not to use the word, died. “Look, he was like my dad to me, and a big brother to you, and everything. So, let me know if you need to talk.”

“Thanks.” This was the second person to offer that, but the last thing he wanted to do was talk.

John being dead wasn’t bad enough. Now people wanted to talk about it. He wanted to put the pain behind him, and talking about it wouldn’t do that. Besides, he was dropping into combat tomorrow. 

It should be swift. The Empire had the upper hand here, and this assault was coming far earlier than predicted—so the Coalition should have no knowledge of it. 

Still, Aaron should be able to put some Coallies down, and that would be better therapy than talking. “Thanks.”

Talk. What good was talking? 

He just needed to move on.
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Chapter Four
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Corvus Campbell

Emperor’s Hand

Shipboard time: 04:22

The hum of the FTL drives filled his office. There was a general discomfort to being within the folds of red space, and as his fleet plowed through the antimatter ocean, a reflection of his own universe, that discomfort chilled him. Maybe it was the idea that he was in another reality. A place where life was impossible, yet here he was alive. A natural disgust distinguishing reality from a failed echo. 

Perhaps that was best left to philosophers. 

Corvus sipped the cup of hot coffee in his hand. Once upon a time, the morning had been an elementary thing to roll out of bed and face. But as age grew upon him, Corvus found mornings were ever more undesirable. Yet here he was, at the coffee machine in his office. Beyond that door, heavy metal and gray, was the Admiral’s Bridge of the Emperor’s Hand. His flagship since Kadesh. In here, though, as small and cramped as it was, he had peace. If only for a moment. 

Time to reflect upon the battle ahead. Before him, upon his computer screen, glistened the battle plan. Rule one of war, the enemy would do as little as they could to not meet expectations. His well-laid plan, with those of over twelve other fleet commanders, was about to engage the enemy, and no plan survived that. Corvus stroked his chin, sharp with stubble, as he watched the screen. Studying the movements.

He’d figure out how to get there once the fighting started. Having surprise on his side, the Coalition would certainly succumb to disorganization. If he had any resistance at LaGrange November, over the moon of Stratapolska, it would be minor. 

Unless, of course, the Coalition brought more weight to the fight than expected. Unlikely, but always a risk. 

He mulled over that possibility for a second and sipped more of his coffee. The bean juice shot through his system like a bullet, and he closed his eyes, letting the heat and the caffeine do its part. It was coming. The battle was on the horizon, and that feeling filled him again. That dread. The same dread he had felt before Kadesh. When the fires began, the dead would pile high. The dead that had fallen beneath his command. Such was the way of war, but still—it pained him. But the choices ahead would grow only more difficult. 

For Corvus was the Crown Prince, and heir to the throne of the Empire. 

One day, his decisions would shudder a hundred million worlds and bury them beneath the movements of his mind. Such power hung around his neck like a chain. For even now, the weight of the dead pierced his soul, and infected it with the necrotic necessity of the dead. He thought of his wife. Abigail. She was waiting at home. Had been waiting for years. Connor was nearly a man now, almost twelve. 

The last time Corvus had seen his son, the boy was nine. 

How much had he missed as a father?

A beep called him away from his thoughts. 

A message was coming in from the Nagato, identified by the crossed twin blades of the Smoke and Steel Banner. Corvus swigged another shot of his coffee before placing it on his desk and tapping his screen. The holographic projector above his head burst to life, and boom. Atlas stood across the desk from him, almost as if there, but it was a lie. A holographic fabrication of his most treasured Knight Commander. 

The glowing eyes of a nightfall gazed back at Corvus from a sharp and stern face. The man’s build was that of a battle tank. Wide shouldered and chunky. After this war was over, Atlas would command the royal guard: that was what Corvus had decided. Not that he’d shared that with Atlas. That would be for another day. Perhaps on victory day. 

“Atlas,” Corvus acknowledged. “I take it you are prepared.”

The man bowed. “Yes, my lord. The Marines and STAT are ready to go planet-side. We have three waves planned. The first wave, as usual, in drop pods. Second in the Phantoms. The third will land the Condors.”

“In one week, we will have Strataspolska?” The battle ahead would be brutal, either way, but Wilanów was the actual target. 

A citadel of such strength and industrial value, it alone could save the Empire from the predicament that mandated this war. This was the trophy above all others, and Corvus would have it. He must. For his people. For their future. 

Atlas nodded. “If all goes to plan. Also, my lord, one of my intelligence personnel has formulated a theory that Night Breaker is not a weapon, but a defense.” 

“A defense.” His heart grew cold. 

“Against Red Space weaponry.” 

That would be a problem. Even now, the Empire struggled with Coalition ships. Their superiority relied entirely upon those weapons. If that advantage were to be negated, the war could take a very different turn. Corvus sucked down a deep breath of air and chilled the terror that seethed within. That had to be dealt with. 

“If memory serves, Night Breaker is being developed in the Polska system, yes?” Corvus asked. 

Atlas nodded. “I would recommend turning some of our focus to confirming its end goals, as well as taking it from the Coalition.”

“Make it a priority,” Corvus said, simply.

“Of course.” Atlas nodded. “Good luck, my friend.”

“Same.” Corvus gave him a smile. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

With that, the channel went dead, and Atlas vanished from the office in a flicker of blue and green light, leaving Corvus sitting there in silent severity. Taking his cup, he sipped down the last of its contents. He would need a lot more of it before the day’s end.​

Time, 05:09. Corvus checked the edge of the monitor twice, to be sure. The hour was coming. They’d be dropping out of Red Space in less than an hour’s time, and whatever happened next would happen. Corvus straightened his royal jacket, ensuring its black fabric and golden trim presented as professionally as possible. That was part of being a prince, much less a Crown Prince. Despite what many of his half siblings might suppose. Though their number had diminished over the war. Standing, he made his way over to the wall dispenser and flicked through to the coffee option before refilling his drained cup with a steaming hot liquid that covered his room with its earthy scent. 

And it was Earthy. 

Coffee was a delicacy all over the Galaxy—sometimes as a sleep aid by a few alien species. But it originated on Earth. His home. Corvus had yet to return to his desk when the chime clanged, though this time it was the door and not a message. 

“Enter,” Corvus called.

Through the door came raven black hair, purple eyes, and a face sharp enough to cut you if you got too close. Lucrezia was both beautiful and sinister. Like a volcano and hurricane. The beauty was there, evident, clear even—but the force behind it was destructive. There was no moral code in her, just action. Action designed to survive. 

“Brother.” Lucrezia’s smile chilled him to the bone. “How goes the attack plan?”

“Well enough.” Corvus kept her on his ship because she was the one sibling he trusted above all the others. “What brings you to my office?”

“I’m afraid I am the harbinger of dire news.” She spoke the words, but the empathy was not there, like a machine. 

What bad news? There were few things that would warrant the necessity of one royal visiting another, even on the same ship. Corvus thought Lucrecia might wish to view the battle from the observation deck. Thus, she could witness all the terrible things that came with battle. She seemed to enjoy them. Perhaps she wanted to sit behind Corvus and watch him give orders that silenced thousands. But for all her cruelty, in her strange head, she had decided Corvus was her guiding star. Perhaps it was his generosity in his youth, defending her from his siblings when they sought to beat her within an inch of her life. 

Kadesh flowed through his mind: silenced millions. 

“Well, let’s hear it.” Corvus eased down behind his desk and clutched his coffee in both hands, enjoying the warmth it offered.

“It’s a show kind of thing, brother.” That icy smile flickered again, and she eased forward, sliding into the seat opposite Corvus.

Holding up her hand, she tapped a little swirl of ink in the palm. It burned a bright blue before she flicked her wrist like she had tossed a ball. The data shot towards Corvus, where his own Palm-com buzzed. 

“I have little birds everywhere, brother,” she whispered gently, leaning forward. “I hope you will not be upset that one of those birds’ eyes spied on your wife.”

Abigail? What happened? The bitterness in Lucrezia’s voice had changed from dislike to disdain. Corvus knew his half-sister far too well for that. He knew that tone of voice. Fear boiled in Corvus’s gut like a tumultuous storm. Opening his hand, he flicked the data onto the screen before him, replacing the tactical projection of the battle. 

The image was of Abigail. Her beautiful black hair and ebony face smiling near a park bench in Inverness. The Scottish Highlands rose behind her, blackened and dead. Glass monoliths to ancient history, when the isle of Britain blazed in fire. The next picture was her in the arms of another man. A man he recognized. Count Zeren DeFazio. No where near as wealthy or as powerful as the Crown Prince, but a wealthy and powerful man. 

A man who was still on Earth governing instead of fighting for it. 

How dare she. The pain coursed through his soul. Why would she? Corvus was fighting a war so their son could blossom in a world where his people didn’t starve. Where he could rule in peace. If Connor were to be his heir. He swallowed and moved to the next picture. This one she was on her knees on a bed. Her hair covering her breasts, and a naked figure–presumably DeFazio—slammed up behind her. Corvus couldn’t look anymore. 

He swiped the panel and cleared it back to the battle plans. 

His soul had fractured. 

Abigail. With another man? Why? Why would she do that with their son, with the imperial image on the line? If this got out, the press would run wild. Never mind the press of the Coalition. Corvus’s pain began to pulse in his gut like a strobe light. Spitting fire at his wife. Why did he need to know this now, right before a battle began? 

His fury turned on Lucrezia, and he wished to throw venom. 

But resisted the urge. 

“Why?” He wasn’t sure what he was asking, or if he was asking. 

“For a woman to give up a man with your soul and your mind, brother, she must truly be a whore.” Somehow, her words were comforting. “I tell you because you must know. Father will have something done, and what he will do will probably be worse than you.”

“What should I do?” His family had just untied itself, and began unraveling, unwinding. Every memory, every favorable moment twisting and spiraling away. For what? For Abigail to be less lonely for a few years.

“I’d have her discreetly killed. A shuttle accident. Or maybe some unknown disease that can cover for poison. However, that is not you, brother. That is why I came to you. That will be Father’s solution.” A hopeful twinkle sparked in her eye. “Unless you would like me to have her killed.”

As painful as this was, no. Corvus would not do that. His voice was weak when he managed to force words from his throat. “I will think about this. For now, my mind must focus on the battle.”

“Brother.” Lucrecia leaned forward. “You deserve better than her.”

Then she stood and left, her hips swaying like a model, and her body leaving an icy chill behind it. Corvus leaned back in his chair, his heart continuing to break. The spider web cracks, tracking every weak point in his soul. Opening every fissure in his heart. Agony followed every break until rage and grief slipped free. 

His mechanical arm buzzed. 

And then the coffee mug shattered, throwing scalding hot liquid over his body. 

At any other point, Corvus might have cared. ​

It would be impolite to visit the Admiral’s bridge, not to mention un-princely, in coffee covered clothes and stains. He had a deckman fetch him a clean uniform from his quarters and changed. All the while, the pain of his wife’s betrayal bit at his heels. But that was a distant reality now. There was nothing he could do. Not from a thousand light-years away. He could make her life terrible. Pull her royal privileges, imprison her lover. Have them all killed, but where would that leave Corvus? The monster that he was already, with a soul twisted by his rage. 

Corvus marched through his office door, a new dark attire clad around his body. His uniform was pristine, long robes played by his feet, and the gold and silver trim danced up his shirt. As he stepped across the hallway, with stairs leading down on both ends, Corvus pushed through the heavy door opposite which opened onto a room—one he’d spent a great deal of time in. It held haunting memories of his actions on Kadesh, and worse.

This was the Admiral’s bridge of the Emperor’s Hand. It was small, had rows of seats on either side of the main room. Officers sat at their post, information streaming in front of them. Each ship in his battle group had a direct link to the facilities here. At the center rose the navigation table. They were still in red space—but the red space sensor system showed his entire battle group. Beyond that, it identified the IFFs of the rest of the invasion fleet. A fleet a thousand ships strong. Ten times what had hit Kadesh and crushed it so quickly. 

And Corvus would win this battle too, no matter the cost. 

Twenty battle groups, each within the striking range of two others, were about to crash down on the Polska system. A human colony named for an eastern European province on Earth. It was also home to Wilanów—a massive Neptunian sized ice giant covered in industrial centers. A ring around the world produced ships and stations at the rate of a hundred a day at peak. That meant that it alone could buy his nation a reprieve. There were no such worlds in the Empire as Wilanów. Not anymore. They had burned in the fires of the four-century war. 

“We are preparing for station keeping.” Matavia Benson’s voice echoed from the coms. “Stand by to set condition Zulu throughout the ship.”

Corvus made his way to the command table. Officers snapped to attention as he passed, even though standing orders were to ignore his entrance and exit. It grew terribly exhausting having the entire room snap to attention every time he entered it. 

They were about to begin. Though the ache of his wife’s betrayal still harbored in his soul, Corvus tore his mind away and set it at the moment at hand. They were about to embark on the greatest battle of the war. They would take the citadel world of Wilanów from the Coalition and set its mighty capacity to serve the Imperial people. With it, they would construct stations that would grow food, purify water, and mine asteroid belts. 

Corvus looked at his timepiece: 06:32.

One minute. 

“Stand by to exit Red Space,” came Matavia’s voice. “Spool up Schuler drives and stand by to enter RTS.”

Corvus grabbed his com unit and clicked it, sending a screech across the entire fleet. “Beyond the barrier of reality lies hope for our Empire. We take Wilanów, we take the war. We win this fight. Not only will be set upon a path to Osorin, but we shall also take our Empire’s salvation from the hands of the Coalition. Remember today, for today we begin the future for our children. When history remembers today, it will remember you. The heroes of our Empire. Semper Invictus!” 

His voice boomed through the ship. 

“Semper Invictus.” The room barked back at Corvus. 

The Imperial motto. 

For they had never known true defeat and the Empire would win again. 

“my lord.” Matavia appeared in sharp relief in his ocular implant, projecting before him. “Shall we begin?”

Corvus nodded. “Take us through to real space, Captain.”

“Yes, sire.” She bowed and vanished. 

The ship’s engines roared and burned. Corvus strapped into the pole next to him. Other officers slammed their harnesses on as the deceleration alarm blared in his ear. Thrust pushed against him as the ship burned hot against physics. Newton dragging them forward. The vessel tipped until he hung by his straps. And the scream of the red space drive consumed him. The ship seemed to change. A ripple rolled through reality and washed over them. 

A planet lay quietly in the depths of space. A star glistening in the distance, but almost too small and too dim to make out against the backdrop of star-studded space. The white and brown surface was pockmarked with asteroid impacts; their craters filled with ice. An atmosphere carried clouds aloft, drifting and swirling over the planet. 

#
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IN ORBIT, THERE WAS a twist and turn of space. Light spun about, creating rings that burned bright red. Light seemed to push out of each ring, spinning the center into true black. The planet warped behind each of the small dots, creating a strange magnifying effect on the ground like a looking glass and swept over the world; as if the universe had fractured, and the glass that separated realities bent. 

Then each of the dark spots erupted in a flash of white light. Blinding. And in their place were ships. Long and industrial. Guns adorning their sides. Walls of metal and ceramics designed and built to dish out death. The Imperial fleet entered the Polska system, and their power made manifest. However, they were not alone. From behind the white globe of ice, sleek ships, adorned with equally massive armaments, fired their thrusters and prepared to intercept. 

The Coalition had been waiting.

#​
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“CONTACTS!” CAME A SHARP bark from the front of the bridge. “Enemy ships were waiting.”

Corvus’s heart somersaulted. How could they have been waiting? Happenstance perhaps. This was always a possibility. Yet it was an oddity, a smattering of chance that seemed improbable. On the combat screen, Corvus watched the vessels approach. Long, white, and blue, sleek with their huge ion cannons swiveling to aim at his fleet. Even as they did, the subtle shift of gravity echoed his own ship’s thrusters, angling into the inevitable oncoming fire. 

“Contact the other fleets.” Corvus had a terrible feeling in his gut. “Tell me what they are facing.”

“Aye sir,” Com replied. 

“Sir, enemy ships are firing,” came tactical. 

Matavia was in the CIC. She had control of the ship. She would keep his vessel in one piece, that he believed. However, it felt off not being able to give the ship orders. Leaving that to someone else. Even as a prince, Corvus had worked his way up to the rank he now held like anybody else. He’d served in his nation’s military the same as anyone. It was an Imperial mandate. His fist clenched as he watched the blue streaks of fire come racing for his ship from his three-dimensional view on the navigation table. 
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