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    Twilight Imperium


    From the glittering halls of Mecatol Rex, the powerful Lazax Empire rules supreme across the galaxy, enforcing an ancient doctrine of strength and peace.


    But their once-mighty rule is failing.


    In the shadows, the Great Civilizations plot against the crumbling regime they are bound to, determined to break the chains of their authoritarian masters, claim their independence, and destroy anyone who opposes them.


    But their freedom comes at a heavy price. Once the spark of war is ignited, it will consume everything in its path until nothing remains.


    The galaxy will burn.


    And the empire must fall.
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    Chapter One


    Quann, Sol Federation Colony World


    The end began while Zara Hail was waiting for her family at Aruzoe Prime Gateway.


    She didn’t notice it at first. She had uncoupled her savant from her forearm and slipped the personal communications device into her jacket pocket. She was unwilling to let it disturb this moment, but was simultaneously still too wired in to the colonial administration to risk actually deactivating it entirely. A half-day’s leave had been prearranged, but for someone of her standing – chief of staff to Willim Forebeck, Governor of Quann – there was never really such a thing as time off.


    Her hand strayed instinctively toward the savant, but paused when the Gateway’s speaker system went off, a loud chime followed by an automated voice announcing an arrivals update. The landing shuttle from Star Pilgrim was inbound, estimated docking in five minutes, Jord time. It was ahead of schedule.


    She wasn’t ready. It had been over three years since she had last seen Hiram, her husband, and their son and daughter, Macks and Elle. There had been viz-calls, of course, but they could never compare to being there, to feeling the warmth of a hug or catching the gleam in smiling eyes.


    It had been a nightmare, being absent, but she hadn’t admitted it to anyone, not even to them, or to her father, who had promised to look out for her family while they were back home on Jord and she was out here, at the end of the full, grasping extent of the Federation’s reach. Quann, the jewel in the crown of Sol expansionism, an outpost that, thanks to the ease of travel through the neighboring wormhole, had become a bustling hub of human colonization. All the successes of the last few years meant the administration staff sent from Jord had been worked off their feet. It had been impossible for Zara to get leave to go back to the motherworld, or even to find time to bring her family here. Until now.


    She felt her savant go off again, but resisted the impulse to check it. This was her time. For months she felt as though she had been chiseling off fragments of her soul and using them to fuel Quann’s government. Forebeck was a formidable figurehead, but like all politicos, he relied on his staff to actually run the show, day to day. That made Zara the head of the whole operation, or at least that was how she felt. As chief of staff she oversaw everything from habitation allocations to zonal disputes, the issuing of new trade and settlement dockets, the collection of tithes to be passed on to Lazax imperial officials, and the distribution of sustenance allotments. The founding of a colony was a life’s endeavor, and for a while it felt like she had forgotten she also had a life outside of it.


    People were starting toward the main arrival archway, the hubbub of voices and further speaker updates competing with the sounds of construction work emanating from a sealed-off section of the dome. Prime Gateway was the main planetside spaceport in Aruzoe, Quann’s burgeoning capital. It was rife with activity, mostly inbounds, as ships from the motherworld – Jord – arrived via the Quann Passage wormhole, their holds rammed with hopeful, fearful new settlers and all the products and produce necessary for their survival.


    Zara normally stayed away from the place unless she had official business. The port had grown exponentially in the past few years, from a few warehalls and shacks beside a docking strip to multiple dome terminals, raised landing struts and shuttle bays the size of stadiums. She had ratified a redevelopment package for the Gateway just a month before, authorizing further expansion.


    Everything on Quann was expanding, fed by the burgeoning trade from the Passage. Zara felt like it would do so with or without her consent. All she could hope to do was channel it in the right direction.


    She edged forward with the crowd, looking up at the screen above the archway, counting down the minutes until Star Pilgrim’s shuttle docked. She had promised to meet them here rather than have them picked up by an administration monoride, but she was regretting it. She was afraid, afraid of how they had changed, of how she had changed, of how time and space might have made strangers of the people she loved. She had caught sight of herself earlier in one of the screens as it had changed display. Even in casual wear, she felt like she looked too stiff, too formal. It was strange seeing herself in anything other than the smart, drab gray suits of the colonial administration. There was silver in her tightly bound-up black hair now, and she had no doubt there were lines in her face that Hiram wouldn’t recognize, carved and ingrained by too many long days and sleepless nights.


    The dome reverberated and a shadow passed over the crowd. Zara looked up, through the glassplex curve, at the underbelly of the shuttle as it came in to land outside. It was a great, ugly thing, mass conveyance rather than the official, sleek transporters she was more accustomed to. Its bloated underbelly was streaked with grime, and its clusters of thruster units were still glowing red-hot. A rain of dirty meltwater cascaded down onto the dome’s surface as it passed, the ice of the planet’s exosphere turning to water and slipping from the transport’s flanks. This was the reality of arrival for the vast number of settlers who came to Quann, hauled a third of the way across the galaxy on craft that were barely spaceworthy. Just another thing that needed legislating.


    She tried to imagine the feelings of those packed into the hold – fear, anticipation, excitement – but couldn’t see past her own emotions.


    The savant went off again. She was about to glance at it, deciding she had time for just one look, when the dome shook again. The landing shuttle, now about to alight, had to yaw dangerously to one side as a trio of F5 Hurricane Mk5s whipped past it at rising speeds. They were going in the opposite direction, rattling the struts of the dome and eclipsing the sounds of construction work as they punched their engines with a roar, sweeping up in an arrowhead formation toward the low-lying, gray clouds.


    Why in the name of the Maker had three escort fighters just scrambled from the military wing of the spaceport? Zara retrieved her savant, no hesitation now as she unlocked the screen. Her nerves transformed into the twitchy gut feeling that came with knowing she was outside the loop.


    Her savant had logged half a dozen messages from Traquay in the last fifteen minutes, as well as one from Raja Sing. Traquay was the administration’s vice chief of staff, and the closest thing Zara had here to a friend, while Sing was the vice governor. If both were trying to get in touch simultaneously, that was serious.


    Before she could read their messages, she got an incoming viz transmission from Traquay. She accepted it, activating the receiver chip in her ear and shifting hastily toward the edge of the arrivals archway so she would be less easily observed by the waiting crowd.


    Traquay’s three-dimensional likeness beamed up out of the savant’s screen, a miniature real-time visualization. Even with the rendering fuzzed by waves of static, Zara could see immediately how strained she looked.


    “Where in the Maker’s name are you?” the miniature Traquay demanded in her ear. That was rhetorical. Tra’ was an excellent administrator, and knew full well that Zara had left her in charge while she went to meet her family.


    “Hiram’s shuttle is just touching down,” Zara said.


    “Well, you’re lucky it made it through.”


    “Why? What’s happening? I’ve just seen three F5s take off!”


    “There’s an incident. A major incident. Are you in public?”


    “Yes, but I’m receiving you via my chip. Tell me what’s happening!”


    “A Letnev fleet just broke out of the Passage. A war fleet. Shields up, weapons active. They’re running full-tilt at our high orbit right now. Their vanguard vessels will be within strike range of the exo platforms within the hour.”


    An icy chill gripped Zara. The other great civilizations of the galaxy had been jostling the human settlement of Quann for years, particularly the Letnev, who claimed to have been the first to set foot upon the planet, but an unannounced, full-fleet incursion was unheard of. It could surely mean only one thing.


    Humankind was about to go to war.


    “Forebeck has ordered all military assets to beat to quarters,” Traquay was saying, her words piercing the surge of panic threatening to overwhelm Zara.


    “Have you tried hailing the Letnev?” she asked, noticing as she spoke that the nearest people waiting at the arrivals arch were beginning to look her way.


    “Yes. No answer.”


    “I’m inbound.”


    “Good. Things are wild here. Smyth is recommending we deploy a missile launch immediately. Forebeck is freezing up. We need you.”


    “I’ll be there in twenty,” Zara said, and cut the transmission after Traquay had acknowledged. She strapped her savant back to her wrist and turned, pacing through the crowd toward the dome’s exit, fighting the urge to run.


    One person, recognizing her as a senior official, called out, asking what was happening. She ignored him. Voices began to rise behind her, but she had no time for it. She tapped her savant again, trying to call Hiram as she reached the edge of the terminal, praying the landing shuttle’s in-flight protocols had ended and that he was able to receive her call.


    Nothing. The transmission failed to find Hiram’s signal, meaning he was still onboard. She cursed under her breath.


    She didn’t want to do this, but she didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t wait, not now.


    “It’s me,” she said, leaving her husband a message instead. “Something’s come up. Something major. I’m dispatching a monoride to collect you and the kids from the terminal. It’ll take you straight to my hab. Use the gene key to get inside and then go straight down to the basement and seal it. Send me a ping when you’re in. I’ll call you when I can. I love you.”


    She cut the transmission as she strode out of the terminal. People were milling around the transporter line, oblivious to what was happening. The news would start to break any moment.


    She pushed her way through the crowds waiting for a line of carrums, toward the fleet of sleek, automated administration monorides parked up at the far end of the row. Using her savant, she unlocked two of the transporters, leashing one to Hiram’s own savant signal for when he arrived and inputting the coordinates of her home, before setting the second on a course for Aruzoe’s government quarter.


    As she clambered in, a second flight of F5s lashed overhead, startling the crowds, the thunder of their supersonic engines clapping back off the surrounding concrete. As though in sympathy, an emergency system somewhere began to sound off, the alarm pealing out over the starport and then the wider city.


    The door to the monoride hissed shut, but couldn’t quite cut off the mournful wail. Zara clipped on her safety restraint and sat back, listening to it.


    It was, she realized, the sound that changed everything.


    •••


    The administrative quarter of Aruzoe and the adjoining official habitation blocks had been Zara’s home since her arrival from Jord. In the early days the buildings themselves had been crude affairs, with the regular loss of everything from communications to clean, running water. Now though, something more permanent was starting to take shape, even as the ever-expanding sprawl of the surrounding city remained comprised mostly of standard prefabs and imported Jord habitation units.


    The heart of government itself, the Federation Hub of Quann, was currently being transformed from a drab series of steel and concrete blocks into a nu-classical structure befitting the center of colonial rule. Much of its façade was still covered by scaffolding as Zara got out of the monoride and began to mount the steps to the main doors, a flight of fresh, white Jord marble imported from the motherworld.


    She could see immediately that Traquay hadn’t been exaggerating. The Jordian Guard protecting the steps had tripled in number, their visors down and weapons unshrouded. The main doors, normally bustling with administrative staff, were shut.


    Ruko, captain of the guard, was standing before them. He raised his visor as a mark of respect.


    “Chief of staff,” he said. “I’m afraid I’m required to scan everybody leaving and entering the FedHub.”


    “I understand,” Zara said, knowing he was only doing what the security protocols mandated.


    Ruko produced a scanning bar and ran it briefly over her, checked her formal identification via her savant, and ordered the doors to be opened. Zara strode in, heart racing. She had little idea what waited for her inside.


    When it was fully realized, the entrance hall of the Federation Hub would be a grand place, befitting the heart of Sol governance on Quann. A ceiling dome with a spherical stained glassplex center stained to look like a representation of Jord looked down on an expansive floor ringed with control nodes and computation systems. At the moment however, much of the echoing chamber was still covered by tarpaulins or scaffolding, the digital systems were as-yet uninstalled. The actual work of government was conducted in the somewhat less-grand adjoining annex. For the past few months it had only been workmen and construction mechanimiliars in the hall, but the guards had obviously cleared them out – the space was empty, apart from a single notification familiar hovering just beyond the doors.


    “Zara Hail, please proceed to the control center immediately,” the small, airborne automaton said after it had scanned her. Zara acknowledged it with a gesture, already heading toward the stairs at the opposite end of the hall. They led down toward another guarded door, this one blast-­plated.


    Beyond was the control center, the inner core of government on Quann. It lacked the grand ambitions of the rest of the building, a cramped, low-ceilinged room dominated by a circular viz display projector. As Zara stepped inside she was hit by noise and heat – the space was full to capacity with staffers and administration members, the recycled atmosphere stale and busy with chatter, the thrum of the projector, and the laboring efforts of the air scrubbers. She had never seen such a frantic level of activity before.


    The guards closed and sealed the doors behind her as she made her way through the crowd. The projector itself was active, beaming up a visual of Quann and its space stations and exo ports, along with the edge of the neighboring wormhole. The familiar faces of her staffers surrounded her, but none spoke to her until Traquay materialized from the press and snatched her by the arm.


    “Thank the Maker you’re here,” she said over the hubbub. She was perspiring into her gray formals, and a strand of her twisted locs had fallen free. She helped steer Zara to the edge of the projector.


    “What’s happened?” Zara asked as they went. “Have the Letnev opened fire?”


    “Not yet, but they’re still heading straight for us at attack speed. Estimated contact in fifteen minutes.”


    They neared the projector and the inner circle of officials surrounding it just as a stentorian voice boomed out.


    “Unconscionable! Firing first would be suicide. Not only would that Letnev fleet destroy us, but the Lazax would then view us as the aggressors.”


    Forebeck was the one speaking, bathed in the green light of the slowly rotating system projection. The governor of Quann was in an unusual state of disarray, jacket cast off, shirt partially unbuttoned, and sleeves rolled up. He was a big, strong man, passing into his later years with more grace than most, his broad shoulders and silver hair lending him a patrician quality he had used well throughout his political career. He was considered by some to be a poor administrator, but he was talented when it came to delegation, picking an effective team to work under him and keep Quann running and on track. He was bluff and, for a politico, honest, and Zara liked him.


    She could not say the same for the man Forebeck was addressing on the other side of the projector. Hektor Smyth was a Sol delegate, and he had arrived direct from Jord a month earlier. His family’s reputation had come with him. Almost two decades prior, Welmar Smyth, the family patriarch and Smyth’s uncle, had been convicted of plotting dissent against the Lazax empire. It had been huge news at the time. Zara remembered watching the caster reports on it while she had been taking her junior Federation administrator exams. Welmar had been tried in a Sol court, but there was pressure from certain Lazax officials to have him found guilty. Only a single Lazax, an ambassador by the name of Syd, had gone public in trying to have the severity of Welmar’s sentence reduced. In the end though, he had been executed. The remaining Smyths had suffered a period of disgrace, but now the family was resurgent, Welmar’s legacy of rebellion foresworn. Hektor Smyth in particular was known among Federation officials as an ambitious climber.


    The purpose of his presence on Quann was to assess the ongoing development of the colony, audit it, and report back to the Federation government on Jord. So far he had lived up to Zara’s expectations. He had become a perpetual background presence, sitting in on meetings, requesting reviews of legislation and questioning Zara’s staff about seemingly every detail of the colony’s running. She had complained off the record to Forebeck, but the governor had claimed his hands were tied. Smyth was still young, handsome, and had far too many connections in the political scene back home. Quann was required to submit to delegate oversight every two-year cycle, and Smyth was the man they had sent.


    “Launching a preemptive strike is the only way to make the Letnev check their course,” he was currently saying in response to Forebeck. They had clearly been at it for some time, both of them flushed with anger. Despite it, Forebeck cast a look at Zara as the inner circle made room for her and Traquay.


    “Hail,” he said, acknowledging her rather than replying to Smyth. “Good to see you. Did your family make it through?”


    “Yes, governor,” Zara said. “At least, I hope so. The shuttle they should be on was docking when I got the news. Apologies for my absence.”


    “Couldn’t be helped,” Forebeck said gruffly, casting a glance back at Smyth. “Nobody saw this coming, not even our esteemed colleague from Jord.”


    “How is that possible?” Zara asked, not giving Smyth a window to speak. It was something she had been wondering during the monoride from the spaceport. “How can a Letnev war fleet assemble and make the jump through the Passage without prior warning reaching us? Are there not delegates on Arc Prime? Does the Federation not have its intelligence assets?”


    “Something somewhere has gone wrong,” Smyth said, speaking up. “And I will be conducting a full inquiry at the first opportunity. But what matters is the here and now. We have to act, not sit paralyzed while they bear down on us. These few minutes we have are crucial. All of our lives may depend on them.”


    “On that we are agreed,” Forebeck said, gripping the rail around the circumference of the viz projector. “But let me ask you, Delegate Smyth, have you had many dealings with the Letnev?”


    “I know them well enough,” Smyth said. “They’re one of the great civilizations–”


    “My great grandfather was on Arc Prime when the Letnev last rebelled against the Lazax,” Forebeck said, cutting off his bluster. “My family knows them more than ‘well enough.’ The other species in the empire may decry us humans as militaristic and expansionist, but we are nothing compared to the arrogance and the warlike nature of Letnev. There is no other part of this empire quicker to anger or more relentless in the destruction of its enemies. The appearance of a Letnev war fleet is a harbinger of devastation, and I can assure you, the last thing we would want to do in this situation is fire the first shot. They will annihilate us without a moment’s pause if we prove hostile.”


    “They look set to annihilate us regardless,” Smyth pointed out.


    Anything more was cut off by a gesture from the communications officer manning the viz projector’s control panel.


    “Signal from Commodore Yarrow, governor,” she said.


    “Put him on,” Forebeck said immediately. All eyes turned to the center of the projector as the visualization of Quann and its surroundings blinked out of existence, replaced a moment later by the transmitted figure of Yarrow, commander of Quann’s garrison fleet.


    “Commodore,” Forebeck said. “What news from orbit?”


    “Nothing positive, governor,” Yarrow said, voice clicking over the speakers built into the projector’s flank. He was grim-faced, and it looked as though he had thrown on his Sol war fleet uniform in a hurry. “My flagship Imperious is cleared for action, and I have the two Thunderhead dreadnoughts Fist of Jord and Divine Intercession currently running out their guns and activating shields. Nothing else besides the escort squadron will be ready in time. All other capital and the strike carriers are either currently fitting for repairs or caught on the far side of the planet. Even the ships I have are only manned by skeleton crews. All planetside leave was canceled as soon as the system sensors detected a major incursion via the wormhole, but the garrison fleet won’t be fully cleared and prepped for at least six more hours. It’s likely to be closer to twelve.”


    “And what of the Letnev?” Forebeck asked.


    “Still bearing down on us at full speed. I’ve deployed a cordon of escorts and interceptors beyond Exo Platform Nine-Six. They will be in range of the Letnev’s vanguard weapons systems in approximately seven minutes. If the Letnev decide to open fire, that cordon will cease to exist in about the same length of time.”


    “Do you have a data update on the size of their fleet?”


    “Yes, governor. I’m transmitting our latest scans. We estimate thirty-four capital ships and carriers, including six Murmanifique super-heavy battleships, and that’s only if they have nothing else cloaked. We’re still computing cruiser and frigate numbers, not to mention escorts.”


    Yarrow didn’t need to spell out the odds any more clearly. At full strength, Zara knew Quann’s standing garrison fleet consisted of three capital ships, two strike carriers and two cruisers, plus their attendant escorts. They were hideously outnumbered and outgunned.


    As if to drive the point home, the slowly rotating image of Quann replaced Yarrow once more, this time overlaid with void vessel positions. Imperious and the Sol dreadnoughts, represented by small blue triangles, were clustered just above Quann’s northern hemisphere, a string of escorts spread out ahead of them, shielding the space stations and exo platforms that hung in the planet’s high orbit. Approaching them, from the direction of the wormhole, was a vast spread of red markings – the individual Letnev ships, as mapped out by the scan sweeps. Even more were continuing to appear as the data was fed through, along with arrows and trajectory arc overlays.


    “Maker preserve us,” Traquay murmured beside Zara.


    She felt a moment’s utter despair, and found herself gripping tightly onto the projector’s circumference rail. How could this have happened? How had the Letnev been able to deploy such a significant fleet without even a hint of warning? And why?


    She looked at the display again as Forebeck urged Yarrow to continue to marshal his forces and hold his fire unless fired upon. Zara did not come from a military background, but she had paid attention during the emergency briefings, when the administration had run mock invasion exercises and tried to plan out how Quann would be defended from any one of the galaxy’s great powers. And in all of them, there had been something that was now absent from the real thing.


    “There are no troop transports,” she said, interrupting Forebeck and Smyth as they descended into another argument.


    Those around the projector looked at her. She took a second to check that what she had said was true, taking in the horrifying bulk of the Letnev fleet again and noting the ship designation tags applied to each one. She was right.


    “It’s a void fleet only. No dedicated transports. No ground-pounders.”


    Most of the colonial administrators on Quann had little to no military experience, but even the most oblivious wouldn’t miss the importance of Zara’s realization.


    “They mean to obliterate us from orbit,” Smyth said. He leaned forward and smacked a palm off the glassy surface of the viz projector, causing the image rotating above to fuzz and distort for a second. “In the name of the Maker and the Federation, you must strike now, governor! At least give them pause!”


    “If they mean to destroy us so thoroughly, a missile launch will not stop them,” Forebeck pointed out.


    “So you would just meekly acquiesce to our own deaths? As Federation-appointed governor, you have a duty to defend this world and every human on it!”


    “Do not presume to tell me my duty, Delegate Smyth,” Forebeck barked, causing a hush to fall through the packed, sweltering room.


    “Governor, I’m receiving a transmission,” Yarrow’s voice clicked. “From the Letnev flagship.”


    All eyes turned to Forebeck. His face, flushed with heat and anger, became stony and guarded.


    “Patch it through,” he told Yarrow.


    The Quann display vanished, replaced by another figure that flickered and distorted before the link finally locked on. He was Letnev, with the pallid blue skin and naturally haughty features of his species. He stood straight-backed and unyielding, legs planted, hands behind his back, clad in the blue uniform and gold-plated demi-armor that characterized his people’s military dress. He seemed to take a second to assess what he saw, before speaking, his voice coming in via the projector as cold and precise as a scalpel.


    “My name is Grand Admiral Daz Arrokan of the Great Warfleet of the Barony of Letnev, onboard the baronial flagship Magnificatum. Whom do I address?”


    “Willim Forebeck, governor of the Sol Federation colony of Quann,” Forebeck replied. Despite the strain on him, despite his partially buttoned shirt and sweat-drenched brow, right then, when it mattered, he somehow still managed to cut just as strong and proud a figure as the Letnev.


    “Governor Forebeck, this will be my first and final warning,” Arrokan said, his projection distorting again briefly before resolving. “Do not attempt to resist. Do not attempt to evacuate. We have come here to neither kill nor conquer, but we shall, if you do not follow these simple instructions.”


    “And who are you to make such demands?” Forebeck asked fiercely.


    “I have already introduced myself, human,” Arrokan replied. “I am not here to bandy words. You are safe if you remain upon this planet and your garrison ships return to their orbital docks. If any vessel attempts to leave, civil or military, it will be terminated. If any vessel attempts to make use of the Quann Passage, it will be terminated. That includes any ships approaching from the opposite side. There will be no compromises.”


    “Why?” Forebeck demanded. “Why are you doing this?”


    Arrokan did not answer, and his projection blinked out of existence. Zara looked to the communications officer, half thinking there had been an accidental interruption, but the woman shook her head.


    “He’s cut the link,” Yarrow’s voice confirmed a moment later, the naval officer reappearing on the display.


    The room was utterly silent. Despite the heat, Zara felt a bitter coldness in the expressions all around her, a chill left in the wake of the Letnev’s terse ultimatum.


    “May the Maker preserve us,” said Forebeck eventually, to no one and everyone. “It’s a blockade.”


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Mecatol Rex, 
Galactic Capital of the Lazax Empire


    The Chamber of the Galactic Council was considered by many to be the very heart of the universe. Ibna Vel Syd remembered reading those words as a child in his digi-copy of The History and Origins of the Great Factions of the Chamber, a secondary work of the influential Winnu political historian Meyer Malen. It had only been part of his school’s optional reading, but he had devoured it from start to finish. When his father had seen what he was reading, he had laughed and said, “Seems this family has another ambassador in the making.”


    He had been correct. Syd had served Emperor Salai Sai Corian and the Lazax empire since he had graduated nearly two decades ago, first as an ambassador, and more recently as a new member of the imperial council. In that time he had traveled the length and breadth of the Lazax’s galaxy-spanning fiefdoms, protectorates, and colonies, met with a hundred different species of sentients, stood upon a thousand foreign worlds, and gazed up at the constellations from a thousand unique angles, but always he loved to return here, to Mecatol Rex, to the chamber, seat of the imperium his ancestors had founded and now strove so hard to maintain.


    He sat at that moment, fighting not to let his attention be drawn once more to the architecture of the great building. The design of the oratorium that housed the Galactic Council, much like the noble values of the Lazax themselves, had been copied in systems from the Mahact Plateau to the Unicorn Nebula, but never bested, never improved upon. The structure was a vast, circular space, bound by soaring walls leading to an arching roof, all built from millennia-old white Mecatol permacore, cracked and worn but still as strong as the day it had been hewn. Loges were set into the walls at heights from the ground level to where the curvature of the ceiling began, enough to house each of the fifty-thousand council delegations. Syd had only been present when it was full three times – when his father had taken him, as a child, to witness the coronation of the new emperor, during the Shaleri Taxation Crisis, and for the celebrations that had marked the one-thousandth year since the Galactic Council’s founding. Today, fewer than half the viewing boxes were full, though remote attendance via viz projection accounted for another quarter.


    Syd sat alone in his own loge, listening to the ongoing debate even as he gazed up at the ceiling, using the optic enhancements provided to those attending in person to inspect the frescos on the great dome. They showed each of the empire’s chartered planets, arrayed in a mirror constellation. Architects and historians, most of them Winnu, debated endlessly just how many planets were displayed within the chamber, with several fiercely opposed numbers given. Syd himself had tried counting them on many occasions, but had never gotten close to halfway before duty called him elsewhere.


    The voice of one of the debaters, carried over speakers set into each loge balustrade, rose as she met a point of contention. Syd glanced down, sensing matters were slowly coming to a head.


    The speaker was Hacan. The golden-furred leonid was dressed in the red and gold robes of her people, her bearing strong and proud, her voice brooking no argument. Still, the one who had risen to challenge her was trying. He was a Ral-Nel, a reptilian-like being, one of the lesser civilizations who, today, was acting out the role of pawn in a greater game.


    Syd had familiarized himself with the logistics of the debate before taking his seat, as was only proper. The dispute was essentially legalistic and patent-related, likely more suited to the galactic courts than the council, but as with anything on Mecatol, there was more at play than it first seemed. The Hacan, considered by many within the empire to be the cleverest and most ruthless traders of any civilization, were attempting to corner the market that had risen up around the exportation of basic microprocessor units used in savants and other computational and communication devices. Their own product was cheaper than those already available, and was growing in popularity across the empire, but recently the Ral-Nel had begun producing their own microprocessors and starting to undercut the Hacan. “Recently” was part of the contention, as the Ral-Nel claimed they had been making the chips for decades.


    All that was convenient, given that the Hylar universities of Jol-Nar were currently exerting control over the Ral-Nel who, as one of the smaller sentient groupings in the council, had little option other than to seek the favor of one of the major galactic players. It seemed more than likely the Hylar, responsible for most of the advanced technology that proliferated across the empire, were angry at the Hacan for marketing alternative products, and had provided engineering assistance to the Ral-Nel in order to combat Hacan trade expansionism without dirtying themselves with a public head-to-head.


    It would have all seemed very petty, were it not for the fact that tens of thousands of livelihoods – Hacan, Ral-Nel and Hylar – as well as the prestige of the major factions depended on the outcome of the dispute, and whether it could be solved within the Galactic Council or would have to go before the courts.


    In truth Syd had not chosen to attend the council that day because he was invested in the future of microprocessor technology and production. He had spent the past month on leave, most of it visiting friends in the Kingdom of Xxcha. He always enjoyed his rare time there, especially in the company of Tutur, an old, experienced diplomat who had provided him with critical advice when he had first started his service to the empire. He found the likes of Tutur and another colleague, Atz – the reptilian Xxcha in general – to have many characteristics he admired. As one of the oldest sentient species in the galaxy, they were slow to anger, thoughtful, and took a measured approach to life that Syd wished he had the opportunity to emulate.


    The break had been welcome, but duty had called, and Syd was nothing if not dutiful. The empire ran on duty, or at least he believed it should. The duty of the Lazax toward the disparate peoples of the galaxy, guiding them in the quest for peace and prosperity, and the duty of those same hundredfold species to uphold the peace the Lazax had created and adhere to the beneficent rule of their imperium.


    That, of course, was not how things really worked. Syd knew this, and so he had forced himself to attend the first meeting of the Galactic Council the moment he was back on Mecatol. He had spent too long with his guard down, in Tutur’s good and honest company. He had to find his edge once more, and there was no place sharper than the chamber.


    Throughout the exchanges between the rival factions in this current dispute, he had been attempting to work down to what lay beneath the surface, reviewing everything from those councilors who had chosen to attend the debate, to the body language of the speakers and the reception their words received from the so-called neutrals. While the Hylar’s play using the Ral-Nel seemed transparent, Syd was certain there was more to the Hacan’s own protests than met the eye. They had allies too, somewhere. Syd just hadn’t yet worked out who. To do his duty as an advisor to the emperor, he had to be capable of understanding those sorts of elements.


    “Eminent councilor,” said a soft voice. It was Onni, his Winnu assistant, communicating via Syd’s savant.


    “Go ahead,” Syd prompted, turning his head to one side as a declaration from the Ral-Nel section of the chamber drew a spattering of boos and jeers that echoed back from the high ceiling.


    “We have just received an in-person meeting request from Eminent Councilor Atz,” Onni said. “Its purpose has been left blank. The time is unscheduled besides ‘immediate,’ and it is marked with a vermillion priority warning.”


    Syd took a second to digest the news. Atz was a trusted peer and, Syd hoped, a friend. A former Mirritan, one of the emperor’s personal ambassadors, he was currently the only non-Lazax member of the imperial council. Like Tutur, he was a Xxcha of steadily advancing years, and had been honored with a place among the emperor’s court after numerous acts of diplomatic service for the empire. When Syd had first become an ambassador he had mentored him in the ways of the imperial council, a very different beast from its galactic equivalent – besides Atz it was comprised exclusively of senior Lazax, and provided private advice to the emperor himself. Syd was thankful Atz had taken him on, but he suspected a summons such as this would not be some idle reunion. Vermillion was used by imperial administrators to indicate a matter of the utmost urgency. It was generally reserved only for a crisis. Why would Atz need to see him so urgently?


    “Where is the meeting location tagged to?” he asked Onni.


    “The imperial gardens, sir. I have the specific quadrant.”


    Another ominous sign. Atz would only meet with him there if he had something he didn’t wish to discuss in the halls of the council building or the chambers of the imperial palace. It had the ring of the clandestine about it, something Syd disliked.


    “Send a response to the eminent councilor confirming the meeting, post haste,” he instructed Onni. “And meet me outside the council dome. Let me know if Atz provides any further updates.”


    “Affirmative, sir.”


    Syd rose and bowed toward the imperial throne. It sat in the center of the chamber’s pit, a copy of the one in the neighboring palace, a great, arching block of dark metal accentuated with gold, silver, and admanite, gleaming brilliantly in the shaft of light beaming down through the hole in the dome’s middle. Emperor Salai Sai Corian was formally invited to every meeting of the Galactic Council, but no Lazax emperor had attended one or occupied the empty throne for almost two centuries, except during a coronation. It was, according to some, a sign of respect for the quasi-democratic workings of the council and, according to others, an indication of how little the rulers of the empire now cared for the trials and tribulations of their subjects. As ever, there was some truth in both.


    Obeisance made, Syd departed, exiting out the rear of his loge. As he left, he could hear the main Hacan speaker skewering the Ral-Nel’s claims, to rising applause. Ordinarily he would have been displeased at having to leave just as one side was making their play, but all thoughts of microprocessors and trade wars had been banished by Atz’s summons. There was something ominous afoot.


    Onni met him in the great, curving hall that encompassed the circumference of the council chamber’s exterior. Like many of the administrators and assistants on the capital world, he was a Winnu, part of the officious species who had the distinction of being the first sentients to request formal annexation into the Lazax empire. Their diligence and loyalty made them effective civil servants for the empire, and Onni had been serving as Syd’s assistant for almost two decades. He stood now waiting for the councilor, the restrained colors of his formal gray waistcoat and deep purple sub-garments offset by the gold and ruberite-jeweled chain and earrings worn as a mark of his rank and status. He offered a short bow as Syd approached.


    “No update from Eminent Councilor Atz, sir,” he said. “I have ordered a monoride to collect us.”


    “That won’t be necessary,” Syd said. “The gardens aren’t far, and I wish to run possible scenarios past you before we arrive.”


    “Understood, sir,” Onni said, tapping the savant worn on his forearm and canceling the ride. Syd motioned to him, and they stepped out through the nearest of the council building’s towering door arches, passing by the N’orr auxiliaries guarding the chamber’s exterior. Onni walked to the left and a half-step behind Syd, the natural position of a diligent Winnu assistant.


    “Atz would not normally summon me like this,” Syd said as they took a route along the statue-lined bridge that crossed the black waters of the Dorus River, connecting the council building to the imperial palace complex and its formal gardens on Dominus Island. The digitally projected renderings of a hundred Lazax emperors were beamed from their viz-plinths on either side of them, gazing down with haughty indifference. “I had not even informed him about my return to the capital.”


    “It would seem to be a matter of grave import,” Onni observed. “Previous meeting logs with this particular eminent councilor show that he has never requested an immediate, unscheduled audience.”


    “And the vermillion status confirms it,” Syd said. “Something drastic has occurred, and news has only just reached Mecatol.”


    “The question is, what?” Onni wondered, knowing Syd wished to have his own thoughts teased out.


    “It could be anything,” Syd admitted. That was the unpleasant truth. Every year it seemed the Lazax ambassadors who maintained the empire’s peace and the councilors who advised the emperor were having to contend with greater difficulties. It was easy to become focused on the present, to disregard wider trends, but since he had first become one of the empire’s representatives, Syd could detect an upturn in what other senior Lazax often dismissively referred to as a “crisis.”


    The Arcturus Dispute, the Mordai Annexation, the rise and fall of the Vornel Confederates, the assassination of the Carro Primus, the passing of the Charter of Expansion bill and the schisms it had caused, the rebellions on Zonda and Hiyrel – all of these had occurred within the past ten years alone, and each one had looked as though it might fracture the empire. Where once peace and stability had been the watchwords of Lazax rule, now it felt as though the galaxy was caught in the tremors of a slow but continuous quake, one that was gradually crackling the foundations of the imperial edifice.


    To make it worse, rather than face each crisis head on, the upper echelons of the empire’s government had become increasingly withdrawn, unwilling to become involved in the petty politicking and disputes that were multiplying among the greater and lesser civilizations. Syd understood that such an attitude could be alluring. Whenever the Lazax intervened or mediated, relations with the faction that felt as though it had lost out deteriorated further. If we do not involve ourselves, Emperor Salai Sai Corian had once said, then they cannot blame us. In Syd’s experience the opposite was true. If the Lazax did not fulfill their duty as custodians of the empire, everyone would blame them.


    “Perhaps the pirate systems have launched another raid toward the core?” Onni said, addressing the latest rumors that had been swirling around the imperial capital in recent weeks. “Or the Hylar have finally made a play against Sardakk encroachment?”


    “Perhaps,” Syd allowed, mulling through the possibilities as they reached the triumphal arch that marked the eastern entrance into the gardens. Many senior Lazax wouldn’t brook idle speculation among their Winnu staff and servants, but Onni had been in Syd’s service for long enough for him to appreciate his incisive mind. He was, in his own way, a fine diplomat, and his thoughts were an asset.


    Still, none of his suggestions sat right this time. It felt like something unanticipated, another ill rising up unexpectedly from the depths to gnaw at all Syd held dear.


    “We will find out soon enough,” he told Onni noncommittally as they entered the gardens proper. The expanse of greenery sat upon the flat, elevated plateau overlooking the Dorus and the rear of the imperial palace complex, at the center of Mecatol’s ecumenopolis. Like many Lazax officials, Syd enjoyed walking among the precisely cultivated clid and xylex trees, the hedgerows and the elaborate ornamental displays, but the most impressive aspect was the view of the surrounding city.


    The entirety of Mecatol Rex’s surface was dedicated to the function of empire, and housing those who made it run. This particular area was often known informally as the Core, and it consisted of a bristling array of heavenscrapers and civhabs, arrayed around the palace and the Chamber of the Galactic Council like the vast spears of an army of giants.


    Twilight was approaching, and darkness had already started to creep up from the Old Deep and the lower levels of the subcity, shot through with lights from a million windows and the kaleidoscopic, neon luminators reflecting through the smog that was ever-present in Mecatol’s guts. Higher up, daylight still held sway, turning those spear tips blood-red and glinting from the glassplex and alloys of the tens of thousands of hovervehicles, monorides, courier darts, and grav-carrums thrumming along the sky lanes between the columns. Above the peak of the highest scraper, the mountainous mega-tower of the Bureaucratic Institute, the sky was turning dark, the twinkling of distant stars creating a halo that sat lightly upon the capital’s jagged brow.


    Mecatol Rex, the heart of the galaxy, the heart of the empire, in the heart of every trueborn Lazax. Despite his concerns, Syd found himself acknowledging its glory and splendor. It was a sight he had seen countless times before and still, he never ceased to exult in it. This was the center of everything, and while it endured there was hope.


    “Atz’s locator tag is set to the northeastern quadrant of the gardens, sir,” Onni said, preempting Syd’s question. They took the required path, through a stand of ri-groves, the air heavy with the scents of the ripe fruits, and past a pair of Winnu garden attendants, sleeves rolled up, scraping around the roots of an old clid tree with trowels. An air-scrubber hummed past in the opposite direction, its Hylar-made systems purring as it fought to keep the wider city’s pollution at bay and maintain the gardens’ equilibrium.


    At the path’s end was the centerpiece of the northeastern quadrant, a great moontree, one of the symbols of Lazax imperium. The sunset was still reaching its peak, making its silver leaves look as though they were aflame, casting a shimmering glow that kept the darkness beginning to stretch through the lesser foliage at bay. As Syd and Onni approached a flock of ruvar birds took flight with a clapping of wings.


    Esteemed Councilor Tchanat Atz was waiting in the shadows beneath the boughs, standing between two huge roots. Like Syd, he wore the white robes and binding cloths of a Lazax dignitary and a golden datarecorder circlet on his craggy brow, but otherwise their forms could hardly have been more different. He was, like all Xxchaa, reptilian. Even young Xxcha tended to have a wizened look about them, at least as far as most other species were concerned, but in his advanced years Atz’s appearance lived up to his “venerable” title.


    Atz was not alone. There were two Lazax with him, one male and one female, similarly dressed. The woman Syd knew to be an ally of Atz’s, a senior member of one of the eight Kenatar industrial conglomerates and a councilor of the Civita Planetar by the name of Marchu. The male was younger, with a less elaborate circlet, the naturally high-boned, noble features of all Lazax not yet engraved with the lines of care and experience longer-serving officials bore. He clutched an ambassador’s staff with one of his four arms.


    Syd recognized him, and his mood plummeted to new depths. His name was Sorian Sai Zey, and he was an ambassador to the Mahact Quadrant and second cousin of the emperor himself. He was also one of Syd’s bitterest rivals.


    “Syd,” Atz croaked, slowly inclining his head in a Xxcha greeting. “It does me well to see you. Thank you for coming with such immediacy.”


    “I believe vermillion requires nothing less,” Syd said as he made the Lazax sign of friendship, briefly crossing both sets of arms before doing the same with Marchu. Zey did not do likewise.


    Syd stepped in with them beneath the silvery boughs. Atz and the other Lazax had brought their own Winnu attendants, but they stood off at a respectful distance, as did Onni, leaving the four to discuss matters in private. Syd noted that Atz had also triggered a sound dampener and recording scramblers, nullifying any efforts to listen in to their conversation. Between that, and meeting out in the gardens, it seemed he had no wish to be overheard.


    “I would not have tagged this meeting as vermillion were it not a serious matter,” Atz went on in his slow tone. “We are all acquainted, so I will do without the formalities. Needless to say, nothing we discuss here must leave the gardens.”


    “Naturally,” Syd said, glancing coolly at Zey. The younger Lazax returned his gaze without expression.


    “Word has just come through from a sprint courier vessel transmitting to the orbital relay network once it reached the outskirts of the Mecatol system,” Atz said. “Three days ago a significant portion of the Barony of Letnev’s grand war fleet made a jump through the Quann Passage and appeared in battle array above the system’s only habitable planet. It is, as I’m sure you know, currently controlled by the Sol Federation, as ratified by a Charter of Expansion issued by the emperor himself a little over a decade ago. The Letnev fleet has started a blockade of the planet and, more importantly, of all trade passing through the Passage.”


    Of the many disasters Syd had been attempting to anticipate, that hadn’t been one of them. He took a moment to process it, looking again at Zey, though the young ambassador remained guarded and unspeaking. Syd asked Atz the most immediate question.


    “Has the barony fleet opened fire?”


    “No, at least not as of news reaching us. It was transmitted six hours after the Letnev arrival was first detected. They might well have since.”


    “How was this not anticipated?” Syd wondered aloud. “A fleet? How many capital ships?”


    “At least three dozen.”


    The information was staggering. In their effort to maintain the empire’s peace and unity, the Lazax monitored everything – there was a constant official presence among all of the great civilizations and many of the lesser, from the ambassadorial corps to the tithe and levy department, and that was before even considering the vast, galaxy-spanning network of spies, informants, and monitors the empire employed. Nothing of note occurred across the cosmos without word of it reaching Mecatol Rex in some form or another. So how in the emperor’s name had the Letnev assembled so large a war fleet and made the wormhole jump to Quann without even rumor of it spreading?


    “We don’t know how the Letnev have moved their pieces with such secrecy,” Marchu answered when Syd asked as much, speaking up for the first time. “There will be inquiries. The priority now is intervention. We need not spell out the seriousness of hostile Letnev-human interactions.”


    Indeed she did not. The Letnev were considered by the Lazax to be aggressive, warlike, and had imperialistic tendencies, but if any of the other great civilizations could rival them in those regards, it was the humans of the Sol Federation. If one were to threaten the other, the fallout had the potential to be catastrophic.


    “Are we sure this information can be trusted?” Zey said, finally joining the conversation.


    “I received it from a trusted source in the Office of Communicators who has it direct from a courier picket. I took it straight to Eminent Councilor Atz,” Marchu said. “Not merely a report, but scan data and imagifiers. I will translate them to your datarecorder circlets at the conclusion of this meeting.”


    “So, this knowledge isn’t public yet?” Syd asked.


    “No, certainly not on Mecatol,” Atz said. “I expect the news to break within the next day-cycle. That is part of the reason for acting so quickly. You both know well enough that the empire always seeks to be ahead of events. Well, right now, we are very much behind. We have to get back in front.”


    “And we do not know what has prompted this aggression from the barony?” Syd went on.


    “No, but that must be identified and the situation defused. To that end, I am authorizing your dispatch to the Quann system. You will leave as soon as you are able. I have already chartered transport, and will assign a Tekklar Elite to guard you.”


    “We are to go together?” Zey asked pointedly.


    “Yes. Syd’s experience in matters of negotiation will be crucial, and I want a member of the imperial council present, while Zey, you have spent time assigned to ambassadorial duties on Arc Prime. Your contacts with Baron Werqan could prove vital. The two of you are to work together, for the good of the empire. I’m sure I need offer no further instructions in that regard.”


    “Of course,” Syd said dutifully. “Hopefully, we can yet avert disaster.”


    “If it hasn’t already played out,” Zey noted.


    “All the more reason to make haste,” Atz said. “I have already chartered an imperial sprint-craft. Estimated journey time to Quann is three weeks. The imperial outpost at Dolorum is en route; expect a transmission to be waiting for you there detailing any new developments. I want you to arrive with the most current intelligence.”


    “And if we get there to find Quann a fire-scoured rock?” Zey asked.


    “Then return here with news. If that is the case then we truly will have a crisis at hand.”


    “Either way, you will be the first to know,” Syd said. “Which brings me to one more question.”


    “Ask it,” Atz said. Syd watched him closely as he spoke.


    “You said that this intelligence was unknown by others here on Mecatol, and that it was received directly from the Communications Office. Does that mean that other members of the imperial administration are also as-yet unaware of what has transpired?”


    “You are correct,” Atz said.


    “The emperor does not know?”


    “No, he does not. I made a decision. A response has to be put in motion. Marchu and I are going to oversee that, but if we seek to do it through official channels, by consulting the emperor, the imperial council, and the ambassadorial corps, it will be weeks at best before anyone with authority is dispatched to Quann. More information would be required, and there would be wrangling over just who should be sent. These events are still in their infancy, and we do not have the luxury of time. Is that something either of you would dispute?”


    “It is not,” Syd admitted. While bypassing formal channels always made him uncomfortable, he could see that Atz was right. The wheels of Lazax bureaucracy seemed to turn slower by the day, rusting with inefficiency and weighed down by indolence. If the intelligence Marchu had received was accurate, speed was essential.


    Zey made a gesture with two hands, a fist clenched in an open palm – a Lazax agreement signifier. Syd swallowed his discomfort at being asked to work with the younger Lazax. He realized he was proud that Atz had come to him. Beneath the layers of concern, he acknowledged a sense of excitement, born out of the knowledge he was about to be at the leading edge of an incident of galactic importance. This would be his greatest test for many years.


    “Then it is settled,” Atz said. “You will need to retrieve your ambassadorial staff, Syd. There is arduous work ahead.”
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