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The Dragon's Reckoning (Tales of the Sanguine Empire, #3)

Beauty of style and harmony and grace and good rhythm depend on Simplicity. - Plato
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Prologue—-

“In war, the first element always lost isn’t life, it is time.” - Joshua L. Chamberlain, Maj. General, Army of the Potomac -Ret., c. 1866.

Aboard the Alliance flagship Obliterator

Falling into system’s star, Todensk

Sanguine Protectorate, Sanguine Empire

January 10, 2347 CE, 0220 hours

Shadows Thirty-three and Thirty-two managed to acquire their retrieval assets, notably the data and communications suite records. However, Thirty-two had been injured on the way out of the data storage center when an Alliance marine had fired a shotgun’s flechette rounds at close range. The marine died, receiving a thrown serrated combat knife through the right temple, and Thirty-two’s armor had absorbed most of the flechette rounds. Those remaining rounds, or rather, shards, embedded in Thirty-two’s gut, shredding the fiber-mesh and armor-weave of the light armor Mist Shadow suit all Shadows wore. It was decided the two Shadows would transmit the data they had, then retrieve at least one of the warheads, carefully placing the small warhead in the escape pod and launching the pod towards Rhettov, in the hope that someone would pick it up. If both of them couldn’t escape, Thirty-three decidedly told Two, neither of them were leaving. For the first time in his life, Two shed a silent tear before pulling his soft-helm back over his bloodied face. It was time to finish this mission. The Sanguine bombers had already broken off and headed for home having expended their ordnance, while one squadron of imperial warships seemed to be escorting the remains of the Obliterator as she headed towards the sun, making sure it went where it was supposed to go: into the fires of hell. 

Three weeks after the battle on Rhettov, all of the Hagorian Alliance’s dead lay in a pit, a hastily dug mass grave. Technically, it was a series of eight mass graves in one large pit separated by novorium pylons and gates to help the bodies burn better. Surviving Hagorian troops, ideally, those who were ordered to dig the graves for their fallen, which they did to their own horror. The smell of dead bodies is something one never gets used to, regardless of who they fight for. In the bone-chilling cold of Rhettov’s oncoming winter, which was even worse than standard winters on other worlds, given Rhettov’s nature as an ice planet, the ground was frozen solid and required the Hagorian laborers to work through the night just to be able to break ground on the site. It was far on the Southern continent, away from anything remotely resembling civilization, and the Sanguine overseers worked the Hagorian laborers to death, in many cases, working out and taking out their own aggressions on the defenseless prisoners who had surrendered to Marshal Rimara on the condition they would get to live. Rimara had clarified afterwards, “you will get a chance at life.” Out of the 1,800 prisoners sent to dig the graves, barely 700 remained alive when it was done. Kris took note of the complaints made, as did Marshal Rimara, but nothing was ever done. “The Sanguine troops were seen as justified and vindicated in their actions, and the incident was covered up by Omicron.” The historian noted. The Sanguine dead, meanwhile, were buried and ceremoniously interred in the sacred and hallowed Field of Heroes, their names laser-engraved on the large stone obelisks that marked each grave section. Many of the survivors were in fact incorporated into the army, as originally promised. They were kept separated,placed in different units; many went into the 8th Army Corps.

At the end, when the Hagorian graves were dug, the prisoners left alive and in good condition were ordered to make the march to the nearest Sanguine base, over three-hundred kilometers away. Still, nothing was done regarding this incident. Rimara actually threw the report in the garbage. The wounded Hagorian prisoners were shoved into one of the mass graves, and forced to watch as their comrades, before being forced to march, set each grave on fire and began to burn the bodies. Screams of the living being burned alive could be heard for kilometers around, but quickly faded. The mass death site was then covered in dirt, snow, and eventually, naturally, ice. This was regarded by many as an atrocity, but no disciplinary action was ever taken.

Chapter 1—-

Flashback

Downtown Versailles, Central district, Earth

Sol system, Praetorian League

February 2337 CE

The Sanguine Empress tossed and turned fitfully in her sleep that night. It was another of her nightmares that gave her such pounding headaches when she awoke. In this case, it was more like a flashback. She was surprised the dream was so vivid, down to the very minute detail. She recognized the day as the very day she decided to leave the Hagorian Alliance. On that day, she walked through her Mistress’s high-rise penthouse apartment on Earth overlooking much of downtown Versailles; nothing was unusual about a high-ranking Hagorian Lord or Lady having an estate on the Praetorian League capital world. After all, money was the ultimate authority, and the High Lady Jensa was, without a doubt, one of the wealthiest individuals in the galaxy, not to mention the one who negotiated the peace treaty which ended the Earthborn War. And young Ava’kra had the privilege of being her personal slave. 

This was no exaggeration or alliteration, but was quite literal; Ava belonged to Jensa as her personal property by law of the Hagorian Alliance. After her graduation from the Hagorian Academy in 2331, she had spent two grueling years as a squadron executive officer of the 113th Fighter-Interceptor Squadron in the Alliance Navy’s Sixth Fleet, stationed over Kimban. Frankly, in Ava’s mind, it was a boring post, filled with paperwork, training, meetings, and more paperwork, with the occasional sortie against the Praetorian League to keep their skills sharp. This was when she met Lady Jensa, an obviously high-ranking Hagorian noblewoman, and follower of the Ancient Order, who took a liking to the young Hagorian Acolyte-turned-military pilot. However, Lady Fekrai got to Ava first, and took Ava before Jensa could so much as interact with her. For the next six months, all while the Earthborn War was raging throughout the Orion Arm of the galaxy, she tracked and followed Ava until one fateful night on Venson Station when Ava was being tortured and tormented by Fekrai and her friends. Jensa had had enough and immediately put a stop to it, throwing her power and authority around, along with a good bit of wealth. She rescued Ava, and the rest was history. Though Ava had to confess, she found Jensa more than a little attractive and her personality quite appealing. 

Jensa immediately had the appropriate paperwork drawn up, and coerced Ava to, again quite literally, though fairly easily, sign her life away. This became Ava’s new life for the next couple of years until the debacle with the Praetorian League subsequently ended with the Treaty of Titan in late-2336. After the superpowers had nearly beaten themselves into oblivion, and had little left with which to fight, signing the treaty was the only way left to save face for both nations - or so Jensa’s closing argument went, assisted by a then-relatively unknown Morrigan Blacktalon. Jensa subsequently disappeared for several years, and Ava managed to escape death in the burning ruins of her Mistress’s Dorvir estate, one of several Lady Jensa possessed, by being on Earth at the time. Ava soon decided to build her powerbase. She later found out that the Hagorian officials had ordered the estate razed; Jensa had, allegedly, deserted the Alliance, so the Hagorian government, on orders from newly-ascended Archminister Acksin, had burnt the estate to the ground as punishment. From Versailles, she managed to transmit broadband messages, and gather willing soldiers to her cause. Future Omicron director and leader, Kris Thraxus, was instrumental in spinning early propaganda, unbeknownst to Ava’kra. Soon after the climax of the Earthborn War, Ava was nearly ready to make her move. She had found her Mistress, or rather Jensa had found her. During a covert mission to Venson Station in the heart of the Alliance, the central rallying point for the Hagorian Alliance in all matters of military, commerce, industry, and otherwise, which surprisingly, the Praetorian League had left alone, Ava had heard Jensa had returned. When they met, it was truly a beautiful, if brief, reunion. 

Once the two were alone in Jensa’s VIP lounge above the station’s bar, while Jensa was tight-lipped about where she had been, Ava shared with Jensa all she planned to do; leaving the Hagorian Alliance now that the Praetorian League threat had been dealt with during the Earthborn War, at least for the time being. She told her about the loyal cadre of warriors, and minor lords and ladies who agreed to support her from contacts she had made through her agents on the Slymer worlds of Nardak and Nahlta, and the secret military buildup she had in progress for the last several years, including the construction of a flagship in an abandoned star system, not far from Earth. Jensa appeared hesitant, but after some coaxing, was convinced to help Ava’s cause by funding the birth of the Sanguine Empire, throwing several billion credits at Ava’s project. Ava, despite being a slave and rogue for several years, had earned the rank of High Lord from then-living Shadow Council member High Lord Marn Nindao, and she planned on using this little-used title, and the power and influence that came with it, to her advantage. 

Finally, in late 2338 CE, Ava made her move. In a hijacked media broadcast, thanks to an unknown figure in future Omicron commander Kris who made excellent use of her friends and contacts in the media at ANN, the declaration was made. Ava announced what she called her Declaration of Intent and Willful Sedition. Broadcast live from across the galaxy on Earth at her Mistress’s estate in newly-rebuilt Versailles, in the heart of the Praetorian League, and piggybacked on multiple intersystem satellite signals, it reached Dorvir and Archminister Valkris Acksin within a matter of days. “Good welcome, citizens and beings of the Hagorian Alliance. My name is Ava’kra, or High Lord Sanguine, as many others know me. It is a privilege to address you today, on one of very few days of actual peace. It is a shame that I cannot give you more of that peace. Eventually, I will. But the time has come to announce my intentions to all of you. All the billions of inhabitants of the Hagorian Alliance, but especially you.” Ava pointed directly at the front camera. “‘Archminister Acksin. This is not a ‘live and let live' situation. The Hagorian Alliance must be destroyed.” She knew she had everyone’s attention now. “And a new empire must rise from the ashes to take its place.” She stressed the word ‘Empire’. “An empire that sees the good in all of its citizens. An empire that does not prize infighting and internecine warfare, along with petty rivals, bickering, and political power-plays between ruling members in order to ‘get ahead’ and curry favor. An empire that does not willingly sacrifice the blood of its soldiers, the blood of its daughters and sons for land that is strategically worthless and of no real value except to the ego of a given high-ranking Lady or Lord.” 

She paused here, knowing that right about now, Alliance Intelligence would be trying to locate her position, and seeing a confirmation beacon at three different spots in Dorvir City, many lightyears away from her actual location; she knew she was right, and the decoy was working. “We need an Empire that does not stray from the vision set forth by our founders, Rorhza Dorx, and Evera Plare, and made manifest later on by the great Marn Nindao, and Dezo Vrex.” She invoked the names of the additional founders of the Hagorian Alliance for added effect, those slain by Johan Hagor. ”We need a strong, invincible, progressive successor to the Hagorian Alliance, and you, Acksin, and the remains of your pitiful Shadow Council are NOT the ones to make it happen. This is a declaration. That I, High Lady Sanguine, and several other loyal followers, are defecting from the Hagorian Alliance. We do not join the Praetorian League, but rather, we form our own empire. The Sanguine Empire! To hold true to the ideals of our founders, and finally pursue the path of greatness that the Hagorian Alliance was intended to be. We do hereby do this freely and willfully. And we remind the rulers of the Hagorian Alliance that there will only ever be one true Hagorian Alliance, and you are not it.” She pointed at the screen as if pointing at Acksin herself. The video screen faded to black, replaced with a modified version of the future Sanguine imperial seal, a black banner with an outline of the Hagorian bird-of-prey in bold red replaced with a stylized red dragon-head in the foreground with wings outstretched.  

ffffff 

Chapter 2—-

The aftermath,

CEHWSO Omicron Headquarters

Rhettov, Capital Territory

Sanguine Protectorate, Sanguine Empire

January 13, 2347 CE

“Leaders must be seen to be up front, up to date, up to their job and up early in the morning.” – Marcus Sieff

Back in the present day, in the aftermath of the battle, one of the Alliance’s augmented soldiers was captured by Rhea and Raenya, and escorted by the remains of Alpha squad to CEHWSO. There, after the Canis warriors were dismissed, the prisoner was taken to the bowels of her command center’s laboratory complex, Commander Kris tortured and dissected the so-called Augment. She learned a great deal, especially considering how easy the Augment was to crack; they had not been trained to any extent to resist interrogation techniques. She learned that there were less than one-hundred and fifty of them in total, and most were kept on Dorvir for fear of a rebel invasion. Kris also learned that they had no strategic thoughts in their heads; in order to make them more combat effective, the Hagorian scientists had diminished the Augments higher brain functions; no creativity, no three-dimensional thought processes, no true personalities to speak of. The Augments were simply mindless killing machines, and the Alliance leadership appeared to prefer them that way. Kris was disgusted, ‘what a waste.’ She thought dismally. The Augments’ armor had been surgically grafted onto their skeletal structures, and their left arm ended, not in a hand, but in an energy muzzle, while the right depended on the trooper. In some cases, the right arm ended in a vibroblade, or a claw. In others, the right arm ended in a typical hand. Regardless, Kris learned that these troops had been forcibly converted into Augments, sterilized, stripped of their individuality, and in many cases, their families had been killed. They were supposed to be the Hagorian Alliance’s newest line of “invincible” shock troops. These people were not people, but rather, simply soulless, lifeless, monsters who needed to be put out of their misery.  

What bothered Kris more than anything, at least so she confessed to the empress, was how the Hagorian Alliance had gained a close parity in technology; there should have been no way for the Alliance to even dream of coming out on top of the Sanguine forces; on the ground it was far more one-sided, but the Sanguine defenders also lost more than 10,000 mercenary troops, several key commanders, and two entire armies; the latter made up more than four legions of troops. Casualties and other combat losses were still being tallied, but as of now, Sanguine groundside losses stood at more than 88,000 combat dead on the ground, 160,000 in space and in the air, 112,000 civilian casualties, and a further combined 379,000 injured to various degrees. Of course, Kris knew full-well how the Alliance had managed to achieve technological equivalency so quickly, but she was not ready to reveal that information yet. Naval losses were still being counted, but the First Fleet had lost forty-five percent combat effectiveness, and, at times now, looked more like a refugee flotilla than a combined arms military battle fleet. The Second Fleet fared much better, losing only eighteen percent of its carrier forces, and a further twenty-four percent of its support assets. The Third Fleet was kept largely out of the battle, hidden with a large portion of the surviving First Fleet in a nearby star system in order to create an emergency reserve, of sorts. The Aerofighter Corps performed brilliantly even going up against seemingly impossible odds; only losing just over two and a quarter wings of fighters, and three wings of bombers. It was truly a credit to Vice-Admiral Tobin’s leadership that the corps performed so well.  

What had been extremely infuriating, especially for Ava, was realizing that Acksin had escaped. It seems, according to Omicron reports, she and Ar’kera had captured a Sanguine frigate, and killed the crew then jumped to lightspeed once they realized the Obliterator was no longer a viable option. The last known trajectory placed their ship on course for Dorvir. Ava wanted nothing more than to hunt her down, but managed to check her feelings; she needed to prioritize her people first. She needed to rebuild; they all did. But, at the same time, she couldn’t let the Hagorian Alliance prepare more than they already had. She conceded to Admiral Ward that Natalie was right, they needed at least a minimum of six months of repair and refit. The four legions of troops they had captured from the Hagorian Alliance upon General Leuen’s surrender had done wonders to replace those who had been killed. Eighty-eight percent of the troops deemed healthy enough to do so, agreed to join the Sanguine Empire. Those who refused earned a merciless and sadistic death. This gave the Sanguine Empire a bolstered force of eighteen thousand troops, which would help replenish the ranks a great deal, since these soldiers were already trained and battle-hardened. General Adriana Gray was made the new commanding officer of the Ninth Provisional Garrison Army Corps; little-known, but well-liked, especially by Omicron, which told the upper echelons all they needed to know; Gray was likely an Omicron agent or at least an affiliate. Nonetheless, she had a sterling military history - twenty-seven years old, and a veteran of numerous engagements, a solid, capable, intelligent ground commander and one of the reasons for the empire’s success in their defense. Plus, Gray was an ardently vocal advocate of the empress, marking her as a member of the Ordo Infernalis Sanguinem Sanctorum, which made her not just loyal, but a fanatical zealot.  

The biggest question faced by the Sanguine leadership in the meantime, or at least faced by Grand Admiral Ward, with input from Ava, was what to do about the Endurance. She was currently floating in orbit of one of the Todensk system’s gas giants, Apollo, after drifting through the Bifrost asteroid belt, where the hulk incurred even more extensive damage. The decision was eventually made to salvage the Endurance, and, using the new mobile shipyard, turn the gas giant Apollo’s orbit into a sort of impromptu fleetyard and drydock. The SEV Safe Haven was moved, under its own power and with assistance from tugs, into Apollo’s orbit, and the Endurance was hauled into the Haven’s Deconstruction Bay number Three, in sections; it was here that Ward’s decision was made. The ship was cut up, disassembled, and reconstructed with the idea of fleet defense in mind, rather than that of a hybrid battleship/carrier. The new Endurance would be substantially smaller; only 10.4 kilometers in overall length, though still impressive. Its hangar bays would remain, and it would be fully capable of facilitating the launching, recovery, and maintenance of strike-craft. However, here the similarities ended. The offensive armament was reduced significantly. The primary cannons were reduced by one, the rapid-loading system further streamlined to create a dual rapid-fire cannonade. The defensive capabilities would be increased and augmented, to include shield overlay projection systems and overlapping ECM fields, with bracketing anti-missile and CIWS (Close-In Weapons Systems) with extended ranges, up to twenty kilometers out, effectively creating a “bubble” which other friendly ships could take refuge inside. The new Endurance was to become a massive fleet support vessel. It was hoped this would extend its longevity and maintain its place as the flagship of the Sanguine Navy. There was no longer, in Natalie’s opinion, a place for overly-large battleships in yet another era where strike-craft such as fighters, interceptors, and bombers were, once again, kings and queens of the battlefield. ‘It’s true, after all, what they say. History, it seems, repeated itself.’ Natalie had mused in her office.

Chapter 3—-

CEHWSO Omicron Headquarters

Rhettov, Capital Territory

Sanguine Protectorate, Sanguine Empire

Mid-January, 2347 CE

“One who makes drill bloodless combat and combat bloody drill...
One who disciplines the offense and not the offenders...
One whose heart is with the Legion and whose loyalty is to the Republic...
One who seeks the companionship of the long march and not the privilege of position...
One whose commission is assigned from above and confirmed from below...
One who knows the self and, therefore, is true to all...
One who seeks to serve and not to be served... This is the one who leads best of all.”
– LTC Jeffrey Spara 

––––––––
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DEALING WITH THE NEWLY defected soldiers from the Alliance, in terms of incorporating them into the ranks, ensuring their compliance and obedience, and making them feel welcome and at home was easier said than done. Especially after having their comrades dig mass graves for the war-dead, then executing their comrades who were not healthy enough to make the trek back up north to the capital. Firstly, many of these soldiers had families scattered throughout the Alliance. Omicron had already found most of them, and was working on bringing those families to Rhettov, or at least settling them on other worlds within the empire, preferably in the cluster of worlds known as the capital territory. Secondly, the action of the mass grave digging and executions had done much to erode any miniscule trust the defectors may have had in the empire in the first place.

The population of the planet had been restored following the arrival of the civilian transports from Xolmec and other nearby Sanguine worlds. Guards helped the civilians depart the ships and return to their homes. The vast majority were overjoyed at the fact that Sanguinae itself had been spared from any assault, and they gave immense praise to the Sanguine soldiers for their valiant defense. Returning to the problem of the new Hagorian troops, the other issue at hand was ensuring their loyalty. Every soldier had to take a blood oath of loyalty prior to service in the military, and Omicron had an entire section of its organization devoted to ensuring that the loyal stayed steadfast, becoming exceptionally proficient at rooting out dissent in the ranks. Kris hoped this would be enough to keep the new troops in line, especially with their families being reunited. And Omicron knew exactly where each trooper’s family lived, and what was said in the families’ dwellings. As the saying went, the walls had ears. In terms of making them feel welcome, guides were hired to show the newcomers the joys, pleasures, and highlights of Sanguinae’s Warrior Districts. If that didn’t make them feel welcome, the Sanguine upper echelons weren’t sure what would. 

––––––––
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CHAPTER 4—-

Goliath carrier SEV Canis Rage

High-orbit over Rhettov,

Sanguine Empire

Mid-January, 2347 CE

“It is easier to find men who will volunteer to die, than to find those who are willing to endure pain with patience.” – Gaius Julius Caesar

In an analysis of the after-action reports, and various gun-cam footage of several different squadrons, and at least four different wings, it was found that the reason for the Sanguine Aerofighter Corps’ success was, as suspected, due primarily to the strict, brutal training regimen instituted by Commander “Banshee'' Braelvi, and approved for Corps-wide distribution and use by Aerofighter Corps Commander-in-Chief Vice-Admiral “Vixen'' Tobin. Many of the original surviving Task Force Crucible fighter and bomber pilots were by far the most elite by this time. Indeed, the rigid training functioned supremely well; Sanguine pilots attacked in small yet aggressive "Claw" formations that the late Julie Winser had made so much a part of basic Sanguine combat tactics; she did not invent the Claw, but she did make it infamous in battle. Even though Winser had lost her life in the battle, her legacy would live on in the Aerofighter Corps with the creation of the Winser Loop. The doctrine of the Winser Loop was thus written: ‘When encountering either a swarm of enemy fighters, or several heavily armed and armored targets, one to two flights of Sanguine fighters were to engage the target or targets from the front, while a third flight, or another, smaller part of the first two flights, engaged from behind, streaking through the enemy formation and bisecting each other as they passed, unloading warheads at close range.’ This reduced lock-on time, but the idea was to give the enemy no time to react, cause them to panic, and break up the enemy fighters into small clusters in order to make them easier to isolate, group up on, and destroy. With enemy Aerofighters, this final technique worked best with cluster missiles, or other area-of-effect warheads.

Tobin and several of her squadron wingmates came in for a ceremonial landing on the Canis Rage once their fighters had been cleaned up aboard the SEV Safe Haven. Grand Admiral Ward stood by to greet them as the 7th Wing’s fighters came in, shined up in fresh glossy black and red mottled paint schemes. Tobin’s Supernova had an additional eighteen kill-markers painted on the fuselage beside the cockpit. Ward smirked and mused as Tobin walked up from her fighter, pulling her helmet off and saluting. “If you hadn’t already earned the title of fighter ace, you certainly have now, Admiral!” Natalie grinned and remarked as Jessica strode up.

Natalie returned the junior flag officer’s salute and Tobin chuckled, beaming a smile, “Thank you ma’am. We taught the Alliance bastards a thing or two about Aerofighter combat. It was a team effort. Many of us earned several fresh kill-markers, posthumously.” “Of course, you’ve all done well. We have dinner prepared for you and your command staff, if you like.” While posed politely, it wasn’t a request, and both of them knew it. Still, protocols had to be observed, whether desired or not. “Of course, Grand Admiral, myself and the Raptors would be honored.” It was Natalie’s turn to smile, “Excellent. We will expect you in the officers’ mess at nineteen hundred hours. Dismissed.” If one didn’t know any better, one might suspect animosity between the two officers, but it was largely due to stress that the tension was so high. Tobin presented a good bravado, but was deeply affected by the anguish of the battle they had all just endured. Ward, on the other hand, tried to appear cool, calm, and composed, always the visage of command personified. But she had just had her flagship shot out from under her, and had lost hundreds of thousands of good marines, and crewmembers, along with hundreds of good warships. The two had more than a close relationship, and it showed later, as they relieved stress later on after dinner, and let the walls between them and their professional lives melt away even for just a short amount of time, and a couple glasses of wine. 

Ward had managed to secure roughly forty percent of her frontline First Fleet by sending them to a nearby abandoned star system and creating a reserve force. However, this meant that the remaining ships of the First Fleet had to struggle even harder against their numerically superior foe. A foe who had somehow achieved near technological parity. This is what truly infuriated Natalie. There was nothing more advanced in the galaxy, in terms of weapons of war, than Blacktalon Arms technology. And BTA was known for having proprietary licensing on nearly all products, but as with most things in the galaxy, an item or two is bound to slip through the cracks. And there is no race or cartel more adept at scavenging and reverse engineering tech to make a profit than the Slymers. The Omicron chief A.I., Athena, along with Commander Kris, and Chief of Staff Rexane, had pieced this information together and planned on delivering the news at the next council meeting with the Empress, Grand Admiral, and the other top echelon officers. Though to be honest, the Empress did not put much care into a few weapons slipping onto the open market. “If they want to make an extra credit or two, that’s fine with me. It’s an issue to deal with after the war.” She didn’t see the bigger picture. Such was the danger of laissez-faire economic policy on the galactic level.
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CHAPTER 5—-

Sanguine Plains, outside Sanguinae, Rhettov

Sanguine Empire

Late January, 2347 CE

“If you are going to win any battle, you have to do one thing. You have to make the mind run the body. Never let the body tell the mind what to do... the body is never tired if the mind is not tired.” – General George S. Patton Jr.

It had been days since Sashe Gran had seen Rhettov’s pitiful excuse for daylight. She couldn’t believe what had happened. She had witnessed herself fall before a Shadow Lady. This was something that had only happened on rare occasions. She could only come up with one possible explanation; she was getting too old for this fighting, the constant combat, her body just couldn’t keep up anymore. More so, she couldn’t believe the entire strike team she had covertly sent to Dorvir had been killed; some of the finest Templars of the Order had been sent to the Alliance homeworld to kill the Archminister, who, as it turned out, was here. That was tolerable, as it turned out, as they were simply to fall back to their secondary objective. That objective was to secure the Alliance’s primary religious center - the Shadow Temple, their primary epicenter of political leadership - Alliance Council Chambers, and, just give Acksin a rude awakening when she returned home, capture the Ministerial Throne, all the while expecting light resistance. They were wrong, as it turned out, dead wrong. The entire strike team was allowed to land uncontested, then slowly eliminated with impunity, through surgical accuracy and tracking their movements with every step they took. 

When a three-Templar team tried to secure the Throne Room, a brigade of Alliance soldiers, and a team of Shadow Lords were ready to meet them in the shadows of the throne once they entered. They used an Alliance masking device to conceal themselves en masse from detection. The Templars never stood a chance and the fight was over within two minutes. When a ten-templar team tried to take the Shadow Temple, a large nest of local carnivorous fauna greeted them in the bowels of the complex while large beastial lizards herded them further into the impromptu lair, and a small team of Alliance lords who had been lying in wait finished what was left. The last group of Templars never even made it into Dorvir City, much less the Shadow Council Chambers. They were picked off one by one in the Dorvirian Jungle itself; several groups of slaves were recruited (or bribed) to suicidally attack the Templars as they advanced. Many of the slaves died, but they wore down the Templars to such an extent, that when the defending group of Hagorian Lords met the Elders at the city borders, no words were exchanged, no formal announcement of combat was made, no polite rituals were observed. The Alliance lords simply drew their blades, and, with a ring of metal, cut the Elders down. The Hagorians unceremoniously loaded the Elders’ bodies back into their transport, programmed the auto-navigation for Rhettov, and promptly sent them home. Upon the arrival of the transport, and the confirmation of what Acksin had told her, Gran broke down and wept. She renounced her initially excitedly-claimed title of Grandmaster and threw her rubidium blade into the snow. She would never be the same after this experience.

Office of the Grand Admiral - temporary

Aboard the SEV Canis Rage

High-orbit over Rhettov

Sanguine Empire

Late January, 2347 CE

“It is well that war is so terrible, else we should grow too fond of it.” – General Robert E. Lee

Within a day, Tobin’s entire Seventh Tactical Strike Wing had been restored to baseline functionality, and virtually all her Aerofighters had been repainted and polished to shine like new. All this was on behalf of Grand Admiral Ward, who planned the same treatment for the rest of the Aerofighter Corps. Tobin confronted her about this behind closed doors aboard the Canis Rage. She walked into Ward’s office, seeing the Grand Admiral in a pristine white uniform and spit-polished black knee-high dress boots, and entered without knocking. “Please, Vice-Admiral, do come in.” Ward half-turned, musing dryly. “Don’t bullshit me, Natalie.” Jessica stormed, her flight jacket hanging open, though she was dressed in Sanguine off-duty black and gray combat fatigues and basic combat boots that were issued to all pilots. “Why are you painting my fighters when you should be repairing the lot of them and refitting them! My pilots need rest and recuperation, not celebration.” Jessica was fuming. “What’s next? A fucking parade?!” Natalie smirked, and conceded a nod, “Actually, yes.” Jessica couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “What?!” “Think of it as a morale boost, Jess.” “A morale boost? A bloody fucking morale boost?! At what expense?!” Natalie had just about had enough, she would only entertain so much casual jockeying with protocol for so long, even if they were friends, or more. “Watch it, Vice-Admiral. You’re approaching a line that you should not cross. Regardless of our...closeness. It is not your purview to worry about expenditures. You had best see to your pilots needs. They have down time for the next seven days.” Tobin bristled and saluted, “Ma’am, aye ma’am.” Ward returned the crisp salute, watching Jessica turn on her heel in a perfect about-face and leave her office.

Chapter 6—

Office of the Grand Admiral - temporary

Aboard the SEV Canis Rage

High-orbit over Rhettov

Sanguine Empire

Late January, 2347 CE

“Hard pressed on my right. My center is yielding. Impossible to maneuver. Situation excellent. I am attacking.” – Ferdinand Foch at the Battle of the Marne, WWI

Natalie shared Jessica’s feelings even if she could not openly support them; she could not oppose the empress, or her decision publicly. And really, she knew for a fact, the actual cost of this military parade was a drop in the bucket as opposed to the cost of the battle overall. Add in the non-financial cost, the lives, the spirit of the troops still living, and Ward could start to see the need for a Victory Parade, of sorts. Even if, on principle, she disagreed with the notion as an extravagant display of obscene wealth, and the taxpayers’ money, at that. After all, it was largely the Sanguine citizens’ money that paid for the most technologically advanced state military in the known galaxy. 

Captured imperial frigate

Exact location unknown

Hagorian Alliance

Mid-January, 2347 CE

Acksin and Kera had just finished killing the last of the frigate’s crew, and were coming out of slip-space just one jump from Dorvir. ‘No witnesses. And certainly none that can’t be trusted.’ Acksin had said coldly, glaring at her rescuer. Kera nodded in agreement, ‘not that her agreement was needed, but it was appreciated’, Acksin mused. They loaded the bodies of the Sanguine crew into the frigate’s cargo bay, some of whom were badly injured or near death, and as soon as the warship reentered normal space, the crew was ejected out the cargo bay doors like so much garbage. They soon rendezvoused with a small Alliance escort force of frigates and destroyers who guided the captured Sanguine vessel to the Alliance throneworld. 

Acksin made her temporary flag aboard the Alliance destroyer Vigilance, but for now, kept her counsel and command aboard their captured Sanguine frigate which she hadn’t bothered to learn the name of; simply another form of deception on Acksin’s part - using the Vigilance as a decoy just in case the rebels caught up with them. While settling into the improvised throne room aboard the frigate, she decided to have a heart to heart with Ar’kera. Kera knelt at the throne, while Acksin, dressed in fresh, clean, leggings, and a matching gold-and-red V-shaped top with a wide-V cut that left little to the imagination, matching thigh-high black boots finished her look, and Kera swallowed back hard, finding her aura nearly irresistible. She bowed her head as Acksin stepped up to the throne and sat, crossing her legs at the knee. A slave knelt down at Acksin’s side and offered a plate of fresh Earth-grown grapes which she proceeded to nibble at. “It seems we need to have a chat, Kera.” The Alliance leader began, causing Kera to raise her head, looking on in reverence, though she remained kneeling at the improvised throne.

Kera gulped and nodded, feeling her pale cheeks flush, “yes, Your Grace. I imagine you do have many questions.” Acksin grinned, flashing her pearly teeth, “Well. This isn’t an interrogation. Would you like a chair? I do appreciate the sight of a pretty girl on her knees, but you did just save my life so, your comfort must be taken into account.” Kera coughed, looking up through hooded eyes, “thank you, Your Grace. I simply wished to show proper deference.” Acksin waved her hand as though dismissing the notion, “Nonsense, dear Kera.” She glanced balefully at the slave holding the plate of grapes, “Get our guest a chair. Now.” The slave set the plate of grapes on a nearby table, bowed, never looking up, then rushed off to retrieve a chair from elsewhere in the large converted throne room; it had formerly been a cargo bay. A moment later, the slave reappeared with an office hover-chair. Kera took the chair, sat, and dismissed the slave with a glare that sent her shrinking back to Acksin’s side, picking up the plate and resuming her task. Acksin laughed, exclaiming, “Excellent. A true Hagorian at heart!” Kera grinned at that. “I’ve never truly left the Hagorian Alliance, Your Grace.” Acksin arched an eyebrow, “Even though you were an Elder first?” 

Acksin was already sliding into a subtle line of questioning, which Kera did not seem to mind. It was no secret that Kera was attracted to absolute power, and Acksin exuded just that. “I was never a true member of their Order. They kidnapped me before I was really created. Then they made me in a laboratory. Trained me as a spy...then sent me to the Ancients in the Alliance. From there, I was put in the Academy as anyone else with promise.The Elders never cared about me. I was nothing more than a weapon to them.” She sounded eerily like her blood-mother, Ava’kra, just then. “Rescuing you was right. Not just the right thing to do, but the right thing, period.” Acksin nodded, accepting the answer. “That makes sense. We’ve had our eyes on you since the beginning. So, we can verify everything you’ve said as true.” Acksin mused, popping another grape into her mouth and lounging back in her throne. “Now, my child. Tell me about the leaders of the Sanguine Empire. Everyone you know of. And start with that fascinating bitch who calls herself ‘empress’, Ava’kra.” Kera smiled and began.  

‘Oh, I cannot wait for this’. Kera thought to herself, sipping the freshly poured glass of Cheruskan ice wine that a slave had brought over. “Ava’kra. The ‘empress’ of the Sanguine rebellion, approaching her mid-thirties.” Acksin rolled her eyes, clearly getting impatient, “yes, yes, we know all that.” Kera simply smiled, “If you please, Your Grace, I was setting the stage.” The other woman returned the smile, tossing her long black hair over her shoulder, “Alright my dear, continue.” “A while ago, just as the battle to wrest control of Rhettov from the rebels began, Ava’kra became violently ill. The poison she had been fed - for years, mind you- her body finally rejected it, and well, she healed, somehow.” 

This gained Acksin’s rapt attention, “Healed?” Kera nodded, continuing quietly, “A long time ago, at the beginning of the war, Ava had found a ‘gift’ from the Elder Order; a case containing a crystalline decanter which held a particular vintage of Cheruskan Flame-wine, her favorite, which also contained highly addictive yet highly toxic poison. The continual doses, brought in by herself in special shipments from Earth, were steadily driving her insane. To the point that every higher-up in the rebellion was concerned, and Omicron, their intelligence service, had instituted a plan to assassinate her if she was deemed to be too far gone.” Acksin had no idea about any of this and rubbed her chin in curiosity, “Fascinating. But you said they are no more, that she’s normal now.” Kera nodded, “Sadly, yes, Your Grace. And it was Ava in a normal state that nearly beat you.” Acksin twitched in anger at the memory. “Fair enough. We’ll come back to that. Move on...Tell me about Omicron.” Kera sighed softly, “They are the true power in the rebellion. Their leader, Kris, is cold, heartless, and seemingly fearless. They seem to be everywhere.” “Oh that is more true than you know, you traitorous bitch.” Kris murmured to the empty room in her headquarters at CEHWSO, “I’ve got you.” She pointed a gauntleted finger at the vid-recording screen, recording everything taking place on the Hagorian vessel. She growled and the drink she was holding in her other hand shattered into pieces, falling to the floor. 

The two continued to talk and while doing so, Kera filled Acksin in on Omicron - or all she knew of the organization, which was, thankfully, mostly misguided rumors, speculation, and utter nonsense. She told Acksin about Grand Admiral Natalie Ward, who the Hagorian Empress was pleased to see ascend to such a high rank, regardless of Ward’s personal feelings on the matter. When Kera asked, she simply told the younger woman, “I knew Natalie what seems like long ago...when she was a simple commander in the Alliance Navy. I’m glad to see her finally recognized for her skill and intelligence. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still going to enjoy killing her, slowly.” She giggled softly, setting Kera a bit on edge. “But I respect her, grudgingly so, but still.” Ar’kera nodded in acceptance of this explanation, and proceeded to then fill her in on the Sanguine order of battle, their military buildup, and notable commanders in the Sanguine military; Kura Rimara, Jessica Tobin, Mokia Sinclair, Christine McKenna, Clarice Addicks, and Mya Braevli, and of course, Rexane, and Kris. She also told Acksin what she knew of the Sanguine (in actuality, Omicron) Artificial Intelligences, notably Athena, and Orion. The Hagorian Empress was fascinated beyond belief, and glared more than a few times at her intelligence officers. “Why didn’t we have this information before? This is more than we’ve known in years!” She screamed at them.

Chapter 7—-

Sanguine Plains, outside Sanguinae, Rhettov

Sanguine Empire

Late January, 2347 CE

“War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things. The decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse. The person who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, nothing which is more important than his own personal safety, is a miserable creature and has no chance of being free unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.” – John Stuart Mills

Morrigan watched the bodies burn dispassionately and shook her head, “Waste of good infantry troops. Governor, you arrogant moron,” she muttered to herself. She could practically feel the battle on the ground come to an end. After a couple days, she finally honed in on one specific person that could be interesting to talk to, the Elder Grandmaster, Sashe Gran. Morrigan made her way towards where Sashe was, sitting in the cold snow. As she got closer, she saw the transport landing, the ramp dropping and the bodies that had been tossed in there. She watched Sashe renounce her title to sky, throw her saber to the snow and weep. As much as she felt the Elders were weak and misguided, there was a time and a place to lift them up, especially their Grandmaster. After all, they were useful tools no matter what, so she needed a ‘pick me up’. She grabbed the rubidium saber from the snowy ground and continued towards Sashe’s shaking body, the sound of the cold air being almost drowned out by the now-former Grandmaster’s sobs. “So, tell me, are you willing to give it all up because you lost your friends and followers? You don’t think it is an affront to their memory to give up? What happened to the Order’s vaunted honor that my mother and sister spoke so highly about?” Sashe looked blankly at Morrigan, “What would you know about any of that, Ancient? Shouldn’t the Sanguine Empire have killed you?” Morrigan sat down next to Sashe and replied in a surprisingly gentle tone, “Former Ancient, I was the inside woman in the Alliance for the Sanguine Empire. You negotiated with my sister, you know the story of my mother and you know her history. As to understanding losing friends and followers...” Morrigan trailed off for a moment, the silence hanging in cold air, “Right now, the place where I lived for quite a few years, the great house on the planet of Dorvir is most likely being purged from existence, including all its inhabitants. That being said, regarding you, I have heard all the stories of your exploits, as well as your families. Now then, who will take over as the Grandmaster?”

Sashe looked at Morrigan, her eyes still red, “You are playing me, Blacktalon, I know you are, but I don’t know why.” Morrigan set Sashe’s saber down between them, “Since the Empress’s so-called daughter turned to the Alliance for power I am left with only a few options. The best is with my family, in the Sanguine Empire. Even though we don’t see eye to eye in many things I understand your perspective on why you do many things. You want what is best for the people, you try to be as selfless as you can, to remove the evil in the galaxy, the evil in the hearts and minds of the people. You question whether the Sanguine Empire will go down the same path as the Alliance, whether you will have to sacrifice people needlessly again. I will tell you this, those Elders died for what they believed in, and for who they believed in. They believed so much in you that they were willing to die for the cause instead of running and saving themselves.” Morrigan stood up and brushed the snow off her, “You have three choices, be a hermit in the wilderness of some planet, live alone from everyone and wallow in your misery. Or, commit suicide - end it all, and your journey ends with you. Or...” She paused looking directly in Sashe’s eyes, ”if you choose a difficult path, you can fight.” Sashe looked at Morrigan from the ground, “What choices are those?” Morrigan began to walk away through the snow, “Intelligent ones, and all you have. Me, I would visit justice upon Dorvir, so those fallen did not die in vain. If you wish to talk more, I will be at the Palace. Safe travels, Sashe Gran."

Sashe sat upright in the snow, barely registering her freezing and almost numb limbs. 'What right had this Ancient...was she even really an Ancient? Ugh...what right had she to speak to me so...so...arrogantly?!' She thought bitterly, though she couldn't deny the truth in the other woman's words, she simply didn’t want to admit it. She picked herself up from the frozen ground and began the trek into the city. Civilian transports were already starting to land and the city was in the beginning stages of re-opening. At the same time, the remaining Hagorian troops who chose to leave were herded on the same civilian transports that Sanguinae's populace was departing from in order to return to their homes. The sun was rising and the blood-red dragon banners of the Sanguine Empire could be seen flying from atop the city's walls, on top of the Imperial Palace, and what remained of HIGHCOM. They had won, and they had crippled the Alliance military in the process.

Rhea and the rest of Alpha squad were finishing disposing of the Alliance Augments' bodies in a large pyre when one of her sisters, Lita, came up to her. "Rhea, we're all getting tattoos tomorrow night in town when everything opens back up. You wanna join?!" Rhea grinned, but shook her head, "no. It wouldn't be right. But you go ahead Lita." Lita frowned but shrugged, choosing not to push the issue. She jogged off to join the others. Raenya walked over, having observed the interaction, "Rhea." The younger Infernae saluted, coming to crisp attention, "at ease." She visibly relaxed at the command. "Mind if I offer some advice?" Raenya asked softly. Rhea simply nodded and replied quietly, "I'd be grateful, Colonel." Raenya smiled, setting a hand on Rhea's armored shoulder, "make the most of these moments, Rhea. They don't come often. And we never know when our time is up. Bond with your sisters. The Canis bond is the strongest there is." Without saying another word, Raenya smiled briefly then turned and walked off, heading towards the Imperial Palace. "Looks like I'm getting a tattoo. Maybe two." Rhea mused, joining her sisters.

Chapter 8—-

Office of the Grand Admiral - temporary

Mobile Shipyard SEV Safe Haven

In orbit over gas giant Apollo, Todensk System

Sanguine Empire

Early February, 2347 CE

“There is only one tactical principle which is not subject to change. It is to use the means at hand to inflict the maximum amount of wound, death, and destruction on the enemy in the minimum amount of time.” – General George S. Patton Jr. 1943

The soft clink of century-old Earth-distilled brandy being poured into a glass was only sound, for the moment, heard in Grand Admiral Ward’s new impromptu office aboard the mobile shipyard SEV Safe Haven. The office was spartan, but clean, neat, and decidedly proper; the Haven’s commanding officer, Captain Taylor Worczinski, had offered it to Natalie upon her arrival from the Canis Rage. Pristine white walls were decorated with nothing more than the standard “battle paintings” approved for commanders quarters and offices; paintings of Sanguine warships in heroic moments of supposed victory, or ‘glorious defeat’, hung on each of the three walls. This imagery was supposed to instill feelings of pride and greatness in all who viewed them, though right now Natalie wanted nothing more than to throw her drink on all of the paintings, and butcher the artist, whoever it was. “I’d better not, it’d be a waste of expensive brandy.” She mused softly to the empty room. She had just won a legitimate military victory, a huge one at that, yet she felt as though she had just presided over one of the worst naval defeats in galactic military history. In reality, her losses were not that terribly critical; granted the First Fleet had been mauled, but she had managed to evacuate a sizable portion to act as a reserve force that was never needed. ‘Still,’ she reasoned to herself, ‘Losses should never have been this high. I should never have been forced to make the sacrifices I did.’ She turned and looked into the small mirror mounted near the sliding-door-entrance. 

For the first time in her nearly thirty-two years of life, Natalie felt old, weary, and exhausted. As an officer especially, she felt unfit for her command. She wasn’t used to so many lives being lost under her watch, and often she wondered why Ava chose her for this position. “Because you still won.” Olivia Sokolova said quietly, standing in the now-open doorway. Natalie had been so lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t even heard the door slide open, much less chime. “I hope you don’t mind my intrusion, Grand Admiral, but I rang the door three times. When I realized it was unlocked, it opened by proximity.” The captain explained calmly, standing at attention and saluting. Natalie returned the salute, then threw back her brandy, “Come on in, Liv. Care for a drink?” Sokolova smiled, “Sure. Is that brandy?” Natalie nodded, retrieving a second glass from the minibar near her desk, “it is. Titanian, at that.” Olivia raised her eyebrows in surprise and appreciation, “The good stuff.” That made her superior officer chuckle, “As good as it gets out here. So, how’s your flotilla?” Natalie didn’t need her answer, she had already read the report but wanted to keep a conversation going. Olivia frowned






















































[image: ]




























[image: ]





















[image: ]




































[image: ]





















[image: ]





















[image: ]














d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





