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ASM – Anti-ship missile

AMM – Anti-missile missile

Comdeck – Command deck

Commoff – Communications officer

Ecliptic – The two-dimensional disk formed by planetary orbits

FCO – Fleet Commanding Officer

FTO – Fleet Tactical Officer in charge of coordinating a fleet’s battle tactics

FAO – Fleet Astrogation Officer in charge of coordinating a fleet’s movement.

Graser – Stands for gamma ray laser

Umbra – Shadow cast by a planetary body.

CSO – Chief of Space Operations

CO – Commanding Officer

XO – Executive Officer

EO – Engineering Officer

TO – Tactical Officer

TraCon – Traffic Control

TacNet – A network of linked tactical systems allowing multiple ships to share tactical data and orders

HO – Helm Officer
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In the 233 years that have passed since the founding of the Phoenix Empire by King Victor, the Empire has expanded to include all the original member planets of the Old Federation. This expansion was done peacefully as planets voluntarily joined to gain the economic benefits of favorable trade opportunities and the security provided by the Imperial Navy. The reversal of the general decline that began after the war with the System States Alliance resulted in a new era of exploration and colonization, with 177 new planets colonized around the rim of the roughly spherical volume of space that the Old Federation occupied. Many of those new colonies remained stubbornly independent, and as a result, by 1142 A.E., the Empire’s expansion had ground to a halt, causing economic growth within the Empire to stall. 
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DEPUTY SENIOR EXECUTIVE Officer Arakel Josephus remembered to put on his ‘corporate face’ before entering the command deck of the star-freighter MARS Prosperity. None of the freighter personnel turned to look at him, a fact which he found annoying. With only three people above him in the corporate hierarchy of the fifth largest Imperial Chartered Company in the Empire, it seemed to him that he deserved at least some show of respect. They’d stand up and salute me if they knew what I know. They think this operation is just to regain control of that mining site the locals were stupid enough to seize. They have no idea of the tsunami that this operation will trigger. It irked him that he couldn’t tell a living soul that the MARS conglomerate had secretly built its own version of the Emperor’s Gandalf 5 supercomputer, a violation of Imperial orders. He had been in charge of that project, which took five years to accomplish. Oracle (he had refused to name it after a magician) confirmed that G5 was unaware of its existence. In a handful of cases, the group of individuals who had participated in Oracle’s birth had been either bribed or threatened to keep quiet or had been permanently silenced. That had been done under his orders, and if his activities ever came to light, he would face the Empire’s harshest penalty of legal death. It was a state of official non-existence that allowed anyone to do anything they wished with him or to him. Word of his non-status would be disseminated far and wide, and with a total Empire population approaching 500 billion, there would be enough psychopaths eager to pursue their twisted vices that his life expectancy would be measured in weeks, maybe even in days. But the potential gain of successfully achieving the long-term strategy was almost beyond comprehension.

Oracle’s long-term prediction had revealed the ugly secret behind the Bentrik dynasty’s glorious pronouncement that the Phoenix Empire had been the only hope of avoiding a collapse of civilization that would have lasted for centuries. The original prediction of collapse had been verified. So, the rise of the Phoenix Empire had indeed avoided a relentless decline over the past three centuries, but it was the future that held the ugly secret. The Empire had only pushed the start of the collapse ahead by roughly three centuries. That meant that the current stall in the economy of the Empire was the first whiff of decay. The body of the Empire was starting to die, and the MARS Board of Directors had accepted his plan to give the Empire a push over the edge into the abyss to exploit the chaos and rip the guts out of the conglomerate’s competition. Some of the key families represented on the Board had long-standing animosities with their counterparts in other ICCs. 

The basic concept of the plan was to encourage planets where competing companies had substantial assets to seize those assets, while at the same time, MARS would act as a benevolent partner to those planets where it had substantial assets. By carefully picking up key assets as the competition crumbled, MARS would grow in economic strength to the point where it could challenge the Bentrik dynasty, if they were still in power by then, for political control of whatever was left of the Empire. He and the Board would all be long gone by then, but they would live like kings in the meantime. He heard one of the crew tell the captain that their ETA was now 15 minutes. Josephus cleared his throat to get the captain’s attention. Captain Aldonna Ayrault turned around to see who had cleared their throat.

“We’re right on schedule, sir.”

“So I see,” said Josephus. “Any sign of hostile intent by the locals?”

“No, sir. Nothing so far. This colony isn’t big enough to have developed a domestic capability for manufacturing the kinds of weapons that could threaten us.”

“But they might have bought some and brought them in from somewhere else,” said Josephus. He went on before a surprised Ayrault could respond. “Let’s hope you’re right, captain. Perhaps I should rephrase that. You better be right. I’m going down to the cargo hold to check on the troops.”

Ayrault felt her heartbeat slow back down to normal as the DSEO left the command deck. His veiled threat of consequences to her if her assumption was wrong had been shocking. How would it be her fault if the locals had imported ground-based anti-ship weapons? The Prosperity wasn’t a warship or even an armed troopship. It was an unarmed star-freighter, for God’s sake. As she turned her attention back to the very limited tactical display, she told the technician manning the communication and sensor station to boost radar scanning to the maximum.

Josephus arrived in the cavernous cargo hold just as the mercenaries began to board the contra-gravity armored personnel carriers. The ground force commander, Major Janos Trenis, was standing to one side, watching the action. Josephus made his way to stand beside him. 

“Is it all arranged?” asked Josephus in a quiet voice.

Trenis nodded. “If none of the troops is killed retaking the mine site, my best sniper, Chen, will pick some bastard he doesn’t like when we pay a visit to the spaceport. He’ll make it look like it was a local sniper. This bunch is so bloodthirsty already that all they need is an excuse to go berserk.” Trenis turned to look at Josephus. 

“I’ve had to do some nasty things in my career but never deliberately killing one of my own people. If anyone should find out about this....”

“Only you and I know, and I won’t tell anyone because I’m just as involved as you are. If you keep quiet, then how will anyone know?”

“Chen will know.”

Now it was Josephus who turned to look at Trenis. “I’ll leave it up to you to decide if Chen can be trusted to keep his mouth shut. And if you decide he can’t, then I expect you to do something about it. Clear?”

Trenis hesitated as he experienced an aha moment. If Chen needed to be eliminated to protect the DSEO, then maybe Trenis’s life wasn’t safe either. If he had to eliminate one of the three links in the conspiracy chain, then eliminating Josephus might be the better alternative.

“Clear.”

“Don’t fuck this up, Major. I have a zero-tolerance for failure.”

“You and me both. I better board my command APC.” Trenis walked quickly over to the nearest vehicle without waiting for a response. Josephus waited until Trenis was aboard before heading back to the command deck to monitor the operation. Trenis’s hesitation about eliminating Chen strongly suggested that the Major would be a security risk too. During his climb up the corporate ladder, Josephus had resorted to violence to remove a threat a couple of times, but none of those victims had professional military training. Trenis did and would take precautions that a civilian wouldn’t. That would make the job of eliminating him harder but not impossible. 

Trenis had stopped thinking about Josephus by the time the command APC was ready to leave. The star-freighter was now hovering about a kilometer above the open pit mine site. With all the other APCs having signaled their readiness, Trenis opened a com channel to Prosperity’s command deck.

“Star Rangers are ready to deploy.” He suppressed a grin at the name given to this ad hoc mercenary outfit. Overly hokey it might be, but the unit had to be called something. 

“Cargo bay hatches are opening. You’re clear to deploy, Star Rangers.”

“Thank you, Ops. Okay, Star Ranger One to all Star Ranger units. Let’s do this by the numbers. Star Ranger One has the lead. Here we go!” He gave the hand signal to the APC’s pilot, who nodded. As the contra-gravity vehicle lifted and moved forward to the open cargo hatches, the other APCs did the same one after another until all fifteen had left the ship. 

Seven dropped down to land near the buildings located around the edge of the huge open pit. Trenis didn’t expect there to be a lot of locals at the site itself. There was nothing really valuable at the site besides the robotically operated smelting unit nearby. The valuable equipment would be at the maintenance center at the edge of the spaceport, which was really just a landing field used by ore shuttles to carry semi-refined ores up to any waiting ore freighter, which at the moment, there weren’t any. Control of the contra-gravity excavators, ore lifters, and various maintenance vehicles was the key to controlling the mine itself. The command APC and the other seven vehicles slowly circled the site until the signal that the pit had been secured was received. Trenis then ordered the other eight to head for the spaceport.

Even before reaching it, Trenis could see, via electronic optics, that people were running toward the maintenance hangar where the mining equipment was usually stored. A few of them seemed to be carrying weapons that were probably hunting rifles. Trenis turned to Chen, who was sitting nearby.

“I’m going to drop you off on the roof of the maintenance hangar.”

Chen said nothing but nodded. Trenis turned to the pilot.

“I want a slow circle at a hundred meters.”

“A hundred meters. Roger that.”

As the eight APCs circled the building, Trenis activated the external loudspeakers.

“This is Major Trenis, Commander of the Star Rangers, who the MARS company has hired to retake control of the...” he paused when he heard something hit the armored hull of the APC. Someone wasn’t bothering to wait until he had finished his statement before opening fire. Trenis wasn’t worried about projectiles fired from hunting rifles or even from military-grade rifles. The APCs had enough armor to stop anything short of a round from a contra-gravity tank.

“...Dresden Minecorp mine site. You are now ordered to disperse peacefully. Failure to do so will be construed as hostile resistance, and I’ve been authorized to use whatever force is necessary to retake control of the mine and all other assets belonging to Dresden Minecorp. You have sixty seconds to disperse.” More projectiles began hitting the hull. Trenis waited for 60 seconds, then made sure the com channel to the other APCs was still active.

“Star Ranger One to Group Two units. Execute Dropkick now. I repeat. Execute Dropkick now. Pilot, take us down to the hangar roof. Chen, get ready to deploy.” Thirty seconds later, Chen, with his sniper weapon, stepped off the APC onto the hangar's roof.

Trenis switched his attention to the other seven units. All of them were in the process of landing in a circle roughly 50 meters from the hangar building, with the exit hatches facing away from the building. 

“Okay, Group Two. Keep your hatches closed and standby,” said Trenis. He wanted to see what the locals would do now. As the command APC took up a new position hovering over one of the other APCs, Trenis turned on the external microphones to hear if the locals were still shooting or saying anything. The shooting quickly died down when it became obvious that firing at an armored vehicle was a waste of ammunition.  

“SR Two to SR One. It looks like they want to parley, Major.”

“I see it, SR Two.” Trenis watched on the video monitor as someone holding a rifle in one hand and a white piece of cloth tied to a stick in the other hand slowly walked out of the hangar building. All the other locals were now inside the building. 

“Are you surrendering?” asked Trenis over the loudspeaker.

“Hell, no! But we are willing to negotiate. We’ve got grievances against Dresden Minecorp. We’re not vacating the building until someone from the company is willing to talk about them. I’ve been authorized by the planetary authorities to sign an agreement on its behalf.”

“So, you expect me and my people to just step out into the open so that you can resume firing on us?” asked Trenis.

“We’ll hold our fire as long as you people don’t fire on us.”

That was just what Trenis was hoping for. “Fine. I’ll order my people to disembark from their vehicles. They’ll form a cordon around the building but won’t fire.”

“They better not. Everything that’s happening here is being recorded. If you people don’t honor your commitments, we’ll make sure everyone, and I mean everyone, will hear about it.”

Trenis muted his loudspeakers while he gave the order to his troops. It took less than a minute for all the mercenaries to leave their APCs and spread out in a circle. Trenis then told his pilot to slowly bring the command APC down to the ground. And as that was taking place, he switched communications to the private channel to Chen.

“Take the shot, Chen,” he said in a voice that was barely above a whisper. Ten seconds later, the sound of a shot rang out, and one of the mercenaries fell backward. Trenis heard the voice of the squad leader of the shot man start yelling at him about the shot, but before Trenis could respond with the order to all his troops to fire, some started firing on their own initiative, and more followed suit seconds later. The man with the white flag seemed to erupt in a geyser of red mist as he jerked backward. His people inside the hangar began firing at the mercenaries who were now seeking shelter behind their APCs. 

“APC Commanders, this is Trenis! Use your vehicle weapons to kill those bastards!”

“What about the equipment inside?” asked someone whose voice Trenis didn’t recognize. 

“Fuck the equipment!” yelled Trenis. The more collateral damage there was, the better that MARS asshole Josephus would like it.

The locals hadn’t stood a chance. The autocannons that the APCs mounted weren’t powerful enough to cripple a contra-gravity tank, but they were more than powerful enough to puncture through the relatively thin metal shell of the hangar walls and explode inside. With explosive shells coming from all directions, the entire structure collapsed in on itself within less than a minute. A quick check confirmed that Chen had survived the collapse.

“Ops to SR One. More people are emerging from the spaceport admin building behind you.”

“Understood. SR One to all Ranger units. Cease fire and turn your attention to the admin building. Hold your fire unless fired upon.”

That didn’t take long to happen, as Trenis knew it would. The spaceport admin building was close enough to the hangar that the people there could see what had happened to it and hear the sounds of the exploding shells. No sooner had Trenis finished speaking than he heard the sound of projectiles hitting his APC. Then something else hit with enough force to jerk the vehicle backward just enough to force Trenis off his chair. They’ve got RPGs too! Rocket-propelled grenades could damage an APC if enough of them hit it and in the right places. Luckily there weren’t any troops near enough to that explosion to be seriously injured or killed. 

“SR One to all APCs! They’re firing RPGs! Lay down suppressive autocannon fire!” Trenis switched the external opticals from looking forward at the hangar to the rear, where the new threat was. He saw several locals explode. They must be wearing body armor strong enough to make the cannon shells explode instead of passing through the body. 

Roughly two minutes later, he ordered his units to cease fire. There was nothing left to shoot at. None of the locals from the admin building were still standing, and the shells that had passed through their human targets or missed altogether had hit the admin building behind them. It, too, was now a wreck.

“Star Ranger One to Ops. Is DSEO Josephus in the command deck?”

“Affirmative, SR One.”

“Please advise him that all mission objectives have been accomplished.” There was a pause before Trenis heard the response.

“Deputy Senior Executive Officer Josephus has received your message. There is no reply.”

Trenis cut the com channel to the ship and began giving orders for the search of what was left of the admin building. If any of the workers from the mine site were in there, he needed to find out if they were still alive and if not, their bodies had to be recovered for return to the company headquarters. He made a mental note to have a private chat with Chen the first chance he got. He was sure his sniper would be interested to hear what Josephus expected of Trenis concerning him.
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NEW HAMBURG, CAPITAL of Dresden, 24 hours later.

Planetary President Basil Tanner pounded his fist on his desk. “Those MARS bastards! We never claimed that we were nationalizing the mine! We just wanted to keep it from operating to pressure Dresden Minecorp to negotiate a fairer royalty structure! But instead of talking, the parent company hired those butchers!” He looked at his Offworld Affairs Advisor, Hideshi Sung, for support.

“The video they sent us does appear to back up their claim that they did not fire the first shot, sir.” 

“Yes, it does, doesn’t it. How goddamned convenient that they just happen to have a video camera aimed in just the right direction to see one of their men fall over. I wouldn’t put it past those bastards to have one of their men shot to justify what happened next, except that I don’t see any rationale for wanting to give their employer a black eye over this. Can you?”

“No, sir. That doesn’t make any sense. Dresden Minecorp and MARS have lost millions of Imperials as a result of the destroyed equipment and the lost revenue from not being able to operate the mine for a while. And you’re right about the black eye. They must know that we’ll make sure news of this massacre will be disseminated far and wide. I think it’s far more likely that one of Hanson’s people over-reacted and fired the first shot. After that, both commanders lost control over their troops.”

By this time, Tanner had calmed down somewhat. “Maybe that’s what happened, but we don’t know for sure, and until we know exactly who’s to blame for firing the first shot, I’m not going to admit to anything. Public opinion is already exploding with outrage over this, and we may as well get as much leverage out of it with regards to forming a united front of Rim planets as we can. Maybe Ortega’s proposal to form a loose confederation with a unified military structure isn’t as extreme an idea as I first thought. Let’s get our PR people in here to draft an official statement for domestic consumption and another one for off-world consumption.”
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TITAN CITY, CAPITAL of New Titan, 13 days later.

President Manuel Ortega put down the tablet containing the message from the Dresden Colony President. “I knew something like this would happen sooner or later. Those ICCs think they can do whatever they want outside of Imperial borders because there’s no one capable of stopping them. President Tanner says he's no longer opposed to my proposal for a united military force to defend Rim planet sovereignty. I’m glad he finally came around to my way of thinking. I want us to try to arrange a summit meeting of as many colony heads of state here on New Titan as soon as possible.”

“That’ll take months to set up, sir,” said Thomas Dailey, Ortega’s Chief of Staff. 

“Yes, I know. That’s why we need to get started now. I have a feeling that by the time the summit takes place, we’ll all have a lot more to talk about.”
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EMPEROR SIGISMUND BENTRIK was in shock as he turned to look at Ninon Sejanus, his Director of the G5 Section. “This can’t be right.”

Sejanus sighed. “I’m afraid it is correct, Your Highness. I had my staff order G5 to run the analysis three times to be sure. That massacre on Dresden is like a tiny ball of snow rolling down a snow-covered hill. The more it rolls down, the bigger it gets and the faster it rolls. We’re getting more and more reports of rising levels of anger toward the Empire from Rim populations, and more Rim governments are demanding that Your Highness reign in the ICCs regardless of whether they’re operating within or outside the Empire. Unless some action is taken, the sudden steepening of the decline in the civilization index will get worse, with a fifty-fifty chance of a war breaking out between the Empire and the Rim within ten years. The Empire would win that war, of course, but it would be a pyrrhic victory, making a violent collapse of civilization a virtual certainty over the following century.”

Sigismund stepped over to his desk and sat down behind it. “I know, but these alternatives that G5 has come up with are almost as bad as the scenario you’ve just described. The Empire has always ruled with a light hand. The only exception is its zero tolerance for violent confrontation between Imperial planets and the promise to defend all Imperial planets from any external threat. None of my predecessors have forced independent colonies to join the Empire, and I’m not about to be the first to break that tradition. And reigning in the ICCs is a policy with its own risks.” His Chief of Staff nodded. It didn’t take a supercomputer to realize that Imperial Chartered Companies were the modern equivalent of Dukes, Counts, and Barons in pre-industrial feudal societies. In theory, they were expected to obey their sovereign lord, but collectively they were powerful enough to overthrow that sovereign lord if they felt their rights and privileges were being infringed. He knew that the Emperor wasn’t that worried about any one ICC, but if a handful of them managed to put aside their innate competitiveness, which Imperial Intelligence tried hard to encourage, they could muster enough financial, technical, and military resources to seriously challenge the Emperor for control of the Empire.

“I agree completely, Your Highness. The ICCs are too powerful to risk angering them. That’s why I respectfully recommend the fourth option of having the Imperial Navy escort ICC ships whenever they venture outside Imperial borders. The commanders of those escorts can be given clear orders to assist the ICC ships as long as doing so doesn’t threaten the lives or property on Rim colony planets. It’s a fine line, I admit. But from the ICCs’ point of view, it will look as though Your Highness is supporting them. And from the Rim planets’ point of view, it will look as though the Imperial Navy is there to intercede if the ICCs go too far. The captains commanding those escort ships should be ordered to make that last point clear to every Rim planet government they visit.”

“I need to consider this more carefully. Ninon. That’s all for now.”

The G5 Director left the spacious office with a frown on his face. Sigismund was the third Emperor that Sejanus had served, and if he had to rate all three in terms of their leadership ability, Sigismund would be the last name on the list. The man tended to overthink everything and procrastinate about every decision. Sejanus understood better than anyone else how fragile human civilization was now. A decline was inevitable. The only thing that wasn’t set in stone was how fast and deep it would get. And those factors depended on decisions that had to be made now. And as if that wasn’t bad enough by itself, Sigismund’s preference for delegating decisions to senior bureaucrats and admirals was already showing signs that some decisions were being made without specifically being authorized to do so. Nothing serious, of course. But Sejanus understood the nature of the bureaucratic animal to test the limits of its authority and keep expanding its power until a higher authority jerked its leash. And since Sigismund seemed to be loath to jerk that leash, the machinery of government was gradually slipping from his control. Under the charismatic leadership of General Hayden Marquette, the Imperial Guard was expanding beyond its mandate of just guarding the Imperial Family. Its tentacles were reaching into the Navy and the industrial sector. He’s giving the phrase ‘empire building’ a whole new meaning, and Sigismund can’t or won’t see the danger. The Roman Empire fell when the Praetorian Guard started choosing Emperors instead of just guarding them. G5 has taken that process into consideration too. Maybe I should retire and emigrate to some hole-in-the-wall planet out on the Rim where nothing exciting is likely to happen. 

It was not the first time he had had that thought. But nothing ever came of it, and he thought he knew why. It would feel like he was deserting humanity. That guilt would prevent him from enjoying a peaceful retirement. Better to stay in the eye of the storm and do the best he could to steer the ship of state along the best path. As he made his way to the underground level where a contra-gravity shuttle pod would take him back to the G5 complex, he couldn’t help feeling a sense of impending doom.

––––––––
[image: ]


GENERAL MARQUETTE ENTERED his office in triumph and slapped his tablet down on his desk. His subordinates, summoned on his orders via his implant, came in to stand in a line.

“The Emperor has accepted my recommendation that all Navy ships operating outside the Empire’s borders will have a Guard Commissioner to oversee the Navy’s operations to ensure that the Emperor’s directives and wishes are being implemented. If the Navy is going to escort commercial ships to the Rim, then we’ll be along to keep an eye on them. Here’s what I want done.” He looked at the first person in the line. “Find out what ships will be assigned to escort duty, who the commanding officers are and where they’re from. Many Navy officers came from the Rim and might have sympathies for Rim planets that might put them in conflict with Imperial orders.” 

His gaze shifted to the next person. “Get me a list of Guard officers who are between assignments plus those who have retired in the last, oh, five years. Let’s start with that. I’ll have tasks for the rest of you later. You may go.”

When he was alone again, he inhaled a stimulant he’d taken from his desk and leaned back in his chair. That particular stimulant always seemed to make complicated issues more clear. The Emperor had finally agreed to provide ICC ships with navy escorts to mollify them, particularly MARS. The IG agents within that conglomerate had come across hints that the Board had approved some kind of mysterious long-term plan codenamed Oracle but had not yet been able to find out anything more. That the Dresden Incident, as it was now being called, happened after a highly secret meeting between the top three executives, one of whom was present during the incident, was not a coincidence in Marquette’s opinion. DSEO Josephus’ name had also been connected with the Oracle plan. That told Marquette that the Dresden Incident had been deliberately engineered as part of that plan, although how MARS would benefit from losing the operations of the Dresden Minecorp mine was not immediately apparent. And Sejanus’ all-seeing G5 doesn’t understand how MARS benefits from that massacre either. That damn machine isn’t the deus ex machina Sejanus claims it is. No wonder the Empire is falling apart when the Emperor lets a machine do his thinking for him. Hell, I could do a better job of running the Empire without G5. It was an amusing thought. Perhaps...if things got chaotic enough, he might seriously consider that option. Further thoughts dissolved into a familiar haze that seemed to morph into the ability to concentrate his vision down to the atomic level. Of course, he knew it was a hallucination, but it was fascinating to see anyway.
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THIRTY-FOUR DAYS LATER.

Imperial Guard Major Sanchez Parades stepped off the IG shuttle and onto the heavy cruiser’s hangar deck just as her commanding officer, Senior Captain Shona Mang, approached. 

“Welcome to the Peregrin, Major,” said Mang politely but not particularly friendly. Her orders said she should cooperate with the IG officer, but nothing in the orders said she had to like it, and she didn’t.

Parades stopped and looked around the hangar deck before returning his attention to Mang. He took notice of the fact that she was almost as tall as he was. Unlike some men, he didn’t find tall women attractive, and, deep down, he admitted to himself that he was intimidated by them. Her tone clearly showed that she didn’t want him on her ship. That implied hostility ignited a spark of anger.

“While on this ship, I prefer to be addressed as Commissioner, Captain. Have you received orders explaining why I’m here and my authority?”

“Yes, Commissioner.”

“Good. Then I want to be shown to my quarters. Have someone bring my luggage there as well. When will we be leaving orbit?”

“The convoy of freighters that we’re to escort is expected to be ready to leave orbit in about an hour. I’ll show you to your quarters, and I’ve already made arrangements to have your luggage transferred there as well.”

“That’s fine, Captain. I’m sure you and I will not have a problem as long as you remember who has the final say on what this ship does or doesn’t do. Lead the way, Captain.”

As the two of them made their way to Officers’ Country, Mang reviewed what her orders did say about Commissioner Parades’ authority. The orders were sufficiently vague that they could be interpreted to mean that Parades had a veto over any decision she might make, but they could also be interpreted as giving her the final say concerning decisions that might violate Imperial Directives. This escort mission was covered by an Imperial Directive which said that captains of escorting warships were to prevent escorted ships from endangering the inhabitants of Rim planets or destroying assets belonging to Rim planets. That seemed to be straightforward to her. And yet she had a feeling that there was going to be a conflict between Commissioner Parades and that Imperial Directive.

Twenty-one days later, the convoy arrived at the New Rochelle system. Mang and Parades had come to a mutual and unspoken agreement to avoid each other as much as possible during the trip. The Commissioner spent most of his time in his quarters and ordered his meals brought there. But now that the convoy was slipping into a parking orbit around New Rochelle, both Mang and Parades were in Peregrin’s command deck, watching the exchange of text messages between Space Traffic Control and the MARS executive in charge of the group of star-freighters. Space Traffic Control denied the freighters permission to deploy the specially equipped shuttles that would skim the planet’s oceans hunting for a large mammal whose body contained a valuable and hard-to-synthesize chemical. Mang was about to say something when another text message began scrolling across the bottom of the main display.

[UNDER THE AGREEMENT'S TERMS WITH THE PREVIOUS GOVERNMENT OF NEW ROCHELLE, MARS OR ITS DESIGNATED SUBSIDIARY HAS THE RIGHT TO HARVEST GIGANTS. DSEO JOSEPHUS.]

“Why is that name familiar?” asked Parades.

“I think it’s the same MARS executive present during the Dresden Incident,” said Mang.

“Oh? Well then, this should be interesting,” said Parades. STC’s reply wasn’t long in coming.

[THERE’S BEEN A CHANGE OF GOVERNMENT AND THE NEW GOVERNMENT HAS RESCINDED THAT AGREEMENT. GIGANTS ARE NOW CONSIDERED TO BE INTELLIGENT CREATURES AND ARE PROTECTED UNDER NEW ROCHELLE LAW. STC HAS BEEN DIRECTED TO REVOKE YOUR PARKING ORBIT AUTHORIZATION. YOU ARE ORDERED TO LEAVE ORBIT IMMEDIATELY. STC.]

Mang looked at Parades, who was nodding. Why the hell is he nodding? 

When several minutes went by with no reply and no change in the orbital status of any convoy ship, Mang heard her communication officer’s voice.

“Deputy Senior Executive Officer Josephus wishes to speak with you, Captain, on Tac3.” Mang activated the channel from her command chair’s console.

“This is Mang.”

“DSEO Josephus, Captain. I understand you have an IG Commissioner aboard. Is he or she by any chance able to join this conversation?”

Parades stepped closer. “I am. Commissioner Sanchez Parades.”

“Excellent. Commissioner, this situation is unacceptable. MARS has the legal right to harvest gigants. The agreement with the previous government specifically says that any future government can’t terminate it over the life of the agreement. My orders are to proceed with the harvest, and I intend to do so. However, New Rochelle does have orbital defenses capable of hitting our harvesting shuttles. Can I count on the Imperial Navy to eliminate that threat if they are so foolish as to fire on our shuttles?”

“You absolutely can, DSEO Josephus,” said Parades without hesitation. 

“That’s a question that should be addressed to Peregrin’s captain, which is me,” said Mang. “And I’m not sure I can give you that assurance.”

Parades glared at her, but they heard Josephus' voice before he could say anything.

“Am I to understand, captain, that you would stand by and let Imperial citizens manning our shuttles be murdered without lifting a finger to stop that?”

“I haven’t said that. I am saying that New Rochelle is a sovereign star nation that has absolute authority over its orbital space according to Imperial law and practice. If they fire on your shuttles, I’ll try to defuse the situation so that this dispute can be settled where it should be, at the negotiating table.”

“What is your position on this question, Commissioner Parades?”

“I believe Captain Mang is overlooking a section of Imperial Navy regulations that requires Navy officers to protect the property and citizens of the Empire from any threat, whether it be external or internal. I would view any attack on ICC shuttles as a threat and order Captain Mang to neutralize that threat. In case of any disagreement between the captain and myself, my authority overrides hers.”

“That’s all I need to know. Thank you.” Mang heard the click that the channel was cut before she could respond.

“I will not order my ship to fire on New Rochelle defenses either in orbit or on the ground unless Peregrin is under attack,” she said.

Before Parades could respond, the tactical display pinged for attention and zoomed in on one of the convoy freighters. It was launching shuttles that quickly headed for the planet’s surface. 

“Dammit! What’s that fool up to?” snarled Mang. “Get him back, Comoff!”

“Yes, sir, ah...Captain?” Just as Mang turned to look at her communication officer, she heard a new voice over the loudspeaker.

“—violation of sovereign space and STC directives. This is your first, last, and only warning. Get those shuttles back on board right now, or they’ll be fired upon!”

“Never mind getting that executive back. Get me a channel to their STC!”

Mang heard her com officer’s voice calling Space Traffic Control but did not get any response. 

“The shuttles have entered the atmosphere,” said the tactical officer. “Their orbital defense platforms have begun radar scanning, Captain.”

“Go to Condition Two, TO” said Mang.

“Condition Two, Captain?” asked Parades.

“One step below Battle Stations. I don’t want to be taken by surprise if those platforms start shooting at us. How’s that channel to STC coming?” 

“I’m transmitting on multiple frequencies, Captain. They’re hearing me. They just don’t want to talk to us.”

“Okay, switch back to getting the exec—”

“One shuttle’s been hit!” yelled the tactical officer. “And another...and a third! All three are losing altitude fast!”

“Comoff! Order those freighters to stop deploying shuttles!” said Mang. No sooner had she given that order than three more shuttles emerged from another freighter. When one of them broke up, it was clear that they were being fired on too.

“Why are you waiting, Captain?” asked Parades. “How many more shuttle crews have to die before you take action? I order you to fire on those platforms!”

“NO!” Mang slammed her right fist down on her command chair armrest. “That would be an act of war by the Empire! My orders—” She stopped when she felt the barrel of Parades’ handgun press up against the side of her head. 

“Disobeying an order from the Emperor’s representative, in this case, me, is tantamount to treason. If you don’t give the order to fire by the time I count to ten, I’ll terminate your command with extreme prejudice.”

She heard him begin counting fast. She knew that her career was over no matter what she did. Therefore, calling his bluff did not seem like a good strategy.

“You win. TO, target those platforms and fire.” 

“Targeting defense platforms! Firing! Two platforms have been destroyed!”

“Fire on all defense platforms within line of sight,” ordered Parades, still holding the gun to Mang’s head.

“Target all platforms and fire,” said Mang. 

When the tactical officer had confirmed that all defense platforms that could be seen from Peregrin had been fired upon and destroyed, Parades lowered his gun and stepped back from Mang’s command chair.

“Don’t even think about calling Security to arrest or disarm me, Captain. I have a right to carry a weapon no matter where I am, and if anyone’s going to be arrested, it'll be you when we return to the nearest base.”

Mang was too angry to come up with a quick reply. As she stared at Parades, she heard her communications officer’s voice.

“Two incoming calls, Captain. DSEO Josephus again plus the Head of New Rochelle’s Planetary Defense Center, General Lemuel Rochefort.”

After a slight hesitation, Mang turned to Parades. “Since you’ve now officially taken command of this mission, I think you should speak with both of them, Commissioner.”

Parades ignored the angry tone. “Why certainly! I’d be happy too. General Rochefort, first, I think. Let’s make sure we know where the General is calling from.”

Rochefort’s image appeared on the main display. “Your high-handed action against our defense platforms is outrageous, and we’ll make sure the rest of the Rim hears about it, Captain!”

“I’m Imperial Guard Commissioner Sanchez Parades, General, and I’m now in command of this heavy cruiser and the MARS freighters. Your platforms murdered Imperial citizens on those shuttles. As the closest thing to the Emperor’s personal representative, I’m now demanding that you surrender yourself to the Imperial marines that I’ll be sending down there shortly so that you can be brought back to the Empire to face charges of murder.”

“I’ll do no such thing.” Mang found the General’s response to be surprisingly calm.

“Then you leave me with no choice, General. Cut the channel, com officer.” The General’s image disappeared just as he started speaking.

“Captain, I want that planetary defense center hit with a tactical nuke.”

Mang suddenly found that she was now completely calm. No anger. No fear. What Parades wanted would kill dozens, maybe hundreds of people. It would be called the New Rochelle Massacre, and she did not want her name to be associated with that, even if it meant death. She stood up and looked at Parades.

“No.” 

Parades raised his gun and fired. The projectile hit Mang in the middle of her forehead, and her body fell backward. Parades looked around at the shocked faces of the officers.

“Which one of you is the Executive Officer?” he asked. 

“Ah, the XO is at his Condition Two duty station in Engineering, sir,” said the TO. 

“Then who is the most senior officer present?” asked Parades in a voice that dripped with menace. Again it was the tactical officer who responded.

“That would be me, sir.”

Parades stepped quickly over to the tactical station and aimed his gun at the TO. “You know what I want done. You have ten seconds to do it.”

The TO looked down at his console. “Targeting...planetary defense center for tactical nuclear missile strike. The target has been acquired. Missile has been loaded. Firing missile now!”

Parades lowered his gun and turned back to look at the main display. “Switch the display to a visual of the target and then put DSEO Josephus through on an audio channel.”

No one said anything, but his orders were carried out. 

“Why no video connection? Who am I speaking with?” asked an annoyed Josephus.

“You’re speaking with me, DSEO Josephus. Captain Mang has been relieved of her command.”

“I hope she’s court-martialled and dismissed from the Navy in disgrace for allowing more of our people to be killed by those bastards down there!”

“She’s already faced a penalty more severe than that. As for those bastards down there, the general responsible for the attacks on your shuttles is about to be on the receiving end of a tactical nuke missile.”

Josephus was stunned. This development was far beyond what he realistically thought was likely to happen. Was it possible that the conglomerate had bribed an Imperial Guard officer and a relatively senior one at that? In any case, this operation was a huge success due to its boost to the forces of chaos that Oracle’s plan called for.

“You’ve just redeemed the honor of the Imperial Guard and the Imperial Navy in my eyes, Commissioner Parades. When will the missile hit the target?”

Parades looked at the display’s sidebar, which had a countdown timer. “I would say...just about...now, DSEO Josephus.” The building in the center of the visual display turned into a fireball that quickly turned into a mushroom cloud. “I think it’s now safe for your freighters to deploy the rest of their shuttles. Peregrin will keep a careful eye on the situation, but I doubt if the government of New Rochelle will bother you again.”

“Excellent. I’ll make sure my superiors understand how supportive you and the Navy were today. Now, please excuse me while I deal with the aftermath of the loss of those shuttles.”

“Ah, Commissioner?” Parades turned to look at the tactical officer.

“May I call the XO to the command deck to take over?” 

Parades wondered if the officer was being deliberately insulting or just naïve. “Take over from me? Is that what you’re asking, Lieutenant?”

The TO suddenly realized that he might have inadvertently ruffled the IG officer’s feathers. “Well...With Captain Mang dead, I just thought that the XO...being next in the chain of command....” 

“I’m not in any hurry to leave the command deck, Lieutenant. When I’m ready to leave, then you can call the Executive Officer. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Fine. I’ve always wondered what it felt like to sit in the command chair of a heavy cruiser. I think I’ll find out. There is one thing you can do, Lieutenant. Call someone to take the body away.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Chapter Three
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SIGISMUND CLOSED HIS eyes and repeated the mantra he always used when feeling stressed. Director Sejanus was familiar enough with his moods to understand that the Director should sit quietly and wait until General Marquette arrived following the Emperor’s summons. The news about the New Rochelle Massacre had been shocking enough, but its impact on G5’s projections had been even more shocking. When he had heard the news, he wanted to blame Sejanus for the recommendation of escorting ICC ships to Rim systems. But that was just the irrational and emotional part of his brain expressing its outrage. The Emperor of a multi-system civilization spanning half a billion cubic light-years should at least try to put emotion aside and consider a problem like this rationally. It wasn’t Sejanus’ fault. He had only been the messenger. G5 had come up with the recommendation, and he, Sigismund, had realized even then that it was the least bad of several bad alternatives. The risk that it would blow up in his face had been recognized and accepted. 

When Marquette finally arrived and gave the Imperial salute in front of the Emperor’s desk, Sigismund didn’t return the salute. He merely nodded and didn’t say anything until Marquette began to sit down in a nearby chair.

“I didn’t invite you to sit down, General Marquette.”

Marquette froze in a half-sitting position for a couple of seconds before straightening up. His surprise flashed across his face for an instant
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