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  We are children of destruction, squatting in the necropolis of our forebears, scratching at the stones in an effort to rebuild what once was.Augueri’s History of the Late Imperium








  
  Prologue


“I’ve been on this circuit three times now and I still can’t get over the fact that someone actually built that…” Stewardess Briya Marinoch gazed out of the bridge viewport. “…that… wonder.” She smiled at the crown jewel of the Great Collapse Tour one last time before she turned to carry her tray over to the  Heavenly Star’s command chair. She offered the cruise ship’s second officer a steaming cup of coffee.
Outside hung an impossible sight. The monstrous arms had been carved from the upper half of a planet. Nestled between them sat a beetle’s head. The lower half of the planet was covered with mosaics so massive they were visible from orbit. The two crystals embedded in the head radiated in the blackness of space like the ice-blue eyes of an elder god surveying his domain. Altogether, a masterful piece of art from the height of the Ancestral Empire’s power.
“Thanks.” Arlox smiled down from his raised seat as he took the coffee from Briya.
“I don’t know about you guys, but the Jargat system gives me the creeps.” Zavis, the night shift’s pilot, grumbled as he propped up his legs on his console. “Every time we fly through here, I see more ghosts.”
Briya’s eyes widened as she handed Zavis a mug. “Ghosts?”
Zavis looked terrified as he gazed up at her through his dark bangs. 
Jargat was by far the most extensive Ancestral Empire graveyard system of the tour. It was thick with abandoned space stations and veritable rivers of debris. Scholars still debated the purpose of the artifact, but the tour’s pamphlets just called it an “artistic piece.”
“Not more ghosts, Zavis,” Arlox said with exasperation. “We spent hours after the last cruise going over the sensor data and still found nothing.”
Erinne, the navigator, said, “Ease off him. Maybe you kids shouldn’t have filled his head with uncanny stories. Besides…” She trailed off as her console beeped softly. She pushed some buttons and manipulated the controls, then shook her head. “It must be all this talk of ghosts. I could have sworn I saw something out there.”
Arlox rose and walked over to Erinne. He peered over her shoulder, examining the readouts. “What do you think it was?”
“Maybe a sensor echo? There’s lots of crap out there. The sensors are bound to give false readings,” Erinne said confidently.
Briya had wandered back to the large bridge viewports to gaze at the stars. Even at these great distances, she could see the twinkling lights of floating metal debris. She jumped in fright and called Arlox over.
The Commander crossed the bridge with a sigh. “What was it?”
Briya shook her head. “I don’t know… but I’m pretty sure I saw something out there. It was big and black. I only saw it because it blotted out the stars.”
“Shit, shit, shit,” Zavis moaned to himself.
“It’s not a ghost!” Arlox snapped. “But it could be pirates.”
He returned to the command chair and pushed the intercom. A soft tone sounded. “Captain Naethan to the bridge.”
“Do you really think it’s pirates?” Briya asked, her voice cracking. “Shouldn’t we get out of here?”
Arlox ignored her and instead said to Zavis, “Warm up the main drives. But let’s not alter course just yet. Erinne, are there any other ships in the vicinity?”
“Nothing registering. But I saw another echo, this time on Briya’s side and much closer. I still can’t get a good enough return signal, though.”
A moment later, Captain Naethan stepped out of the lift. “Report.”
Arlox moved over and gave a rundown of the situation. As he spoke, the elderly Captain’s expression grew concerned. Finally, the Captain cleared his throat and said, “Okay folks, let’s cut our stay short. Arlox, call the crew to stations. Erinne, please pass Zavis a course out of here. It doesn’t look like the pirates have seen us yet, so let’s exercise the better part of valour and get out of here.”
“Turn us to heading zero-zero-three-five,” Erinne said. “I’m passing the course to your console.”
“Got it.” Zavis’ voice quivered with fear.
The Captain moved over to Briya and gently placed a hand on her shoulder, bringing her attention back from the viewport. “Stewardess, please return to the concourse. The passengers will need to be reassured.”
Briya nodded and headed towards the lift. Halfway across the deck, she froze and jerked back around to face the viewport. She stood stiffly for a moment before letting out an ear-piercing shriek and falling to her knees. 
The command team froze, shocked, except Erinne, who rushed over and knelt in front of Briya. She gently grasped her shoulders. “Briya!”
Briya looked around, eyes wide and disoriented. She began to speak when a sudden violent shaking of the ship threw everyone off their feet. The acceleration klaxon blared as the force of the prograde thrusters kicked in, throwing Briya and Erinne hard into a wall.
“Hull breach! Port side guest quarters!” Arlox shouted.
“More fire coming in from starboard!” Zavis called out.
“Get us out of here, Zavis!” Captain Naethan fell into the command chair. “Dispatch the black box drone! Tell them we are under attack by pirates!”

      [image: image-placeholder]The black box hologram froze. Admiral Jariden Morven walked through the holoroom, Captain Naethan’s crew dissolving and reforming around him. Morven moved among the command team, examining their terrified faces. He stopped in front of Briya, her long black ponytail suspended in mid-air as she struggled to get up. Her angular face and green eyes were a startling match to one of his new operatives, Kaia Marinoch. He felt a moment of sadness, knowing what Kaia must be going through right now. Despite his best efforts, news of the Heavenly Star’s destruction had already reached the masses.
“Are you sure she’s up to the task?” A new feminine voice echoed through the holographic chamber. Jariden glanced over as Grand Admiral Darya Rudabeh stepped through the fog of images to join him. “She did just lose her sister.”
Jariden walked over to the holograph’s viewport and peered past the angry pinpricks of light, paused in their flights of self-destructive fury. He made a low growling noise of frustration as he realized he couldn’t make out any enemy ships. Half a dozen attacks now and still no clear picture of their enemy. He’d hoped that reviewing the Heavenly Star’s flight recorder would offer clues about the identity of the attackers. Unfortunately, the telemetry readings were even more garbled than the bridge holo-recording.
“Lieutenant Commander Marinoch is as tough as they come. She might be from a pacifist colony, but she’s got fire, and she received top marks during OTC. She’s the best that we’ve got.”
“And you’re sure you want to use a Herator as your first public operative?” 
“You know my stance on the Psychometric Hierarchy. I put my faith in the individual, not some aptitude tests.” Jariden knew that he was in the minority in that regard. Especially in the Shikar Imperial Navy. The SIN was a conservative institution, so anyone who rocked the boat was destined to have a harder time. The millennia-old custom of using childhood test to slot people into predetermined career paths had always rubbed him the wrong way. He knew it would be a hard sell to have a Herator—someone who defied the tests and chose their own path—in his initiative. But at the end of the day, Kaia Marinoch was the best choice.
The Grand Admiral moved about the holoroom, taking a childish glee in distorting the faces of the crew. “I hope you’re right, Jariden. Half the council is calling for blood, while the other half is just pissed that this is slowing down the Tol’shi annexation. I convinced the council that you and your new operatives are perfect for this job. So don’t fuck this up.”
“Don’t worry, Ma’am. We won’t,” Jariden said, feeling defensive. If history told him anything, new initiatives were more likely to fail than succeed. A trend he was determined to buck.
“Good. For your sake.” Then the Grand Admiral spun on her heels and marched back through the hologram and out the room’s hatch. Jariden returned to the holographic viewport and stared out into the depths of space and sighed.
The Privy Council was convinced that the attacks were orchestrated by raiders and pirates. He, however, wasn’t so sure. Too much circumstantial evidence pointed to the attacks being carried out by the same forces, regardless of the astrographical separation, but none of their current adversaries could operate over such a wide swath of the galaxy. It could be someone new, but no one could amass such advanced technical capabilities without being noticed. That left someone old, which terrified him even more. Because, if his hypothesis turned out to be true, even the Immortal Emperor himself wouldn’t be able to save them.






  
  Chapter one

Dark thoughts plagued her, drifting through the void like spectres on a vile wind. Kaia Marinoch stood at the Martial District central tram station, staring out the wall-to-wall window. In the distance, small crafts zipped through space from one building to another. Even now, the daylight divide was fast approaching as the colossal sun blocker drifted overhead. She could barely make out the curve of the Shikar Ring, the immense Ancestral Empire structure that wrapped around the star. 
A line of sunlight pierced through the station, illuminating her world and chasing away the remnants of the nightmare that had stalked her all morning. It had been a few weeks since the funeral, yet her sister still haunted Kaia’s dreams. It didn’t help that she was on the Ring. Briya would have loved it here. Ancestral architecture had always enthralled her. The grand angular hive towers reached towards the stars, only marred by the recently constructed boxy residences for the lowers that had been grafted onto the tower’s superstructure. But now Briya would never get the chance.
To further complicate matters, Kaia was here for the command ceremony. The apex of every Shikar Imperial Navy officer’s career, where they would receive their first commands. She was over the moon to have finally reached this point. If only her sister were here to share her joy.
Kaia shifted her weight. A flash of light caught her eye and she found herself looking at her reflection in the station’s windows. Every time she moved, the gold Imperial Sigil on her black beret reflected the sunlight. Kaia smirked, she had spent a good hour polishing the pin with its six stars surrounding a thin circle with a howling wolf’s head at the centre. She examined the rest of herself, checking her matching black Imperial Naval Officer’s uniform for lint. Seven years since her first posting. Still a bit giddy from her latest promotion, she smiled as she ran a finger down the uniform’s gold trim and across the three gold stripes embroidered on her sleeve.
Her thoughts were interrupted by high-pitched shrieks of laughter. Before she could turn to investigate, a group of children stormed past, their parents a good five seconds behind. Her eyes followed the frantic parents as they chased the children around the terminal, the scene pulling at the corner of her lips.
The military housing block was situated just outside of the Garden District. From her vantage point, Kaia could see the blue skies of the atmosphere maintained by archaic technologies left behind by the Ancestral Empire and still not fully understood by modern scientists and engineers. It made her a little sad to be confined in this pressurized box, but so far, no one had successfully repaired any of the other atmospheric field generators that dotted the Shikar Ring. 
The tram arrived with a hiss and a musical chime. Kaia waited for the throngs of passengers to disembark before climbing on, careful not to brush up against anyone. The tram doors closed with another chime, and she was whisked away. Though there were plenty of open seats, Kaia remained standing, too afraid of possibly sitting on dirt or lint. This elevated position afforded her a magnificent view of the district, given that the tram tracks stretched over the buildings. The tram passed vacuum combat training fields with legionnaires engaged in mock battles, domed gardens with statues of famous war heroes, and rows upon rows of uniform square housing units for the military personnel. With each stop, the percentage of rank-and-file military decreased. In their stead, dirty farmhands boarded the tram. Soon after, the view outside changed as the tram passed through the atmospheric barrier and entered paradise. 
With the shield maintaining a stable atmosphere, the domed enclosures had become open-air parks. Farms of green and gold spread across the horizon. Mansions fitted with open windows and elaborate balconies peppered the landscape. Labourers from various species worked the fields, turning soil, picking ripe fruit, and harvesting grain. It reminded her of the endless prairies back home. Thoughts of home brought with them dark thunderclouds, so Kaia pushed them away.
The tram continued passing over the fields via its elevated rails for another fifteen minutes, stopping only to let the farmhands out and well-dressed bureaucrats on before passing into the Imperial Palace grounds. The palace itself resembled a large city, with a quarter of its compound devoted to the servants that kept the complex running. Surrounding the core were the Royal Sculpture Enclaves, each dedicated to one of the Saints of Imperialis. Finally, there was the palace proper. It loomed ahead of the tram like a beacon of humanity’s accomplishments and stalwart spirit. The palace reached into the sky, its tallest peak brushing up against the edge of the atmospheric field. Kaia felt a swelling of pride as she looked upon the sharp towers with their buttresses and stained-glass windows. 
She murmured the immortal words of Emperor Anthonix Cyraeni, originally spoken on the eve of first contact with the lost Human colonies following the Great Collapse: “Look upon us and weep, for the Lords of the Galaxy have arisen. Where once there was darkness, there now is light. Cast out the fear and apathy that has ruled since the days of nightmare. We outstretch our hands from the Holy Ring of Shikar as protectors of civility. With our lives and our souls, we shall honour the legacy of antiquity and strive to realize the destiny owed to us.” As she spoke the sacred words, she felt the Immortal Emperor’s spirit enter her and fill her heart with warmth. It sealed her conviction and chased away the last tendrils of doubt that had crept into her mind since the Emperor came to her in a vision during Qualification two years ago. After the fact, as time distanced her from the event, she started to convince herself that had been nothing but a near-death hallucination. But now she was sure. Now everything felt right.
It had been her life’s dream to visit the seat of the Imperium, to walk the hallowed halls, to pray at the Sacred Flame. After years of hard work and sacrifice, she would finally get her chance. If only it hadn’t come under the shadow of her sister’s death.
The tram came to a gentle stop next to a large circular structure with a domed crimson roof. Gargoyles dotted the soffit, guarding against evil spirits. Every twenty metres, she saw an arched floor-to-ceiling stained-glass window depicting a prominent moment in the Imperium’s history.
Kaia exited the tram and made her way through the two-story high solid wood doors, glancing at the windows as she passed. The one on the right side of the door depicted the first Emperor, the Holy Koale Lusca Asvotas, standing on the crest of a hill and looking out at the burning remains of the last deviant holdouts. The left-hand window portrayed the SIN Courageous, the first vessel ever commissioned by the Shikar Imperial Navy. 
“Welcome, Lieutenant Commander.” A palace steward in regal purple robes smiled politely at her and indicated inside and to the left. “The ceremony is happening in the main hall. Proceed to the mustering room to join the others.”
Kaia nodded her appreciation as she entered the Imperial Edifice. A short walk down the hall took her to a long room decorated with red wall-to-wall carpet and paintings of past admirals. The room was filled with newly minted lieutenant commanders, each eager to receive their first Mandatum Scroll, and each younger than Kaia. She hated this part. Strolling around and making small talk with people she didn’t know had always been one of her least favourite things. It didn’t help that her extended training with the Navy’s Special Forces branch, the Division, had put her two years behind even the worst performers from her academy graduating class. Now, her apparent advanced age made her look like an incompetent commander who had barely squeaked through. But given her background, she was happy to have even this.
She just managed to find a group of people talking about something other than their academy days when the Marshalling Captain’s voice rang out, calling them to order. The conversations died off as everyone lined up according to their names. Then, with the Royal Symphony playing ‘Thrones March,’ the de facto naval anthem, they proceeded into the ceremony hall.
The hall opened into a vast circular chamber. The outer wall was ringed with deep alcoves that housed relics and statues of saints. Light poured through stained-glass windows, illuminating a dais flanked by gold-inlaid sculptures of wolves. At the centre of the room were rows upon rows of chairs filled with friends and family, some in military uniforms but most in formal civilian clothes. 
The sight of proud families was a hammer fall on Kaia’s emotional stability. Her thoughts turned to her sister once again, and she blinked away fresh tears.
Kaia and the other lieutenant commanders formed three rows and, as one, turned to face the stage. Sitting on the raised platform were the top brass, their uniforms decorated with so many ribbons and medals that they sparkled like stars on a clear night. Following the March, she heard a shuffling behind her as the audience rose for the Emperor’s Grace. The trumpet fanfare and choral voices of the National Anthem echoed through the vast hall, giving Kaia goosebumps. All the commanders and admirals raised their hands and made a full-handed circle salute to the Imperium’s flag hanging above the stage. A gold half-circle with a black centre depicted the Shikar Ring. Extending from the ring was a golden line that bisected the rest of the flag into two rectangles. The top white rectangle represented the light of the throne, while the red bottom symbolized the price paid by the Ancestors.
The anthem concluded. Grand Admiral Darya Rudabeh walked over to the lectern as the audience took their seats. “Eight thousand years ago, a fire raged across the galaxy. Whole worlds cried out on the pyre of the apocalypse. Yet, out of the ashes of annihilation, a single ember still burned. The Holy Emperor Koale took that ember and blew upon it, creating the foundation for the Imperium. The core mandate of the Imperium was to rebuild humanity so that never again would the darkness threaten our species. From this mandate, the Navy was born. A shining beacon of strength and courage for all the galaxy to see. Ship COs are the heart of this force. They are sworn to uphold the honour of the throne and protect all from harm. Ladies and gentlemen, you have demonstrated your devotion to the ideals that the Navy and humanity hold most dear. It is now time for you to step up and embrace your sacred duty to become the shield for humanity."
The Grand Admiral continued to speak, but her voice faded into a muted background noise. Kaia struggled with a sudden surge of anger. Where had the grand Navy of the Imperium been when the Heavenly Star was attacked? Why hadn’t it shielded Briya from harm? Kaia cursed the Imperium. But then she remembered what her Scolasta Imperia prefect had always said.
The Protector of the Sacred Flame is blessed with temporal knowledge. No mere mortal can comprehend the scale at which he must work. All we can do is live our lives in his service and have faith that he will guide humanity to its destiny.
Kaia felt her cheeks flush in shame at her lack of faith. She immediately repented, silently asking the Emperor for forgiveness. It wasn’t his failing. It was the Admiralty and their constant infighting. They should have allocated more resources to the Expanse. The Emperor himself had proclaimed the Opherian Expanse as an imperial demesne. That meant they had a holy duty to establish law and order, no matter what all those isolationists kept harping about. 
After Admiral Rudabeh finished, Admiral Yarrow stepped forward. As the Admiral in charge of personnel, tradition dictated that Yarrow hand out their first Mandatum Scrolls. He cleared his throat and announced the first name. The Lieutenant Commander, a Jiuda with light green scales, snapped to attention and walked onto the stage. Rudabeh shook his hand, then took a set of Ship Command Pins from the table next to the podium and secured them to the Jiuda’s collar. Once that was done, Admiral Yarrow handed the Commander a scroll containing his first command. They exchanged salutes, then the Commander went back to his spot in the formation as Yarrow called out the next name. Kaia, still brooding, waited for her turn. Each name read aloud tightened the knot in her stomach just a bit more.
Finally, Kaia’s name rang out. With a painfully straight back, she walked up the stage stairs and stopped in front of the Admirals, giving a sharp salute before Admiral Rudabeh fastened the new stars to Kaia’s collar. Kaia’s chest swelled with pride. Then her hands closed around the crisp paper of the scroll, and it became a reality. She had her own ship!
“Congratulations, Lieutenant Commander Marinoch. Make the Emperor proud.” Grand Admiral Rudabeh saluted.
“Thank you, Ma’am. I won’t let you down.” Kaia returned the salute, and marched back to her spot to wait until they finished going through the list.
After the last name was called, Grand Admiral Rudabeh approached the lectern again. She gazed out at them with her cold, iron eyes. “Each one of you is entrusted with the greatest responsibility the Imperium can bestow. As you travel among the stars, know that you are ambassadors for the Imperium. Your actions will shape public opinion more than any diplomatic mission. Stay true to the Navy Code, bring honour to your crew, and above all, stay vigilant. You are the shield guarding the realm. Congratulations, and may the Emperor’s eyes watch over you.”
The symphony struck up ‘The Captain’s Aria’ with its jubilant brass. The admirals all stood and followed Grand Admiral Rudabeh off the stage and through the side door. 
“Parade Detail, dismissed!” the Mustering Captain called out.
Kaia and the other lieutenant commanders turned to their left, then dissolved into gaggles, talking excitedly and slapping each other on the back. Kaia stood alone, not caring to talk to anyone. Her desire to leave and be among the stars was absolute.






  
  Chapter two

Kaia swiped her wrist’s biochip over the security reader. In her mind, she heard the request for a password. She visualized an image of her home, and the neural impulses travelled to the chip, sending out the code. The door, satisfied, released the lock and opened. It had taken her weeks of practice to perfect this skill. She still couldn’t believe that she had a piece of Ancestral technology within her. By the end of the operative training course, some trainees still had trouble creating a consistent image in their heads. 
Kaia stepped inside and was greeted by a plain wall with the 173rd Exploration Division insignia, a circular crest with a ship shooting past a star. The name wrapped around the top of the circle and the creed was displayed along the bottom. 
“Small Actions, Great Deeds.” She shivered as she read the words out loud. It was funny how valid a motto that was for both the fictitious cover and the actual organization. 
Her order scroll had instructed her to report to the 173rd Exploration Division HQ for her assignment. No ship name, no berth number, no other information. And no mention that this was actually the headquarters of the Navy’s mysterious Special Forces branch, informally known simply as the Division. Although she had been with the Division for the past two years, this was her first visit to their headquarters.
Beyond the lock on the door, there were no obvious measures in place preventing unauthorized entry. The absence of guards was strange; no one had blocked her access, making this building look like any other office block. As she walked around the insignia wall, she wondered what hidden defences she’d certainly missed. 
The Division HQ was built around a large concourse spanning hundreds of metres. The architects had placed bushes and water features to break up the static space station bulkheads. A circular fountain dominated the room, drawing all eyes to the black granite statue of Emperor Anthonix Cyraeni. His bearded face glared towards the entry, almost as if judging Kaia’s worthiness.
The facility’s second floor overhung the first, allowing the occupants to lean over and see the greenery below. Offices and meeting rooms lined the concourse on both sides. It was an impressive facility, made even more so by the glass dome ceiling that looked out onto the starscape and the local sun. People wearing navy fatigues moved purposefully, carrying tablets or trays of data storage crystal shards, or having walking meetings. Beyond casual glances in her direction, no one made any attempt to help her. 
Kaia looked around for a map or a receptionist but found none. Just then, her optics activated with a simple message: Welcome, Lieutenant Commander Marinoch. Admiral Morven is awaiting you in Office A1. 
Kaia jumped at the suddenness of the message. One of these days, she would have to get used to that. She must have unconsciously pinged a navigation beacon with her biochip.
A series of flashing directional lines appeared in front of her, guiding her to the right, around some waterfalls and under the stone facade that housed the plumbing, then into a hallway and up a set of stairs. She passed a sequence of doors, none of which were labelled with names, only alphanumeric designations. Eventually, the lines stopped at a door that was marked A1.
The door opened as she approached. She walked into a spacious office. Admiral Morven smiled warmly at her from behind his large wooden desk. It had been years since she’d first seen him, and she could now see the grey hair mixed in with the brown of his beard. Directly behind him was a large window that allowed him to look upon the main floor. The rooms only decor consisted of a few shelves filled with mementos and medals.
“Welcome back, Lieutenant Commander.” Admiral Morven stood and offered his hand. “Congratulations are in order, though I wish it was under better circumstances.”
Kaia shook his hand before she sat down in the offered chair. “Thank you, Sir. I’d also like to thank you for granting me extended leave for the funeral.”
Morven nodded his sympathies. “Think nothing of it. The one thing I’ve learned over the years is that we need to make time to celebrate the lives of those close to us. Besides, we weren’t quite ready for you. So it wasn’t wasted time. Now, I’m sorry to ask, but do you feel ready to begin your duties? No one would think poorly of you if you aren’t. Losing family can have lasting impacts on us. Losing a twin… I can’t imagine.”
“I’m ready, Sir,” Kaia said with resolve. 
“Good.” Morven seemed relieved. He slid a handheld terminal over to her. “Your mission brief.”
She reached out and activated the device, feeling it ping her biochip. She provided the password and the handheld unlocked. A holographic warship appeared above the table. At eighty-four metres long, it belonged to the corvette class, but was unlike anything the Navy had done before. The hull was sleek and triangular, with only a few angled surfaces. Its Close-In-Weapons-System emplacements retracted below the hull. Only the sturdy protrusions of the manoeuvring thrusters and the ominous silhouette of the dorsal autocannon turret disrupted the flawless symmetry, hinting at the hidden power and purpose concealed within its elegant design.
A central strip bisected the dorsal and ventral hull segments, providing a protected area for critical systems like the radiators and the docking ring. Two stunted wings housed the retrograde thrusters and a cluster of manoeuvring thrusters. On the dorsal hull, she saw the hatches for twelve anti-ship Spike missiles and eighteen defensive Sparrow missile tubes. However, the part of the ship that drew her attention the most was the spinal-mounted Scimitar coilgun. The only other place she’d seen one of those beasts was on battleships. 
She looked at Morven, eyes wide with admiration. “It’s beautiful.”
The Admiral beamed with pleasure. “That was my reaction when the engineering teams first presented their design. It’s name is the Assured and it’s yours.”
“Is it a new class?” Kaia asked. Excitement surged through her veins, her heart pounding with anticipation. She had never expected her first command to be a top-of-the-line vessel. According to SIN tradition, new COs were given older ships that were close to mothballs. Only people with extensive political connections managed to snag new ships. Something she lacked.
“The Assured is a Night class corvette. It’s the first of what we hope to be a new class of stealth ships, assuming she performs as expected. That will be part of your assignment, to provide your assessment and recommendations. It’s not a brawler, so be careful if you get in too close. At best, she’s a sniper. Two six-packs of long-range missiles and the coilgun mean nothing should get close to you. Add to that the Commonwealth’s shroud system and you should be able to get in and out of situations without even needing to fight.”
“It has a shroud?” Kaia’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard of them, but the Zahex have never been ones to share.”
“The Viper Initiative is a joint Imperium and Commonwealth endeavour. As such, the first ship class designed specifically for Viper Operatives was co-engineered. The Commonwealth provided half the funding and even several crew members. The hope is that we will both learn from each other and strengthen our alliance.”
Kaia and some of the other candidates at Qualification had suspected as much. There hadn’t been any Zahex candidates, but there had been a delegation from the Tilroth Defence Force. It was a shame that the Vanguard Intelligence, Preemptive Enforcement, and Reconnaissance Initiative—the V.I.P.E.R. Initiative—had to rely so heavily on the Zahex. They were even more pacifist than the people of Saint’s Harbour, and her home colony had a reputation for being the Imperium’s appeasers.
“Zahex crew?!?” she said, her words edged with bitterness. How could she possibly run a ship with a bunch of snobs whose very existence revolved around showing up the warmongers? “Sir, are you sure that’s a good idea? Zahex don’t really have a good martial reputation. I’ve had many dealings with them and I’ve yet to meet one who could pass basic.”
Admiral Morven nodded. “That’s one reason why you were chosen for this assignment. You have experience with them and speak their language. If you have any concerns about any Zahex crew, take it up with your XO, Lieutenant Ashae Erosin.”
Kaia tried to stop herself from twitching, but realized that she’d failed as she noticed the Admiral’s face hardening. She had no love for the Zahex, especially after they almost drove her family into destitution. How could she trust a species that so casually put their morals ahead of the greater good? 
“This is non-negotiable, Commander,” he said sternly. “If you want, I can find someone else for this position.” His cold, hard tone told her that the choice was an illusion.
“No, Sir!” Kaia straightened in her seat.
“Good.” Morven nodded. “The handheld contains detailed instructions and a timeline. The Stellar Corporate Alliance Ambassador has been complaining about the Imperium’s inability to secure the Opherian Expanse and provide adequate security for their shipping. On top of that, the station commander out there, Admiral Santus, has been begging for additional ships. The Emperor, bless his throne, has seen fit to authorize us to dispatch you and the Assured. Officially, your role is to free up one of the main line corvettes from survey duty. This should let you pursue your primary objective: find out what’s attacking our ships. There has been a string of attacks along the Lysian Way by an unknown adversary. The Heavenly Star was the most recently hit.”
The mention of her sister’s last ship was like a knife to the gut. Through gritted teeth, she said, “Do we know anything? HNS said it was pirates.”
“That’s what we asked the new service to report. But in reality, we don’t know. I need you to beat some bushes and see what comes out,” Morven said. “I’ve put all the information we have on your handheld, including the results of the Colonial Security Heavenly Star investigation. That report was less thorough than I’d like. So as your first task, I’ve arranged for you to visit the Jargat system. I know it won’t be easy but I’d like you to board the Heavenly Star and poke around. We’ve also approached the local Kha for assistance, but he has been strangely quiet.”
“You think he might be behind the attacks?” Kaia asked. 
The Jiuda were a fragmented race, their civilization wiped out when they lost their home world during the Great Collapse. The handful of survivors lived mostly in space stations scattered throughout the Expanse. Ruled by local Kha warlords, they kept the various conclaves in a constant state of war. They fought for territory, honour, or just for fun. The ever-present threat of deposition or conquest made any kind of diplomatic relations with a Kha next to impossible.
Admiral Morven scratched his beard. “Personally, I’d be surprised if he was involved. We throw enough money at him to keep him in line. Those funds, and the weapons they purchase, are all that’s keeping his rivals at bay. He would be stupid to risk losing that. But rule nothing out. I need you to be open-minded wherever the evidence leads.”
“I can do that, Sir.”
“Good.” Admiral Morven looked at the time on his terminal. “Do you have any other questions?”
“Secrecy level?”
“Unlike other Division operations, the Viper Initiative isn’t meant to be secret. On the other hand, we want to have Viper Operatives as public figures eventually. It would help with their authority. However, we’d prefer not to announce it just yet. Admiral Santus knows you are a Viper and that I have tasked you with helping her get the pirates under control. Beyond that, the operational security is up to you.”
Kaia nodded, a sense of uncertainty working its way through her mind. She hated grey zones. She would have preferred a classified mission. Now, along with the imperial authority that came with the role, there was a frightening amount of responsibility on her shoulders. Sure, she had signed up for it, but that didn’t stop her from feeling nervous that she may mess it up.
“What are the rules of engagement?” she asked.
“Standard Navy rules. I don’t see a need to modify anything at this point. Anything else?”
“No, Sir.”
“Good.” Admiral Morven stood up and walked Kaia to the door. “In that case, good hunting, and may the Emperor’s light guide you.”
Morven threw her a salute, which she returned. “Thank you, Sir.”
Handheld safely in her pocket, Kaia made her way back through the Division HQ. Forget sightseeing. She had a date with her desk, a pot of coffee, and a hot mission brief.






  
  Chapter three

The tram to the docks was packed the next morning, with bodies pressing tightly against each other like vat-grown fish. Thankfully, the tube’s ventilation was working. Like all seas, this one contained a multitude of species: some with scales, some with fur, some in pressurized or mechanical suits that allowed them to walk in a Human-friendly environment. While most were familiar to Kaia, there was the odd creature that didn’t conform to galactic norms.  
With a jerk that reverberated through the standing passengers like a wave, the tram came to a stop. The speakers announced the dock number, and a bunch of passengers got off, only to be replaced by fresh fish.
Kaia took advantage of the shuffle to dive for a seat, snagging one with enough room to prop up her duffle against the wall. It had taken half a day’s travel just to reach this point. The chance to sit down was a blessing.
Just then, an old man entered the far doors. He was frail and hunched over, using a cane for support, the slightly off smell to him told her that he was a slummer. Her family’s stores back in Saint’s Harbour frequently employed bonded labourers from the Shikar Ring’s lower levels, so she was used to seeing them. But judging from the way the locals reacted, she suspected they weren’t. The old man hobbled to one end of the tram and began begging for laurs. He came up to Kaia and she looked away, trying not to wrinkle her nose. At least her family’s bonded took regular showers. Relief flooded through the tram as a security officer boarded at the next stop and apprehended the old man.
The mass of civilians eventually gave way to people in uniforms, most of whom wore the Navy’s black and gold. Finally, Kaia stepped out of the tram and onto a part of the docks that lacked the fanfare and aesthetics typical of the entry portal into the heart of the Imperium. Everything here felt utilitarian. The walls were taupe, lined with steel hatches that Kaia knew hid defensive turrets. 
She hefted her duffle over her shoulder and made her way to the guardhouse.
The Sargent motioned to the scanner. “Please scan in here, Ma’am.”
Armed marines stood at attention, their eyes scrutinizing everyone walking by. They focused briefly on Kaia, just long enough for her to wonder what would happen if they didn’t like what they saw. At last, they turned away.
She extended her arm, placing her wrist over the top of the reader, then waited for the Sargent to wave her through. 
The military docks were massive, with many points of entry and even a dedicated tram service for cargo and personnel. Kaia checked her orders for the appropriate berth, then stepped into the assigned tram. The Assured was at the far end of the docks, far from prying eyes, where the Navy berthed ships carrying sensitive cargo. Following a quick ten-minute ride, the tram stopped at another security gate that led into the clandestine berths. When she finally set eyes on the Assured, her breath caught in her chest. It looked like an avenging angel sent by the God Emperor to smite his enemies and shepherd his children into a new golden age. She slowed to a stop, heart pounding at the beauty of her ship. Her ship!
As she watched, an empty cargo tug emerged from beneath her ship, carefully firing its manoeuvring jets to inch back towards the dock. A second tug appeared, heading from the dock to the Assured, a large crate held firmly in its grasp like a hunter wasp returning home with prey. Her eyes followed the tug until it disappeared below the sleek corvette, then resumed tracing the lines of the ship.
“Can I help you?” A female voice, soft yet stern, with a hint of warning.
Kaia spun about to find a petite woman standing there. She wore a standard grey SIN jumpsuit, full lieutenant’s bars pinned to the shoulder. The woman was beautiful, her face perfect, ethereal. Her skin was pale with a bluish hue and matched her navy hair, but it was her violet eyes that stood out. Kaia couldn’t remember the last time she saw that colouring on a Zahex.
“You must be Lieutenant Erosin.” Kaia forced a smile.
“Ma’am.” The Lieutenant, and the Assured’s Executive Officer, gave a perfect
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