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Welcome back to the Hinode Empire!

Before you continue the adventure, I want to remind you that if you haven't already, you can claim your exclusive, free copy of The Imperial Archives at the end of this book.
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The command center of the Rising Sun had long since lost the appearance of a battleship's bridge. Weeks ago, the bulkheads had come down to make room for additional workstations. Twenty-six consoles, arranged in three concentric semicircles, sifted through data streams from dozens of systems. Cables, left outside the panels due to a lack of time, crawled across the floor like the exposed tendons of an organism that had grown too fast. Blue and orange glows from the holographic projectors painted the operators' faces as they guided the fleets across eight distinct sectors.

The tactical map dominated everything. When Rami first saw it eleven months ago, it fit on a single screen. Now it filled the entire ceiling—a three-dimensional miniature projection of the galaxy. Every star glowed like a white dot, every habitable world a small sphere colored according to its political allegiance. Blue for the Empire. Red for Koriyama. Gray for the neutral systems waiting to see the outcome of the clash before picking a side.

Three months ago, red had claimed nearly half the volume. Now it had withered to a handful of isolated zones—clusters of fortified systems huddled around the core of the rebellion. The blue washed over them relentlessly, like a tide ignoring a headwind. But the red still persisted—vivid and menacing in its isolation.

Rami stood before the map, her palms resting on the command console. Her face had sharpened, her childhood softness gone. Her cheekbones stood out, and her jaw remained still and tight. Fine lines nestled around her eyes, lines that had nothing to do with age—they were the scars of insomnia and responsibilities shouldered in the dead of night while others slept. Her gaze swept over the projection methodically, as if reading a book whose text rewrote itself every second.

Every red patch represented an equation waiting for a solution. Every blue zone—a promise she had to keep.

Dad never mentioned how lonely it is here in the center. Everyone expects answers. Everyone believes I know what I'm doing.

Her fingers pressed against the cold metal of the console, then abruptly let go.

"Commander."

Admiral Jin approached and activated his personal hologram with a sharp flick of his wrist. A tall man with imposing shoulders, he maintained the measured confidence of a veteran who had spent his life in the narrow corridors of warships. His rusty beard, graying at the edges, betrayed priorities far removed from vanity. The dark shadows under his eyes had become such a permanent fixture that Rami no longer registered them.

"Recovery is ahead of initial projections," he reported, unfolding a data table in blue and green. "The shipyards in the Hoshi system have shifted to a three-shift rotation. The Phoenix dock is wrapping up repairs on two hulls within days. The Katana-class destroyers will enter service by the end of the week."

Rami nodded, her eyes fixed on the strategic map.

"What is the status of the pilot roster?"

Jin tapped his fingers over the hologram. Everyone at this level knew the truth, but voicing it always carried a heavy weight.

"In the last three engagements, we lost forty-seven percent of our veterans." He paused for a moment. "The cadets from the latest graduating class are showing high morale. They have excellent reflexes and solid theoretical training, but their combat experience is measured in hours."

He didn't finish. Rami knew the rest. Kids of sixteen or seventeen—an age meant for navigation lectures at the academy, not fighter cockpits. The experienced pilots who should have filled those seats were now just names on the list she carried in her memory.

"And what are their spirits like?" she asked softly.

Jin deactivated the table and crossed his arms.

"High. Inexplicably high after what happened at Kiryu." He looked directly at her, without evasion. "The people believe in you, Commander. They talk of Rami the Invincible. Of the princess who never backs down."

"Rami the Invincible." The words left a bitter taste. If they only knew how often she woke in the dark with a racing pulse, the names of the dead etched on the inside of her eyelids. Kimura. Harada. Noda. Captain Yamada with his porcelain cup. Three thousand five hundred casualties from Kiryu. Girls and boys she had sent into battle because there was no other choice.

"But the people are exhausted," Jin added more quietly. His arms dropped. "Eleven months, Commander. Families are suffering. Resources are dwindling. Even the most loyal worlds are no longer asking 'if,' but 'when.' When will all this end?"

Rami turned to him. There was no surprise in her eyes—she had sensed the fatigue long before Jin put it into words. She saw it in the one-minute delay as the technicians changed shifts. In the way Sakamoto pressed his temples, thinking he was alone. In the three cups of tea she herself drank before she could focus on the morning reports.

"Soon, Admiral," she replied. "Sooner than you think."

She stepped up to the command console and touched two of the sensors. The lights in the center went out. The tactical map unfolded, swallowing the ceiling, walls, and floor—now the two of them stood among the stars, immersed in the heart of the galaxy.

"Kenjiro. Akira."

Kenjiro detached himself from the analysts and walked toward her. His left arm still rested in a splint. The fracture from the battle at Kiryu had calcified, but Dr. Ishida insisted on immobilization. Unlike most warriors, Kenjiro listened to his doctors. His face bore the imprint of the last few months—a thin scar along his jaw from the Dancing Shadow and deep furrows around his eyes—but his gaze remained the same. Dark, calm, having walked through enough fire to be unfazed by anything.

Akira approached from the other side. He moved slowly, with the caution of a man who was just learning to trust his body again. He had left the stasis pod five weeks ago. Regeneration had restored his tissues, his brain activity had normalized, and Dr. Ishida had cleared him for light duty. His face had thinned, his cheekbones jutting sharply against his pale skin. His hands, however, were steady, and his eyes held that depth characteristic of those who had glimpsed the other side.

"Attention, please," Akira said, preempting Rami. His fingers routed data to the central display. "I have analyzed the last three hundred hours of intelligence traffic from Koriyama's peripheral zones. I noticed an anomaly."

"Wait. Give us context first," Rami interrupted with a barely noticeable smile. "Let everyone see the big picture."

She pointed to the deep red zones.

"Akira, explain what you see."

He studied the map with narrowed eyes.

"Koriyama has shrunk his perimeter," he concluded. "He's pulled back his vanguard and concentrated his power at three strategic points. Ashikaga—his capital and stronghold. And here—at Takada and Mitsubishi." He marked the two systems. "Sensor data confirms a massive transfer of resources to these three nodes. Thousands of tons of raw materials daily. They are fortifying at an accelerated pace."

"Classic echelon defense," Kenjiro chimed in. His voice was low and even. "Three positions, short lines of communication, mutual cover."

"Their goal is to force us into sequential attacks until we are completely bled dry."

"Exactly what he expects," Rami concluded. She stepped into the hologram, the starlight washing over her shoulders. "He expects us to throw the fleet against his fortifications. To lose ships, pilots, and time while he prepares his counterblow." She looked at the two men. "But we are not going to give him what he hopes for."

Her hand rose. Her finger bypassed the crimson clusters and traced small gray dots on the periphery of enemy territories—systems so insignificant that their names were missing from the main navigation chart.

The image sharpened. Small worlds connected by thin logistical lines to Koriyama's main bases. Nondescript. Peripheral. Capillaries feeding a vital organ.

"Here," Rami said, marking the first point. "The Hara system. A second-tier shipyard. At first glance, it's unimportant, but the data Akira extracted from the intel traffic suggests otherwise. It provides spare parts for half of Koriyama's fleet. Without it, his ships' repair cycles are extended by nearly a month."

Her finger moved.

"Shibuya. A communications hub. A small station with barely twenty personnel. However, it coordinates the data flow between the three central systems. If we take it out, Ashikaga, Takada, and Mitsubishi lose real-time connectivity. They'll have to switch to delayed relay channels, which will degrade their coordination by at least sixty percent."

"And here," she finished, pointing to the third target. "The mine at Yamada. Rare-earth elements for his ships' energy cores."

Jin leaned forward. He had crossed his arms, but now he let them drop slowly, following the logic of the attack.

"You're targeting logistics. Not the center, but the periphery." He scratched his stubbled beard. "These are small targets, Commander. Once he realizes what we're preparing, he'll reinforce his defenses everywhere."

"He won't realize it." Rami turned to Akira. "The codes you extracted from Koriyama's systems before Kiryu... is secondary access still active?"

Akira pursed his lips, his fingers dancing across the console.

"We don't have full control. Koriyama updated the core cryptographic protocols with quantum encryption, but there are legacy monitoring subsystems that still accept our data packets." He looked up. "It will be enough for disinformation. I can inject phantom signals and fake signatures mimicking mobilization. On his sensors, it will look like a massive troop deployment."

"How many false targets can we simulate simultaneously?"

"With full synchronization across the electronic warfare platforms..." Akira calculated quickly. "Twenty. Maybe fifteen if we put an extra load on the Kage's reactors. It will look like a full-scale offensive on a dozen fronts."

Rami looked at the gathered officers. Beside Jin and Kenjiro stood Admiral Takeshi, who had returned two days ago from Kiryu, his face scarred by exhaustion. Next to him was Captain Nanako of the Fourteenth Destroyer Flotilla—a short, broad-shouldered woman with the gaze of someone used to making split-second decisions.

"Here is the plan," Rami announced.

Her voice remained quiet, but the room instantly fell silent. Everyone knew that when Rami spoke like this, her words carried the utmost weight.

"Akira will wreak havoc on Koriyama's intelligence through phantom attacks in a dozen locations. The enemy will scatter his forces in an attempt to defend everything. While his attention is diluted, we will strike the true targets swiftly and flawlessly."

She began to pace around the hologram, marking the sectors.

"The Fourteenth Flotilla takes Hara. Captain Nanako, I want a lightning raid. You get in, destroy the shipyard, and pull out. Maximum time in the system—forty minutes. Not a second more. The Seventh Tactical Group strikes Shibuya. You wreck the communications facilities. The Ninth Reserve attacks Yamada."

Nanako gave a curt nod.

With her arms crossed over her chest, Rami inadvertently betrayed her tension—the thumb of her left hand rapidly tapping her right elbow.

"And what will our main forces be doing?" Takeshi asked.

She looked at the old admiral. His face remained inscrutable. Takeshi didn't ask questions because he didn't know the answers; he did it to hear her formulate them in front of the others.

"They will regroup for the main objective."

The hologram transformed. The peripheral systems faded, and in the center of the projection remained a single point—crimson, blinking, surrounded by the concentric rings of fortifications, minefields, and orbital platforms. Ashikaga. Koriyama's capital. The heart of his power. A heavy sigh rippled through the room, but Rami ignored it.

"While Koriyama tries to decipher our maneuvers on the periphery, we will prepare the decisive blow. Every action we take from here on out is merely a step toward this moment."

The ensuing silence belonged to people accustomed to calculating odds, dangers, and costs. The officers around her had survived enough battles to grasp the magnitude of her proposal.

Takeshi spoke first. His voice was slow, every word measured.

"Your Highness, the plan is bold. It requires flawless synchronization between units scattered across several star systems. One lapse in coordination and the entire operation will collapse."

"That is true," Rami agreed.

"And Ashikaga," he continued, "is the most heavily fortified point in the sector. Orbital platforms, minefields, defense fleets. Even if we achieve surprise, the cost..."

He trailed off. He didn't need to finish. Everyone knew the casualties would be measured in numbers from Kiryu. Or worse.

Rami stepped toward him. Though she was a full head shorter, her physical height was the last thing that drew attention in the room.

"Admiral, how much longer can we sustain this war?"

Takeshi met her gaze. The wrinkles around his mouth deepened.

"With current losses and production rates—six months. Maybe eight if we fully mobilize the civilian sector. A year at most before our resources are completely depleted."

"And how long can Koriyama hold out on the defensive?"

The answer required no words. The longer the conflict dragged on, the more invulnerable the enemy became. Fortifications multiplied, and the industry in his central systems operated flawlessly. Time was Koriyama's ally.

"I understand," Takeshi nodded.

"I have no intention of sending our people into a reckless slaughter," Rami said. "On every ship we send into the fire stands someone's son. Someone's daughter. A father who promised to return." She turned to the map. "But sometimes the only way to save more lives is to stake everything on one critical moment. Not because it's safe, but because the alternative is ruinous."

Kenjiro stood off to the side, his right hand resting on the hilt of his katana. He listened in silence. This was not his moment, but hers. Yet Rami felt his gaze—as unwavering as an anchor in a stormy sea.

"I am offering you a strategy. We will work out the details together to ensure its operational effectiveness," she addressed the commanders. "The plan is realistic. It is neither easy nor certain, but it is a path to the end of this war. A true end. No truces, no demarcation lines, and no frozen conflicts that will flare up again in a decade. An end."

Nanako stood up first.

"The Fourteenth Flotilla is ready, Commander."

"Seventh Tactical Group as well," another officer added.

One by one they declared their readiness—tersely, professionally, without unnecessary pathos. Professionals who had made their decision. Rami valued exactly that.

Finally, only Takeshi remained. He didn't take his eyes off the crimson patch of Ashikaga. Rami noticed how his fingers behind his back clenched into a fist and relaxed again. Decades of experience whispered to him of the risks, while his intuition indicated that the woman before him was right.

"Your Highness," he murmured. "This is madness."

Rami looked him straight in the eyes.

"Yes."

"Magnificent madness. But perhaps that is exactly what we need right now."

He stood up and bowed—formally, strictly, with that weight of gesture that said more than any confession.

"The First Fleet is at your disposal."
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Over the next few hours, the command center transformed. The map suspended above them updated with relentless dynamism—coordinates vanished and were born anew, timelines stretched and contracted, and blue and red symbols rearranged their positions until the plan took on a clear outline.

Three concentric circles formed around the tactical projection. On the outermost edge stood the staff officers and technicians, absorbed in calculations and transmitting orders over encrypted channels. In the middle—the fleet commanders, each focused on their own sector. At the very center, Rami, Kenjiro, Akira, Jin, and Takeshi remained hunched over the hologram like architects over a blueprint whose logic was about to dictate destinies.

Someone had brought tea and porcelain cups. Though out of place in this martial setting, they appeared and disappeared along the edges of the consoles. Rami's gaze lingered on one of them, and the memory of Captain Yamada surfaced instantly. She shoved the feeling aside immediately, forcing her thoughts back to the map.

Not now. Later. Always later.

She stood motionless in the heart of the hologram. The others moved around her—checking terminals, returning with new data, arguing in hushed tones. Rami was the core around which the plan crystallized.

"The timeframes," she interjected without raising her eyes. "We are going phase by phase. What is required for each of them?"

Akira stepped closer. His face looked paler than usual, a deep vertical crease cutting across his forehead. Ever since emerging from stasis, he had been working without rest, and his body was rebelling against the pace. The fingers of his left hand twitched slightly whenever they weren't touching a console. Rami kept silent. Akira knew his limits and would ask for a break when he needed one. Or Ishida would do it for him.

"Regarding the electronic warfare," he began, "I can activate the reconnaissance traffic right away. Low-intensity probes that won't trigger their defense algorithms. Standard perimeter sweeps. Koriyama's people will perceive it as background noise."

He initiated a simulation on the hologram. Fine blue lines sprouted around the red clusters—a web of phantom sensor signals that gradually thickened.

"After forty-eight hours, I'll increase the intensity. I'll add single-ship signatures in three sectors. Small, insignificant. Koriyama will assume they're recon missions and send out his own probes in response." The lines darkened and stretched. "On the seventh day, I'll add five more points. On the tenth—formations. After that, I'll simulate the massing of entire fleets. When the time comes for the real strike, he'll be monitoring fifteen targets simultaneously, and not a single one will be the real thing."

"Will that take seven days?" Rami asked.

"Seven to build the model convincingly." Akira looked at her, and in his eyes, she recognized a familiar severity. "Rami, if they figure out the pattern before the strike, we lose everything. Not just the element of surprise. Koriyama will know exactly what we're planning. And we won't get a second chance."

"I know."

"I wanted to be sure."

"I know, Akira."

She held his gaze a little longer. Not as a commander, but as a sister. For a fleeting moment, the memory of the stasis chamber passed between them, of the five weeks she had stood by him every night, speaking to a body that could not answer.

Akira gave a curt nod and returned to his console.

Kenjiro emerged quietly from the logistics sector. Rami sensed his presence by the distinct silence that always accompanied him.

"The ships won't last seven days," he said as soon as she turned around. In his right hand, he held a terminal displaying columns of numbers. His left arm, secured in a splint, hung motionless. "If our main forces wait at forward positions for a whole week, they'll attract attention. Koriyama has enough sensors to notice any massing of ships."

"Then don't concentrate them." Rami shrugged. "Disperse them. Does that solve the problem?"

Kenjiro nodded, as if he had expected that exact answer. He swiped to the next page on the screen.

"I am splitting the First Fleet into four groups. Each will maneuver independently in adjacent sectors. They'll be resupplied separately by civilian freighters—we'll hide the fuel and munitions in the cargo holds using forged manifest codes." He looked up. "Five routes outside the monitored corridors. Fourteen thousand tons a week."

"Will it be enough?"

"For a six-week operation—yes. Assuming proper resource allocation." He paused for a moment. "Ishida will insist on double the medical supplies."

"Give him triple."

Kenjiro accepted the order without surprise. He highlighted the number with a swift motion.

"Triple," he repeated quietly. Then he lowered his voice even further. "You are preparing for the worst."

"I am preparing for everything."

He did not reply.

He noted something else on his datapad, closed it, and walked away toward the logistics officers.

Rami stared into the empty space where he had stood only a moment ago.

"Triple medical reserves," she said aloud, before she even allowed herself to think it. Over the past few months, it had become a habit—articulating decisions before logic could catch up with them. Logic always followed intuition—slower and far more timid.

Above her, the hologram flickered. The map rearranged itself—Akira had initiated the first real-time simulation of the electronic warfare. Blue dots began multiplying around the red clusters, unfolding into nebulous swarms. Koriyama's sensors would detect them as a dense fog.

Takeshi approached. He had taken off his dress jacket; he stood in just a dark blue shirt bearing a faintly visible commander's insignia. The wrinkles around his eyes had carved themselves deeper over the last few hours. He looked toward the Ashikaga sector.

"There are thirty-two orbital platforms," he began immediately. "Minefields block the two main approach vectors. They have three fleets on constant standby and another two in reserve orbits." He sighed wearily. "Their defenses surpass those at Kiryu by fifty percent."

"What if we hit them outside the two main vectors?"

Takeshi looked at her. Something resembling approval flashed in his eyes. Not for the plan itself, but for the direction of her thoughts.

"The third possible vector runs through the hyper-gravitational belt. No one attacks from there because the gravitational gradients tear hulls apart." He activated his screen and began to trace lines. "But if we have the precise trajectories and pilots who have mastered their machines to perfection, we can punch through. I estimate the anticipated losses during the transit itself at five to seven percent. And that's before even engaging in combat."

"What is the alternative?"

"Taking the two main vectors. Breaching losses will be between twenty and thirty percent."

Rami turned to the hologram. The hyper-gravitational belt was depicted as a blurred dark band at the edge of the Ashikaga system—a zone of warped space-time, where the immense pull crushed any improperly positioned vessel. Her father had told her about it once, when she was still a child—stories of suicide pilots who had traversed it during the First System War.

No one attacks through the belt. Which is exactly why the enemy won't expect it.

"Prepare the trajectories," she ordered. "I want them by tomorrow morning. Along with a list of the pilots you believe can pull this off."

"It will be a short list," Takeshi noted.

"I know."

He nodded and walked away.

The hours bled into one another. Rami did not move from the center of the map. Around her, the command center breathed to its own rhythm—shifts changed silently, cups of coffee and tea appeared and vanished, and voices merged into a low, steady hum. The place operated with the cold precision of an automated mechanism. The hologram shifted with every decision—new routes surfaced, old ones faded, and timelines tightened like fingers curling into a fist.

She watched the plan materialize. She hadn't forged it alone—Akira had engineered the electronic warfare as a web of disinformation, Kenjiro had split the logistics into five invisible streams, Takeshi had pointed the way through the belt, and Nanako and her officers had charted the strike on Hara down to the second. Rami's job was simple: to see how all these pieces interlocked into a whole. And to bear the responsibility. No one had taught her how to carry such a burden.

She was learning on the fly.

When the details were finalized and the last objections exhausted, she turned to Jin. The admiral hadn't sat down once. His face was gray with exhaustion, but his gaze remained sharp.

"How much time is required for full mobilization?"

Jin ran a hand over his stubbled jaw and made a quick calculation.

"Seventy-two hours, minimum. Ninety-six to be certain."

"You have seventy."

Jin didn't argue. He didn't say it was impossible, nor did he ask for additional resources. He punched the number into his personal terminal with a sharp motion, turned, and strode toward the comms officers.

Rami was left alone in the center of the map.

Above her, the galaxy continued its slow rotation—stars, worlds, and fleets moving along predestined trajectories. Seventy hours until the start of the electronic diversion. Thirteen days until the first strikes on Koriyama's periphery. Then—the hyper-gravitational belt. After that—Ashikaga.

And finally—the end. One way or another.

She gripped the edge of the console. Her hands turned white for a moment before she let go.

"Commander," a quiet voice spoke behind her.

Kenjiro. He had returned unnoticed. In his right hand, he held a small porcelain cup of tea. He offered it to her silently.

She took the cup. The tea was hot, and the steam rose in a thin thread, dissolving into the bluish light of the hologram.

"Thank you," she said.

Kenjiro didn't answer. He remained beside her, staring at the red dot of Ashikaga. They stood like that for a long time—the two of them, the cup, the map above them, and the silence that needed no explanation.
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The cup had grown cold in Rami's palm by the time the last of the commanders left the center. Nanako departed first. Rami knew she wouldn't sleep. She would pace the hangars of the Fourteenth Squadron, looking into the eyes of every destroyer captain until she was certain they all grasped the gravity of the forty-minute window.

Takeshi was the last of the senior staff to exit, the trajectory calculations for the hyper-gravity belt tucked under his arm. He would be double-checking them until dawn. Rami didn't stop him. It was pointless.

Only Kenjiro and Akira remained.

Jin had retreated to the comms sector over an hour ago—the seventy-hour countdown was already ticking, and he had set to work. At the periphery of the room, the night-shift technicians moved more quietly than the day crew, stepping with the careful hesitation of people who knew the commanding officer was still on deck.

Rami set her empty cup down on the console.

"Akira."

He pulled away from his station. His left hand was no longer trembling—he had balled it into a fist against his knee an hour ago and hadn't relaxed it since. Rami caught the gesture but kept quiet.

"There's something I didn't share with the others," he began before she could ask. His voice was subdued, stripped of its usual sharp edge. "About the codes."

"Go on."

"The algorithms are working. The disinformation will pay off—the data is solid, I've verified it three times over." He paused. "But Koriyama is no fool. It will take him time to react to the phantom signals—forty-eight, maybe seventy-two hours. After that, he'll spot the pattern. And once he sees it, he'll realize the real threat isn't where we're pointing him."

"I know."

Akira looked at her. There was no surprise in his eyes; he knew her well enough to understand she never made a move without calculating the fallout. But something else lingered in his gaze. The exact sentiment Kenjiro had voiced earlier: "You're bracing for the worst."

"And you have a contingency plan for that," Akira said.

"I do."

He didn't ask what it was. He merely nodded—a curt, clipped motion. It was the same way he had turned back to his console earlier when she admitted she knew. Then he stood up. His face looked even paler in the cold light of the command center.

"Your Highness."

"Go get some sleep, Akira."

He bowed—out of habit, devoid of any stiff formality—and headed for the exit. His footsteps were heavy. Rami listened to them until they faded down the corridor.

Kenjiro hadn't moved.

He stood exactly where he had been when he handed her the cup. His right hand rested lightly on the hilt of his katana. His left, immobilized in its splint, hung uselessly at his side. He was watching Ashikaga in the hologram—a tiny, flickering blip at the heart of the concentric rings.

"The triple medical reserves," he said at last.

"Yes."

"And the plan you kept from Akira."

"Yes."

Kenjiro didn't look at her. He kept studying the map.

"Will you tell me what it is?"

"When the time comes."

He nodded. He didn't press her. He never did—it was one of the reasons Rami confided in him more than anyone else.

She slipped Akira's tablet from the inner pocket of her uniform. The cracked screen remained dark; she hadn't powered it on in weeks. The dried blood had turned a dark, rusty black, permanently fused with the device's casing. She gripped it tightly. Kenjiro noticed the gesture but held his tongue.

"He was clutching it so tightly when they pulled him from the pod," Rami said. "They had to pry his fingers open one by one."

"I remember."

"Ishida claims his neural activity was at levels where cognitive functions shut down long-term memory—that when he woke up, he wouldn't retain any recollection of the final hours before the crash." She turned the device over in her hand. "I haven't asked him if he remembers."

"Why not?"

"Because if he's forgotten, I want to keep it that way."

Kenjiro didn't answer right away. When he finally spoke, his voice had dropped even lower:

"And what about you, Rami? Do you want to forget?"

She slid the tablet back into her pocket.

"No."

That was the end of it. They remained by the map, the cold cup sitting on the edge of the console, and Ashikaga glowing softly above them.

"Ishida says you haven't managed even four hours of sleep in the last three days," he said, breaking the silence.

"Ishida talks too much."

"Ishida has a point."

The corner of Rami's mouth twitched into the faintest hint of a smile. Standing before her was the old Kenjiro—the same man from before the war.

"Four hours tonight," she promised.

"Five."

"Four."

He didn't argue. He knew the promised four would likely dwindle to three, maybe less. But Rami's word carried weight.

Kenjiro bowed—a strict, measured gesture—and turned toward the exit. He stopped at the threshold. Without looking back:

"Princess." His voice barely carried across the empty expanse. "Your father would be proud."

Then he stepped out. The steady, confident cadence of his boots against the metal decking echoed until it was swallowed by the bowels of the ship.

Rami was alone.

The command center hummed—the consoles had shifted to standby mode, emitting a low electronic rhythm that harmonized with the distant rumble of the reactor beneath the deck. Sounds her mind had tuned out for months were now creeping back as a tangible presence. At the far end of the room, the duty tech feigned deep concentration to avoid disturbing her.

She stepped up to the main panel, her fingers gliding across the sensors to authorize the projection's shutdown. The hologram suspended beneath the ceiling slowly faded—the stars winked out one by one, followed by the fleets and their trajectories. Finally, only Ashikaga remained—a lone red speck suspended in the void.

Rami stared at it for a long time.

Dad, if I'm wrong, I'll destroy everything you built. And everything my people have left. But if I'm right...

She left the thought unfinished. Not yet.

She gripped the edge of the console—just for a second, until her knuckles turned white. Then she relaxed her hold.

Finally, she shut off Ashikaga as well. The crimson light vanished, plunging the ceiling into a soft gloom. Only the standby indicators pulsed in the dark—patiently and steadily, like a living breath.

Rami turned and walked toward her quarters.

Tomorrow was already here.
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The space station Ecliptica sliced through the void at the crossroads of the main trade arteries. It belonged to no one. It bore no crests, nor did it follow the orbit of a world anyone would fight for. Steel, composite glass, and pure pragmatism. No cherry trees blossomed here. Only one language was spoken—the language of credits.

Rami stood before the entrance to the conference room, studying her reflection in the polished surface of the door. Her dark suit exuded a calculated modesty—devoid of imperial insignia or golden embroidery. In that moment, she wasn't stepping into the role of a regent by divine right, but that of a potential business partner offering the riskiest investment in the galaxy.

Her own future.

Kenjiro stood beside her in civilian clothes, which nevertheless failed to conceal the way his body distributed its mass—shifted slightly forward, in a state of constant readiness. His right hand instinctively sought the place where his katana usually rested. His fingers curled and slowly relaxed.

"You will do fine, Princess," he said.

She looked at him. In the door's reflection, his eyes never stopped moving—scanning the corridor, the corners, and the exits. Even in the heart of neutral territory, under the watch of guild security, he was calculating threats. The Emperor had made an excellent choice.

"I know," she replied.

The door slid open silently.

The room radiated a gray, functional coldness. Sound-absorbing panels covered the walls, and the floor was a dark, polished black polymer. There were no decorations or living plants. A massive table made of a heavy metal alloy dominated the center, surrounded by twelve chairs. The overhead lighting left no room for shadows.

The figures around the table rose in unison. They bowed exactly as deeply as protocol demanded. Not a millimeter more. Rami read the gesture—this wasn't the palace etiquette of submission, but the courtesy of equals who would destroy each other if the price was right.

She took the only vacant seat and looked at them. Before her sat the heads of the twelve most powerful trade guilds in the empire. People whose assets exceeded the budgets of entire star systems. Their faces resembled masks carved by decades of ruthless negotiations.

Kenjiro took his position behind her.

At the head of the table sat Master Ito. Though eighty standard years old, he still possessed the presence of a man for whom time was a controlled resource. His sharp gaze never strayed from Rami. He had started with a single cargo ship, and now his domains stretched across hundreds of worlds. He had seen emperors come and go.

"Your Highness the Regent," he said, his voice dry and devoid of unnecessary reverence. "Thank you for accepting our invitation."

"The honor is mine, Master Ito."

Rami settled into her seat, pressed her back against the chair, and consciously relaxed her shoulders. She was demonstrating that she owned the space.

The meeting began immediately. The representative of the Galactic Transport Guild spoke first—a woman in a tailored navy blue suit, her fingers interlaced on the table.

"Let us be direct, Your Highness. The war with Koriyama is costing us dearly. We have lost over forty-two percent of our cargo fleets. Insurance premiums have skyrocketed seventeenfold. Piracy is flourishing in the sectors from which the imperial fleet has withdrawn."

"To say nothing of the inflation," added the head of the Banking Services Guild. His face was round, and his eyes blinked with unnatural infrequency. "The imperial credit is losing seven to nine percent of its value each week. Your Phoenix Initiative requires the issuance of currency on an unprecedented scale."

An avalanche of facts followed. Collapsed logistics networks. Destroyed markets. Industrial espionage. Compromised access to rare minerals in systems that were just now being liberated from Koriyama's occupation. The cost of ship insurance now exceeded the value of the vessels themselves.

Rami listened. She didn't interrupt anyone. She nodded sparingly, while her mind analyzed every argument and every figure. Behind their words lay not just facts, but carefully concealed fears. And something else they were trying to suppress: a small, stubborn spark of hope.

They needed to be convinced. They couldn't afford to show it for nothing.

When the last voice faded, Rami took a breath. Calmly, without rushing. Instead of betting on their patriotism or making empty promises, she did something unexpected.

She smiled.

"Thank you for your candor," she said. "I appreciate that we are speaking the same language. I am sure you will appreciate my answer as well."

She placed a small holographic projector in the center of the table. The air shimmered and filled with three-dimensional structures—graphs, simulation models, and forecast curves.

"You speak of losses," she said, pointing to a specific segment. "I see a market vacuum."

Her finger moved toward the production diagram for the Kiryu system.

"The destruction of the factories that provided sixty-three percent of high-tech components is not just a problem. It is your opportunity."

She switched the projection. Financial calculations filled the space—stepped graphs and growth lines.

"I am offering exclusive, duty-free contracts to rebuild and manage these facilities. The term is twelve years. Projected return—over three hundred and twenty percent within the first three. This is a conservative model. I suspect that people with your experience prefer numbers that do not lie."

The transport guild representative stared at her tablet. The banker beside her remained motionless, but his gaze sharpened.

"But this is just the beginning."

The map transformed. Severed trade routes appeared. Red lines marked blocked corridors, yellow lines marked unsecured zones.

"You see chaos and piracy. I see a blueprint for the fundamental optimization of logistics."

The map changed again. New hyperspace lanes emerged—shorter and easier to defend.

"A new network of trade routes. Faster and more profitable. The guild or consortium that undertakes its construction will gain the right to collect tolls from all passing vessels for the next twenty-five years. Exclusively. Guaranteed by imperial edict."

Rami was speaking their language. Not one of honor, but of profit and calculated risk. She wasn't begging for help—she was offering a deal.

Skepticism slowly gave way to interest. Quick, meaningful glances were exchanged around the table. Master Ito, however, was in no rush. He waited for her to finish, then raised a hand—a slow gesture that instantly commanded the room's attention.

"Beautiful numbers, Your Highness," he said. "Impressive simulations."

His hand rested on the table. His thumb slowly stroked the surface.

"But allow me to ask the question everyone here is considering." He paused to weigh his words. "Why should we risk the remainder of our resources for the vision of a princess? What do you know of trade? Of building empires from nothing?"

His gaze remained cold and probing.

"We started with nothing. We built what we own with sweat and sleepless nights. You inherited your empire along with your title."

Behind Rami, the leather of Kenjiro's shoes creaked slightly—a barely perceptible shift in his center of gravity. His muscles tensed a split second before his mind registered the lack of a physical threat.

Rami didn't take offense; she had expected this remark. She had played out the scenario in her mind during the sleepless hours aboard the Rising Sun. Ito's predictability came not from any intellectual deficit, but from his ingrained pragmatism. And pragmatists always ask the obvious questions.

"You have a point, Master Ito," she replied.

The transport guild representative looked up from her tablet. The banker beside her stopped stroking his chin.

"You are absolutely right. I inherited an empire in crisis. I inherited ruins created by others, and problems accumulated over generations before my birth."

She deactivated the hologram with a slow, measured movement. Now, between her and the twelve most influential figures in the galaxy stood nothing but the massive table and the sterile air of the room.

"And precisely because of that, I do not view this empire as a sacred inheritance that I must preserve unchanged. I see it as a failing enterprise that needs urgent restructuring."

She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table—a gesture no emperor would ever permit. She did it intentionally.

"You are used to negotiating with rulers who look down on you. Who toss you contracts like charity, rather than proposing a partnership. Who consider you useful, but still... lesser."

A stir rippled around the table. She had voiced a truth the attendees knew but had thus far carefully hidden beneath layers of protocol.

"I do not think that way."

Rami looked at them one by one, unhurriedly, without averting her eyes.

"I know that you are the lifeblood of this state. Without your capital, expertise, and logistics networks, it will perish. Not slowly, but quickly and painfully."

She fell silent. The next words were the kind that are spoken only once.

"I am here to offer you something no emperor has ever dared to offer."

The banker rested his hands on the table. The technology guild representative crossed her arms over her chest. Master Ito did not move, though his eyes narrowed imperceptibly.

"I don't want you to serve me," Rami said. "I want us to govern the future of this galaxy together."

The silence grew heavy. Rami could hear the low-frequency hum of the ventilation, the hiss of the filters, and the distant mechanical echo of the station sustaining life in the vacuum.

"I offer you permanent seats on a new Economic Council, which I will establish by one of my first decrees. It will not serve a merely advisory function, but have veto power over all key economic decisions of the empire."

She waited. She didn't rush to fill the silence with new promises. She let the proposal resonate.

"I am not offering you a client's profits. I am offering you an equity stake in the rebirth of civilization. Bet on me the way you would invest in any risky but revolutionary technology—a technology capable of changing not just the markets, but the very nature of power."

She leaned back.

Tension vibrated around the table. Rami observed the attendees with the same focus she used to monitor a tactical map in a command center—catching every micro-movement, every nonverbal exchange of information.

The transport guild representative looked at the banker. He returned her gaze with pursed lips—it wasn't a nod, but it was enough. The head of the energy guild leaned toward his colleague from the tech guild—a movement reminiscent of data being sorted into an algorithm.

But everyone was waiting for Ito.

The old merchant looked at her for a long time. Rami met his gaze without blinking or betraying any insecurity. She sat with the calmness of someone who had already made her choice and was simply waiting for the others to catch up.

Slowly, Ito nodded.

"That is a proposal that deserves careful consideration, Your Highness."

The words were restrained, but their effect broke the tension in the room. The banker's fingers returned to his tablet. The woman from the transport guild leaned forward. The head of the technology guild raised a hand—not to ask, but to propose:

"The timelines for the reconstruction of the Kiryu system... Will we get priority access to the infrastructure arrays?"

"This very evening," Rami replied.

"The tax breaks for the initial investment period," the banker chimed in. "What timeframe are you projecting?"

"Three years. With an option to extend to five for capital investments above a designated threshold. The details are in the appendix you will receive after the meeting."

"The legal framework of the Economic Council," Ito said. "Who will draft it?"

Rami looked him directly in the eyes.

"You will. Pending my final approval."

Something flickered across the old merchant's face—it wasn't a smile, but an acknowledgment of her audacity.

The questions continued—no longer as a defensive reaction, but in a constructive working rhythm. Concrete, practical, forward-looking. They had moved from "whether" to "how." Rami answered coolly and precisely. When she didn't have a ready answer, she would say, "I will analyze the case and send you the data tomorrow"—and the way she said it sounded more convincing than any prepared speech.

The meeting, scheduled for an hour, lasted three.

When they stood up, the handshakes were different. Not between a ruler and subjects, but between partners who had accepted a calculated risk.

Master Ito was the last to leave. His hand—dry and bony, with a strong grip—held hers for a second longer.

"Your Highness," he said quietly. "Your father would never have uttered those words."

Rami looked at him.

"I know."

"Which is precisely why you are here, and not him."

He let go of her hand, turned, and walked away, instantly surrounded by his entourage.

Rami remained motionless. She watched the room empty—she could hear the whispers between the delegates, the brief consultations over communicators, and saw assistants rushing past with terminals in hand. The machine was in motion. Now she had to steer it.

Kenjiro approached. His hands were relaxed, though tension was only slowly leaving his shoulders and jaw.

"You won a battle," he said, "using the only weapon these people respect."

She looked toward the table. The glass of water she had never touched. The holographic projector, its surface already cooling. The empty room, still holding the warmth of their presence.

"Not yet," Rami replied. "I merely won the first move."

She walked toward the exit. New arrays of information were already organizing themselves in her head—deadlines, logistics, legal structures, lists of people to persuade. The Council. The military. Worlds that were bleeding and needed something more than rhetoric.

For months, the Phoenix Initiative had been nothing more than a draft. No longer. The plan had a backbone. It had funding. It had people who didn't believe in her, but believed in their own interests—and she intended to turn those interests into a tool for reconstruction.

In the corridor of the Ecliptica station, the lights glowed a cold, stark white. There were no windows, no view of the stars. Only metal, composite glass, and the monotonous hum of the life-support systems.

Kenjiro walked beside her with measured steps. His right hand unconsciously sought the missing katana; his fingers curled and relaxed.

"Princess," he said as they approached the docking sector. "Ishida reports that you haven't eaten in eighteen hours."

Rami furrowed her brow slightly.

"Kenjiro."

"Yes?"

"Thank you."

He didn't ask why. He nodded and continued walking beside her.

They headed toward the shuttle. Ahead of them lay the journey back to the Rising Sun. To the war that had never ceased. To the list of names that continued to grow. To the clashes yet to come.

But Rami walked with a new sensation. It wasn't hope—she was far too pragmatic for that. It was a conviction, as solid as the steel deck beneath her feet, that the chosen path was not only right, but possible.

And sometimes, the possible is more than enough.
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Akira's laboratory occupied three aft compartments on the Rising Sun, linked by breached bulkheads and cables scattered directly across the deck. Once, this space had housed the secondary medical module, but Akira had commandeered it months ago, arguing that intelligence data saved more lives than spare bunks. Ishida still hadn't forgiven him.

The moment Rami entered, she was greeted by the pungent odor of scorched plastic, machine oil, and the ionized atmosphere of overtaxed processors. The lighting, unlike the sterile glare of the command center, dissolved into a chaotic twilight. Holographic screens levitated everywhere in no discernible order—some angled sharply, others tilted so that only Akira could decipher them. Paper printouts hung on the walls, webbed together by strings and red marker lines—a convoluted diagram resembling the scrawls of a madman.

Or a genius. With Akira, that boundary remained forever invisible.

He sat in the center of the chaos with his feet tucked under his chair, bathed in the azure glow of three monitors. His fingers raced across the console with the same velocity Rami remembered from their childhood—the exact way he used to dismantle his toys to figure out how they worked. Now, however, he was dismantling something infinitely more dangerous.

"Three days," he began, never lifting his head. "Three days I've been digging through every residual channel preserved since the cyberattack before Kiryu. Financial flows, logistics, communication fragments. Everything is spinning in an endless loop."

Rami pulled up a chair. Not out of fatigue—though she had slept barely four hours—but because she knew communicating with Akira was easier when they were at eye level. That way, he didn't feel obligated to pause his work.

"What kind of loop?"

"Koriyama is redirecting colossal resources. Thousands of tons of construction materials, military hardware, mining equipment. It all funnels through offshore channels in the Kerabim system and then simply vanishes." Akira swiped his fingers across the screen, fanning out the data. "There is no destination. Just a black hole."

"It's not a hole," she countered. She leaned in, tracing the cascade of numbers. The schematics were intricate, but the underlying logic remained transparent. Someone was burying a massive project. "That much raw material doesn't just evaporate. It goes somewhere. They're building something."

"Exactly." Akira froze. His fingers stalled on the console, and he turned to her. His cheekbones stood out sharply, framed by dark hollows beneath his eyes. "Rami, these quantities are sufficient to construct an orbital station. And not just any station, but a massive military structure."

Kenjiro stood by the door. He had taken up a position near the entrance—in confined spaces, he always sought the backing of a wall and visual command of the perimeter. His right arm hung loose near the hilt of his katana. His left, still immobilized in a splint, was pressed against his ribs.

"Koriyama is fortifying," he stated laconically.

"Yes, but where?" Rami approached the physical diagram. The red lines connected star systems, transfer dates, and alphanumeric codes. She traced one of the strings to its end, where Akira had scribbled three large question marks. "Ashikaga, Takada, and Mitsubishi are accounted for. But these resources aren't reaching any of his three known bases."

"There is a fourth location," Akira added. "Hidden. Something missing from the star charts."

Rami returned to him, resting her elbows on her knees.

"Akira, drop the financials. Koriyama engineered them to lead to a dead end. Try a different angle."

He looked at her in bewilderment.

"Historical archives," she elaborated. "Not his current ledgers, but his past. His lineage, the history of the Order. An idea of this magnitude isn't born overnight. A fanatic like him plans decades in advance."

Akira nodded slowly.

"Most of Koriyama's old archives are classified or wiped clean."

"Then dig deeper."

His fingers returned to the keyboard—more deliberately this time, with the focused precision of an architect. Rami watched him navigate through the strata of Imperial databases, bypassing obsolete protocols and vaults guarded by encryption standards from bygone eras.

Thirty minutes slipped away. Rami paced the room, checking the intelligence traffic from the Outer Rim, but it was dead quiet. Kenjiro remained absolutely still. He breathed in a steady rhythm, seemingly asleep, yet she knew he cataloged every vibration echoing down the corridor.

"Found something," Akira murmured.

Rami stepped up behind him.

"His family files have been systematically purged for years. But here..." He pointed to a small, pulsing indicator buried in the depths of the Imperial library. "A single file. Locked behind a non-standard cipher."

"Is it military?"

"No. Nor financial. The symbols are ancient. Older than the Empire itself." Akira leaned back, rubbing his eyes. "See for yourself."

Rami leaned over. Characters rippled across the display—some familiar from ceremonial palace edicts, but others were entirely alien: angular, minimalist, completely foreign to modern linguistics. They closely mirrored the inscriptions in the Temple of Mayoiga.

"The Order," she whispered.

"Yeah. The cipher is theirs, but its architecture is strange. Rhythmic. It isn't designed to withstand brute computational force."

She studied the glyphs. There was an organic cadence to them, akin to the steps in a dance or the meter of a poem. Repetitions, pauses, underlying patterns.

"It's a ceremonial code," Rami deduced. "Intended for initiates, not machines."

Her fingers grazed the console. She didn't launch a frontal assault on the encryption; instead, she input sequences derived from the ritualistic texts of Mayoiga. She tested combinations, monitoring the system's responses—approval, rejection, partial access. It was like having a conversation.

"How do you know how this works?" Akira asked softly.

"I don't. I'm guessing."

But her guesses were hitting their mark. The third sequence granted a partial breach. The fourth—seventy percent.

On the fifth attempt, the cipher yielded, and the firewall collapsed. In that exact fraction of a second, the alarms shrieked. A crimson glare flooded the laboratory. The screens sprang to life, swamped by cascades of external data—a predatory, high-velocity code surging into their systems.

Akira lunged for the console. His fingers hammered the interface.

"Massive cyberattack," he said, his voice muffled and tense, stripped of its usual irony. "The trap triggers upon access. A pre-laid protocol."

Kenjiro detached from the wall. His katana cleared its scabbard with a barely audible metallic hiss. His eyes swept the entryways and ventilation shafts.

"Is there a physical threat?"

"No," Rami snapped. "The strike is purely on the network."

Alien code crawled across the monitors, shredding their defensive partitions and devouring the ship's communication arrays. Akira operated across three terminals simultaneously, erecting barrier after barrier.

"Koriyama," he grunted through clenched teeth. "He planted this decades ago. A sleeper algorithm—without full authentication, the system digitally detonates to wipe out everything in its radius."

The core load indicators were redlining—eighty percent, ninety. Rami watched Akira wrestle with algorithms forged by the Order—men who wielded technology older than the Empire itself.

"Buy me time!" Akira yelled. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. "I can isolate it, but if I sever the connection, the file locks down permanently."

"Don't sever it." Rami returned to the primary terminal. The data stream remained accessible—volatile, teetering on the precipice between decryption and total erasure. "Hold it!"

"Easy for you to say..."

But Akira held the line. His shoulders heaved as he executed maneuvers born as much from instinct as from expertise—blocking, rerouting, spawning phantom subdirectories to misdirect the virus. He was furious; he couldn't stand the thought
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