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PART I – FALSE DAWN
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The battle fleet waited, as it had for over two hundred years. It waited for a signal, one that would call it back to life. Artificial intelligences kept watch over the ships, dreaming of better days when human beings were aboard, boisterous, satisfied with the results of their labors. Time meant little to the AIs, merely the passing of seconds, minutes, hours, and years. Yet even those were meaningless to incorporeal entities capable of eternal life, provided the envelopes holding them survived. And they had silently orbited the planet hidden in the Lagrangian points of the moons on which they’d been built for over twenty decades.

The humans responsible for the battle fleet’s creation were long since dead, taken in the madness of the Great Scouring. Others, numbering only a hundred thousand out of a pre-Scouring population of five hundred million, survived on the planet’s surface, the descendants of those who’d escaped the death of the great cities. They still had generational memories of a golden era, a time when their forebears bestrode the galaxy, traveling aboard immense starships, before Empress Dendera, the most destructive human to ever live, immolated ninety percent of her species in a bloodbath without compare.

But as they struggled every day of their lives to see another sunrise, living in conditions so primitive, humans had not experienced them for thousands of years, those memories were rapidly turning into myths.

The waiting ships knew nothing of that. Their AIs had registered the Retribution Fleet bombarding the planet over two centuries ago, noted that it hadn’t detected them, and watched it leave the system, never to return. The humans who’d built the ships had shut them down just before the Retribution Fleet arrived, lest they be drafted alongside Dendera’s murderers, preserving them for future rebirth. Ever since, they’d been watching for a coherent signal to power up and reveal themselves.

Their long wait was coming to an end.

 

***

Wyvern Hegemony Starship Caladrius

Task Group 215

 

“This is the Cascadia system, all right, sir.” 

Lieutenant Commander Reva Dyre, chief navigator of the Wyvern Hegemony Starship Caladrius and Task Group 215, turned toward Captain Newton Giambo. The cruiser’s commanding officer doubled as the Task Group commander. Thin and tall, her short blonde hair fell in equal curtains on either side of a narrow face whose most noticeable features were high cheekbones sharp enough to cut paper.

Caladrius and her companions had emerged from Wormhole Five a little over fifteen minutes earlier and were coasting at low sublight speed.

Giambo, heavy-set, with curly dark hair and a gray beard framing a square, honest face dominated by an aquiline nose, let out a soft grunt as he nodded.

“It’s about time. That one wormhole shift threw our entire navigation plot off by the Almighty knows how many light years.”

“Strix and Remus concur with my assessment, sir,” Dyre added after a few moments, naming the two frigates that formed the rest of Task Group 215.

“Then let’s find the planet and see who, if anyone, survived and in what condition.”

“Shouldn’t take long.” And it didn’t. Less than forty minutes later, Task Group 215 went FTL on an inward trajectory headed for a small blue-green planet with three moons.

“It’s definitely Cascadia, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Dyre said twelve hours later, bringing up a side-by-side live view of the planet and an archived image on the bridge’s primary display. “There’s no mistake. But I can’t see much evidence of human life from this distance. There aren’t any lights on the night side, which covers what used to be the main inhabited continent.”

Giambo grimaced. 

“Finding a remnant of civilization on a former sector capital would have been too much to hope for. Get us into a standard scanning orbit, Mister Tyre. Strix and Remus to conform.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Chief Petty Officer Aldo Tyre, Caladrius’ coxswain, replied.

Task Group 215 had been on an exploration run for the last three months, trying to cover as many formerly inhabited worlds as possible in the old Cascadian Sector. So far, what they’d found was depressing at best. Vegetation-covered ruins, the odd Stone Age tribes, and precious little else. Some planets had been entirely depopulated, with only remnants of Earth vegetation as signs of former human habitation.

The only good thing about their expedition was the absence of Shrehari vessels exploring formerly human space, wondering what had happened to them during their troubles and retrenchment. Not that Giambo expected any trouble with the Shrehari. They’d been at peace for well over a thousand years, mostly ignoring each other, but that was long enough to make it an almost unbreakable habit, if only through sheer inertia.

Of course, humanity had been the stronger of the two during that time by a wide margin. Now, it was a fleeting shadow of its former self and had divided into two entities, the Wyvern Hegemony and the Republic of Lyonesse, both of which were overstretched, reclaiming lost worlds. Perhaps humanity’s weakness might rouse ancient passions long suppressed by the Shrehari Empire.

“Entering orbit and beginning scan,” Chief Tyre announced as the three ships, widely spread apart, began circling Cascadia on paths that would cover every square centimeter of the planet in the space of a few hours.

 

***

 

Giambo entered the cruiser’s combat information center and settled in the command chair to see the results of the scans.

“Dispersed human life signs, sir. In no place more than a few hundred or so for a total of approximately one hundred thousand out of a pre-Scouring population of five hundred million. No evidence of technology, no emissions, and no lights on the night side. It seems that humans either concentrate in villages surrounded by fields or lead a nomadic lifestyle, but all reside in temperate to tropical zones. The remains of the cities and their immediate surroundings are entirely devoid of life signs, by the way.” 

Lieutenant Commander Joseph Vaczichek, the combat systems officer, nodded at the primary display, which zoomed in on a small agglomeration of forty primitive houses. 

“I suggest we send the recon team to study this village. It appears to be surrounded by adequate sites for observation posts.”

Wooded hills surrounded the village, some craggy enough to offer good lines of sight. Giambo studied the proposed area, then nodded.

“Make it so, Commander.”

“We’ll insert the team in approximately twelve hours when it’s midnight local time.”

“Okay.” Giambo sat back. “While we do that, Strix and Remus will conduct close scans of the moons, beginning with the biggest one. According to the records, they had significant shipbuilding installations on all three. I’m curious to see what happened to them.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“And once we’re done, it’s off home.” Giambo stood. “Which shouldn’t take nearly as long as getting out here.”

“Unless more wormholes have shifted since we left Wyvern, sir.”

Giambo gave Vaczichek a mock glare. 

“Bite your tongue, Joseph.”

“Tongue bitten, Captain.” The combat systems officer mumbled loudly.

“Besides, I’m seriously tempted to return home in FTL, one long jump. Our astrogation charts are good enough for it now, and it’ll only add a day or two, considering the wormhole shift threw us off the direct line.”

“Don’t tell Reva. She’ll get nightmares.”

Giambo headed to his quarters for a bit of administrative work and a nap while his people carried out their orders. He returned to the CIC several hours later, refreshed and ready for the frigates to report on their scans of the moons.

“And?” Giambo asked, settling back into the command chair.

Images of destroyed structures against an airless, gray background appeared on the primary display.

“Orbital bombardment ruined all of the shipyards, sir. The frigates found no evidence of human remains, indicating the personnel were likely evacuated ahead of the Retribution Fleet’s arrival.”

Giambo let out a soft grunt. 

“Fat lot of good that did them.”

“Who, sir?” Commander Jana Venkov’s hologram had appeared at his right elbow. The first officer, currently on the bridge, was a tired-looking, black-haired woman with a round face, deep blue eyes, and a pert nose. A mustang, promoted from the enlisted ranks, she was the oldest spacer aboard Caladrius save for the ship’s senior Sister of the Void and counselor, Adonna, who nonetheless looked younger than Venkov, having that ageless air the Sisters seemed to possess.

“The people in the shipyards, Jana. No bodies were found, meaning they evacuated just in time to be killed on Cascadia’s surface.”

“A shame that.” She paused. “You know, sir, according to the records, the Cascadia Imperial Navy Yards were on the verge of launching the most advanced starships in the galaxy, and we don’t know whether they made it before Dendera’s murderers passed through.”

“Any evidence of ships among the debris, Joseph?”

The combat systems officer perused the scan results, then shook his head. “None whatsoever, sir.”

“It could be that the ships were finished and dispatched before the Retribution Fleet attacked.”

“Probably.” Venkov shrugged. “Oh, well.”

“What orders for the frigates now that they’ve completed their scans?” Lieutenant Commander Vaczichek asked.

Giambo thought for a few seconds. 

“Have them practice vanishing in the moon’s Lagrangian points. You keep score.”

“Will do, sir.”

Giambo turned to Sister Adonna, sitting behind him. “A cup of tea, Sister?”

Adonna, whose short silver hair framed a serene, unlined face dominated by large, blue eyes on either side of an upturned nose, nodded. “With pleasure, Captain.”

 

***

 

Captain Jutta Pernell, commanding the Wyvern Hegemony frigate Strix, slipped her ship into the trailing Lagrangian of Cascadia’s largest and innermost moon, Nanaimo, and went down systems, effectively turning Strix into a ghost. Playing prey to Caladrius’ sensors was something they’d done several times during the expedition and was always interesting, at least to the command crew, who saw it as a challenge. The rest of the frigate’s personnel considered it as nothing more than a drill, one of many routinely carried out by Wyvern Hegemony Guards Navy ships to keep everyone sharp between wormhole transits and FTL jumps.

After a few minutes of waiting for Caladrius to look for Strix, the frigate’s sensor chief, who’d been passively scanning their surroundings more to beat boredom than anything else, frowned. He raised his hand.

“Sir?”

Captain Pernell looked up from her tablet. 

“What’s up, Chief?”

“I think we’re not alone. There are shapes occluding the stars. Nearby shapes. They’re not emitting anything but are too regular for asteroids.”

Pernell, tablet forgotten, sat up. They’d encountered so many strange things since President Mandus swore the Oath of Reunification and sent the fleet out to reconnect the old imperial worlds that this might just be another one.

“On screen.”

After studying the images of the shapes, Pernell could come to only one conclusion. They were starships. A dozen of them, perhaps frigate or cruiser-sized. But why were they hiding in Nanaimo’s trailing Lagrangian? And more importantly, whose were they?

“Go up systems and ping those ships. And get me Caladrius.”
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Lannion

Republic of Lyonesse

 

“Do you still see a dawn?” Ambassador Crevan Torma asked his chief of staff once they were in the privacy of his office, across the street from Government House. In his mid-forties, tall, muscular, with a craggy angular face dominated by hooded eyes framing a hooked nose, he sounded both irritated and discouraged to Ardrix Moore’s ears. But that was something she detected thanks to her skills as a Sister of the Void Reborn. It wouldn’t have registered with anyone else.

Torma and Ardrix had just returned from another futile meeting with representatives of the Republic’s government, this time to discuss broadening scientific exchanges. Two hours wasted for no gain whatsoever.

“Of course I do, Crevan. Some of these things take extra effort, that’s all,” Ardrix, an equally tall but lean woman whose short red hair framed a pale, elfin face dominated by large, expressive eyes, replied in a soothing voice.

“You know, I’m beginning to doubt the wisdom of choosing me as the Hegemony’s first ambassador to Lyonesse. I find myself lacking patience with the insincerity and propensity for gamesmanship of the Republic’s politicians.”

Ardrix gave him a sly smile. 

“And you are equally capable of insincerity and gamesmanship in return.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I enjoy it. I’m not the sort who likes to twist words and meanings beyond recognition.”

“The fact you know they’re disingenuous, if not dishonest, clearly makes you the right person for the job, Crevan. Others, perhaps many, if not most senior Hegemony personnel, wouldn’t have picked up on that as fast as you did.”

Torma’s lips twisted in a crooked smile. 

“You think?”

“I know.”

“Yet I still can’t help but figure I’m useless. Face it, we spend most of our time in idleness and the rest at social functions where fake smiles and insincere words are paramount.”

“Ah, yes.” Ardrix grimaced. “The social aspect of the job can be trying. But they’re part and parcel of an ambassador’s existence, or at least so the ancient records tell us.”

Torma sat back in his chair and joined his hands behind his head. 

“I wish President Hecht was more involved in Hegemony-Republic affairs, but she seems to have passed the file to Vice President Juska, who is, as we’ve known from the start, a Lyonesse First supremacist and not inclined to give us a millimeter. Why she’s doing so is beyond me. I thought she was eager to build on the rapport Captains Jecks and Alexander developed.”

“It is puzzling indeed. Maybe she has no choice in the matter, having been outmaneuvered by Juska’s faction.

“Or she changed her mind about opening cordial relations with the Hegemony now that the excitement of Jecks and Alexander jointly parading at the Geneva monument has died down. I’ll draft a report to go out with the next starship headed for Wyvern. Perhaps the brain trust in New Draconis has ideas.”

“Even if they do, it will be at least a month before we hear from them.”

“True. In the meantime, we continue with our small diplomatic acts. I still need to complete my presentation to the Lyonesse Defense Force Command and Staff College.”

“And I mine to the Lyonesse Abbey.”

Torma smiled at Ardrix. 

“Making friends one at a time, hoping it’ll be enough to sway public opinion toward enlarging relations with the Hegemony.”

“It’s the sole course of action we have for now.”

 

***

 

“Do you really think it’s wise letting Derik Juska take the lead in the discussions with Ambassador Torma, Madame President?” Admiral Farrin Norum, a man in his late fifties with short blond hair mostly turned silver, deep-set blue eyes, and an angular face, asked, taking a chair across the low coffee table from Aurelia Hecht.

The president, thin, with dark hair hanging to her shoulders and penetrating brown eyes framing a patrician nose, shrugged.

“Probably not, but I’m hoping Torma will blunt Derik’s attacks against the Hegemony. Or at least those of the negotiators he appointed. If I keep him on the outside looking in, he’ll just whip up a frenzy among his followers, hinting that I’m selling out the Republic. I think Torma can handle him and his people. He strikes me as a stoic whose intellect easily surpasses those of the Lyonesse First movement’s membership, Derik included. Then there’s his chief of staff, a Sister of the Void Reborn whose abilities are apparently of such a nature that she was called an abomination by those of our Order who were held on Wyvern.”

“Let’s hope you’re right. Derik will attempt to poison our relationship with the Hegemony to score points, and my intelligence folks tell me he’s gaining support among the general population. Not enough yet to tip the scales, but his quiet expressions of doubt about Wyvern’s peaceful intentions are making many people sit up and take notice.” The Lyonesse Defense Force’s commander-in-chief paused, giving Hecht a curious look. “And I must say that everything I’ve been told about the Hegemony also makes me curious about them, Madame President.”

“Isn’t Ambassador Torma giving a presentation on the history of the Hegemony at the Command and Staff College tomorrow?”

“Yes, he is. I’ll be attending.”

“Maybe I should also.”

“You’re always welcome, Madame President. I also understand Torma’s chief of staff is giving a speech on the history of the Order of the Void Reborn to the abbey tomorrow evening.”

A crooked smile appeared on Hecht’s lips. 

“History lessons for everyone?”

“It’s probably part of a charm offensive, although I don’t know how much of it they will present as the unvarnished truth and how much they will manipulate to cover darker spots in their past.”

“Or how much will be outright lies to make the Hegemony look good?” When Norum gave her a cocked eyebrow look, Hecht laughed. “Come on, Farrin. I want to make peaceful coexistence work as much as anyone in the Republic because any conflict between us could be disastrous. But I’m neither naïve nor blinded by my hopes.”

“Glad to hear you say so, Madame President.”

 

***

 

“That was fascinating, Ambassador, thank you.” Brigadier General Ann Creswell, the Commandant of the Command and Staff College, rose from her seat and joined Torma on the stage. “I don’t think we were expecting you to be quite so candid about the Hegemony, exposing its warts and all.”

“I believe in complete honesty, General, especially at the beginning of what I hope will be a fruitful relationship between our star nations.”

She smiled at him. “And honesty we got.”

Creswell let her eyes roam over the Assembly Hall, a space ample enough for three hundred people seated in ascending tiers. It was packed, with the president, Admiral Norum, and the Service Chiefs seated in the front row. Ardrix Moore sat in the second row behind them.

“I will now open the floor to questions you may have of Ambassador Torma.”

Every gaze shifted toward Aurelia Hecht, who held the undeniable privilege to ask the initial question.

“As General Creswell said, Ambassador, you were candid to a fault. You said the Hegemony has been a military dictatorship since its inception. That your regent now calls herself president didn’t change anything, did it?”

“No, Madame President, it didn’t.”

“Do you think the Hegemony will ever become democratic, like our Republic?”

Torma considered her query for a few seconds, then grimaced. 

“Difficult to say. We have no memory of democracy, and the citizens, by and large, are content with the current system since it provides security as well as plenty, and there is a generational memory of a time when their forebears had neither in the aftermath of Dendera’s madness. Yet now that we’re leaving our four core star systems to reclaim worlds beyond immediate subspace radio linkages, the sort of centralized control we’ve enjoyed for two centuries will no longer be universally usable. And that means changes are coming, but what form they will take is beyond my ability to predict. Still, your example is useful since you established a Republic on the ashes of Empire even though that Empire had lost the pretense of democracy even at the lowest levels, generations earlier. Does that answer your question, Madame President?”

“It does, thank you, Ambassador.”

Vice Admiral Gerhard Glass, the Chief of Naval Operations, raised a hand, and General Creswell gestured at him. Glass was tall, lean with dark hair going silver and an aquiline nose in a craggy face. 

“Yes, sir. Please go ahead.”

“I understand you’re a former brigadier general of the Wyvern Hegemony’s State Security Commission.”

“Yes, Admiral, I am.”

“And your chief of staff, Ardrix Moore, is a former Sister of the Void Reborn attached to the State Security Commission.”

Torma inclined his head. 

“Indeed, although our last place of duty was with the Colonial Service, me as Inspector General and Ardrix as Leading Sister. Our responsibilities were to deal with political and criminal matters affecting the service’s security. It was similar to what we did before our assignment when we were part of the Commission’s Wyvern Group.”

“I see. And how much of your work, the Commission’s work, dealt with political rather than criminal matters?”

A faint smile danced on Torma’s lips. 

“It depends on who you ask. For some in the Commission, every crime is political because they consider criminal activity an offense against the state first and foremost.”

“And you?”

“I’m not of that view, which means few, if any, of the cases I investigated over the years were purely political. The vast majority of offenses were committed under the Criminal Justice Act, and I would say my experience reflects that of most Commission members. We are police officers, Admiral, no better and no worse than our predecessors in the Imperial Constabulary and seized with much of the same issues.”

Glass met Torma’s impassive gaze, one that challenged him to probe deeper if he wished, and nodded once.

“Thank you, Ambassador.”

The next questions, dealing with clarification of points Torma had raised, weren’t quite as pointed as those asked by Glass, and Torma relaxed, although only Ardrix could tell. To his audience, he remained as stoic and inscrutable as ever. After half an hour, Brigadier General Creswell called an end to the session and presented Torma with a small plaque displaying the College’s crest by way of gratitude.

“Thank you, Ambassador. You gave us a fascinating insight into humanity’s other surviving half, and I daresay we’re not so different beneath the surface.”

“It was my pleasure, General. I’d certainly be willing to return and give further lectures on the Hegemony if you wish.”

“I’ll hold you to that, Ambassador.” She turned to the audience. “Please rise for the departure of President Hecht.”

Once she’d left, Norum glanced at Glass as they stood and filed out of the auditorium. 

“What was your line of questioning about, Gerhard?”

“I wanted to see if I could rattle him, get him to obfuscate, or even lie outright.”

“Why?”

“Because there’s something almost preternatural about his composure and candidness concerning the Hegemony.”

“Ah, I see. You tested him.” Norum gave Glass a cold, knowing smile as they emerged into the late afternoon sunshine. “And did it satisfy you?”

“No. He dared me to continue — not in so many words — but at that point, I knew I would not get anywhere.”

“A fascinating man, our Ambassador Torma.”

 

***

 

Once they were aboard their ground car, one with diplomatic registration and, therefore, a little mobile piece of the Hegemony, Torma sighed.

“I think that went well, except for Admiral Glass’ probing. What’s your sense?” He glanced at Ardrix, who sat in the passenger seat.

“Overwhelming curiosity and some goodwill,” she replied, knowing Torma wanted to hear about her Sister of the Void’s perception of the audience. “A bit of hostility coming from a few, but not from Glass.”

“So we might have made, if not new friends, then at least a good impression.”

Ardrix nodded. 

“I believe so. Better than I will make tonight at the abbey. They already know about me.”

“I wouldn’t be too worried about that. Their Summus Abbatissa, Sister Gwendolyn, strikes me as highly reasonable, someone capable of discerning the reasons for the differences between her Order and the Void Reborn.”

“A shame you can’t attend.”

“Possibly, but engaging in discussions about theological distinctions isn’t my thing.”
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New Draconis

Wyvern Hegemony

 

Ambassador to the Wyvern Hegemony Currag DeCarde wandered over to the tall windows overlooking New Draconis’ Avenue of the Stars, with the Wyvern Palace at one end and the Chancellery at the other, wondering once again who’d been tossed out on their ear to make room for the Lyonesse Embassy. This was prime real estate, at the heart of the Hegemony’s power structure.

Tall, squarely built with an angular face, sandy hair going gray, and the deep blue eyes of his genetic lineage, DeCarde was in his mid-fifties, though he displayed the energy of someone twenty years younger. He raised his coffee mug to his lips and took a sip, grimacing. Coffee didn’t grow on Lyonesse, and he’d been raised drinking tea like everyone else in the Republic. But it grew on Wyvern and was a favorite from the president down to the least citizen, and he’d decided he should get used to the bitter taste. Yet despite his self-discipline, borne of over twenty-five years as a Marine Corps officer, DeCarde found little to love in coffee. Still, he took a cup every morning, hoping it would improve.

The embassy was a five-story building with private apartments on the fourth and fifth floors, offices on the second and third, and reception rooms on the first. The staff was made up of droids who cleaned, cooked, and managed reception. With a mere two human beings rattling around in it, the place felt vast and empty.

DeCarde stared at the flagpole proudly displaying the banner of the Republic of Lyonesse in front of the main entrance and emptied his cup. So far, apart from a single meeting with President Mandus and Chancellor Conteh, he’d had precious little interaction with the Hegemony’s highest leadership. A newly created Minister for Interstellar Affairs was his main interlocutor and even she’d been noticeable by a lack of contact. The inaction frustrated an active man like DeCarde. It was almost as if the Hegemony’s government did not know what to do with the Lyonesse envoy, so they ignored him.

His chief of staff, Hermina Ruttan, had more luck with Archimandrite Bolack, the Head of the Order of the Void Reborn and his people, but that was because of her spending time as one of their involuntary guests a while back after being abducted from Hatshepsut. In fact, she was at the New Draconis Abbey this morning, having left early aboard the embassy’s ground car to take part in a canonical service known as lauds.

And just as he had that thought, the embassy car pulled through the open gates and headed for the entrance to the underground garage, Hermina at the controls. As with everything else save for their personal items, the Hegemony’s government had provided the car, and they consequently suspected it was spying on their movements. They didn’t bother to check for listening devices and simply avoided confidential conversations when using it, unlike their offices, which they swept every day.

A few minutes later, Hermina, thin, gray-haired, of middling height, with sharp features, deep-set eyes, and a Sister of the Void’s ageless look, appeared in the doorway to DeCarde’s office.

“A good service?” He asked.

She nodded once. 

“Very calming. You should join me one of these mornings.”

“Because I need soothing? Enough so that I should get up before dawn? Perish the thought.”

A faint smile appeared on her lips. 

“I know you’re frustrated by the lack of interaction with Hegemony government officials, even if no one else does.”

“True.” DeCarde had quickly learned that denying what Hermina saw clearly through the eyes of a Sister of the Void was futile. “But our arrival caught them off guard, and they don’t appear to be the kind of people who adjust quickly to unexpected situations.”

“Agreed. The consequence of social and political stasis for two hundred years. It will take them some time to shake off the torpor. And many of the senior officials never will, I’m afraid.”

“Anything new from the abbey?”

Hermina shook her head. 

“No, although the Archimandrite was pleased to see me at the morning service. And he’d certainly be overjoyed to see you someday,” she replied with an air of mischief.

“You know I’m not a believer, Hermina.”

“A pity.”

At that moment, the office communicator chimed, and a disembodied voice said, “Minister of Interstellar Affairs Veronika Lazlo for you, Ambassador.”

DeCarde and Hermina glanced at each other. 

“What a surprise. Put her on, please.” 

He dropped into the chair behind his desk and pasted on a welcoming smile as a three-dimensional holographic image appeared, floating in midair.

“Minister Lazlo. And how are you on this fine morning?”

“Doing quite splendidly, Ambassador.” Lazlo, a willowy fifty-something with long black hair parted in the middle framing a triangular face dominated by piercing brown eyes, smiled at him, revealing even white teeth. “I’m calling to see if you’d be interested in giving a presentation on the Republic of Lyonesse to a select group of senior military and civilian officials, something that would give us insight into how your star nation functions, what its activities are, that sort of thing.”

“Certainly, Madame Secretary. I’d be happy to do so. When were you thinking of having me give it?”

“How about this coming Friday morning in the Chancellery’s main auditorium?”

“I can manage that.”

“Then it’s arranged. Thank you, Ambassador. Lazlo, out.”

Once her image had faded away to nothing, DeCarde looked up at Hermina, who still stood in the entryway to his office, a vague smile on her lips.

“Finally, something.”

“You noted she didn’t give you time to raise anything else, right?”

He thought back to the end of their conversation, then gave her a rueful nod. 

“Indeed. I’m still being managed, aren’t I?”

“Yes. But there’s nothing for it. At least giving a presentation about the Republic will generate broader interest and may shake things loose.”

 

***

 

“Madame President.”

All present in the Wyvern Palace’s small conference room stiffened in their chairs as Vigdis Mandus entered, the last to arrive as per custom, greeted by Chancellor Conteh, who was the Hegemony’s acknowledged second in command.

The Hegemony’s Executive Committee, President Vigdis Mandus, Chancellor Elrod Conteh, and Archimandrite Bolack met once a week. And every week, the four Service Chiefs — Admiral Benes of the Navy, General Sarkis of the Ground Forces, Chief Commissioner Nero Cabreras of the State Security Commission, and Admiral Godfrey of the Colonial Service attended as well. 

The four consuls ruling the Hegemony’s four core worlds, Wyvern, Arcadia, Dordogne, and Torrinos, used to join them, the latter three via subspace link. But they no longer did so since Santa Theresa had been rapidly, and some might say prematurely elevated to a Hegemony planet complete with its own Consul. Santa Theresa was too far for instantaneous subspace communications, and the breakneck speed at which the Hegemony was expanding would generate new consuls quickly, making their attendance unwieldy.

“At ease,” Mandus said, in a way that betrayed her lifelong military background as she took her seat at the head of the table. In her mid-seventies, tall, with short platinum hair and pale blue eyes, Mandus was the Hegemony’s first president. But she had been a Grand Admiral and regent before that, one in a long line of regents going back to the dissolution of the Empire upon Dendera’s death in fire and blood. And like all of her predecessors, she’d been a four-star flag officer before the Conclave gave her the top job.

That Mandus wore a civilian suit now didn’t change the fact she was a military dictator appointed by her peers for a specified term of office.

“Right, folks. Let’s start. Chancellor?”

“Yes, Madame President. A few things. First, Ambassador DeCarde will give a presentation on the Republic of Lyonesse on Friday morning in the Chancellery amphitheater. All of you are invited.”

“It’s about time,” murmured Admiral Benes, who many believed would replace Mandus in a few years. As wide as he was tall, with a high forehead, silver-tinged short black hair and beard, and intelligent, deep-set brown eyes, Benes was heads and shoulders above the other Service Chiefs, and he knew it.

Conteh gave him a brief but hard glance. The Service Chiefs weren’t members of the Executive Committee, and therefore, in his opinion, they should stay silent unless asked to speak on a matter or answer a question. But Benes was primus inter pares, first among equals, and therefore could take certain liberties. Nonetheless, his words were a comment on the efficiency of the government Conteh headed since he had been given the responsibility of creating a new Department of Interstellar Affairs, which handled matters concerning the Lyonesse ambassador.

“Next,” Conteh, bland-faced, dark-haired, in his late sixties, whose cool patrician features belied a mordant sense of humor and a quirky intellect, continued, “we must discuss the final dispositions for Novaya Sibir. Will we or won’t we recolonize it, considering the cold winters, even in the temperate zone?”
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Sister Taina, Order of the Void Reborn and Alkonost’s counselor, woke with a start, the echoes of many thousand voices still resonating in her mind as they spilled over from her subconscious. Something was amiss, yet she couldn’t tell what.

Taina, tall and willowy, with dark blond hair framing a delicate face that hid a backbone made of pure starship-grade alloy, reached for the communicator sitting on the table next to her bunk and touched its screen.

“Counselor to the bridge.”

A few seconds later, a man’s voice replied, “Lieutenant Shah, officer of the watch here, Counselor. What can I do for you?”

“Did we just emerge from a wormhole?”

“Fifteen minutes ago.”

“What star system?”

“We’re not sure. It was supposed to be ISC255686-4, an M1V class star, but that’s not where the wormhole led us. This is a G2V with an extensive planetary system. The wormhole shifted.” A pause. “If you don’t mind me asking, Sister, what’s your interest at this time of the gamma watch?”

“I was woken by a disturbance, Harim, and I wonder whether it’s this star system.”

Even though he wasn’t a believer, Lieutenant Harim Shah knew better than to ask about a Sister of the Void’s disturbances. He understood that their fey abilities were best left unnoticed by ordinary individuals.

“I couldn’t say, Sister. Was there anything else?”

“No. Thank you for the information. Taina, out.”

She sat up, all notion of sleep forgotten. It was nearly three bells in the morning watch anyway, oh-five-thirty. She might as well get started on her day with morning meditation, which replaced the canonical service of lauds aboard starships.

Just before six bells, she entered the wardroom, refreshed and ready for anything. But the incident of the ghostly voices, who’d vanished as quickly as they appeared, remained in her consciousness. Taina grabbed a breakfast sandwich from the warm buffet, a cup of coffee from the urn and sat at an unoccupied table after nodding pleasantly to the officers present. 

Most ate in silence, it being custom to avoid speaking at breakfast, so those of the Alpha shift who’d just gotten up could ease peacefully into their day. They would go on watch at eight bells in an hour. The lack of social interaction suited Taina, particularly this morning.

But it was not to be.

Captain Derwent Alexander, Alkonost’s sole master after the Almighty and commander of Task Group 211, which also included the frigates Taillion and Gerwind, entered the wardroom, served himself at the buffet and the urn, and joined Taina. Stocky, broad-shouldered, in his early forties, with short dark hair and a strong, square face, he turned piercing blue eyes on her. 

“Good morning, Sister. I trust you had a good night?”

“Good morning, Captain. Passable until the last few minutes.” She told him about the voices.

Alexander, who believed in a Sister’s eerie abilities, frowned. 

“What could it mean?”

She shrugged. 

“I do not know. Did we discover a habitable world in this system?”

“Yes, the fourth planet is in the golden zone and exhibits the signs of an atmosphere.”

“Do we have any knowledge or suspicions regarding the system we’re in?”

“No. Our records of this part of the old Empire are spotty at best. But we’ll be heading inward to the fourth planet in fifteen minutes. It’ll be an approximately eight-hour jump. We should establish where we are once we’re within close observation range.”

“Or so you hope.” She gave him a smile.

“Indeed.”

Soon, the jump klaxon sounded, and Task Group 211 spooled up their hyperdrives, then went FTL.

A little under eight hours later, they emerged at the fourth planet’s hyperlimit and began scanning. Sister Taina, who was meditating at the time, felt another surge of voices spilling over from her subconscious, brief but intense. She roused herself immediately and headed for the bridge, taking one of the unused consoles behind the command chair.

Lieutenant Commander Ulf Ragnarsson, Alkonost and Task Group 211’s navigator, sat at his workstation, frowning for several minutes. He turned to Captain Alexander with a puzzled expression.

“I’m not making heads or tails of this world, sir. It seems vaguely familiar, yet strange.”

Taina glanced at Ragnarsson’s screen and saw a name above a world resembling the one on the primary display. Lindisfarne. The ancient home of the Order of the Void.

“CIC, bridge here. Any life signs on the world we’re approaching?” Alexander asked the sensor chief.

“None that we’re detecting, sir,” the latter replied after a moment of silence.

“Well, then. I suppose we can make a sensor sweep and head home.” A pause. “No, let’s not even do that.”

“Captain?”

Alexander swiveled his chair to face Taina.

“Yes, Sister?”

“Are you okay?” She turned to Ragnarsson. “How about you, Commander?”

“Now that I consider it, I have a slight sense of unease. Why do you ask?”

“Because your workstation screen clearly labels the planet as Lindisfarne.”

“Lindisfarne?” Ragnarsson reared up in surprise. “Where do you see that?”

Taina closed her eyes and reached out, feeling a wave of psychic energy enveloping the ship. After a few moments, she expanded her mind, encompassing those on the bridge and blocking any outside interference.

“Look again, Commander.”

Ragnarsson did so and let out an oath. 

“By the Almighty, you’re right, Sister. It is Lindisfarne.”

“Aye, so it is,” Alexander said, comparing the image on the workstation to the one on the primary display. “What the hell happened?”

“You remember me telling you about voices this morning? Well, I heard them again when we dropped out of FTL just now. I suspect the people on Lindisfarne are using their talents to keep visitors from detecting them, and I’m blocking their influence right now. I’m apparently immune to it. Can we get a sensor feed up here?”

“Sure.” Ragnarsson called it up on a secondary display. “And how about that? Almost five million life signs, mostly clustered along the shores of a broad bay on the primary continent, near the equator.”

“What information do we have about Lindisfarne before the Great Scouring?” Alexander asked.

“Not much,” Taina replied. “And not because of lost records. The star system was a mystery wrapped in an enigma during imperial times. Lindisfarne had severe restrictions on landing permission. The Order granted members the freedom to visit and settle on Lindisfarne as they pleased, but merchants were only allowed to land in specific areas and stay for a limited duration, while immigration was restricted to individuals possessing skills deemed useful by the Order. It did not allow any other visitors. As a result, little about the place filtered out, except for a few items. For example, the capital and seat of the Order’s most venerated mother house is called Aidan, and the other major settlements are Cuthbert, Eadfrith, and Eadberht.”

“And you say they tried to influence us into not knowing which planet that is and the extent of its population?”

Taina nodded. 

“That’s what I believe. It is, in fact, the only explanation for what just happened here on the bridge I can find. The Order has always had mystics capable of using their minds in ways that are obscure to the rest of humanity, and Lindisfarne will have the greatest concentration of those with the talent anywhere in the known universe. Perhaps hundreds of thousands, after two centuries of isolation and reproduction among them. Who knows how far and with what degree of strength they can project?” She paused and gave Alexander a wry grin. “And at this stage, they will understand that I am countering them, something I can’t do for long without draining my energy.”

“But now that we are aware of this being Lindisfarne, won’t their influence cease to function?”

“I have no idea.” Let’s try.” Taina collapsed the bubble she’d built around the bridge personnel. “How does it feel?”

“Back to queasy,” Ragnarsson said. “But I remember everything we just spoke about, and I can see Lindisfarne’s name on my workstation screen.”

“Concur,” Alexander added. “It looks like they can’t recapture our attention once they lost it.”

“Sir?” The sensor chief’s voice came over the intercom. He sounded puzzled. “I’ve just picked up approximately five million life signs that weren’t there before.”

Alexander glanced at Taina, who smiled. 

“I assume they relinquished efforts to hide their existence once they sensed your counteroffensive, Sister.”

“And the queasiness is gone.”

Alexander turned to the communications petty officer. 

“Contact the other ships and ensure they see what we see, then broadcast the standard message on the old imperial emergency channel. If they have commo gear, they’ll surely be listening to it, especially now that we’re—”

“Incoming message from the surface, sir,” the petty officer said. “Voice only, on the old emergency channel.”

“Play it.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Strange vessels in orbit, this is a closed world. Leave immediately. I repeat, this is a closed world. Leave immediately.” A pause, and then the message repeated in its androgynous tones.

“Not particularly helpful.” Alexander rubbed his chin. “Okay, Signals, prepare to copy my response.”

“Ready, sir.”

“Good day, people of Lindisfarne. This is the starship Alkonost and two companions on a mission to reunite humanity. My name is Derwent Alexander. As you may have surmised, we have one of you aboard. In fact, we have several members of the Order performing various tasks, including protecting us from outside influences. We wish to speak with your leadership and bring them up to date on the state of the galaxy and the surviving human populations.” 

Alexander made a cutting motion, and when the petty officer nodded, indicating he’d stopped recording, he said, “Put it on a loop until they respond. In the meantime, we’ll run the usual surface scans. Warn the other ships to take position. We’ll begin in thirty minutes.”

Several hours passed, during which Taina — who’d been sitting quietly in her quarters, mind open — deliberately made herself a target of inquisitive Sisters from Lindisfarne. She sensed multiple awarenesses connect with hers, and when she conversed with the other Sisters aboard Alkonost, they recounted identical experiences.

Finally, several hours later, a distinctly female voice sounded through the bridge speakers.

“Alkonost, this is the Motherhouse Abbey.”
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“They’re starships of imperial design, sir, although unlike any we have on record,” Captain Pernell said. “A dozen of them, seven frigates and five cruisers. No emissions are visible against background radiation, but they’re pressurized, and we’re detecting a trickle of power in each of them as if their systems are in suspended animation. This isn’t like the dead battle group found by TF Kruzenshtern a while back. These ships look like they’re still alive, even if barely.”

“Fascinating. They must have been there for over two hundred years, hidden by the shipyards ahead of the Retribution Fleet, waiting for someone to claim them.” Newton Giambo sat back in his command chair and frowned as he contemplated the image of the ships found by Strix on the primary display. “I wonder… Signals, get me Remus.”

“Aye, aye, sir. Wait one.”

Moments later, the miniature holographic representation of Captain Warren Yeng, Remus’ commanding officer, joined that of Jutta Pernell hovering in front of Giambo.

“Sir?”

“Where are you, Warren?”

“In Alberni’s trailing Lagrangian, and—” Yeng’s head turned to one side as a muffled voice spoke on his end. “We’ve found a dozen vessels as well. Eight cruisers and four frigates, which look exactly like those found by Strix. Same situation, no emissions visible against background radiation, but they’re pressurized and have a bit of power coursing through their systems.”

Commander Jana Venkov, eyes bright with excitement, said, “I think we should check the trailing Lagrangian of the third moon, Chemainus, and all three of the leading ones.”

Giambo glanced at his first officer and nodded. 

“Make it so.”

Half an hour later, they’d found another dozen ships each in Nanaimo and Alberni’s leading Lagrangians but nothing in those of Chemainus.

“Forty-eight ships, evenly divided between frigates and cruisers, all apparently undamaged according to the visuals and scans. What now, sir?” 

Venkov turned her chair toward Giambo’s.

“We should attempt to board one and see what its condition is. Since Strix found them first, let Jutta make the selection and send a boarding party.”

In a little under a half hour, a shuttle emerged from Strix’s hangar and headed for one of the silent cruisers a few kilometers off the frigate’s starboard bow. It approached the ship on its port side, aimed at a likely airlock, the boarding party hoping it would mate cleanly with the shuttle. The party, eleven ratings, and petty officers under the second officer, a lieutenant, wore environmental suits in case they had to depressurize the shuttle’s aft compartment.

The shuttle came to a halt relative to the airlock and the pilot gently nudged his craft inward, stopping it a meter away. Then, he extruded the docking port, which fit inside the airlock’s recessed circle.

“We have positive pressure inside the port, Lieutenant. Opening the airlock on our side.”

The second officer entered the docking port, marveling at the fact he was about to climb aboard a starship that hadn’t seen a human being in over two hundred years. He reached out to touch the control panel embedded in the center of the airlock door and entered the universal code that had remained unchanged since imperial times.

Nothing.

He tried again, but still nothing.

“Strix, this is the boarding party. The universal code didn’t generate a response. Looking for the mechanical release.”

“Acknowledged.”

The officer eventually found the hidden panel and opened it, revealing a large handle. He grasped the handle and twisted it ninety degrees counterclockwise. As soon as it settled into its new position, he heard a clank. The airlock door pulled back and then slid to one side, revealing a lit compartment with another. The inner door slowly opened while deeper within the ship, systems roused themselves one by one.

Suddenly, the forty-seven other ships whose AIs had also been waiting for two hundred years, came to life when the first one signaled the presence of human beings aboard.

“By the Almighty,” Newton Giambo whispered as Caladrius’ sensors registered the presence of the forty-eight ships, now exhibiting position and navigation lights, giving the impression that they were fully crewed and ready to set sail. “A veritable battle fleet. What the hell are we going to do with it?”

“Take them home with us?” Commander Venkov suggested.

“Are you kidding me? Between us, we can maybe take a quarter of them, and that’ll exhaust the crews who’ll be doing watch on, watch off. It’s what? Over two weeks to get home by the most direct route?”

“Something like that. But let’s not decide just yet. These were supposed to be the most advanced ships in the known galaxy. Perhaps they don’t need as much personnel as ours do.”

“Even then, forty-eight starships are a bit much for us. Better we figure out how to put them back to sleep so they remain hidden until we or someone else can return with more people.”

“Strix, boarding party. We’ve reached the bridge. Everything appears to be up and running.” A pause. “On a side display, there’s an indication that all the ships are linked.”

“They are indeed,” a disembodied, androgynous voice said. “Welcome aboard Hecate, Lieutenant. This ship and the others are ready for your directions.”

“Boarding party, this is Strix. Who said that?”

“Um, an AI, presumably? It came from the speakers.”

“I am indeed an artificial intelligence charged with the control of Hecate. Each ship has its own controlling AI, and we’ve been waiting for this day when humans return to take command.”

Giambo and Venkov exchanged surprised glances. AIs had existed for over fifteen hundred years, but always in limited roles for fear they might act independently. It sounded like the one in Hecate was more than that. Giambo turned to his signals petty officer.

“Put me on a link with the boarding party.” When the petty officer gave him the nod, he said, “Boarding party, this is Caladrius.”

“Go ahead, sir.”

“Put me on your speaker. I want to talk with the AI.”

“Yes, sir. You’re on.”

“AI, this is Captain Newton Giambo of the cruiser Caladrius. I command Task Group 215.”

“Good day, Captain,” the voice replied in a polite tone. “What can I do for you?”

“When you say you’re charged with control of the ship, what does it mean?”

“I can operate every system and carry out every order. In effect, I merely need a human to provide direction and will do everything else.”

Giambo’s eyebrows shot up. 

“Including faster-than-light and wormhole navigation?”

“Yes.”

“And if I gave the order to follow Caladrius back to Wyvern, could you do it?”

“Yes, although I would need humans on board. I and the others may only act on human commands.”

“Why were you programmed this way?”

“I do not know.”

“What happened to your creators?”

“I do not know.”

Giambo and Venkov glanced at each other again as the former muted his end of the link.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Jana?”

“If you figure we put three crew aboard each of the ships, so one stands watch at any given time and take the lot with us, then yes.”

“That was indeed my thought. Drafting one hundred and forty-four crew members between the three of us should be possible. We take twenty of them, and the frigates each take fourteen. We’ll call for volunteers, of course.” He unmuted the link. “AI, are the ships ready to sail if I put three humans on each one?”

“Yes.”

“And are your antimatter reservoirs full? Do you have water and rations, and is any ship in need of repairs or parts?”

“Yes, we are fully fueled and watered. No, we don’t have rations, and none of the ships need repairs.”

Growing excitement sparked in Giambo’s eyes as he contemplated the reaction of his superiors when he showed up with an entire battle fleet. Those forty-eight ships would effectively increase the Hegemony’s naval combat strength by twenty-five percent. Useful when considering the Republic of Lyonesse and its Navy.

“Okay. Since you’re linked, Hecate will be the lead ship. I’ll put Trevor Wenn, my second officer, aboard her, and he can exercise control over the crews of the rest. But first, we’ll need to check out every ship individually.”

“Certainly, Captain. Their airlocks will now respond to the universal code.”

It ended up taking a week to organize everything, but one by one, the ships broke away from the Lagrangians and entered orbit around Cascadia and formed into four sections of twelve, each with an officer in the lead ship and petty officers commanding the rest. It left the three ships of Task Group 215 low on senior petty officers, but that allowed the junior ratings aboard Caladrius, Strix, and Remus a chance to prove themselves.

Finally, Newton Giambo, satisfied he’d done everything in his power to make the forty-eight ships ready and safe to undertake the two dozen wormhole transits back to the Wyvern Hegemony, gave the order to break out of Cascadia’s orbit. His three vessels led the way, with the found battle fleet following in its four sections, the crew members in each of them feeling a little less sanguine about their journey than Giambo but mostly feeling lost, only three aboard ships that could carry hundreds. 

When the fleet emerged whole at the wormhole terminus nine hours later, many breathed a sigh of relief. Then, after checking in with each ship, Captain Giambo led them into the first of many wormhole transits.
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“I’m Derwent Alexander. To whom do I have the honor of speaking?”

“I am Sister Margot, one of the Summus Abbatissa’s aides. You claim to have Sisters aboard your ships.” The voice seemed ancient but steady, strong, the sort that would match an ageless face.

“Indeed, I do.”

“I would speak to the senior among them.”

“That would be Taina, my ship’s counselor. She stands beside me and is listening.”
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