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PART I – A FADING ECHO
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Agonized screams echoed off the interrogation room’s slick, plasticized walls as the prisoner, strapped to a metal table, bucked and spasmed, an expression of utter horror on his haggard face. A black-clad Sister of the Void Reborn stood beside the table, hands joined in front of her, eyes closed, head bowed, as she focused on her victim’s mind. The Sister, a truth-sayer and interrogator, was skilled at releasing a subject’s own inner demons from the darkest corners of the soul, where he’d tucked them away.

Crevan Torma, a muscular, short-haired man in his early forties, watching from the observer’s gallery, fought to suppress shivers of fear in sympathy with the man he’d arrested on charges of subversion, a capital offense in the Wyvern Hegemony. Like every other senior Guards State Security Commission officer, he’d endured a mere hint of the horrors the Sisters could liberate from a subconscious mind’s deepest recesses as part of his training and understood the power of their talent. He fought to keep his square, angular face, dominated by hooded eyes framing a hooked nose, from showing any hint of emotion.

His prisoner, a starship captain who’d sailed beyond Hegemony space without permission to engage in illegal trading on former imperial worlds devastated by the Retribution Fleet generations earlier, would see the edge of madness. And then he would understand cooperation meant a clean death. He’d tell Torma everything — who chartered his expeditions, who furnished him with trade goods, who purchased the things he brought back, his deepest desires, and his family’s most closely guarded secrets.

Torma wasn’t exactly comfortable with the State Security Commission’s classified interrogation procedures, the ones only a small cadre knew about. But interrogation drugs sometimes caused idiosyncratic reactions, to the point of damaging a subject’s mind if they didn’t kill him or her outright. They also often caused the consciousness to drift, making the process a lengthy chore for the questioner with no guarantee of obtaining correct answers. 

Yet the Sisters were human lie detectors, and the psychic torture he routinely witnessed wasn’t necessary with ninety-nine out of every one hundred prisoners. However, the Commission wanted absolute certainty when it concerned crimes against the state. That meant those arrested on such charges suffered a Sister’s intrusions. Afterward, even those few capable of outfoxing truth-sayers wouldn’t dare think about lies or obfuscation.

The prisoner, seized at New Draconis’ cargo spaceport after the Commission received an anonymous tip, let out one last shriek and went limp, panting like an overheated dog. The Sister, a tall, lean woman whose short red hair framed a pale, narrow face dominated by sharp cheekbones, raised her head and looked at Torma with icy blue eyes.

“He is ready, Colonel.”

Torma inclined his head as much in thanks as to avoid the Sister’s unnervingly direct gaze at this intensely uncomfortable moment. Even now, he still didn’t understand how a human capable of touching other minds could use that talent to cause such anguish. Surely the Almighty in the Infinite Void would disapprove, but what did Torma know? He was neither a religious nor a particularly spiritual man. Few in his position could afford belief in a higher power.

Yet the Order of the Void Reborn had served the Wyvern Hegemony almost since the latter’s founding in return for being the sole religious authority recognized by the government. The Order’s supreme leaders, who’d taken on the title Archimandrite, considered themselves second only to the Regents who ruled over the tiny remnant of the once vast human empire and inspired enough reverence that no one would dare gainsay them.

“Thank you, Sister.”

“Shall I stay and monitor his feelings?”

Much as Torma would prefer she left after what he’d witnessed, interrogating someone accused of subversion without a lie-detecting Sister present would raise eyebrows. And that was the last thing he wanted in such an unusual case. The answers he obtained must be irrefutable.

“If you would.”

Torma entered the interrogation room via a connecting door and approached the table. Jan Keter, erstwhile master and sole crew member of the starship Callisto, seemed lost in a trance-like state, his gaze empty though his breathing remained heavy. A tall man, craggy, dark-haired, with a lean, yet powerful physique, Keter bore more than a passing resemblance to his captor. Yet strapped to the interrogation table, he seemed the furthest thing from an all powerful senior Commission officer.

“He is conscious,” Sister Ardrix said, laying a hand on Keter’s forehead. “Though still struggling to send his demons back whence they came.”

The merchant spacer spasmed at her touch, though whether it was because of another mental intrusion or out of revulsion at physical contact with her, Torma couldn’t tell. He activated a control, and the table swung up so that Keter was vertical.

“Jan Keter, you stand accused of subversion, contrary to the laws of the Wyvern Hegemony. The penalty for this crime is death. How you die depends on your cooperation. The Sister offered you a foretaste of hell. Answer my questions honestly, and I shall make your execution painless so you can merge with the Infinite Void. Lie, and you will suffer in this life and for all eternity.”

How many times did Crevan Torma speak these words to doomed men and women who thought they could escape the Hegemony’s retribution for violating its laws? The galaxy was a harsh place, more so since the empire self-immolated on the pyre of the Ruggero Dynasty’s overweening conceit. Only four star systems inhabited by humans capable of navigating the wormhole network and crossing space at faster-than-light speeds remained. 

They were holding off a long night of barbarism that might otherwise drive their species to extinction. It was a task with no margin for error and no tolerance for anything that might threaten Wyvern and her three companions, Arcadia, Dordogne, and Torrinos. The Barbarian Plague, long ago, remained the most potent proof that Hegemony laws and their ruthless enforcement were an unquestionable necessity. No one left Hegemony space without permission. No one.

Torma fished a cylindrical device from a tunic pocket, a shiny metallic tube that fit comfortably in his hand. He held it in front of Keter’s eyes and, with a flick of the thumb, extruded a blade so sharp it could cut through base metals. 

“Where did you get this medical instrument? It isn’t of Hegemony manufacture, though clearly made by humans. Analysis tells us its manufacture is as advanced, if not more, than anything we produce. Yet, no human worlds beyond our own are capable of anything more than pre-industrial technology, if that.”

Keter, shivering, licked his lips nervously. When he spoke, his voice came out as a broken croak.

“Hatshepsut. Thirty-one wormhole transits beyond Torrinos. Traded railguns, solar power pack chargers, slugs, and plenty of household items for the instruments and finer tools than I’ve ever seen. Old imperial artifacts too. They can’t produce power weapons on Hatshepsut. At best, they use chemical propellant stuff. Crude and inaccurate as hell, so I got good trading value from the guns.”

If Keter wasn’t a dead man because he smuggled tech beyond Hegemony space, the admission of gun-running would have sealed his fate. Torma glanced at Sister Ardrix, who nodded once.

“Well, the instruments clearly weren’t manufactured there. Where did they come from?”

“No idea. The seller didn’t say, and I didn’t ask.”

Ardrix nodded again. Keter was telling the truth.

“What about the other advanced tech items you bought on Hatshepsut?”

“Same.”

“Why were they selling tech they presumably bought at great expense from other traders?”

A faint smile creased Keter’s face. 

“Power weapons, packs, and ammo are more useful than medical instruments when you fear barbarian intrusions. They’d sell me their firstborn in exchange for crew-served plasma guns and a year’s worth supply of ammo. That’s how nasty it is out there.”

Another nod from the Sister with the expressionless eyes. 

“Other than Hatshepsut, what worlds beyond the Hegemony did you visit?”

Keter rattled off half a dozen names, then said, “Don’t worry. None of them showed a trace of this mythical Barbarian Plague. Didn’t even remember what it was. I found a few antimatter cracking stations still operational after all this time. Enough to re-establish trade routes. The old empire built tough stuff.”

That attitude was precisely why the Hegemony strictly controlled traffic. Historical records indicated the plague, one hundred percent deadly, had emerged from the far frontiers and spread through the wormhole network like wildfire until it died out short of what was now the Hegemony just as mysteriously as it appeared. 

Yet, no one knew whether the pathogen still lay dormant on nearby worlds decimated by the Retribution Fleet. But a determined trader with a ship capable of crossing interstellar space at faster-than-light speeds to a wormhole junction that was not under the Guards Navy control could sail across the former empire at will. If they had a sponsor or an owner with sufficiently deep pockets, connections in the government, and access to an antimatter fueling station whose staff wouldn’t ask questions of a ship taking on five or six times the standard fuel load. And if Keter found automated stations still in working order, generations after they were abandoned...

“Who paid for your expedition?”

“I don’t know.”

Torma looked up at Sister Ardrix, who nodded. Keter was telling the truth.

“How was your ship chartered?”

“Anonymous contact. In certain circles, I’m known as someone who takes risks if the money is right. They gave me funds and trade goods, an itinerary, access to refueling stations in the Hegemony and told me they wanted intelligence about the worlds I visited, not just profits.”

“Did those trade goods include the weapons?”

“Yes.”

“Did you sell them on other worlds?”

“Only Hatshepsut. The others either didn’t have the minimal industrial base to produce ammunition or didn’t even know what ranged weapons were. Chemical propellant slug throwers, on the other hand? Any pre-industrial place can handle them.”

Except the Hegemony didn’t manufacture that sort of ordnance. And since the government tightly controlled the weapons industry, the guns traded by Keter were likely stolen from a Guards depot. Or sold by a corrupt official. Torma would eventually find out and ensure more subversives merged with the Infinite Void, along with the manager of whichever fueling station supplied Keter and forgot to log it as required by law.

“How did the anonymous shipper contact you?”

“Darknet.”

Keter’s reply didn’t surprise Torma. No matter how hard the State Security Commission tried to kill it, the darknet remained indestructible. New nodes sprang up whenever existing ones died, and new administrators appeared whenever previous ones went into hiding or into the Commission’s cells. The darknet’s decentralized nature just made matters more complicated, not only among the Hegemony’s star systems but within them.

“Any identifying markers?”

“The usual letter and number string. Sorry. Can’t remember it now, no matter how hard the Sister tries.”

Torma glanced at Ardrix, who shrugged. She was an experienced Commission auxiliary and knew better than to speak during an interrogation.

“Where did you take on antimatter?”

“Torrinos Eight.”

Torma’s eyes narrowed. The State Security Commission Groups in each of the systems operated almost independently, though their commanders answered to the Chief Commissioner, Guards General Cameron Bucco. It ensured cross-jurisdictional investigations became politicized. Few in the three subordinate star systems enjoyed doing the bidding of the Wyvern Group, which technically oversaw the entire Commission as well as the Hegemony’s homeworld. But the Consuls governing Arcadia, Dordogne, and Torrinos, every one of them retired four-star flag officers, liked it that way. It allowed them more control over the Commission units operating in what they considered their private satrapies.

However, Torma had no choice but to see that the Torrinos Group arrest Antimatter Fueling Station Eight’s manager and determine how he was bribed or coerced into topping off Keter’s magnetic reservoirs. He questioned Keter for a while longer until it became clear the man knew nothing more. Whoever chartered the expedition made sure they would stay anonymous.

At Torma’s orders, a pair of uniformed Guards privates assigned as jailers dragged Keter off to a cell in the basement of the Commission’s brooding stone headquarters, where he would remain until his trial, in case Torma thought of more questions.

With Keter gone, he bowed his head at Ardrix, repressing once more the urge to ask how she could meddle with another’s mind and not seem affected by her acts. 

“Thank you, Sister.”

She returned the gesture. “We serve the Hegemony.”

“Indeed.”
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Major General Ishani Robbins, head of the Wyvern Group’s Anti-Subversion Unit, which dealt with political and criminal matters affecting Hegemony security, put on a thoughtful air after Torma related what he heard from the unfortunate and now doomed Captain Keter. In her mid-fifties, fit, with a narrow, angular face framed by short dark hair, Robbins studied her subordinate with deeply set brown eyes that conveyed less emotion than the two silver stars on the collar of her black uniform tunic.

“Are you saying the rumors that reached us long ago about another human star system retaining advanced technology might be grounded in reality? Our historians are convinced they belong to the realm of myth.”

Torma, wearing a black uniform like his superior but with a colonel’s crossed swords and three diamonds on the collar, ran splayed fingers over his skull, ruffling black hair tinged by the first hints of gray, and shrugged. 

“It’s the only way I can explain the items Keter brought back from Hatshepsut. They’re clearly meant for human hands and weren’t manufactured in the Hegemony. Our analysis proved they were made of alloys devised far from our home stars.”

“The records tell of non-humans with hands very similar to ours.” Robbins sounded dubious.

“They also tell us that non-humans capable of faster-than-light travel in this part of the galaxy fared badly even well before the empire’s collapse. Besides, we’ve not heard of any coming through the wormhole network in a long time. No, General. Humans with advanced tech capabilities made those items, which means the rumors are true. And they evidently roam the network or perhaps even cross interstellar space faster than light.”

She grimaced. 

“The Regent will not be happy with this news.”

“Understandably. Another human polity with the same capabilities as the Hegemony will almost inevitably present a threat. Perhaps not at once, but in the future, when we reunite humanity under our banner.” Torma paused for a moment. “Maybe we should track down the source of those rumors and see for ourselves.” 

He looked up at Robbins again.

“I’ll raise the matter with General Bucco. He can decide whether it’s worth the Regent’s time.”

Even as she spoke, Torma realized the Chief Commissioner wouldn’t mention this development to Vigdis Mandus. She wasn’t the sort who would welcome news that might disturb her nine-year term as ruler of the Hegemony. As far as Torma could tell, Mandus, like her immediate predecessors, paid only lip service to the ideal of reuniting humanity under Wyvern’s leadership. She seemed just as uninterested by the idea of sending expeditions to conquer the closest of the fallen worlds and slowly spread a new civilization, one purged of the defects that destroyed the empire. But what did he know? Mandus was even more of a cipher than the previous Regents, one who reached the pinnacle of power ahead of four-star flag officers with a greater claim to it.

Yet Torma didn’t dare show his skepticism. Officers who disparaged the Hegemony’s ruling class saw their careers drastically cut short. His purpose, and that of every other State Security Commission member, was to make sure nothing ever threatened the current order. Yet his private study of the past proved that unchanging, stratified societies eventually perished, often violently, when conditions shifted. 

The regime’s reluctance to expand when nearby star systems were theirs for the taking showed how stagnant it was. No Regent wanted to be the first threatened with removal from power for upsetting the elites. And they would be annoyed at whoever sent military forces beyond the Hegemony’s sphere on a mission of conquest because it would make the home systems more vulnerable to unrest.

Robbins stood and walked toward the bank of windows overlooking the HQ courtyard. Her third-floor office, one of the more spacious ones in the headquarters building at the heart of New Draconis, seemed austere, but it was an accurate reflection of her character. If it weren’t for wood paneling, the obligatory stand of flags, and the windows, it might pass for a storage room.

Torma watched her movements and was struck again at how much menace she projected, though it had to be unconscious. Perhaps the Almighty had blessed her with a touch of the Sisters’ talent. Some of them, such as Ardrix, could put the fear of the Almighty into ordinary people with a simple glance if they so wished.

“Shall I inform the Navy of my findings, General? Their intelligence analysts will probably consider the appearance of advanced tech items on Hatshepsut worthy of further inquiry. Perhaps the Chief of Naval Operations might even send a reconnaissance mission, in case there is a threat brewing beyond our sphere.”

Though he didn’t see her face, Torma knew Robbins was frowning as she parsed the implications of his suggestion. She always frowned when facing delicate decisions. The two fighting branches of the Armed Services, the Navy and the Ground Forces, didn’t play well with the State Security Commission at the best of times. And this was despite the Chief Commissioner sitting on the Ruling Council alongside the other two service heads, the Regent, the Chancellor, and the four Consuls.

Politics. Torma mentally shrugged. He was aware of a faction in the military that would gleefully embark on a campaign of expansion, as did General Robbins. But because successive Chief Commissioners remained opaque about their views on the matter, Torma and his colleagues left the Expansionists to seethe in silence at their leaders’ lack of energy. What ordinary citizens thought didn’t matter. They had no say in the affairs of state. Provided they obeyed the law, paid their taxes, and weren’t a burden on the public purse, the Commission didn’t bother them. And they understood attracting the Commission’s attention was a bad idea.

Robbins turned and faced him. “Pass the details to Naval Intelligence personally, outside normal channels.”

Torma kept his eyebrows from creeping up in surprise. He’d never figured Robbins was an Expansionist, or at the very least, sympathized with them.

“In fact,” she continued, “I think you should speak with Rear Admiral Godfrey himself.”

“Yes, General.” 

Johannes Godfrey, Chief of Naval Intelligence, favored the Hegemony’s expansion, though he kept his views well hidden. Torma only found out because of a chance remark by one of Godfrey’s subordinates. He’d filed the information away for future use, should an occasion arise. It was what Commission officers did for a living. Data hoarding, one of his juniors called it. They stored unguarded words for a rainy day or an interrogation. Did that prove Robbins was on the Expansionist side? If so, it was another tidbit he would add to the rest.

Torma himself was agnostic on whether the Hegemony should pursue its stated and sacred mission of reuniting humanity across the stars. He would obey his superiors and protect the state to the best of his abilities, no matter what they decided.

“I’ll tell him you’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you.” 

Torma wondered what her words meant. Did Godfrey and Robbins enjoy a friendly relationship? Was she feeding him information collected by her investigators, thereby breaching the wall between the Commission and the Navy? Did Chief Commissioner Bucco know, or Robbins’ immediate superior, Commissioner Cabreras? And what was the quid pro quo from the Navy? There must be one. It was how the various parts of the Hegemony government worked with each other. Games within games within games. Some days, he needed a program to keep the network of quiet connections and backchannels straight.

“You may go.”

Torma stood, briefly came to attention, and nodded once instead of saluting since he didn’t wear a headdress. 

“General.”

As he returned to his office, Torma idly wondered whether the long-gone Imperial Constabulary's inner workings had been as complex and twisted as those of the Commission. Unfortunately, he might never know. Most of the Constabulary’s records perished in the orbital bombardment of old Draconis, the former imperial capital. It had been unleashed by admirals of the 1st Fleet tired of watching the last empress destroy humanity. In the aftermath, they’d established the Hegemony and saved what little was left after the Retribution Fleet’s depredations.

When he entered, he saw Sister Ardrix sitting on her meditation mat in the lotus position by her small desk. She opened one eye and speared him with her intense gaze, then glanced at the far end of the mat, her usual signal he should join her and unburden his soul. The difference between her usual persona and that in the interrogation chamber never failed to surprise him. Where he’d sensed nothing earlier, in the basement, he now perceived an aura of calm, as if she’d never unleashed the demons hiding behind Keter’s soul. 

Could Ardrix throw a switch and shut off the part of her that reached into the unwilling minds of others? Perhaps. Though she’d been his unit’s chief truth-sayer for over a year, he still knew little about the woman behind the always serene facade. It was as if she lived both in this world and another he couldn’t perceive.

Torma obeyed her unvoiced command and adopted the lotus position facing her. He closed his eyes and regulated his breathing pattern as she’d taught him while he let his thoughts roam freely. Ardrix was a strange woman. Ageless, like all those of her kind, she might be older than his mother, yet her unlined face would lead a casual observer to assume she was his junior. 

If Ardrix had ever spied on his innermost feelings, she’d never let on, though Torma was paranoid enough to believe she would mercilessly denounce him the moment she sensed disloyalty. Too many senior officers had taken abrupt retirement and vanished not long afterward for no apparent reasons during Torma’s career with the State Security Commission.

However, the meditation sessions after difficult interrogations helped him regain his mental balance, and for that, he felt grateful. But Torma never asked his colleagues whether the Sisters assigned to the Commission did the same with their commanding officers or whether Ardrix was going above and beyond her duties for reasons only she understood. And if so, why?

“How did the general react?” She asked the moment both opened their eyes after surfacing from a deep dive into the Infinite Void.

Torma thought about it for a moment, then said, “Interested, curious, but somehow aware our superiors might not welcome the news. She asked I pass our findings on to the head of Naval Intelligence in person and that she would open the lines of communication for me.”

A copper-tinted eyebrow crept up Ardrix’s pale forehead.

“Fascinating.”

“Strange more like.” 

Torma rose and waited until Ardrix did the same before bowing. 

“This could be our first actual evidence someone else survived Dendera’s holocaust. But I fear we might never find out who they are, how they survived the Retribution Fleet, and where they’ve been hiding if our betters suppress the evidence in the name of avoiding social unrest. The myth of being the last survivors is too deeply ingrained in our people.”

“Those who command the Navy’s fighting formations still have fire in their bellies. Once news reaches them, they will do everything in their power to track the origin of the items Keter brought back from Hatshepsut.” Ardrix’s soft alto voice seemed wrapped around a core of absolute certainty.

“And you know this how?”

Instead of answering, she gave him a mysterious smile. 

“If you have no more tasks for me, I shall bid you a good day and rejoin my Brethren at the abbey.”

“Right. The Order has its own grapevine. Enjoy your evening, Sister.”
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Once back in the New Draconis Abbey, the Order of the Void Reborn’s Mother House, Ardrix sought Archimandrite Bolack, the Order’s Summus Abbas. Though he led the Hegemony’s only official religious organization, Bolack, like his predecessors, lived as simply as any Sister or Friar. At this time of day, he would be engaged in a walking meditation among the abbey’s extensive orchards, and so she made her way through the quadrangle, around the Void Reborn Orb dominating its center, and past the main buildings.

Set on New Draconis’ southern outskirts, the abbey had been built as a precise copy of the one destroyed during the empire’s final collapse. It even looked as old as Wyvern’s earliest settlements, those established during humanity’s quasi-mythical first age of expansion when an almost forgotten Earth still ruled. But it was endowed with a much larger tract of land than its earlier incarnation, one the Brethren farmed intensively.

When she found Bolack’s usual path, she composed herself and stood on one side, hands folded in front of her. If he was ready to speak, the Archimandrite would stop. If not, he would continue walking, and Ardrix would continue waiting. 

Within a few minutes, a dark-complexioned, heavy-set, bald man in his late sixties came into view. His intense, hooded eyes beneath bushy eyebrows framed a flattened nose set at the center of a square face outlined by a short salt and pepper beard. Bolack’s sole concession to the display of rank was the small Void Reborn Orb hanging around his neck from a simple silver chain. Otherwise, he wore the same practical monastic robes as any Friar.

Acceding to Ardrix’s silent request, Bolack stopped a few paces distant, and she bowed her head with the amount of respect due to the head of her Order.

“Yes, Sister?” 

The Archimandrite’s basso profundo bounced off the pear trees surrounding them.

“My day has been most eventful, and there are things you should know.” 

Bolack tilted his head to one side, a sign she should speak freely, and Ardrix recounted Keter’s interrogation, with emphasis on the goods Keter brought back from Hatshepsut.

“And you saw those items?”

“I did. Crevan allowed me to inspect them.”

A faint smile split Bolack’s beard. 

“He trusts you to that extent? Excellent.”

“Crevan accepted my tutelage in matters spiritual and meditates with me regularly, especially after we deal with subversives. From there, I built a closer rapport than my fellow Commission Sisters enjoy with their assigned officers.”

“Then matters are unfolding better than I’d hoped. And the objects?”

“I recognized several of them as high-quality alloy surgical instruments. Items of recent manufacture, better than what the healing Sisters use. They most certainly weren’t produced on Hatshepsut, nor were they relics of the empire.” She pulled a small notepad from one of her robe’s inner pockets. “The instruments bore small markings in hidden spots. I reproduced them from memory.”

Ardrix activated the pad and held it up so Bolack could see. Surprise creased the Archimandrite’s broad forehead when he recognized part of the marking, three nine-pointed stars inside an orb.

“That looks suspiciously like an imperial-era Void abbey imprint. But I’m not familiar with the initials. From memory, there was no abbey whose name started with an L on a world whose name also started with an L during imperial times. Even the Mother House on Lindisfarne used AL, for Aidan/Lindisfarne, if I recall correctly.”

“You do. That is indeed the former Order of the Void mark. I verified the records while Crevan was with Admiral Godfrey. As far as we can tell, there was no abbey using L/L at any time in our history before the Great Scouring.”

Bolack’s eyes narrowed as he contemplated Ardrix’s drawing. The Order of the Void Reborn used a different imprint, a phoenix rising from the flames within a circle representing the Infinite Void’s Orb.

“Then it can only mean there’s a new abbey out there, one founded after the empire’s collapse and not part of the Order Reborn.”

She nodded. 

“An abbey which manufactures higher quality surgical instruments than we or anyone else in the Hegemony. Or someone is using the old Order’s markings for unknown reasons. Sure, the stars and orb were once a sign of quality, but it’s unlikely anyone remembers those days.”

Bolack scratched his beard and grimaced. 

“The simplest explanation is usually correct. There is another on a world with which Wyvern lost contact. But where? There are at least half a dozen worlds I can think of whose names begin with L. And that’s without contemplating the possibility this L was colonized after the fall or disappeared from the astrogation records because of data integrity issues caused by the Great Scouring’s battles.” He glanced at Ardrix. “Did you discuss the markings with Colonel Torma?”

“No. I wanted to speak with you first and confirm my conclusions by perusing our archives.” She paused for a moment. “If you’re wondering whether the Ruling Council will be more likely to order a reconnaissance expedition based on the inscriptions, I can’t say.” 

“Are you reading my mind now?” 

He gave her a mischievous glance. As head of the Order, he possessed a powerful male mind, and no Sister dare probe it without his knowledge. She knew he was teasing her and ignored his question. 

“If I tell Crevan, I’m sure he’ll inform the Chief of Naval Intelligence, and from what I hear, it will stir things up. Intelligence has been quietly militating for expeditions into the former empire in recent times. But proof some part of it beyond our star systems retained FTL space travel and the ability to manufacture advanced artifacts might trigger a political crisis.”

He contemplated Ardrix for a few seconds, eyes searching hers. 

“A valid warning. You’ve learned well from your time with the Commission. What do you suggest?”

“I’ll show Crevan the markings tomorrow morning and explain what we just discussed. If I don’t, he will eventually find out the stars and orb were imperial-era abbey manufacturing marks and wonder why I said nothing about them. That might affect his trust in me.”

“Indeed. And with things going so well, any setback would be a shame...” Bolack left his words hanging between them. “I give you my blessing. Tell Colonel Torma about the markings. Perhaps he or Naval Intelligence can make an educated guess as to what L/L might mean. I confess I’m curious about answers to this mystery. If Brethren from the old Order are prospering out there, it will make life interesting.”

“You’re afraid they might consider us schismatics?” Amusement danced in Ardrix’s pale eyes. “Or an evolutionary step too far?”

Bolack let out a bark of laughter, proving she’d hit the mark. 

“You may go. Search the records and speak with Torma tomorrow. Then tell me how he reacts.”

She bowed her head. 

“As you wish.” 

Ardrix turned on her heels and retraced her steps through the orchard and back to the abbey’s building cluster. Throughout, she felt the Archimandrite’s thoughtful eyes following her. Evidence that a house of the old Order was engaging in the trade of advanced items could only mean it enjoyed the protection of a faster-than-light fleet, or at least had access to one. That fleet would be perceived by the Hegemony as a rival, if not an enemy, and Bolack knew it, though he’d not raised the matter. It revived the specter of warfare between human factions, a final war that might end the species once and for all.

**
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“Show me.” Torma stood and headed for his office lockup, where he kept evidence during an investigation, in this case, samples from Captain Keter’s confiscated cargo. He placed his palm on the door’s reader, and a soft snick announced the latches had retracted. Torma reached in and retrieved the box marked surgical instruments.

After returning to his desk, he withdrew bagged items one by one and placed them in front of Ardrix, who had her notes ready with the records she’d retrieved from the abbey’s database. She carefully took a set of shiny surgical scissors from one bag and turned them over until she found the tiny engraving. Using her notepad, she magnified it and nodded.

“Three nine-pointed stars inside an orb, with the notation L/L. I’m no expert, but these don’t look like they were manufactured in Dendera’s day.” She carefully ran her thumbnail over the edge of one blade, then studied it. “Sharp. Perhaps even unused.”

Ardrix let Torma compare the engraving with the old Order records on her pad, then returned the scissors to their bag before examining a pair of forceps.

“The same marks.” She looked up at Torma. “According to the records, abbeys would commission the manufacture of surgical instruments, both for their healers and as gifts for non-Order infirmaries, and have the maker engrave the abbey’s mark. That way, everyone knew the provenance. The instruments would be simple, so even the most rustic colonial health care providers could use them in the absence of power sources. And they’d be made to last a lifetime without sharpening, oxidizing, or falling apart.”

“Then they might be artifacts from the imperial era.” Torma perched on a corner of the desk and watched Ardrix go through the samples.

“That is always a possibility. Unfortunately, the metallurgical analysis didn’t offer enough clues linking them to know imperial manufacturers. But here is the most important indication.” Ardrix pointed at the L/L inscription on a scalpel whose blade was sheathed in hard plastic. “Based on our records, no old Order abbey used this particular letter combination.”

“Perhaps the data was lost during the ultimate attack on Dendera’s capital. A lot of records vanished during that time.”

She inclined her head. 

“A definite possibility. But think of it this way. Pre-industrial healers can use those instruments, making them perfect trading goods on fallen worlds, yet their manufacture is beyond any of them. Coupled with the other items Keter brought back, I think we’re not looking at leftovers from the distant past. This is fine work, finer than anything we’ve saved from imperial days.”

Torma stood. “I’ll see if the lab can deduce anything from those engravings.”

“Will you bring this to Admiral Godfrey’s attention?”

“You better believe it, Sister. If you’re correct, this is momentous news. Why not bring the matter up yesterday, so I could inform General Robbins?”

“I had to be sure and needed a few hours in our records hall.” She gave him an amused smile. “You taught me I should always confirm before speaking, lest we make the sort of mistakes that might damage investigations beyond all repair.”

“So I did. Glad we can teach each other new tricks. Will you prepare a full report on your findings? I’m sure Admiral Godfrey would like something his analysts can work with.”

“Of course. Give me an hour. I’m not due in interrogation until ten.”

Torma settled behind his desk. 

“Which case is on the menu?”

“Administrator Kai Ornelas. Charges of perverting the course of justice.”

He nodded. 

“Right. Centurion Yau’s investigation. A nasty customer, that Ornelas.”

Since official corruption came under the subversion umbrella, Major General Robbins’ division investigated those accused of taking bribes. But Torma found such cases more annoying than satisfying, grubby rather than cleansing. He rarely took them on himself unless the quarry was of sufficient stature that nothing less than a full colonel heading a central Anti-Subversion section would do. 

But the Hegemony didn’t lack for corrupt officials, no matter how severe the penalties because — and no one in his or her right mind would ever say so openly — many, if not most, got away with it thanks to political patronage.
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Torma returned the two sentries’ crisp present-arms with an equally precise salute as he climbed the Navy Headquarters' front steps the next morning. Though they were there more for ceremonial purposes than actual security, both wore black battledress uniforms, the Guards Corps black beret with the Navy’s phoenix, sword, and crossed anchors badge, and carried well-used plasma carbines.

Navy HQ, along with Ground Forces HQ and Commission HQ, occupied one corner of the Hegemony Government Precinct at the heart of New Draconis. An inner security perimeter separated the three from the other ministries, one that only visitors whose names appeared on the approved list could cross. As a result, the Guards Corps sector was a forbidden city within the capital for all intents and purposes, a distinction it shared with the nearby Regent’s Wyvern Palace and its counterpart, the Chancellery.

Armored glass doors slid aside at his approach, and he entered a spacious foyer whose granite floor was decorated with the Hegemony coat of arms. He knew an invisible sensor would scan his credentials and match them to the biometrics on record in the expansive Hegemony database, maintained by the Commission itself. If there was a mismatch, armed duty personnel would appear out of nowhere and arrest him. But nothing stirred.

Torma looked around to orient himself and check if anything had changed since his last visit. The huge, metallic representation of the Guards Navy insignia still hung from the far wall, between a pair of grandiose staircases curling away toward the building’s wings, above the flags of the Hegemony, the Guards Corps, and the Navy. 

Various display cases lined the remaining sides, each holding relics from the empire’s downfall, including a piece of the Retribution Fleet’s flagship, the battleship Ruggero, destroyed by the combined might of the 1st Fleet on the day of Empress Dendera’s death. Although tempted, Torma didn’t walk around the foyer to see if the Navy added anything new to its collection. Instead, he took the left-hand ground-floor corridor toward the Naval Intelligence offices.

Because he wore the Commission’s phoenix, sword, and scales of justice insignia on his beret, he received curious looks from naval officers and noncoms along the way. Still, no one dared ask him about his business with one of the fighting branches. The appearance of a senior State Security officer never boded well. Torma found Rear Admiral Godfrey’s office suite at the far end of the wing and entered the antechamber without announcing his presence.

Godfrey’s clerk, a grizzled senior petty officer, wearing a high-collared black service uniform with silver rank insignia on the sleeves, stood the moment he spied Torma’s crossed swords and diamonds. The aide-de-camp’s desk was vacant, though a metallic plate in a wooden holder said ‘Krennek.’

“Please come in, Colonel. Admiral Godfrey is expecting you.” 

He waved toward the inner door, which opened silently at Torma’s approach.

Mindful of his manners, Torma marched up to Godfrey’s desk, halted a regulation three paces, and saluted, fingertips brushing his right temple, just below the band of his black beret. 

“Thank you for making time to see me, sir.”

Godfrey, tall, lean, with thick white hair and the intelligent features of a man who missed nothing, gave his visitor a formal nod in return.

“At ease, Colonel. Please sit. From what Ishani said, I’ll be the one thanking you.”

Torma didn’t react at hearing a Navy flag officer casually use his superior’s first name. Still, it reinforced his suspicions that there were more connections between the Commission and the Navy than anyone let on.

“Sir.” 

Torma took one of the chairs facing Godfrey’s cluttered desk.

“Ishani says you found evidence there could be another remnant of the empire that didn’t sink into pre-spaceflight barbarism.”

“Yes, sir. We seized trade goods from a merchant ship that traveled beyond Hegemony star systems without permission after an anonymous tipoff. Unknown parties chartered him, and he brought advanced technology artifacts back from Hatshepsut, the sort we’d be hard-pressed to copy without diminishing quality. It means they were made by someone who not only didn’t lose knowledge after the collapse but kept progressing. And some of those items, surgical instruments, bear the manufacturing mark of an old Order of the Void abbey, one whose initials don’t appear in what remains of imperial records. That means it was probably established after the Great Scouring.”

Godfrey cocked a surprised eyebrow at Torma. 

“I was about to ask whether those artifacts could be of non-human origin, but it seems you’ve just given me the answer. Instead, please tell me about those abbey markings.”

“There’s not much I can tell, sir. The Void Reborn Sister assigned to my unit recognized the engraving as an old Order mark — three nine-pointed stars inside an orb rather than a rising phoenix — and the initials L/L, which indicate the abbey name and the name of its home planet. According to the New Draconis Abbey’s database, there was no L/L at the time of the empire’s collapse. But as with most records from that time, the Void Reborn’s are not one hundred percent complete.”

“And that trader knows nothing about the items’ origins?”

Torma shook his head. 

“No. Although he asked for provenance, the vendor on Hatshepsut couldn’t tell him anything beyond the fact they were given in barter by locals, part of a seafaring society heavily involved in trade, who got them from off-worlders. I gather the vendor wasn’t keen on revealing too much. And since Keter — that’s my prisoner’s name — was alone, he didn’t press the issue, lest he finds himself a target far from any sort of help.” Torma fished a memory chip from his tunic pocket and placed it on Godfrey’s desk. “This holds everything we know, sir. I made sure the chip and the data can’t be traced to the Commission.”

A cold smile briefly twisted the Admiral’s lips. 

“Ishani said you were a shrewd man, Colonel. Good. Anyone who’s attuned to Hegemony politics can go far, so long as he takes care where he steps. In return for your discretion, I’ll discourage my analysts from speculating about the source of this information. That way, we keep the firewall between the Navy and the Commission intact. And the parties unknown who chartered him?”

“They used the usual cutouts on the darknet, so they’re effectively untraceable, but Keter submitted a report before we arrested him, so they know about what he found and brought home. No doubt, by now, they’re also aware he’s in our hands and told us everything he knows, meaning they’ll make sure there is nothing left that could connect them.”

“No doubt.” Godfrey studied Torma for a few seconds. “You’re probably wondering what I’ll do with your information.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But you won’t ask.”

“No, sir. Mainly because of that firewall you mentioned. My job is rooting out the state's enemies, not following up on intelligence that is, at best, extraneous to my investigation. I have Keter dead to rights. He’ll face a trial in due course, and if found guilty, he’ll be executed.”

“If?” A mischievous smile appeared on Godfrey’s lips. “Don’t you mean when? No need to answer that, Colonel. But you’re still curious, admit it.”

“Certainly. Evidence that one or more star systems survived the collapse and are sending starships through the wormhole network without our knowledge is the biggest news in living memory. Until now, we believed ourselves the sole heirs of humanity’s accumulated knowledge and history.”

“Which is precisely why many would suppress your discovery. Overturning the belief that kept the Hegemony as it is for almost two centuries might not end well for our people, especially those whose power and wealth are intimately woven into our founding myth. They’ll not look kindly on any chance of upsetting the status quo.”

Torma grimaced. 

“Sadly.” Then a thought struck him. “Is this why General Robbins had me brief you personally, sir? So that word gets out no matter what?”

Godfrey nodded. 

“Reality will unfold as it does, no matter what humans want, and you can’t stop a signal if it’s repeated over many channels. I’ll see that Ground Forces Intelligence receives a copy of your report, again unattributed, and I’m sure Ishani will do her part. That covers the three services. What happens afterward will happen. Thank you, Colonel.”

Torma, hearing dismissal in Godfrey’s tone, stood and came to attention. 

“With your permission, sir?”

“Dismissed.”

Torma saluted, pivoted on his heels, and marched out, wondering whether he’d just been co-opted by a cabal of senior officers working to rouse the Hegemony’s senior leadership from its complacent torpor. If so, he would take part willingly because he knew from his lifelong study of humanity’s history, including parts the regime would rather keep buried, that societies in stasis eventually decayed.

And if the rising number of corruption cases was any sign, the rot was already setting in. Left untended, it could just as surely end the last spark of star-faring civilization as the long-ago Retribution Fleet’s orbital bombardments almost did. Only it would take years, if not decades, leaving most unaware the end was nigh.

Torma crossed the broad parade square separating the three HQs from each other at a steady pace, absently returning salutes as he brooded on the idea of not only stopping the rot he saw in every sector of society but reversing it.

A message to see General Robbins at once upon his return from Navy HQ sat on his desk. As per schedule, Ardrix was helping with another interrogation in the basement. Therefore, after dropping his beret on his desk, Torma took the stairs up to his superior’s office. Her door stood open, so he tapped on the jamb with his knuckles to gain her attention.

“You asked for me, General?”

“Come in. Close the door and sit.”

Torma did as he was bidden and settled into a chair across from her, waiting for the inevitable questions.

“How did Admiral Godfrey react?”

“With great interest. I believe he’ll pursue the matter via intelligence channels within his organization and that of his Ground Forces counterpart. He said words to the effect that one cannot suppress a signal if it’s spread through multiple channels.”

By the cast of her eyes, Torma guessed Godfrey and Robbins spoke over a secure channel while he was on his way back. In other words, Robbins was testing him.

“And what do you think he meant?”

Torma thought for a few seconds, choosing his words carefully.

“Admiral Godfrey believes the news of another world or star system cluster not only surviving the Great Scouring but advancing technologically would be quashed. It proves the Hegemony is not the sole custodian of humanity’s long history and its best hope of reviving an interstellar civilization.”

She cocked an ironic eyebrow at him. 

“Thereby going against the state’s founding narrative.”

Torma gave her a helpless shrug. 

“Inevitably, and it will invalidate a system of government built on existential preservation at any cost, one which cannot be questioned without committing treason against humanity itself. It’s the sort of paradigm shift many will resist, especially those whose whole existence is tied to said narrative.”

She contemplated him for a few moments. 

“Did you ever hear the saying about hard times making hard people?”

“Yes. Hard times bring forth hard people, hard people create soft times, soft times make soft people, and soft people lead to hard times, correct?”

“Indeed. And where are we in this cycle?”

He thought for a moment. 

“We’re frozen halfway between hard times making hard people and hard people making soft times.”

“Correct. Stasis. And what do you think will happen now that the signal is being dispersed over several channels, to use Johannes Godfrey’s words?”

“I truly couldn’t say, General.”

“But you’re okay with it?”

He looked Robbins in the eyes. 

“I have devoted my life to the pursuit of truth in service of the Hegemony and its citizens. If there are others like us out there, they could be either a threat or an opportunity, and suppressing the reality of their existence won’t serve anyone.” 

If she faulted his brush with heresy, then so be it. Fate, or the Almighty, or an impish universe, take your pick, put narrative-shattering evidence in his care. The moment he opted against suppressing it in the name of truth and duty, even though he’d done so unconsciously, he’d embarked on a path of no return.

“Then we understand each other, Crevan. Keep your prisoner alive and well. He might be of further use. And do not discuss the matter with anyone other than Sister Ardrix and me, not even if Commissioner Cabreras presses you.”

“As you command, General.” A faint sense of relief coursed through his veins as he stood. “With your permission.”

“Dismissed.”
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As Torma expected, the Commission’s Torrinos Group was lukewarm about investigating the Torrinos Eight antimatter refueling station manager. Whether it stemmed from the usual truculence at doing Wyvern HQ’s bidding or because of a coverup, he couldn’t tell. Even the State Security Commission, especially its groups in the three subordinate star systems, occasionally suffered from bouts of official corruption and needed cleansing from one of Major General Robbins’ teams. 

Torma had done his share of those over the years. But short of traveling to Torrinos and making himself even more unpopular with his colleagues there, he couldn’t do much but wait for the inevitable inconclusive report. That meant his efforts to find the people who chartered Keter and his ship were likely doomed.

However, Torma’s unit didn’t lack for cases, and many days passed without a further word about the possibility of another advanced tech-producing human entity capable of faster-than-light and wormhole travel. It was as if his superiors had consigned the news to the nearest black hole. As instructed, he didn’t discuss the matter with anyone, not even Ardrix or Robbins. The subject never came up, and Torma wasn’t the type who indulged in idle conversation. After all, he was known as ‘Torma the Taciturn’ by his colleagues for a reason.

Unattached and with no living relatives, Torma occupied a senior officer’s suite in Guards Joint Forces Base New Draconis's accommodations section and took his evening meals in the officer’s mess where he usually ate alone. None of the Navy or Ground Forces officers of comparable rank were keen on socializing with a State Security Commission member. Moreover, the few Commission officers living on the base were junior to him. They thus kept their distance, not only because of Torma’s seniority but a reputation for ruthlessness few wished to test.

Rumors of his using the Void Sisters’ dark talents didn’t help, not when everyone in State Security HQ knew Sister Ardrix shared his office, although none dared whisper that she might also share his bed. That would be a step too far, one which could end promising careers, if not lives. Ardrix never set foot on Guards Joint Forces Base New Draconis, nor did Torma ever visit the abbey.

Thus, it came as a surprise when a Navy captain Torma never met before sat at his table in the dining room one evening without so much as a by your leave. Dark-haired, stocky, with deep-set brown eyes and a square face hewn from granite, he wore little more on his black uniform than gold rank insignia at the collar and a diamond-shaped device on his right chest marking him as a Navy Headquarters staffer. He carefully placed a full coffee cup on the linen-covered table and fixed an astonished Torma with emotionless eyes.

“My name is Ewing Saleh, Colonel. Apologies for intruding on your meal. I’m told you prefer solitude.”

“Whoever told you that was right.” Torma pushed his empty plate aside and pulled a steaming tea mug closer. “What is it you want, Captain? No offense, but only folks with a specific goal in mind accost me in public. It comes with being a State Security officer.”

His tone wasn’t unfriendly, but he kept a wary expression.

Saleh let a brief, wintry smile cross his face. “Hatshepsut.”

“If I recall correctly, that’s the name of a star system halfway between Wyvern and the old Coalsack Sector, which suffered the tender mercies of Dendera’s Retribution Fleet almost two centuries ago. What about it?”

“Perhaps I should have told you straight away I work for Admiral Godfrey on particularly sensitive files.” Saleh shrugged. “Chalk it up to habit. We rarely broadcast our branch affiliation. I’m sure you understand.”

Torma’s gaze never wavered, nor did his expression. He kept his eyes on Saleh and remained silent. It was an old interrogation technique. Some people felt a compulsion to speak, and, in their haste, they might let a tidbit slip. Saleh’s icy smile returned.

“Let’s just establish we’re fellow professionals who know a thing or two about digging up intelligence and leave it at that, shall we? I’m here at the admiral’s behest.”

Torma nodded once, then raised his cup for a sip of tea.

“And in that vein,” Saleh continued, “between your isolation in this corner of the mess, my field distorter and the one you surely carry as a matter of course, no one can hear us speak or read our lips. We’re as secure, if not more so, than in the Commission’s deepest dungeons.”

“Probably. We professional paranoids enjoy spying on each other. It keeps us honest. Or rather it keeps us more honest than most.” Torma’s eyes never left Saleh. “So, speak. If you know I’m a loner, you’ll also know I like taking a walk around the base before retiring to my quarters, and my need for fresh air is peaking. It stems from spending too much time in those deepest dungeons dealing with the enemies of the Hegemony and taking care I don’t trigger my colleagues’ paranoia.”

“Alongside the mysteriously terrifying Sister Ardrix.” He raised a restraining hand when it seemed as if Torma might protest at his characterization of her. “I’ll come to the point, Colonel. Admiral Godfrey is in discussions with senior officers about a covert naval expedition to Hatshepsut. The Ruling Council has little interest in matters beyond our sphere, but many within the Guards Corps feel otherwise. Something is out there, and we must know who and what that is. It comes under our oath to protect the Hegemony against all threats.”

Torma shrugged. “It concerns me how, exactly?”

“Word of this expedition will eventually find its way to the Regent’s ear, hopefully after it leaves Hegemony space.”

“And I’ll receive orders to arrest everyone the moment it returns. Thanks for the warning. Giving me the names of the starships involved would help even more. They’ll be quarantined when they come back, and I’ll need time to set that up. Then there are interrogations, followed by executions. General Robbins will go on a hiring spree, I suppose.” Torma took another sip of tea. “But if you work for Admiral Godfrey, you already know that. The Ruling Council forbids expeditions beyond the Hegemony’s star systems without its permission. And it hasn’t given permission in over a hundred years.”

Saleh’s faint smile returned. “That you know of.”

Torma inclined his head by way of acknowledgment. 

“Granted.” The Hegemony government operated on a strict need to know and had done so since its creation atop the former empire's ruins. “Even though we of the Commission feign omniscience, our eyes can’t peer into every corner, nor do our ears pick up every little tidbit of treason.”

Saleh let out a brief bark of laughter. 

“I never thought I’d see the day when a State Security officer admits his service is as flawed as the other two and not a present-day incarnation of the legendary Argus who saw everything. But you’re correct about our betters preferring the status quo to an uncertain outcome if we head into the unknown before the Hegemony Navy is unbeatable. And it will never become so, stasis being preferable to the socio-political turmoil that would result from expanding our horizons, the sort that might realign Wyvern’s power structure.”

Torma scoffed. 

“And yet they forget history is replete with stories of societies in stasis collapsing the moment factors beyond their control disturb the balance.”

A broad grin spread across Saleh’s face.

“I was reliably informed you were clear-eyed enough to understand the wider implications of your findings, and you’ve proved my sources correct.”
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