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Angelique Mission, Celeste

Seconds after the last light of day vanished from the far horizon, the rhythmic thump of a solitary drum echoed across the still night air. Moments later, dozens more joined it, encircling the besieged abbey with a wall of sound. Though they were hidden in the dense forest, Friar Haakon, prior and chief administrator of the Angelique Mission, could sense hundreds, perhaps even thousands of natives swaying to the beat, letting the madness of bloodlust rise within them, erasing any trace of humanity. A rotund man in his fifties with a bald head and a salt and pepper beard, Haakon’s grandfatherly face showed more despair than he knew, but few would have commented under the circumstances.

He heard a gasp behind him and turned in time to see Verica, Leading Sister of the mission, crumple to her knees. She shook under the full psychic force of the envy, hatred, and barely suppressed blind rage emanating from the natives encircling the ruins of the Angelique Abbey. Thin, tall, and dark-haired, Verica was in many ways Haakon’s opposite even though they were of an age. But Haakon could easily imagine Verica’s plight as she fought to shutter her mental barriers.

Before the friar could help her, a figure emerged from the shadows, put his hands under Verica’s arms, and lifted her effortlessly. Centurion Cord Loumis, officer commanding F Company, 1st Battalion, 1st Guards Colonial Marine Regiment, was a slab of a man, tall, broad, muscular, with an even temper and a stoic disposition that rivaled Haakon’s own. 

No lights shone within the abbey’s old walls, hastily repaired by the Marines, and neither of Celeste’s moons had yet risen into the cloudless sky. However, Haakon could still make out the grim expression on Loumis’ face thanks to what little came through the bell tower’s open windows.

“Sensors are picking up over six hundred life signs within a kilometer of our perimeter, Friar,” the Marine said in a rough voice. “And more are moving up from the city. Hundreds more. Where they’re coming from is a mystery.”

“I guess the attacks of the last two nights were merely rehearsals, ways of probing our reactions and our defenses.”

Loumis nodded once. 

“Or perhaps more like recons in force than rehearsals, but the result is the same. They know more about us than we about them. The true them.”

Haakon scoffed. “The wounded in our infirmary and the lingering smell of the fires they set still stand proof of their intentions and ferocity. They mean to destroy us.”

“Without a doubt. And they’ve now pinpointed our exact dispositions, the range of our weapons, and how many bodies it takes to overwhelm my Marines in any given section of the defensive perimeter.” He shook his bare head in despair. “But at what cost to them. How can so many offer up their lives against modern power weapons and trained Marines and come back for more?””

A sob escaped Verica’s throat as she stepped away from Loumis and leaned against a stone wall. 

“They decided we’re the sky demons of their legends, Cord, no different from those who murdered their ancestors and destroyed their golden paradise. And we proved them right by killing hundreds in short order, even though it was self-defense against their mindless rage.”

The Marine let out a snort. “If the histories are accurate, Celeste was far from a paradise for most people.”

She shrugged with the weariness of someone who’d accepted her mortality. 

“Be that as it may. Once their priests decided we were anathema, destroying us became a religious duty. If you haven’t noticed, they hold life cheaply around here. Appeasing their gods is worth every sacrifice.” Verica let out a long sigh. “We were wrong to set up our mission here without doing any sort of preliminary outreach. But there’s no use complaining about it now. What are our chances of repelling the next assault, Cord?”

“Ammunition stocks are dwindling. Some will get through if they pour enough bodies at our walls, and although our armor is proof against their spears and arrows, a Marine beset by eight or nine crazed fighters will go down. It would be different if we’d brought augmented battle suits, but HQ thought we wouldn’t need them, so we didn’t. In other words, I’m afraid it’s not looking good, Sister.”

“There’s no way out?” Haakon asked, eyes roaming over the walled-in abbey grounds, where containers dropped from orbit filled most open spaces. Many held the stores vital to help rebuild a failed civilization. Others formed a small field hospital, a kitchen with refrigeration, something unknown on Celeste for over two hundred years, and barracks for Brethren and their protectors.

The Marine gave him a listless shrug. 

“Where would we go? It’s dense forest around the old abbey fields. Except for the one headed into the city, the roads are gone, overgrown like most of Angelique other than the underground networks where the locals live. That leaves the Harmonie River. But to get there means passing through countryside held by thousands of crazed natives, and they’ll cut us to pieces before we even make it halfway down the hillside. And once on the river, then what? No, I’m sorry, Friar, but this is it. We either repel them and pray Caladrius returns before they finish the job or prepare to join the Infinite Void.”

No one spoke for almost a minute while the drums sounded their death knell, stroke upon stroke.

“When?” Verica finally asked.

“When will they attack?” Loumis stared out the north-facing window where a black curtain was blotting out the stars. “Not for a few hours. They may be savages, but the Angeliquans can read the sky as well as we can. They’ll wait until the coming storm crashes on this benighted land. Or at least until there is no more starlight to help us see them.”

“But doesn’t your night vision gear work even if there’s nothing but total darkness?”

“Yes, but your Brethren aren’t so equipped, and they’re part of our defensive array, if only as ammunition carriers and medics. The few carrying our spare long arms won’t be able to aim at anything until the savages are on top of them.”

Verica raised her hands to her temples. “If only those damned drums would stop.”

“They won’t, Sister. Psychological warfare. Even the most primitive societies understand the efficacy of driving their enemies mad before striking.” Loumis turned his eyes back on the encroaching cloud front. “I wonder whether your Old Order cousins faced this sort of problem on worlds Lyonesse recolonized.”

“Certainly not on Hatshepsut, but the ones staying with us have been less than forthcoming about their experiences with missions to other fallen worlds.”

The Marine let out a bitter bark of laughter. 

“If I were a prisoner, I wouldn’t humor my captors with stories about my nation’s exploits. Especially if we faced failures.”

“Such as what we’re now facing,” the friar said softly.

“Isn’t despair a sin?”

“Being clear-eyed about our situation isn’t despair, Cord. If we’re destined for the Infinite Void on this night, we’d best prepare ourselves to meet the Almighty. Will your troopers welcome a service before the last stars vanish?”

Loumis nodded. 

“If you can make it two services, each of them short. I’d rather leave half my Marines standing to at all times. The natives might strike earlier than I figure if one of their priest-commanders gets a sudden urge to spill blood. None of us want to die, but if that’s our fate, we’ll make each death count so they never forget the cost of attacking Wyvern Hegemony Marines. In any case, I’ve prepared a cache for our war diary and records. Once action is imminent, we will trigger the container’s beacon and bury it. When Caladrius returns, they can retrieve it and figure out what happened. That way the next mission won’t make our mistakes, the biggest of which was being friendly with what we learned too late were irredeemable remnants who put on sly smiles while they sized us up.”

Verica turned a sad smile on the Marine. “And when will Caladrius return, do you think?”

“In truth, Sister, it won’t be for weeks, if not months. They’ll be sniffing every wormhole in the neighboring systems to rebuild our navigation maps.”

Another sigh. “This is what it feels like when hubris meets nemesis, I suppose.”

“Sister?”

“We landed on Celeste bursting with pride in our superiority, advanced technology, and knowledge. But we didn’t bring wisdom and humility, two qualities that might have tempered our zeal. Instead, we settled in the ruins of the star system’s principal abbey, near the largest concentration of natives, and immediately started work without understanding who or what we faced. We wanted Celeste for the Hegemony as fast as possible. But Celeste isn’t Santa Theresa, which suffered less during the Great Scouring, and whose people still retained generational memories of the past instead of legends blaming sky demons for their ancestors’ expulsion from paradise. Now, that pride faces its downfall. I hope whoever comes after us will heed the lessons we learned.”

A gust of wind laden with the promise of a monsoon-like downpour swept over the old abbey and made the shadows around it dance like demons from Angeliquan lore. Except those shadows hid humans, albeit of a branch unrecognizable even to the Order of the Void Reborn Brethren, who understood history better than most. If Friar Haakon wasn’t facing his imminent demise, he might have pitied them for their brutishness and ignorance and prayed for their salvation. But at the moment, he was entirely preoccupied with his own salvation, that of the other thirty-nine monastics and the one hundred Marines who were both their protectors and field engineers.

He should have seen the peril coming, but his zeal blinded him to the truth that they were unwanted, although the natives coveted the items they brought. None of his Brethren were trained in anthropology or any other discipline that might have given them insight into the Angeliquans’ strange, twisted minds. And now, they would pay for his mistakes. May the Almighty forgive him.

“I should give you a copy of my diary and our logbook.” Haakon turned toward Loumis. “After I make one more entry.”

“If you would, Friar. And the services?”

“In fifteen minutes.”

“We’ll assemble in the chapter house.” Loumis vanished into the night, his footsteps silent on the stone stairs.

When he reached the bottom, his first sergeant materialized out of nowhere, the soft rumble of his voice going no further than Loumis’ ears. “Those damned buggers are multiplying, sir. Never seen the like before. We can pick up over nine hundred of them by now, but they’re staying well within the tree line. What I wouldn’t give for a mortar platoon right now. Or a frigate in orbit with precision kinetic rods.”

“You and me both. The Brethren will conduct services in fifteen minutes in the chapter house, one half of the company at a time.”

“So we can make our peace with the Almighty, eh?” Loumis could picture the older man’s ferocious frown. “Just as well. It doesn’t matter what weapons we have because it won't be enough with ten to one odds. Not with our depleted ammo stocks. And at this rate, it’ll be more like fifteen or twenty to one when they finally launch. They’ll wait until the wee hours when the heavens pour warm piss in solid curtains.”

“Aye. After the services, arm all booby traps.”

“Already done, Skipper. I can read the omens as well as you, and so can everyone else. The chapter house in fifteen it is.”

Like every one of the abbey’s main buildings, the chapter house had no roof, doors, or windows. However, it provided a clear space where believers could assemble, and there was no shortage of them in Loumis’ unit. He didn’t consider himself a man of faith but would attend with his Marines if only to cover all possibilities should he die in battle this night.

As Haakon and Verica officiated under a rapidly blackening sky, the drums provided a somber counterpoint to the Brethren’s plainchant, and Loumis wondered whether the Angeliquans could hear them. And if so, what they made of it. Loumis, along with most of his Marines, had come to see them as belonging to a different human lineage than Wyvern Hegemony citizens. Perhaps another species altogether. Even though only little more than two centuries had passed since their ancestors were imperial subjects, just like his, living parallel lives under the same banner, albeit under different suns.

Once the second service concluded, Loumis and his first sergeant walked the perimeter, speaking with each Marine in turn and those of the Brethren who’d chosen to hoist a plasma rifle even though they had no armor, helmet, or night vision gear. All sounded grim but determined to sell their lives dearly. Perhaps enough casualties might make the Angeliquans withdraw and abandon their project of wiping out the sky demons. But those who ventured the thought didn’t sound convinced it was a realistic outcome.

At around oh-two-hundred, the first fat, greasy drops of rain landed on Marines and Brethren alike. Moments later, lightning split the sky asunder, followed by a roll of thunder that might well have heralded the end of all things. Then, the heavens opened up, releasing a deluge that would have drowned someone looking upward with an open mouth.

Each flash of lightning showed nothing more than waving grasses around the abbey grounds, although sensors could make out dense masses of human life in the woods no more than a hundred meters from the waiting Marines. Loumis desperately wanted to open fire with his automatic weapons and slice through the ranks before they took a single step toward the abbey. But he realized that would precipitate an all-out assault, and a tiny part of him still hoped the natives would stop at mere intimidation tactics.

Just before oh-three hundred, the rain let up as the storm front passed, and without warning, one drum shifted from a steady rhythm to a frantic staccato. The rest followed seconds later, and a wave of shadowy figures emerged from the tree line around the abbey. Pinpricks of flickering light appeared, signaling that the first wave of Angeliquans was lighting arrows, atlatl darts, and spears. They began moving toward the perimeter, bouncing up and down as the natives ran. Loumis, on the wall, along with every other Marine capable of handling a weapon, lit up the company frequency.

“F Company, take aim.” He inhaled deeply as he settled his rifle’s crosshairs on a silhouette holding a spark and released half of his breath. “FIRE.”

As the Angeliquan sparks rose into the sky, more than a hundred plasma rounds, each of them whiter and deadlier, streamed out, their trajectories utterly flat. As they struck, screams of pain erupted, but those were drowned out by a sudden release of war cries as fire arrows, and flaming darts plunged on the abbey. After the two previous assaults, nothing flammable remained out in the open. Still, the burning missiles negated the Marines’ night vision advantage and lit them up from behind as they struck ground softened by the downpour.

Each volley by the defenders dropped over a hundred attackers. But the human wave kept coming, urged on by frantic drumbeats and the loud yelps of people driven over the edge of reason into a form of mass insanity that negated individual will and survival instincts. 

Another flight of missiles rose into the air while Marines kept shooting until their weapons ran dry. Working in pairs, one firing, the other reloading, they swapped out power packs and magazines and resumed their volleys, but the human wave kept moving forward, stepping over its dead and wounded as if they were minor obstacles.

Then, the first ranks reached the abbey’s stone walls, and despite the merciless fire from Marines and Void Reborn shooters who couldn’t miss at this range, the Angeliquans poured over the top. They carried long knives, axes, machetes, and other implements, many of them donated by the mission over the previous weeks, and swung them wildly as they sought targets for their rage.

Even as Loumis ordered the defenders to withdraw to the central cluster of buildings, the first of them were swallowed by a human carpet. Hands tore off helmets and bits of armor while others seized weapons and still more bashed heads in with savage glee. Primitive the Angeliquans might be, but within moments, they were firing back wildly at the retreating Marines and Brethren with captured rifles and carbines even while many died under what was now an endless crackling of plasma fire.

In short order, the abbey’s forecourt, garden, and other open spaces teemed with ululating Angeliquans in a press of bodies so dense those shot and killed by the defenders remained upright, held in place by their still-living comrades.

Inexorably, they pushed the defenders back, overwhelming and killing them one after the other by sheer numbers. When the field hospital fell into their hands, they massacred both patients and medical staff in an orgy of blood and gore that presaged the mission’s end.

Loumis and his first sergeant, holding the door to the abbey’s main administrative building with a handful of survivors, finally succumbed. But they would suffer one final indignity as recognized leaders of the troopers who’d killed so many natives. Even while the attackers hunted down the last living Marines, their priests decapitated F Company’s commanding officer and first sergeant and raised the heads on spear tips to victorious howls.

In the old bell tower, Haakon and Verica, along with a handful of surviving Brethren, attempted to barricade the stairs as they retched at the overpowering stink of blood and voided bowels wafting through the open windows. All were praying loudly as they fought to keep a shred of sanity in the face of imminent death.

When Haakon glanced out to see Loumis and the first sergeant’s heads on pikes, he realized his and Verica’s end would be equally undignified — both were also well known by the Angeliquans as leaders of the mission, and now, to their priests, as top sky demons.

The barricade held a few minutes before it crumbled and blood-smeared, grinning natives brandishing machetes climbed up the stairs, followed by a priest who wore a carved wooden mask and a necklace made with what Haakon recognized, in a last burst of clarity, as human teeth. Then, they fell on the surviving Brethren and bundled them into the chapter house where more priests waited, surrounded by warriors who seemed preternaturally calm compared to their fellows capering outside.

The priests pointed at Haakon and Verica, and a half dozen warriors descended on them, removed their clothes, and tied them to stone pillars that once held up the chapter house’s roof. At a further signal from the priests, they stripped the four other surviving Brethren as well and hogtied them as the warriors carrying the heads of Loumis and his first sergeant entered.

“Behold what we do to sky demons who curse our lands,” one of the priests intoned in heavily accented Anglic. He pointed toward the men and women staring up at him with terror in their eyes. “They took away what was ours and destroyed the paradise of our ancestors. For that, they must pay by never being able to meet the father demon again as entire beings. It is the punishment decreed by our gods.”

“Praise be to them,” the assembled Angeliquans replied.

“Let the punishment begin.”

Two warriors fell on the first of the hogtied Brethren and methodically removed her toes and fingers one by one while the sister, a gentle and devout woman who’d believed in the natives’ innate goodness until the very end, screamed in pain before she lost consciousness. They kept amputating her limbs as her blood poured out on the ancient flagstones. Verica suddenly gasped, and Haakon understood she’d just felt the sister’s soul leave her body to merge with the Infinite Void.

The priest who seemed to be in charge gave her a hard look, then pointed at one of the two surviving friars. He also suffered atrociously as the warriors dismembered him and died much like the sister. The remaining Brethren soon followed, and the head priest walked to where Haakon and Verica stood, transfixed with horror.

“For you, the leaders of the sky demons, we will perform a special exorcism.” 

He gestured to one side, where Angeliquans, arms loaded with firewood taken from the mission’s supplies, were streaming through the other door. Under the priest’s direction, they placed a ring of split logs around Haakon and Verica, created a pile of kindling between them, then stepped back and waited. The remaining priests approached, and an intricate ritual ensued as they took bits of kindling one by one and primed the firewood rings until the pile was gone.

To the relief of what little sanity still remained in Haakon’s mind, he and Verica remained silent even though they could see the horrible fate awaiting them. Instead, they prayed softly, repeating the universal mantra, their souls reaching out to the Almighty, asking for a final bit of strength.

After a while, all but the head priest stepped back. One of the warriors produced a lit arrow and reverently handed it to the priest. He, in turn, touched it to the kindling at Haakon’s feet and then at Verica’s.

As the flames reached up into the night sky, the surviving Angeliquans celebrated their victory over those who’d come to desecrate the soil of their ancestors a second time. But by then, Haakon and Verica had merged with the Infinite Void after their souls left their tormented bodies, unable to withstand the excruciating pain.
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Wyvern Hegemony Ship Caladrius

“Good morning, Skipper.”

Captain Newton Giambo, Caladrius’ commanding officer, looked up from his breakfast — oatmeal with dried fruit — and smiled at his first officer, Commander Evan Kang, as the latter placed his tray on the table and took a chair across from him.

“Good morning, Evan. Everything is well?”

The wiry, dark-haired man with hooded brown eyes deeply set in a craggy face nodded.

“She came through the wormhole transit with nothing knocked loose. I don’t know about you,” Kang took a hearty gulp of coffee, “but I’m glad we’re back in Hegemony space after weeks of probing dead ends.”

“If you consider this system part of the Hegemony.” Giambo spooned up a mouthful of oatmeal. “But yeah, I’m not unhappy that we’re headed home. After making a little dogleg to check up on the Celeste Mission.”

“That’ll prolong the trip by a day or two.” Kang took a bite of his toast, eyes on Giambo.

“What’s another twenty-four to forty-eight hours? Or do you have a hot date waiting for you back home?”

“Me? A date? Perish the thought. I wouldn’t know what to do in polite company, considering I’m spending most of my time in space. Ah, the life of a naval officer conducting surveys on behalf of the Colonial Service. There’s nothing quite like it.” Another gulp of coffee. “At least we ride the big honking starships with antimatter fuel reservoirs to make heroic interstellar crossings like no one else in this part of the galaxy since time immemorial.”

Giambo snorted. 

“Then you’ll suffer from ship envy once we dock. Alkonost should be done with her post-refit space trials by now and re-entering service. She’s bigger than our Caladrius by at least ten thousand tons, with correspondingly greater autonomy. Last I heard just before we left, Derwent Alexander is getting her or should be in command by now. You met him?”

“Yep. Good man. A few years ahead of me at the Academy, lucky dog.” Kang grinned at his captain. “Alkonost is the first of a new class, and the Almighty willing, I’ll command one of her sisters once you write up my next performance rating. There are at least three more in the yards who still don’t have a crew or captain. Amazing how far we’ve come in the two and a half years since President Mandus renewed the Oath of Reunification.”

Giambo took a sip of tea and nodded. “We’re only starting the expansion, so don’t worry about your future prospects. I’ll be finalizing the department head ratings before we arrive. I expect we’ll be in port long enough for the career manglers at HQ to put through reassignments and promotions as they believe fit. You’ve been my first officer for three years, which means this is likely our last cruise together since you’re in the zone, and the rating I’m giving you will put you over the quality control line for captains.”

“Why, thank you kindly, sir.”

“You earned it, Evan.” Giambo wolfed down the rest of his oatmeal and drained his tea mug.

“Any career prospects once the admiral signs your performance rating? It’s been a good cruise.”

“A star on my collar?” He snorted with amusement. “Not just yet, but I’ll probably get a task force with Caladrius as the lead ship until she goes into refit.” He stood. “I’ll be in my day cabin. Once everyone finishes eating, we can go FTL for Celeste, check on the mission and call this one over, but for the return wormhole transits.”

“Roger that. Still, it’s a shame we didn’t find Pacifica.”

“Sure. But we’re the first to find hard evidence wormholes that have been stable for more centuries than we know can suddenly shift. So at least there’s that. And we didn’t run across any Lyonesse ships in the bargain. The daily reports, most of which are yours, beckon. Talk to you later.”

Moments after Giambo settled behind the desk in his day cabin, which sat halfway between the bridge and the combat information center, his communicator chimed softly for attention.

“Captain here.”

“Officer of the watch, sir. Course laid in for Celeste, all systems green. We can go FTL whenever you give the word.”

“Execute.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Moments later, the warning klaxon sounded, and Giambo braced himself for the mercifully brief explosion of nausea that accompanied every transition between sublight and hyperspace. Once his stomach settled, he drew a cup of tea from the samovar sitting on a sideboard and read the daily reports, his soul at peace with the universe. 

Sailing one of the Hegemony’s upgraded cruisers through the wormhole network on what Archimandrite Bolack had blessed as a Holy Mission — what could be better for a professional Navy officer? Perhaps commanding an entire squadron or battle group as a rear admiral. That might happen if the fleet kept expanding at a breakneck speed. When President Mandus opened the floodgates, she’d created the biggest boom in the Hegemony’s history.

***
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“No answer from the abbey, sir,” Caladrius’ signals chief reported when Giambo entered the CIC shortly after they dropped out of FTL at Celeste’s hyperlimit. “It’s morning there, so someone should be awake and listening.”

Giambo dropped into his command chair and stared at the image of the planet on the primary display. “Keep trying. Maybe they’re experiencing atmospheric interference.”

“Aye, sir.”

The minutes ticked by while Giambo scanned the duty log, and the signals chief did what he could to raise the abbey on the standard Hegemony radio frequencies.

Finally, he turned to face Giambo. “No luck, sir. I can’t even pick up a carrier wave. The abbey isn’t emitting, let alone transmitting.”

“Thanks, Chief. Sensors, scan the abbey and its surroundings and put up a visual.”

The duty combat systems officer nodded once. “Aye, aye, sir.” Then he and the sensor chief busied themselves. After a bit, the former turned around.

“Um, sir.”

Giambo looked up from his chair’s virtual display. “Go ahead.”

“Sensors aren’t picking up any life signs in or around the abbey, although there are plenty at the site of the former capital, Angelique.”

Giambo made a noncommittal face. “Maybe the entire complement is in town for festivities.”

“Perhaps, sir. But we took a baseline of Angelique’s population before leaving. There are over a thousand fewer life signs in and around the city. Almost half the people seem to have simply vanished. And there’s no evidence of electronic activity or functioning power sources at the abbey either.”

Caladrius’ captain sat back with a thoughtful expression, eyes on the planet’s image, as a sense of deep unease wormed its way through his gut. 

“Visuals?”

“Coming right up, sir.”

The planet faded out, replaced by an aerial view of the Angelique Abbey’s ruins, clear enough and close enough to show hundreds and hundreds of decomposing bodies strewn across the fields and within the walls, like carpets of rotting flesh. The combat systems officer let out a soft grunt of disgust.

Giambo, not a squeamish man at the worst of times, felt his stomach lurch as he unconsciously tallied up the number of dead. Many within the abbey precinct were naked or stripped to what seemed modern underclothes, while most of the bodies were clad in rough homespun rags. He immediately understood the former were the remains of mission personnel, meaning the locals now had Hegemony Marine Corps armor, weapons, and equipment, along with whatever they’d looted. Because they’d surely taken everything that wasn’t welded in place, judging by the wide-open container doors.

“I don’t think any of our people remain alive, sir,” the sensor chief said in a quasi-whisper. “What the hell happened?”

“Sir.” The signals chief raised his hand. “I’m picking up something — a faint log buoy beacon, or whatever the ground pounders call their version. It’s coming from the abbey precinct.”

“Thank you.” Giambo rubbed his square chin, dark eyes fixed on the image of innumerable dead where they’d last seen a thriving mission protected by a company of the finest fighting troops in the known galaxy.

“How did those primitives overrun an entire Colonial Marine company?” Commander Kang’s hologram at Giambo’s elbow asked. As per standard operating procedures, he occupied the bridge command chair when the captain was in the CIC. “Those troopers are among the best the Corps offers.”

The latter scoffed. “By disregarding casualties and sending wave after human wave against them. The better question is why they did so? And for an answer, we’ll need to recover that log buoy, Evan. Have the second officer organize a large and well-armed landing party. Fully pressurized armor. I don’t want them catching anything nasty from that killing field. Their orders are to find the beacon, identify our dead, and bury them. A mass grave will do under the circumstances, so they may bring all necessary tools and explosives to quickly make a large enough pit. Any natives come near, they may open fire in self-defense. Better more of them rotting in that field than another Hegemony citizen.”

“Will do, sir.”

Lieutenant Commander Jana Venkov, Caladrius’ second officer, was a thorough veteran who’d been commissioned from the rank of chief petty officer third class. She took every precaution as she prepared her fifty-strong landing party and briefed them on the cruiser’s hangar deck, near the armed shuttles that would fly them to the surface. The spacers, bosun’s mates with plenty of experience, listened to her in grim silence as she outlined the situation, aided by visuals of the abbey projected on the hangar’s large traffic control screen.

One of them, a grizzled petty officer first class, raised his hand when Venkov opened the deck for questions.

“How about the skipper drop a few rods on Angelique to make sure the locals can’t get excited again and try us on while we’re running the burial party? Might not do much for what’s left of civilization on this crappy ball of rock, but it would sure make me feel better.”

The other landing party members greeted his suggestion with widespread, albeit silent, approval.

“As satisfying as it might be,” she replied, “we’re not quite to that point yet, especially since we don’t understand what happened. But if the CIC detects a threat against us, you can be sure the captain will have our backs. And I’ll keep two shuttles in the air flying cover while we’re working. They can head off any enemy column coming at us. Swamping Marines with sheer numbers is one thing, but standing against a couple of thirty-millimeter plasma calliopes at close range? We’ll be okay, PO. Anything else?”

When no one spoke up, Venkov clapped her hands once. 

“Put your suits on, draw your personal weapons, and be back here in thirty minutes. Dismissed.”

At the appointed time, four of Caladrius’ shuttles nosed through the force field, keeping the hangar pressurized while the space doors were open and began a spiral descent. Two carried the landing party’s fifty spacers, while the other two were rigged as gunships and would provide top cover. The latter had enough ammunition to flatten what was left of Angelique and everyone living in the ruined city’s underground network.

As per the second officer’s flight plan, the shuttles came down a hundred kilometers north of Angelique and covered the remaining distance flying nap of the earth so the natives wouldn’t see them arrive and mount an encore. Or so she hoped. 

Finding one or two clear spots to land proved more difficult than expected. Decomposing bodies, all showing signs of animal predation, covered most of the open area between the tree line and the abbey walls. The pilots eventually settled near the forest and asked permission to lift the moment they’d disgorged their passengers for fear of ambush by the natives. Not that buttoned-up shuttles had anything to fear, but things could still turn messy.

The first of the bosun’s mates to climb out retched at a closeup view of the corpses. Unfortunately, his radio was on, and the entire landing party heard him curse as he struggled to keep his breakfast. Several more retched in sympathy while their chiefs and petty officers urged them on. 

A section tasked with finding a suitable place for a mass grave moved off to one side, carrying excavation gear. The remainder, who towed antigrav stretchers, stepped over and around the piles of remains, which proved not a little unnerving. But they soon reached the abbey, where a dozen spread out to stand guard while the rest entered via the main gate, broken open by native axes, the same given to them by the mission.

Inside the walls, they found their first dead Marines, men whose helmetless heads had been bashed in with such ferocity their skulls seemed flattened. One of the petty officers assigned as registrar scanned the Marine’s ID implant and nodded when the data appeared on his sensor screen. 

Two bosun’s mates lifted the body and placed it on the nearest stretcher at his unvoiced command. Then they retraced their steps out of the abbey compound before heading to where the grave diggers had set up their excavation gear and were busily opening a deep trench a few meters from where the forest began.

“Shit.” The raspy voice of Caladrius’ bosun came over the radio. “Commander, you need to see this. I’m in what they call the chapter house, behind the building with the bell tower.”

Venkov made her way through the piles of corpses and found the entryway where a spacer, visibly green behind his helmet visor, waved at her.

“In here.”

She took one step over the threshold and froze as her eyes found what had caused the chief to swear. An unknown number of dismembered corpses were strewn across the flagstone-covered floor, each bit sitting in a congealed dark red puddle. After repressing a brief surge of nausea, she counted the number of heads and came up with four.

The chief reluctantly pulled out his sensor, approached the segments that appeared to be lopped off arms, and scanned for ID implants.

“Brethren, sir.” Then, he stepped around the dried blood stains and approached the blackened skeletons lying in a heap of disjointed bones at the foot of two adjoining pillars, sensor pointed at the remains. “Friar Haakon and Sister Verica — the mission’s leaders. Looks like the natives burned them to death. Gonna be a bitch to collect these remains for burial.”

“Find us something we can use as shrouds, and we’ll do it, you and I, Chief.”

“Roger that, sir.”

The chief returned with an empty antigrav stretcher, and all they could do was load the six sets of remains on, bit by bit. The resulting pile struck the second officer as utterly obscene. Her anger at the natives, which had been growing since they landed, reached a crescendo just as one of the shuttles flying top cover reported a column of approximately a hundred and fifty locals coming up the road at double time. Three scarecrows wearing masks and feathers led them, and many wore scavenged Marine armor. Some even brandished power weapons.

“Mow them down,” Venkov ordered through clenched teeth. “Do it now before they get any further. Fucking animals.”

“Aye, aye, sir. One strafing run apiece should do it.”

She looked up at the shuttles just as they broke out of their figure-eight loop and dropped to strafe the road at as shallow an angle as possible to make every round count double or triple, if not more. Then, they vanished from sight as they headed downhill to meet the enemy column. The same shuttle pilot voice came through her helmet speakers a few minutes later.

“Done. A hundred and fifty crispy critters littering the road.”

“Good.” 

Ordering the death of the natives didn’t make Venkov feel any better, but it bled off much of the anger that had been building. After checking to make sure the identification and burial process was working smoothly, she and the chief helped move bodies to the mass grave one after the other until they’d counted one hundred and forty — the mission’s entire complement. That done, she led a party to dig up the buried log buoy, a small cylinder no larger than an adult’s forearm, and assembled her people by the mass grave for a quick yet solemn service before they filled in the trench. 

A long sweep with lasers fused the top layer of soil so animals, both of the two and four-legged variety, couldn’t dig and commit further desecration. Belatedly, Venkov wished she’d thought of bringing or building a memorial marker, but the grave’s coordinates would have to suffice.

The transport shuttles landed at her orders, and the spacers, weary beyond belief, trudged aboard silently, stowing their antigrav stretchers. Along with the pressure suits, the latter needed thorough decontamination once they were in Caladrius, something she’d made sure the first officer would organize before their return.

No one spoke during the flight back to the cruiser.

***
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“The natives must have really hated our people, sir,” Venkov said around a mouthful of her sandwich. “The Marines and Brethren were either mutilated before death or their bodies desecrated afterward. My bet is on the former.”

“The CIC is going through the log right now, so we should know more shortly.” 

Giambo and Venkov were alone in the wardroom, though the members of her landing party, or at least many of them would be eating a late lunch in their own messes. The moment she came through decontamination, Venkov had felt ravenous, and Giambo, never a man to stand on senseless protocol, joined her in the wardroom so she could give him a verbal report while eating.

He and the rest of the CIC crew had watched most of the operation unfold via helmet and shuttle video pickups, but they only gave a superficial impression of the reality on the ground.

“I’d be happier if we simply wiped the entire site off the planet’s surface with a few rods. The evil that happened there will never dissipate. I’m pretty sure most of us sensed it even through our suits.”

Giambo grimaced. 

“That’s not something we can do lightly. The Void Reborn owns the abbey and the surroundings, not to mention it’s an archeological artifact of the imperial era.”

She gave him a grim smile. 

“Screw archeology, Skipper. I don’t understand what happened to the people down there, but they don’t belong to the same humanity as you and I. If I had my druthers, I’d bomb Angelique out of existence.”

Giambo let out an indelicate snort. “That I certainly cannot do.”

“Will I be in trouble for ordering a strike on that enemy column coming up the hill before they openly demonstrated hostile intent?”

He shook his head. 

“No. As far as I’m concerned, that was per our standard rules of engagement covering force protection. After all, we saw what they did to our fellow Hegemony citizens, as evidenced by the plundered military equipment they carried.”

“Boo-yah, Skipper.” Venkov suddenly released a massive yawn as the last of the morning’s adrenaline vanished. “Burial details sure take it out of you.”

“Finish your after-action report and hit the rack. You’re relieved of watchkeeping until tomorrow. Evan will cover your department for the rest of the day.”

“Thank you, Evan.”

“We’ll be breaking out of orbit shortly anyhow. There’s nothing left to do here.” Giambo finished his tea and stood. “Well done, Jana. That’ll go on your performance rating along with the rest.”

As he walked along the passageway to his day cabin, Commander Kang, on his way to the bridge, intercepted him.

“I’ve been wondering. Does the mission’s annihilation mean the Celeste system slipped back into the badlands, beyond the Hegemony’s sphere? Or were we never really its masters?” He gave his captain a strange look.

“Why do you ask?”

“Watching the video feed from Jana’s landing party this morning, I was reminded of an adage — those who can destroy you, own what you desire.”

“You think our way of initiating reunification with Celeste was wrong?” Giambo stopped at the door to his day cabin.

“The Colonial Service certainly didn’t place the mission in the right spot to ensure success. If you ask the shades of the dead Brethren, I’m sure they’ll recommend a more thorough reconnaissance the next time. Less haste, more thought.”
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New Draconis, Wyvern System

“Ah, Crevan, Ardrix, please come in and sit.” Admiral Johannes Godfrey, Commander-in-Chief, Colonial Service, waved Brigadier General Torma, the Colonial Service’s Inspector General, and its Leading Void Sister to their usual chairs around the conference table.

Godfrey, a distinguished-looking man in his late sixties with thick, white hair and intelligent eyes, wearing a Navy blue uniform with four stars on his collar, didn’t give them his usual welcoming smile. Torma, as tall as Godfrey, but dark, brooding, and in Commission for State Security black, glanced at Ardrix with a cocked eyebrow. 

The latter, a pale, ageless redhead in a Void Reborn monastic’s flowing dark robes, gave him a faint shrug. She was one of the few Void Reborn Sisters whose talent was so developed she could sense another’s emotions, though not actually read their thoughts. But, she would never dare try with her Colonial Service colleagues, let alone the admiral.

The conference room was on the second floor of the Colonial Service Headquarters building, previously known as the Blue Annex, on the grounds of the Wyvern Palace, home to the Hegemony’s President. It was a temporary arrangement while the government built a new HQ. But President Mandus enjoyed having her Colonial Service C-in-C close at hand as she plotted the Hegemony’s expansion, so the mysterious and fast-growing Republic of Lyonesse did not catch them flatfooted.

“I’m waiting for the President, Chancellor Conteh, and Archimandrite Bolack to join the conference call. Admiral Benes and General Sarkis are already in attendance.”

After taking their seats, Torma and Ardrix looked up at the primary display opposite Godfrey’s chair and inclined their heads politely at the Chiefs of Naval Operations and Ground Forces. The latter returned their greeting in the same fashion. Moments later, Commodore Saleh, Godfrey’s chief of staff, entered and sat on the admiral’s right.

“So, I hear the news isn’t good,” Sarkis said to no one in particular.

Godfrey shook his head. “No, it isn’t. Ah. Here we go.”

Three faces, those of the Hegemony’s Executive Committee, joined those already visible on the primary display. In the center a lean, platinum-haired woman in her seventies whose icy demeanor had become legendary — President Vigdis Mandus, the Wyvern Hegemony’s head of state. To her right, a heavy-set, bald man with a salt and pepper beard, dark hooded eyes, heavy eyebrows, and a large, flattened nose — Archimandrite Bolack, who headed the Order of the Void Reborn. And finally, to her left, Chancellor Elrod Conteh, the Hegemony’s head of government, a bland-faced, dark-haired man in his late sixties whose cool patrician features hid a biting sense of humor and a sharp intellect.

“Good morning, everyone,” Mandus said without preamble. “I understand the Colonial Service received dire news concerning the Celeste Mission.”

Godfrey inclined his head. 

“Yes, Madame President. A report from the survey cruiser Caladrius arrived an hour ago. Her captain — Newton Giambo, a solid officer by the way, ready for his first star — sent it the moment his ship reached the Santa Theresa system and came within range of its subspace relay. In short, the Celestans massacred the entire mission and its Marine complement and looted everything they could carry. All of our people suffered mutilation, likely while they were still alive. 

“They hacked four Brethren into small pieces, and burned the leaders, Friar Haakon and Sister Verica, alive. Captain Giambo sent a landing party to retrieve a log buoy the mission hid just before the final assault and bury our dead. A copy accompanied his report — you’ll receive it momentarily. As the burial party was working, almost two hundred natives charged up toward the abbey from Angelique, Celeste’s former capital, several wearing captured armor and carrying captured weapons. The shuttles flying top cover neutralized them permanently and extracted the landing party without suffering casualties.”

“My Lord,” Bolack said in a whisper. “Of all the possible bad news, I wasn’t expecting this. The Brethren we sent to Celeste were the flower of our abbeys and priories.”

“And the Marines were among the best,” General Sarkis added. “Damn. I personally approved Cord Loumis’ appointment as CO of the Celeste garrison. He was slated for promotion to major once his tour ended. What the hell happened?”

“We don’t know yet,” Godfrey replied. “I barely had a chance to go through the recovered logs and quickly scan Caladrius’ visuals before calling this meeting. Once we finish here, I’ll ask General Torma and Sister Ardrix to analyze the data and see if they can reconstruct the events that led to this catastrophe. In any case, I’m declaring Celeste off-limits to Hegemony citizens. The Navy may still transit the system, but no one shall land on the surface until further notice.”

“A good precaution, certainly,” Chancellor Conteh said, “but we must keep ownership of Celeste, which means landing a new mission somewhere else. Perhaps one with a battalion of Colonial Marines rather than just a single company.”

Godfrey nodded. “Of course, Chancellor. And we will do so within the next few months. Caladrius also reported that they didn’t find Pacifica. One of the wormholes leading to it shifted at some point in the last two centuries and now ends in a red dwarf system, which Caladrius tentatively identified as ISC00045, also known as Barnard’s Star. Its only planet was never colonized, and our forebears rarely visited the system even at the height of the imperial era. But, if nothing else, we now know formerly stable wormholes can shift.”

Admiral Benes let out a grunt. “You’re full of good news this morning, Johannes, aren’t you? That’ll make remapping this part of the galaxy much more exciting for survey ships. Good thing they’ll be carrying enough antimatter fuel to come home the long way around.”

Godfrey grimaced at Benes. “Be glad that was it, Sandor. Once we finish analyzing the logs, you’ll receive a full report. Anything you’d like to add, Madame President?”

Mandus shook her head. “No. Let’s not make this public for now.”

“I wasn’t intending on it.” Godfrey turned his eyes on Bolack. “How about you, sir?”

“Perhaps Sister Ardrix should speak with the Old Order Brethren and see if they experienced something similar. They have been helpful on a few matters since they settled in the New Draconis Abbey and began enjoying the same freedoms as my flock.”

Godfrey glanced at Ardrix, who said, “I shall do so once we finish with the logs.”

“Chancellor?”

“I’ll withhold my comments until we know more, but perhaps we didn’t spend enough time making sure the Celestans in Angelique were the sort who’d welcome a mission. Maybe we might recall the ancient adage that time spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted.”

“True,” General Sarkis replied. “But sadly, many a good reconnaissance is wasted by commanders who decide the facts don’t meet their expectations. Not that anyone in the present company would do so.”

“Any last comments or questions?” Godfrey looked from the display to his three closest advisers around the table. “No? Then, with your permission, Madame President, I’ll adjourn this meeting.”

One by one, the faces on the display vanished until Godfrey was left with Torma, Ardrix, and Saleh.

“Alright. Let’s find out what went wrong on Celeste, so when we send a new mission, it won’t get massacred.”

Only later did Crevan Torma realize no one had offered a prayer for the dead on Celeste, both Hegemony and native. He thought of mentioning it to Ardrix, then figured she might construe his words as criticism of Archimandrite Bolack and kept silent. But it left him wondering about the radical shift in the Hegemony leadership’s way of thinking since President Mandus decreed they would abandon extreme isolationism for headlong expansion.

Not everyone was handling the abrupt reversal that well, not even in the armed forces. His colleagues in the Commission for State Security had seen an uptick in cases over the last two and a half years, citizens unhappy with change, fearful for their security, and in many cases, finding their sinecures under threat. Awaken, Citizens of the Hegemony! A grandiose slogan, but it wasn’t to everyone’s taste. Perhaps the existential change offered by the Celeste Mission struck the natives as the sort of overwhelming threat that could only be alleviated by ruthlessly erasing it.

***
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By late afternoon, Torma had read the logs and reports at least three times, and he felt his eyes protesting. He stood, stretched, and wandered over to the tall office windows. As usual, during the monsoon season, a late afternoon rainstorm was brewing on the western horizon, the clouds low, black, and heavy with moisture picked up from the ocean as the system moved toward land. The coastal communities, several hundred kilometers away, had already received their due, and now it was New Draconis’ turn.

After a bit, he wandered over to the open door connecting his and Ardrix’s office. Sensing him before he even appeared, she’d turned away from her display and was waiting.

“What are your thoughts?” Torma asked without preamble. They’d worked together long enough by now that small talk was not only unnecessary but wasteful. 

“We evidently chose the wrong surviving remnant to raise up.”

Torma dropped into one of the chairs facing her desk. “Evident in hindsight, at least.”

“It should have been so from the outset.” Ardrix ran both hands through her thick hair and sighed. “Based on our initial survey of Celeste and its history during the late imperial era, I’m convinced the current population of Angelique descends from what were called residents back then, as opposed to what they termed citizens. Angelique was a massive city, founded over fifteen hundred years ago, and built both upwards and into the depths. But only a minority of its inhabitants, the citizens, enjoyed a prosperous life above the surface in gleaming towers surrounded by hanging gardens in the late imperial era.

“Some, the luckier among the residents, who lived in the shadows of those towers, served the high-born, yet more than half of the resident population lived in underground warrens, unemployed and, in many cases unemployable. They subsisted on what the ancient Romans called bread and circuses — a basic living allowance and endless entertainment. The more enterprising left Angelique to find a more fulfilling life in smaller cities or the countryside, but most stayed. And even with severe population control methods imposed on the residents, their numbers weren’t dropping much by the time the Ruggero Dynasty ascended the throne thanks to sabotage in part committed by citizens who used residents as a form of quasi-slave labor.”

“Fascinating. I wasn’t aware some imperial worlds had developed a form of serfdom.”

Ardrix smiled at him. 

“A few were always like that, even under the old Commonwealth. Celeste was one, along with many of what the ancients termed the Home Worlds, those colonized by Earth during the first great migration to the stars, such as Pacifica, the first extrasolar colony. Like most of Celeste’s cities, Angelique was destroyed during the Great Scouring, which would have wiped out most citizens who lived above ground. But the ill-educated, low intelligence residents who lived underground would have survived in much greater numbers. 

“Oh, most of them would have died in the following weeks or months because they’d never learned to feed themselves, but enough, the toughest and most adaptable, survived. Their numbers eventually expanded to what they could sustain with basic agriculture, hunting, and gathering. Yet because the survivors lacked education and awareness of politics, history, and galactic matters in general, legends must have arisen around the destruction of Angelique.”

Torma nodded. 

“Hence a tribe imbued with stories of mythical sky demons destroying paradise rather than the sort of preindustrial society like what we found on Santa Theresa. People who’d remained aware of the empire’s civil war and collapse because their ancestors, survivors of the Great Scouring, kept history alive and rescued what they could.”

“That is indeed my theory. If I am correct, we should find places on Celeste more receptive to a Void Mission. I would suggest looking not for large population centers — the mistake made in choosing Angelique — but for ones, be they ever so small, with evidence of established agriculture and basic manufacturing. Economies of scale are fine in many settings, but not, I’m afraid, in restoring civilization on fallen worlds.”

“Quality over quantity. I agree. We’re getting carried away with our zeal to expand before the Republic of Lyonesse comes knocking.” He gave Ardrix an ironic grin. “Quite the effective bogeyman, that.”

“Too effective. The Hegemony is making mistakes it cannot afford.” She paused so she could study her friend and colleague. “This impetus to find Earth and claim it for the Hegemony is another bit of zealotry that worries me, Crevan. Yes, Earth was part of the imperial Wyvern Sector before the fall, but so were many other inhabited worlds, and we only occupy six at the moment, two precariously. Until Santa Theresa and Novaya Sibir become self-sustaining, we can hardly consider them fully integrated.”

Torma made a face. “Speak with your Archimandrite. He’s the one convinced the only way that old prophecy of his will come true is by reclaiming humanity’s birthplace.”

“You mean Sister Jessica’s vision? When both halves of that which was split asunder merge once more under a new, glorious Crown, humanity will fulfill its destiny in the Infinite Void.” She gave him an amused look. “Yes. Some of my Brethren have debated whether humanity can only reunite on the world it sprang from. I consider it arrant nonsense, but I do not make policy.”

“Neither do I.” He climbed to his feet. “I think we can call it a day. Please include your theory in our analysis. If nothing else, it might ensure they take good care with the location of the replacement mission.”

“Of course.”

“Can I give you a ride back to the abbey?”

“Please. I don’t relish taking public transport once the heavens open and soak us sinners.” Ardrix swiveled her chair to look out the window as fat raindrops spattered against the Blue Annex. “Which it just has.”

That evening, after the New Draconis Abbey’s regular service, Ardrix sought out Sister Hermina. She, Friar Metrobius, and the other six Old Order Brethren were, at their request, occupying a separate dormitory wing where they could live by Lyonesse traditions. Moreover, despite no material differences in the liturgy, they worshiped in the small chapel and not with the rest of the abbey in the chapter house. Ardrix knew it was simply their way of ensuring no one forgot they were quasi-prisoners on Wyvern, taken from their mission and their people by the Hegemony’s security forces, which had included Ardrix.

She found them in their small common room, reading or holding low-key discussions among themselves. A large representation of the Old Order’s Void Orb, created by one of Hermina’s Brethren, hung on one wall, while the Republic of Lyonesse’s coat of arms, a double-headed Vanger’s Condor — as Ardrix had discovered — hung on another.

As a mark of respect, Ardrix stopped at the threshold of the open door and bowed her head. 

“May I impose on your time for a few minutes, Sister Hermina? The subject I wish to discuss might be of interest.”

Hermina, the former prioress of Lyonesse’s Hatshepsut Mission, a slender, ageless, gray-haired woman of average height with a narrow face and intense eyes, examined Ardrix in silence as if the latter were a previously unknown specimen of insect. It was her usual way of greeting Void Reborn Brethren, even Archimandrite Bolack, although they were unfailingly polite to her and her comrades. 
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