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A random psychic signal, faint but unmistakable, pierced the veil of Sister Katarin’s evening meditation and shattered her serenity. An SOS beacon here? The Void Ships had not rescued any Brethren in well over ten years.

When Dawn Hunter passed through the Yotai system five months earlier, headed for the Wyvern Sector on a mission to recover technology that survived the empire’s collapse, she hadn’t picked up anything. It was, without a doubt, newly activated. But the signal seemed more than slightly incoherent, in a manner Katarin couldn’t quite explain. Perhaps the mind powering it didn’t belong to a trained member of the Order. Wild talents weren’t unusual. In fact, they were appearing more often than before, as if birthed by the apocalyptic end of humanity’s first interstellar empire.

But a wild talent in possession of a Void beacon? Only sisters and those few friars with a strong enough talent carried the amulet-like brain wave amplifiers. She opened her eyes and glanced at the tiny cabin’s display, where a countdown timer showed the minutes left until Dawn Hunter jumped to hyperspace on a course for Wormhole Yotai Four, the first of six wormhole transits still separating them from home. Twenty-five minutes. She reached out and touched the communicator pinned to her black, loose, single-piece garment.

“Katarin to the captain.”

A few seconds later, a male voice replied.

“Kuusisten here, Sister. What’s up?”

“I’m receiving a Void rescue beacon signal from Yotai.”

Lieutenant Commander Alwin Kuusisten didn’t immediately reply. When he spoke, it was to ask, “Are you sure?”

“The signal is not particularly intelligible, which makes me believe someone probably found a beacon without knowing what it was, but it’s real. And since none of the off-world habitats survived the Retribution Fleet’s scouring, it can only originate from the planet.”

“Are you telling me we should visit Yotai instead of jumping directly for Wormhole Four?”

Katarin released her legs from the lotus position and stood in a fluid movement that belied her years. Like most Sisters of the Void with a powerful talent, what the more mystical among them called an open third eye, she seemed ageless. The coppery red hair framing her round face remained untouched by gray, though the deepening laugh lines on either side of her snub nose and the crow’s feet radiating from the corners of her green eyes marked the passage of time. 

Over two decades had passed since she first stepped aboard the former imperial starship Vanquish at Captain Jonas Morane’s invitation after she and the other survivors of the Yotai Abbey massacre joined his crusade to save a spark of advanced civilization on a distant human colony.

“If you consider the risk acceptable.”

Katarin was Dawn Hunter’s chaplain and counselor, making her the senior member of the Order aboard. She and three other sisters were auxiliaries holding temporary naval warrants and worked alongside a crew drawn from the Lyonesse Navy. As such, she could only recommend, not issue orders. 

Originally owned by the Order of the Void, which used them for commerce, transport, and during the empire’s collapse, rescue, Dawn Hunter and the rest of the Galactic Dawn fleet now served as reconnaissance and salvage vessels in the Lyonesse Navy. The republic’s handful of irreplaceable warships rarely left the Lyonesse wormhole branch nowadays since their sole mission was protecting the planet and its irreplaceable Knowledge Vault.

“Yotai hasn’t been a risky proposition in over twenty years, Sister, and we’re in no big hurry. I’ll ask navigation to update the plot. We should reach its hyperlimit in twelve to fourteen hours. If you’re still getting the signal once we come out of FTL, I’ll see that we pinpoint its location and send a shuttle.”

“Thank you, Captain. The Almighty wouldn’t place this across our path without reason. I’d rather investigate than spend the rest of my life wondering whether we left one of ours behind.”

“You and me both. Was there anything else?”

“No.”

“Kuusisten, out.”

Katarin embarked on her usual post-meditation yoga exercises — stretching muscles, loosening joints, and probing her body for signs of weakness or developing health problems. A challenge in her small cabin, but she used the lack of space as an inspiration for unorthodox movements. 

Besides, going through the daily routine helped calm a mind seeking plausible answers for the sudden appearance of a Void beacon on Yotai where there was none five months earlier. Dawn Seeker had rescued the last beacon holder on that benighted planet shortly before the Retribution Fleet ended Grand Duke Custis’ dreams of a second empire with a devastating orbital strike.

If they found a member of the Order, or even a wild talent strong enough to activate the beacon, this voyage would end on a high note after an otherwise unremarkable cruise that had taken them within four wormhole transits of the former imperial capital, Wyvern. They’d recovered some manufacturing machinery, though whether the engineers on Lyonesse could put it to use expanding the star system’s industrial base was questionable. 

Almost a quarter-century after the last imperial strike groups ravaged rebellious planets, much of the advanced infrastructure in star systems beyond the surviving core around Wyvern had crumbled or simply vanished. Lyonesse wasn’t the only world with starships on the hunt for salvage. However, it was probably the only one intent on building an industrial base advanced enough to support thirty-sixth-century technology.

Katarin was working through the last exercise of her routine when her cabin door chimed.

“You may enter,” she said without interrupting her motions.

The door slid aside to reveal a young woman clad in the same type of loose, black one-piece garment as Katarin. In her early thirties, with bobbed blonde hair, elfin features and intense blue eyes, Sister Amelia was a graduate of the abbey’s training program on her first Void Ship cruise. She politely bowed her head without crossing the threshold, in deference to her superior’s tiny personal space.

“I felt a strange sensation moments ago, Sister. It reminded me of the Order’s rescue beacon we were taught to identify, but also seemed quite different.”

“Well done, Amelia. Yes, that was a beacon. Faint, rather incoherent, but unmistakable. Did Cory and Milene pick it up?”  Katarin finished the movement, joined her hands in front of her face, and bowed to end the exercise period.

“No, Sister.”

Her answer didn’t surprise Katarin. Amelia was one of the stronger talents and trained by Sister Marta, who opened her third eye, while her two cabin mates were older, with less sensitivity, though she couldn’t fault their abilities as healers. At this distance, the beacon wouldn’t register with them.

“Captain Kuusisten is taking the ship to Yotai so we may investigate and perhaps save one of ours, trained or not.”

“Why did we not sense the signal when we came through on our way out?”

“A good question. We won’t know until we meet the person presently holding that beacon, but there are many plausible answers. Give me examples, Amelia.”  Though the young woman’s formal training period ended well before Dawn Hunter left Lyonesse, Katarin never missed a chance to further her education. Amelia was a crew member for this voyage as part of her ongoing development before she chose a path among the many open to someone with her abilities.

“A ship carrying one of us, Brethren or wild talent, arrived on Yotai in the last five months.”  Katarin gave her an encouraging nod. “Or someone with the talent, either trained or wild, found a beacon that escaped the Yotai Abbey’s destruction while scavenging through the ruins of Lena. It is unlikely any Brethren survived both Admiral Zahar’s purge and the Retribution Fleet only to stay in hiding for so long.”  

Though Amelia was born on Lyonesse within weeks of Grand Duke Custis’ rebellion against Empress Dendera and this was her first venture into the wider galaxy, she’d been taught the Order’s history, especially the bloody parts. She knew about Pendrick Zahar, now long dead, proscribing the Void and ordering the murder of every sister and friar in the Coalsack Sector. Katarin was among the few who escaped. 

They’d been heading for the Order’s motherhouse on Lindisfarne aboard Dawn Trader when Captain Morane saved them from pirates. Once Morane convinced them their chances of reaching the distant planet via warring star systems was virtually nil, they’d joined his crusade.

“Any more examples?”

Amelia thought for a moment, then shook her head. 

“No, Sister. Those cover the possibilities.”

“Very well. Please inform Cory and Milene. When Dawn Hunter emerges at Yotai’s hyperlimit tomorrow, and we get a better sense of the one transmitting, we will continue this conversation.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“You may go.”

Shortly after the ship went FTL, Katarin made her way to the mess compartment for the evening meal. Although Dawn Hunter was a naval vessel, rather than refit her to build separate messes for the officers, non-commissioned officers and ratings, the Navy decided everyone would eat together. 

Considering the size of a Void Ship’s complement, it struck most as a sensible decision at the time. Now, over two decades later, no one questioned the arrangements, although many of those transferring from warship duty to one of the Void Ships found the contrast in atmosphere a tad startling.

As was her habit, Katarin sat with whoever was present after picking up a tray of food from the buffet. Tonight, it was the turn of Dawn Hunter’s ordinary and able spacers from the beta watch, currently off duty. Those on the alpha watch would come in one-by-one, eat, and return to their posts while the gamma watch crew members were fast asleep in their bunks.

“Hey, Sister. We understand you picked up a signal from Yotai,” Able Spacer Barrand said by way of greeting as Katarin put down her tray and dropped into the single vacant chair surrounding that table.

“It could be someone belonging to our Order, Arils,” she replied in a pleasant tone, smiling at him. “Captain Kuusisten is taking the ship past Yotai for a closer look-see. If I’m right, we might take on a passenger.”

“Been a long time since any Void Ship picked up a sister or friar,” Ordinary Spacer Yera Carp said. “It’s strange you should hear a beacon now.”

“The Almighty moves in mysterious ways.”  

Barrand chuckled. “Don’t we know it?”

Katarin took a bite of the chicken curry — reconstituted, after this long in space — and chewed on it while a pensive expression crossed her face. The crew members, who recognized her moods by now, steered the conversation in a different direction. She was grateful for their attempt at distracting her, but the nagging sense of strangeness she’d first felt about the beacon grew with each passing hour, and her night proved to be less than restful.

The next morning, a subdued Katarin joined Captain Kuusisten in Dawn Trader’s bridge a few minutes before they were due to drop out of hyperspace and silently took a seat at an unoccupied console.

“Sister.”  Kuusisten glanced at her over his shoulder. “I trust you’re well.”

“As always, Captain. But I confess to trepidation at finally discovering who is holding an Order of the Void rescue beacon in her hands after this long.”

“You and me both.”

The first officer’s voice over the public address system cut off her reply.

“All hands prepare for transition to normal space in one minute.”

A klaxon blaring three times followed the announcement sixty seconds later. Then, Katarin’s innards tried to escape while the colors of the rainbow twisted into psychedelic shapes before her eyes. After a few heartbeats, the emergence nausea dissipated, and she heard Kuusisten interrogate the sensor technician.

But before her brain could interpret the petty officer’s words, she picked up the signal again. This time it was much stronger. Almost too strong, considering they were still several hundred thousand kilometers from Yotai, and in a flash, she understood why the mind behind it seemed virtually incoherent.

“Captain, we must find whoever has that beacon,” Katarin said in a gentle tone.

“Is it a Sister of the Void?”

“No. A wild talent, but not one who can become a sister.”
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“Well, well, well. Look who finally stopped by for a visit.”  Lieutenant General (retired) Brigid DeCarde, the Lyonesse Defense Secretary, dropped into a chair across from Jonas Morane.

The latter, who’d been staring into a half-full beer mug, raised his seamed, angular face and smiled at her.

“Emma’s attending one of those endless academic cocktail parties I studiously avoid, and I figured it was time I showed my face in the only place where I’m not automatically fawned over by obsequious ass kissers.”  He made a hand gesture as if to indicate the main room of the Lannion Base Officer’s Mess. “You’re the first soul brave enough to approach me uninvited.”

DeCarde, a tall, fit, square-faced woman in her early sixties with deep blue eyes and short sandy hair, snorted.

“That’s because I know you’re only human, like the rest of us, and not a god come down from the heavens so he could save humanity. Why Emma remains active in academic circles years after resigning as Education Secretary is beyond me.”

Morane ran splayed fingers through his stiff, silver-tinged black hair, as he often did while thinking, then shrugged. 

“I can’t figure it out either. But Emma has enough energy for both of us and still terrifies the university’s board of trustees and most of the deans, which helps keep their worst instincts in check. Are you staying for supper?”

She nodded. “I’m meeting Adrienne so we can discuss a few matters where the walls don’t sprout ears the moment we look secretive. By the way, where are your bodyguards? Don’t tell me you ditched them.”  

“That would be impossible, even for me.” Morane nodded toward a taciturn, square-jawed man with short dark hair and a muscular build a few tables over. “Warrant Officer Madden is taking one for the team. The others are next door in the Sergeants’ and Petty Officers’ Mess, eating their evening meal. It’s only because we’re deep inside Lannion Base that they’re leaving me under Madden’s sole protection. You know how those Pathfinders can be.”

“Good. Otherwise, I’d be ordering Adrienne to convene a court-martial for dereliction of duty.”  Movement by the door caught her eye. “And there she is. How about you join us? We can always use the wisdom of Lyonesse’s foremost statesman.”

“I’d rather not intrude on a conversation between my Defense Secretary and the Chief of the Defense Staff. I’m sure I can find a few old shipmates with whom to break bread.”

“Nonsense, Jonas. Adrienne will insist. Having you among us informally is a genuine treat. Let’s ask her.”

A slender, olive-skinned woman, also in her early sixties, wearing a black Lyonesse Ground Forces uniform with the three stars of a lieutenant general on her collar, took a chair at Morane’s table. She studied him with watchful dark eyes for a few seconds.

“Glad you’re in the mess enjoying life as a mere mortal for a change, sir.”  Lieutenant General Adrienne Barca possessed an almost hypnotic, low-pitched, husky voice. “And what did you wish to ask me?”

“Jonas is avoiding one of Emma’s cocktail parties and decided he would hang out with the unwashed masses he once led instead of sitting alone in that mansion he calls home, waiting for one of us to beg for his wisdom, permission, or signature.”

Barca chuckled. 

“Some things never change. Brigid and I were planning on supper in the private lounge so we can discuss a few things where the bureaucrats won’t overhear. Please join us. It’s been too long since we last enjoyed each other’s company in an informal setting.”

“I don’t want to impose myself. A good leader knows he shouldn’t get involved when his people are working out novel ways of keeping him under control.”

“Impose yourself? Perish the thought. I insist.”

“In that case, I accept, but as I’ve asked you before, please call me Jonas. When I’m here, I’m nothing more than a long-retired veteran with a life membership in the Lannion Base Officer’s Mess.”

“My apologies.”  Barca sounded anything but contrite. “Force of habit. You were my military commander and president for too long.”

One of the mess staff, a woman in a crisp white tunic and black trousers, approached their table. She nodded politely at each of them in turn.

“Good evening and welcome. The private dining room is ready, General.”

“Thank you, Sarah. Could you please add a table setting and warn the kitchen? President Morane will join us.”

The latter gave Barca a sharp glance.

“At once, General.”

“And a chair outside the door for his bodyguard.”

After Sarah walked away, DeCarde turned her eyes on the republic’s head of state and raised a restraining hand. 

“Don’t get mad at Adri. The staff would be shocked if we called you ‘Admiral Morane’ or just ‘Jonas.’  After all, you hold the highest office in this star system. Not that your casual attire reflects that exalted status.”

A frown creased Morane’s forehead. 

“What do you mean casual? This is one of my best business suits. I know better than visiting the mess while looking like a bag of hammers.”

DeCarde smirked at him. 

“Your suits look better with the accouterments of office.”

“I can’t always be a fashion plate like you, Madame Secretary.”

Barca shook her head in mock despair before climbing to her feet. 

“Shall we?”

Morane drained his mug and nodded at Warrant Officer Madden, who stood with the energy of a compressed spring. DeCarde noticed his loose, unbuttoned jacket sported a familiar bulge under the left arm.

“I see Madden is carrying his sidearm even in the mess. Excellent.”

“Are you looking for faults in the guard detail, Brigid?”

“No. Just making sure my old regiment is upholding its lofty standards.”

As they headed for the corridor leading to the private rooms, Barca said, “Sarah can bring you a fresh pint of ale, if you like, but I’ve ordered a bottle of the Dereux Grand Cru.”

He grinned at her. 

“Forget the ale. Only a fool refuses that particular nectar.”

“And did you wish to visit the Knowledge Vault afterward? I’ll be happy to make arrangements with the duty officer.”

“So I can gaze upon endless ranks of hermetically closed starship-grade alloy cabinets?”  Morane shrugged. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass. The vault’s safekeeping is now your responsibility.”

“But it is your brainchild,” DeCarde pointed out.

The low buzz of two dozen conversations died away the moment they left the main room and entered a softly lit passage paneled in pale wood and decorated with paintings depicting Lyonesse landscapes. Barca led them into what was unofficially dubbed the defense chief’s private lounge back when Morane put up the twin stars of a rear admiral and became the first head of the newly independent republic’s military establishment. Neither the furniture nor the ambiance had changed since then. It remained a cozy rather than a luxurious space, albeit one without windows since it was set deep inside the granite cliff that housed Lannion Base’s primary facilities.

Three settings were carefully laid out on one end of a dark, gleaming wooden table capable of accommodating twenty guests with ease. Wine glasses sat beside each while a dark green bottle held pride of place in the center of the small grouping.

Barca indicated the head of the table where the Chief of the Defense Staff usually presided over private functions.

“Would you like to sit in your old chair?”

“I’d rather you did. That seat is for the admiral or general in command, not the president. I’m merely a last-minute guest.”

Barca and DeCarde exchanged glances. At the latter’s silent urging, Barca inclined her head.

“As you wish.” 

Once they were seated, Barca reached out to pick up the wine bottle and served her guests before filling her glass. After placing the bottle back in its spot, she raised the glass and said, “To your health.”

“And yours,” Morane replied before taking a sip. He nodded approvingly after swirling the wine around his tongue and swallowing. “Excellent vintage. You keep a fine cellar.”

“I’m keeping faith with the example you set for us when you were Chief of the Defense Staff.”  Barca carefully placed her glass on the table. “Ah, here’s our first course.”

After the server left, Barca said, “I’m meeting with Brigid where I know we won’t be overheard because of strange news reported by our intelligence people. I figured if Brigid thought it might be something worrisome, she’d bend your ear. But now that I can tell you directly...”

Morane’s eyes lit up with interest. He had created a security unit, initially at company strength, shortly after taking command of the Lyonesse Defense Force to give himself eyes and ears across the settlement area, as well as a military police capability. Those eyes and ears mainly belonged to part-time soldiers, members of the Ground Forces’ reserve units who lived and worked or studied within the civilian community. Over the years, Morane and his successors had used the intelligence gathered by this eclectic group to head off many problems before they became political firestorms.

“We’re listening,” DeCarde said.

“Have you ever heard of a faction within the Order of the Void calling themselves the Lindisfarne Brethren?”

“No.”  Morane and DeCarde shook their heads in unison.

“Isn’t Lindisfarne the Order’s homeworld?”  The latter asked before taking a bite of her appetizer, smoked fish.

Morane nodded. 

“Indeed. That’s where Dawn Trader was heading when we saved them from those rogue frigates on our way here, remember?”

“Sure. It’s on the other side of the empire from Lyonesse, or rather the former empire, right? I wonder whether the Order’s motherhouse still stands.”

“Chances aren’t particularly good. If memory serves, it has several wormhole termini with connections to what were frontier star systems a generation ago.”  Morane speared a piece of fish with his fork.

DeCarde watched him enjoy the delicate flavors. “They liked living dangerously.”

“They preferred living as far from Wyvern and the imperial throne as possible. This is delicious, Adri. But you were saying?”

“Several of my reservists, university students, heard whispers of these Lindisfarne Brethren while interning at the abbey and the outlying priories. Strangely enough, those whispers come mainly from friars and not sisters.”

“Did your spies find out what this new faction represents?”

A grimace spread across Barca’s face. 

“Not directly, but my intelligence analysts examined the Order’s activities over the last few years and think the Lindisfarne Brethren want Lyonesse to become the Void’s new motherhouse.”

“So?”  DeCarde asked. “If the Lyonesse Abbey is the only one left, then it becomes the de facto motherhouse.”

“Perhaps, but there could be a wholly secular political component. Our records show the Order ran Lindisfarne as a colonial fief. The head of the Order acted as governor in all but name, while the planetary administration was, at least at the higher levels, entirely staffed with Brethren, mostly friars.”

Morane cocked a skeptical eyebrow at Barca. 

“And you think this Lindisfarne Brethren faction wants control of Lyonesse?”

“Do you still see Sister Gwenneth from time to time? You two were co-conspirators back in the day.”  

“Sure. She visits Emma and me every few weeks for a day or two of rest and relaxation away from the abbey. We keep it quiet, so the news nets don’t pry.”

“Did she ever mention the Lindisfarne Brethren or discuss her abbey proclaiming itself the Order’s motherhouse?”

“No. We stay away from politics, both the secular and the theological kind, as much as possible. When I’m home, I’d rather talk of anything but those.”

Barca took a sip of wine, ate a bite, then asked, “If this were merely a push to re-designate her abbey as Lindisfarne’s replacement, don’t you think she would have mentioned it? Then there’s the apparent secrecy. Again, if it were simply a matter of proclaiming Lyonesse as the home of the Order’s motherhouse, why the whispering?”

“Adri could be on to something.”  DeCarde pointed her fork at Barca. “It’s no secret many within the Order think they should be the guardians of the Knowledge Vault instead of the military. Control of the planet’s administration would give them their wish.”

Morane let out an exasperated sigh. 

“I thought we solved that question long ago when I asked Friar Whatshisname, the loudmouth who is the Order’s designated boor — pardon me, chief administrator — how many divisions the Almighty could field to protect the vault from barbarians and unscrupulous politicians.”

“Friar Loxias. We believe he’s one of the driving forces behind these Lindisfarne Brethren.”

“Oh.”  Morane, now wearing a thoughtful expression, finished his appetizer, then sat back and took a sip of wine. “Assuming this faction wants the Order to control Lyonesse and set up a theocracy of sorts, how can they believe the people would stand for it? The planet’s original colonists and most immigrants before the empire’s fall were fleeing tyranny. They’d never let the Void sweep aside our republic’s institutions.”

“That is the puzzling part,” Barca admitted. “We can spin theories all night long, but short of suborning a sister or a friar and spying on the Lindisfarne Brethren from within, I can’t see a way we might determine whether this movement is benign or malign. I was hoping Brigid might ask that you sound Gwenneth out when you next meet. If we can settle the matter while not alarming anyone in the administration, especially the vice president, so much the better. With elections coming up in just under two years, she’s more skittish than usual since she fancies herself as your potential successor.”

An ironic grin briefly twisted Morane’s weathered features. 

“Agreed.”

DeCarde chuckled at his expression. 

“Don’t be shy, Jonas. Tell us what you really think of your vice president.”

“Charis is a talented administrator, a decent human being, and has Lyonesse’s best interests at heart. The fact I’m not a fan of her style is neither here nor there. I made sure the constitution required the senate to choose the president and vice president separately from each other. That means I can’t complain if they gave me someone with whom I don’t enjoy the same sort of easy relationship as I have with you two. But she’s appointed a lot of the right people.”

This time, DeCarde scrunched up her face as if she’d caught a whiff of rot. 

“Not all of her appointments are what you might consider the right people.”

“If you’ll recall, I nominated a few duds as well during my first term. Sometimes, you’re stuck with folks who aren’t your picks because of political considerations. The president serves the people, and the people’s various constituencies deserve broad representation at the highest levels.”

“How did we turn into politicians? Before landing on Lyonesse, I was nothing more than an honest Pathfinder battalion commander and you a starship captain.”

“Someone needed to step up once we decided the empire was finished for good. I’ll speak with Gwenneth and find out what’s going on in her flock.”
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Lieutenant Commander Kuusisten, a stocky, muscular forty-five-year-old with close-cropped blond hair and icy blue eyes set deep in a broad, angular face, turned toward Sister Katarin and stared at her with raised eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’m almost one hundred percent sure a man’s mind is powering that rescue beacon and he’s not one of those rare friars whose ability approaches that of the sisters. This mind is too undisciplined, but it feels unusually powerful. We must find him, Captain. One such as he belongs in the abbey, not on a ruined world.”

“If you can pinpoint his location, we’ll send a shuttle.”

Katarin gave him an amused smile. 

“My abilities don’t work like a targeting sensor. When we’re in orbit, I shall give you the general area, then go with the shuttle so I can guide it to the precise spot.”

“Understood.”

“I should bring Sister Amelia with me. Experiencing a real rescue would serve her well.”

“As you wish. There’s plenty of room in the shuttle, even if I’ll be sending an armed landing party.”  When he saw the question in her eyes, Kuusisten said, “We don’t know what conditions are like on the surface nowadays. If I lose you and Sister Amelia because I neglected basic precautions, I might as well not go home.”

Katarin inclined her head in acknowledgment. 

“Of course.”

After staring at Yotai’s image on the primary display for a few heartbeats, Katarin rose and left the bridge to find Sister Amelia. She wanted her opinion of the mind behind the beacon now that they were closer. Katarin intercepted the younger woman as she emerged from her cabin, eyes bright with eagerness.

Amelia halted abruptly and bowed her head. “I was coming to see you.”

“Why?”

“The mind of a man powers the beacon, one untrained in our ways.”

“You reached this conclusion based on what evidence?”  Katarin joined her hands loosely at her waist and watched Amelia with an air of anticipation, head tilted to one side.

“His thoughts are unfocused, undisciplined, yet powerful, but they seem more aggressive than those of our sisters and friars. I cannot tell you why I’m convinced a man carries that beacon, I merely know it is so.”

Katarin nodded. “Agreed. Did Cory and Milene hear him?”

“They did, though not as clearly as I, and concur.”

“Excellent. You will accompany me aboard the shuttle when we retrieve this wild talent.”

Amelia inclined her head again. “I’m honored to take part in the rescue. It’s been a long time since the last one.”

“Then please prepare. We will leave before the end of the watch.”

**
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“Sisters.”  

Lieutenant Koris Leloup, Dawn Hunter’s second officer and, for the occasion, leader of the landing party, waved Katarin and Amelia up the shuttle’s aft ramp. He, along with the dozen bosun’s mates already aboard, was clad in black combat armor with matching battle harness and helmet. They wore the Lyonesse Navy’s double-headed condor and anchor insignia above their helmet visors, badges of rank in the center of the chest, and the ship’s crest, a stylized representation of the goddess Artemis superimposed on a rising sun on their right upper arms. Few noticed the irony of a pagan deity used to represent a naval vessel that once belonged to a monotheistic religious order. Still, Katarin always felt a spark of amusement every time she saw the badge.

She smiled at Leloup, whose seamed face was the only part of his body not covered by armor, though that would change once he lowered his visor. Commissioned from the ranks, like all Lyonesse officers save for those who once belonged to the Imperial Armed Services, he exuded a calm competence honed by years of salvage missions into the former empire’s most dangerous parts.

“Is everything ready, Koris?”

“Indeed, Sister,” he replied in a deep, gravelly voice. “Petty Officer Anton is at the controls and expecting both of you on the flight deck. Take the spare jumps seats so you can guide him to the target.”

“While you sit at the gunnery station?”

A faint smile played across Leloup’s thin lips. “Of course. And you’ll stay on the flight deck once we land. Unarmored Void Sisters cannot leave the shuttle.”

“And what if we wore the same tin suits as you?”  Katarin reached out and rapped Leloup’s breastplate with her knuckles.

“You’d still not be allowed out — Captain’s orders. We don’t know what the conditions are on Yotai and must assume we face a hostile environment. The Void Brethren might hold naval warrants, but you’re still non-combatants.”

“Understood.”  Katarin nudged Amelia and nodded at the door leading to the shuttle’s flight deck. “Let’s settle in.”

A few minutes later, the small spacecraft nosed through the force field keeping the hangar deck pressurized when the space doors were open, giving Katarin a splendid view of Yotai from low orbit. At this altitude, the devastation wrought by Empress Dendera’s Retribution Fleet a generation earlier was no longer visible, thanks to the fast-growing native flora. However, she knew the slightly discolored patches along major rivers and near most estuaries hid ruined cities.

Once the shuttle was clear, Petty Officer Anton set it on a course that would take them to the area surrounding the ruins of Yotai’s former capital, Lena. As they descended, Amelia, under Katarin’s close supervision, periodically reached out to touch the map displayed on a screen between Anton and Leloup’s stations, her finger tracing ever-smaller rings around Lena and its former spaceport.

None of them spoke a word, though Anton acknowledged each of Amelia’s indications with a nod while Leloup used the craft’s sensor suite to scan the area. After a few minutes, he let out a grunt of surprise. One of the side displays came to life with an aerial view of what appeared to be the Lena Spaceport’s runway, or what remained of it. 

The sensor zoomed in with dizzying speed, focused on the wreckage of a small starship that seemed to have crash-landed recently. The surrounding vegetation still showed clear charring from out-of-control thrusters.

“Its crew must have vented the antimatter containment units before landing. Otherwise, there would be nothing left of that ship. Our sensors are picking up one life sign.”

“That’s it,” Katarin said with finality. “Our man is there.”

“In or near the crash site?”  Anton asked.

“Yes.”  

Amelia nodded once. “I concur.”

“How close do you want me to land, sir?”

The lieutenant glanced at the aerial view. 

“That semi-bald spot one hundred meters south-east of the wreck should do. It’s almost sunset there, and feral creatures come out after dark on every planet I’ve visited, so I’d rather not wander across hell’s half-acre hoping we won’t light up the night. Make sure we land facing it. Our topside weapon station is live.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Upon hearing Leloup’s words, Katarin felt a shiver run up her spine. Feral creatures indeed. Now that he’d raised the subject, she could sense a chaotic background murmur of psychic energy, much of it from non-human sources, though what seemed human felt primitive, menacing, and not entirely sane. She exchanged an involuntary glance with Amelia and saw the same thoughts reflected in her eyes.

“A fallen world,” the younger woman murmured in a voice pitched for her superior’s ears only.

“One of many in a fallen galaxy,” Katarin replied in the same tone. “Be thankful we cannot sense the souls of the dead. Otherwise, we would be overwhelmed. Countless millions died here a quarter-century ago.”

“I am thankful, Sister.”  Amelia paused for a few seconds. “Yet I cannot fathom how many disembodied souls are wandering the Void without hope thanks to Dendera and her cursed dynasty. Billions?”

“Many billions. Based on what I’ve seen and what the other expeditions reported over the years, I daresay three-quarters of our species was immolated on the bonfire of imperial vanity. A catastrophe unmatched by anything in human history.”  Katarin reached out to squeeze the younger woman’s hand. “And yet, we shall prevail.”

“From your lips to the Almighty’s ear.”

“The Void giveth, the Void taketh away.”

“Blessed be the Void.”

They fell silent again as the shuttle shed its forward momentum and dropped straight down at an ever-slowing rate, riding on its keel thrusters. The wreck’s image grew on the side display, but nothing seemed to stir around it, despite Leloup’s life sign reading. Surely any human would hear a shuttle’s whine slice through the still air of a late afternoon on a depopulated world. Perhaps he was hiding, fearful they might present a danger to his life. Few starships visited Yotai these days, and those that did were almost invariably salvagers interested in digging up tech, not rescuing survivors, unless they worked the slave trade.

The sensation of falling eased away as Petty Officer Anton gently settled them on the cracked, weed-infested tarmac, facing the wreck. Up close and seen from the side, it seemed in worse shape than the aerial view suggested, as if a giant had stomped on the ship’s hull, flattening it.

“Definitely a sloop. Damn thing pancaked,” Anton muttered. “Her thrusters probably went wonky at altitude. The pilot in me can’t help but think it’s a sickening sight. How did someone survive that crash?”

Leloup shrugged. 

“Maybe he’s not a survivor but local talent who took up residence in the wreck. Or he’s just scavenging.”  The second officer paused, then added, “I can see a name on what’s left of the starboard hyperdrive nacelle. Antelope. No registration number, no energy signature. She’s as dead as the empire.”

“He’s inside the ship,” Katarin said in a soft voice. “And he knows we’re here. I sense confusion, fear even.”

“And anger,” Amelia added in a puzzled tone.

“Can you ask him to come out?”

A faint smile creased Katarin’s face. 

“It doesn’t work like that, Petty Officer. We sisters are set to receive only. We can’t transmit.”

It wasn’t the complete truth. Even though the Order’s head, Abbess Gwenneth, had decreed they would admit the sisters possessed empathic talents, the fact there were stronger minds among them capable of projecting, remained a closely guarded secret.

“Never mind.”  Leloup pointed at the primary display. A human figure was emerging from the wreck’s shadows. “Drop the aft ramp, Petty Officer. 

He stuck his head through the flight deck door. “Chief?”

“Sir,” the voice of Dawn Hunter’s bosun came from the passenger compartment.

“Disembark and form a security cordon around the shuttle. I’ll join you in a moment.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”  A pause. “All right, people, let’s go earn our landing party bonus.”

Now that she saw the man’s face, albeit from a distance, Sister Katarin could sense his emotions in more granular detail, one of the talent’s quirks. Centuries ago, visual contact was the only way sisters could connect with another mind. The Order’s most powerful teachers eventually overcame that limitation, leading to the invention of rescue beacons and ultimately the survival of many Brethren in the Coalsack Sector after Admiral Zahar unleashed his pogrom.

She touched Lieutenant Leloup’s arm as he freed himself from the seat restraints. 

“That is a severely damaged human being, Koris. Physically, mentally, and spiritually. Be careful and treat him with kindness. It might become necessary I speak with him, which means leaving the safety of the shuttle despite Captain Kuusisten’s orders.”

“You’ll invoke chaplain’s privilege, Sister?”

“My duty to the Almighty and my fellow human beings sometimes trump the captain.”

Leloup stared at her for a few seconds, then acquiesced with a nod. 

“Okay. Just don’t leave the shuttle until I say so. Otherwise, my guts, not yours, will adorn Dawn Hunter’s commo array.”
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Sister Gwenneth, the abbess of Lyonesse and the Order of the Void’s de facto leader, stood at her second-floor office window and watched a group of friars installing a Void Orb in the middle of the abbey’s central quadrangle. A tall, slender woman in her eighties, she seemed ageless, with unlined, ascetic features beneath a shock of iron-gray hair and intense lilac eyes on either side of an aquiline nose.

Gwenneth didn’t quite know how she felt about the Orb, a sphere easily two meters across. Glassy, filled with black matter to symbolize the Void and small sparkling crystals representing stars, it gave the impression of infinite depth. The Order’s Rule required major abbeys, those heading sectors, and of course, the motherhouse on Lindisfarne to display such a monument to the Brethren’s Creed. She could certainly accept that the Lyonesse Abbey was now the Coalsack Sector’s leading house of worship and reflection because of Admiral Zahar’s pogroms.

But the Orb slowly floating into place down on the plaza matched that of Lindisfarne, not the smaller, less sophisticated models commonly used for a sector’s chief abbey, such as that which once stood on Yotai, where so many of her Brethren were murdered in cold blood. 

Gwenneth knew of the growing faction that wanted her to declare Lyonesse the Order’s new motherhouse, under the presumption Lindisfarne suffered the fate of every former imperial planet visited by Void Ships during the last two decades. Sister Marta’s visions, at least the few she shared with the Brethren, did nothing to dispel that notion.

If truth be told, Gwenneth sensed a mournful emptiness whenever her thoughts reached for the stars. The Lyonesse Abbey could well be her Order’s last house, just as this star system might be all that remained of humanity’s star-faring civilization. 

A faint tap on the open office door broke her contemplation of the Orb and the expectations behind its installation at the heart of the abbey’s sprawling complex.

“Sister?”

A welcoming smile lit up Gwenneth’s face as she turned.

“Mirjam. Please come in and sit.”

The new arrival, one of the Brethren saved during the Void Ship rescue operation, was a short, stout woman in her sixties with the same ageless features beneath a short, practical haircut as most of the old breed sisters. She wore the loose, black, one-piece garment favored by the Order beneath a long, hooded cloak and calf-high soft boots.

“I trust you’re well?”

“The Almighty still smiles on me,” Mirjam replied, as the office door closed behind her. “And you?”

Gwenneth let out a burst of humorless laughter.

“As well as can be expected under the circumstances, I suppose.”

Mirjam studied her superior with amused eyes. 

“One might almost suspect you’re tired of being our abbess.”

“Perhaps. Yet, strangely enough, the Brethren still aren’t tired of my leadership.”

Abbesses were elected by the members of her abbey and its outlying priories every eight years. Those called upon couldn’t decline or resign for anything other than health reasons. And Gwenneth, still spry at an advanced age, was more than halfway through her third consecutive term.

“It is because you stay strong and give us continuity.”

Gwenneth snorted. 

“It is more because of the abbey’s intricate relationship with secular Lyonesse. The work involved in maintaining the delicate balance that keeps the abbey both part of the people and apart from them is too daunting for most.”

“Granted. It was easier in the old days when the Order wasn’t so intimately involved in preserving a spark of civilization during these grim times. We appreciate your keeping the abbey and its relationship with the government on an even keel.”

Gwenneth waved Mirjam’s praise away with a dismissive hand gesture. 

“How was your trip back from the Windy Isles?”

“Surprisingly comfortable. The new Phoenix Clippers are just as fast as the old Navy shuttles, but more elegant.”

“So I’m told. Hecht Aerospace designed a winner. The Defense Force people must be happy.”

“Our flight crew were certainly enjoying themselves.”

“And the project?”

A pleased smile spread across Mirjam’s face. 

“We made a breakthrough at last.”

Gwenneth’s eyes widened slightly. 

“Tell me more.”

“The three original volunteers underwent a full personality realignment.”

“Is it permanent?”

Mirjam nodded. 

“We successfully wiped the engrams responsible for their pathologies and removed the memories of their lives before their arrival on Lyonesse without leaving traces. They retain everything else and function as adults of normal intelligence and ability. As planned, they are aware they were sent to the Windy Isles because of past crimes so terrible we could not allow them to live within reach of civil society. They also recall volunteering for personality realignment in the hope of softening their exile. But they will never recall those crimes, nor revert to their earlier selves.”

“Congratulations. And the Correctional Service?”

“Governor Parsons and his people believe we achieved our results through psychological treatment, though none of them are convinced we permanently changed the test subjects’ personalities. And since we can’t reveal our mind-meddling abilities...”

Gwenneth raised a restraining hand. 

“One step at a time. Will Parsons at least allow the volunteers to enter the Windy Isles Priory as postulants?”

“He will. That’s why I’m here. Since the land on which the priory sits belongs to the Correctional Service, technically, the volunteers will still be exiles serving out a life sentence in the Windies. They can become full-fledged friars for all Governor Parsons cares, but they will never leave the archipelago short of a presidential pardon. 

However, he will not assume responsibility for their behavior once they enter the priory and wants a personal statement from you confirming the Order becomes liable for problems involving the subjects.”

“Not unexpected. Although Parsons is a progressively minded individual who fervently believes in rehabilitation, our dear penal colony governor remains a bureaucrat through and through.”

“I wonder how he would react upon hearing we found a way of permanently curing antisocial personality disorders through engram manipulation. Wouldn’t that be any rehabilitation expert’s dream come true?”

Gwenneth grimaced. 

“It would more likely become the nightmare of any freedom-loving citizen concerned about coercion by a tyrannical government even though personality realignment requires the subject’s willing cooperation and cannot be forced.”

“I know. But just between you and me, if we wanted, we could find a way of forcing it on non-cooperative subjects.”

“Perhaps, but I dislike experimenting without the knowledge and consent of the Lyonesse government, which it would not give in this instance, for ethical reasons if nothing else. Admiral Zahar’s actions were warning enough against antagonizing secular rulers. I agree the potential gains of the voluntary treatment far outweigh the risks, but let’s not make things riskier by treading where we might violate our own Rule. We shouldn’t speak of it again.”

“Yes, Abbess. However, I can’t stop imagining a society where the mental deficiencies causing chronic criminality are eradicated thanks to our gifts.”

“Yet you must push away such thoughts, Mirjam. Concentrate on the three you and your team will take in as postulants. Three souls saved and turned to good works. That’s more than most of us achieve in a lifetime. And that’s without even counting the next batch of volunteers from among the permanently exiled. Now, this statement for Governor Parsons, I trust a video recording will suffice?”

The younger woman inclined her head. 

“It will, though he wants it authenticated and hand-delivered.”

A cold smile briefly touched Gwenneth’s lips. 

“Parsons is a true bureaucrat. We can quit the empire, but some things will never change.”

“Speaking of change.”  Mirjam hesitated for a second. “I noticed a new Void Orb in the quadrangle when I arrived. Am I correct in thinking it is larger than the normal sector abbey orb?”

Mirjam saw resignation reflected in Gwenneth’s eyes as she responded.

“It is. You wouldn’t have heard the latest movement among the Brethren, isolated as you are in the Windy Isles Priory, but I face increasing pressure to declare this abbey the Order’s motherhouse under the presumption Lindisfarne was destroyed.”

“Will you? Or should I not ask?”

“I’m not sure. Doing so means admitting this might be the last abbey of the Order left anywhere in the galaxy. Are we ready for such a momentous step?”

“The Void Ships certainly haven’t recovered any Brethren in years, even though they’ve ranged far and wide across the empire’s remains. We could well be the last of our kind.”  Mirjam tilted her head to one side as she studied Gwenneth. “Or do you fear naming our abbey as the Order’s motherhouse might trigger demands we turn Lyonesse into a copy of Lindisfarne, governance, and everything?”

Gwenneth let out a soft snort. 

“You always were perceptive. Yes, a few among us might contemplate just that.”

“Because it could allow the Order to seize control of the Knowledge Vault. A dangerous path. The military might cheerfully use us as chaplains, counselors, healers, and more, but they’ll easily turn against the Order if we overstep our bounds. Surely, everyone is aware of that.”  When she saw the expression on Gwenneth’s face, Mirjam paused as if struck by an idea. “I see. You fear someone might misuse the talent and subtly bend senior government and military leaders to their will.”

“It’s been done before. The relevant lines in our version of the Hippocratic Oath and the conditioning we impose on sisters who can reach out are no guarantees against misbehavior, just roadblocks. Pendrick Zahar’s hatred for us wasn’t merely based on scurrilous accusations.”

Mirjam’s eyes lit up with understanding. 

“Oh!”

“Oh, indeed. Do not share this conversation with anyone.”

“You may rest assured of my discretion.”

“I know.”

“And this is why you forbade me to mention involuntary personality realignment again.”

“In part.”

“Then your fears are genuine.”

Gwenneth shrugged. 

“Perhaps. Mind you, I could be borrowing trouble when none is brewing. Yet, something is stirring among the Brethren. That motherhouse Void Orb outside is merely the first tangible manifestation. But why now, after over two decades on Lyonesse, when every major issue is settled?”

“Because they are settled? Restless souls will deliberately seek out or manufacture new issues so they may feel alive by debating them. We of the Void are no different in that regard.”

“Without a doubt. Perhaps I should identify the most restless among the Brethren and send them on exploration treks across parts of this planet that remain untrod by human feet. We still barely know what lives in most parts beyond the settlement area. I read that many of the native life forms on Isolde differ, sometimes radically, from those native to Tristan.”

“Send Tristan to seek Isolde, is that it?”  Mirjam’s lips twitched. “Not a bad idea. If we can convince Governor Parsons to seek limited presidential pardons, my three realigned personalities would make suitable candidates for an expeditionary group.”

“Why? Because they’re expendable?”

“No. Because they’re keen to serve the Order in whatever capacity that may be. I daresay you’ll find them less concerned with comfort and security than most in this abbey. Isolde isn’t for the faint of heart.”

“She never was,” Gwenneth replied with a wry grin.

A soft chime stilled her next words.

“Friar Loxias for the abbess,” her aide, Friar Landry, said.

Mirjam gave Gwenneth a wry look. 

“Let me guess. He wants you to inaugurate the Void Orb his cronies just planted in the middle of our formerly peaceful quadrangle.”

“Probably. Loxias has become, if anything, an even greater annoyance in recent times. If he weren’t such an effective chief administrator, I’d send him as far from here as I could.”

“Will you inaugurate the Orb?”

“Do I have a choice? Loxias is hardly alone in wanting to enhance our profile.”  Gwenneth stroked the screen to activate its voice pickup. “Please enter, Friar Loxias.”

The door slid aside silently, admitting a tall, heavyset man with short silver hair and a beard framing a square face that was all angles. Hooded dark eyes on either side of a boxer’s flattened nose briefly rested on Mirjam before they met Gwenneth’s. He bowed his head and said in a basso profundo voice, “Abbess, the Void Orb is ready for your blessing and dedication.”

“Very well.”  Gwenneth stood, imitated by Mirjam. She glanced at the younger woman. “You’re welcome to join me.”

“Yes, please do. I’m sure the Brethren of the Windy Isles Priory will enjoy a description of this blessed event from your lips, Prioress Mirjam.”  There was more than a hint of unseemly pride in Loxias’ tone, at least to the latter’s finely-tuned ears.

“I wouldn’t dare miss it,” she replied with a straight face.
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Lieutenant Koris Leloup stopped within earshot of the solitary figure standing in the shadow of the wrecked sloop. He saw a man who seemed prematurely aged by privation and injury. Tall and whipcord thin, raggedly trimmed salt-and-pepper hair and a short dark beard framed a craggy, worn-out face. It was bisected, on the left side, by an angry red slash running from the bridge of his nose to his ear. Sunken eyes lit by a feverish glint studied him intently. 

The man’s posture and involuntary twitching hinted at as-yet-unseen injuries, perhaps from the crash. He held an ancient-looking plasma carbine loosely in his hands — although its muzzle was pointing away from Leloup — and wore a spacer’s overalls, stained and torn in many spots. A dull metal disk, about the size of an adult man’s palm, hung from a chain around his neck — the beacon.

“Who are you, and what do you want?”  The man asked in a raspy voice that, to Leloup’s ears, seemed distorted by chronic pain.

“My name is Koris Leloup. I’m a lieutenant in the Republic of Lyonesse Navy and second officer of the Void Ship Dawn Hunter.”

“Republic of Lyonesse Navy? Void Ship?”  He sounded incredulous. “Are you kidding me? I’ve never heard of Lyonesse, let alone seen an organized naval force in the last twenty years that wasn’t just a robber baron’s pirate squadron.”

“Believe it or not, I’m glad you never heard of Lyonesse. We prefer keeping a low profile. It reduces the chances of attracting barbarians intent on stripping us of advanced technology.”

A tortured bark of laughter escaped the man’s throat. 

“No one has advanced tech anymore, at least not outside what’s left of the empire’s core. The mad empress blew everything away.”

Leloup gestured at the shuttle. 

“My ride, built on Lyonesse two years ago, says differently. In any case, we’re here to pick you up and bring you with us to Lyonesse.”

The man’s eyes widened. 

“Why?”

“That amulet around your neck is a beacon. We picked up its signal as we were crossing the Yotai system on our way home.”

“Bullshit.”  The man wrapped a hand around the disk and held it up to his eyes. “This is just a hunk of stamped metal.”

Leloup spread out his arms, palms facing upward. “And yet, here we are.”

“Why should I come with you?”

“Because it’s a chance at life on a world the mad empress didn’t ravage. A place where things are more or less as they were fifty or a hundred years ago, except we’ve been a republic, independent of the empire, since the days of the Retribution Fleet. There’s nothing for you on Yotai. If you came down in that ship, you’ll surely have noticed the absence of lights visible from orbit on the night side. The few humans left here live in pre-industrial tribes and practice subsistence agriculture. They never finished terraforming Yotai, which means survivors will die out when the native fauna and flora reclaim everything.”

The man didn’t immediately reply as he digested Leloup’s words. 

“I still don’t understand why you landed to offer a stranger sanctuary on a planet I never heard of. You don’t know who I am or what I am.”  He tapped the beacon. “And I still can’t believe this thing brought you here.”

Leloup hesitated, searching for words. Then, he figured telling the truth, or at least some of it would be best. 

“Do you know about the Order of the Void?”

“Sure. Religious types who specialize in good works — teachers, healers, spiritual counselors, that sort of thing. Some folks think they’re mind-meddlers, but I figure that’s garbage. There was a minor abbey on my homeworld before the mad empress torched everything. Or maybe it was a priory. I never found out. They abandoned it years ago.”

“That amulet is a Void beacon. The Lyonesse Navy uses Void Sisters aboard starships. Because you unwittingly activated it, our chaplain, Sister Katarin, believes you’re someone who could join the Brethren.”

Another incredulous bark of laughter erupted. It quickly turned into a coughing fit. When the man finally recovered, he said, “You’re saying the Order of the Void wants to adopt me sight unseen? Doesn’t that beat everything? But what the hell. I won’t live long in this wilderness, not with my injuries.”

“You were aboard that ship when it crashed?”  Leloup indicated the wreck with his left hand.

“Antelope? Sure. A piece of garbage held together with wire and tape. She shouldn’t even be here in the first place, but Barnett — Captain Euclid Barnett, the damn thing’s late owner — wouldn’t surrender when we came across one of those robber barons I mentioned. Since our crappy guns were no match for theirs, we ran instead. Unfortunately, Barnett’s chosen course took us further away from home, and we ended up in this star system aboard a ship low on antimatter fuel and with dying hyperdrives. I’m the only one who came through the crash alive, though most days I wish I’d died too. You could say I’m the last of Barnett’s privateers; the Almighty damn him. Give me a moment to fetch my dunnage.”

“What’s your name?”

“Stearn Roget,” the man tossed over his shoulder as he limped toward the gaping airlock.

He reappeared a few minutes later with a duffel bag dangling from his right hand. His left still held the battered plasma carbine.

“Lead me to the promised land, Mister Lyonesse Navy.”

“You can leave that gun here, Stearn. Our armory is well equipped and with much newer weapons.”
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