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“Her Excellency, The Honorable Elenia Yakin.”

Everyone present climbed to their feet and assumed a respectful stance, except for the three officers, who came to rigid attention.  Yakin swept into the hall and, with Logran holding her chair, sat at the midpoint between the table’s far ends, facing Morane.  As if on cue, everyone else imitated her.

“Good afternoon,” she began.  “At the request of Lyonesse’s Estates General, I convened this plenary so Captain Morane of the Navy, Lieutenant Colonel DeCarde of the Marines and Sister Gwenneth of the Order of the Void may explain the reasons for their unannounced arrival, what they propose, and why.  For the edification of our visitors, the Estates General of Lyonesse is composed of the Colonial Council, whose leaders are at this table and whose members are sitting behind me; the mayors of Lyonesse’s communities; the chancellor of the Lyonesse University; representatives of the Lyonesse Mercantile Association; senior administrators of the Lyonesse government; and representatives at large of trade unions, citizen’s groups, and professional associations.  The Estates General are called into a plenary only on rare occasions when the government is faced with grave decisions concerning the colony’s future.  This is one of them.”

Morane nodded once to acknowledge Yakin’s explanation.  “Thank you, Your Excellency.”

“So far, only a few heard what you told us and saw your evidence, Captain, though everyone knows the gist of your purpose.  And of course, everyone on Lyonesse knows of the debt we owe you and your people,” she continued.  “If I could impose on you to repeat your story and answer any questions.  My secretary is prepared to display the recordings of those unfortunate colonies.”  Yakin pointed at a giant screen dominating the one wall not pierced by transparent doorways.

“Certainly, Madame.”  Morane stood and let his gaze roam over the assembled colonists, meeting their eyes without embarrassment or nervousness, no matter how hostile they might seem.  

Then he spoke in slow, measured tones about a subject few seemed able to grasp and even less accept as fact — the violent end of a social and political order that had lasted longer than a dozen lifetimes.  

And how they could salvage humanity’s future along with their own.



PART I – LAST LIGHT
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Mykonos (Coalsack Sector)

The trap door at the top of the basement stairs opened with the suddenness of a guillotine blade dropping on its victim's neck.  Dust fell in random patterns like tiny star drops over the crude concrete steps and onto the ancient polished stone floor.  

Marta Norum’s gut clenched with a now all too familiar dread.  She pulled her children deeper into the filthy alcove giving off the ruined building's ancient cellar, conscious they were trapped.  

Petras, the capital of Mykonos, a planet settled long before the old Commonwealth died, was replete with stone dwellings built a thousand years earlier on foundations sunk deep into the living rock.  Yet someone had stumbled into their hiding spot.

“Hello?”  

A woman’s voice, neither gentle nor harsh, wafted down among the shimmering motes.  It seemed ageless, yet familiar.  Marta Norum’s mother might once have used such an intonation.  

Or perhaps her mentors, women appointed in loco parentis during her extended stays with various monastic communities while her parents, Uther Norum, the Marquess of Cascadia, and Lady Cecilia searched for their next step up the greasy staircase of nobility ascendant.  

In theory, the closer one came to the Ruggero throne, the safer one would be from any purges driven by imperial paranoia.  Then, Dendera succeeded her father and pulled the fabric of empire from its shaky framework.

Marta suppressed a shiver of fear and clutched at the boy and girl huddled on either side of her.  A faint whimper escaped the latter’s quivering lips.  The sound barely reached Marta’s ear a few centimeters away, yet somehow the woman above them caught it too.

“I am Heloise, of the Mykonos Abbey, or what’s left of it.  This place is unsafe.  Soldiers are combing through the ruins, searching for those on the run from Jorge Danton now that he no longer worries about the loyalty of the 84th and 91st Guards Regiments.”  

A pause.  

“The usurper’s troops show no mercy, even to widows and children.  A quick, clean death is the best their victims can expect, although such a fate is unlikely.  They consider killing Danton’s enemies an enjoyable task, one which should be drawn out to prolong the entertainment.”

A pair of scuffed, black, calf-high boots, size small, appeared on the top tread.  They took one step, and Marta Norum could make out the loose black trousers preferred by Sisters of the Void tucked into them.

The rush of blood filled her ears while a thudding heart sent vibrations along every limb and through her skull.  Marta’s first words came out as a hoarse croak.

“How did you know we were here?”

Another step, this time revealing the hem of a knee-length dusty, black cloak.  

“I sensed the children’s terror.  Their minds are not yet sufficiently developed to repress strong emotions.”

“Sensed?”  

Norum released her daughter and fumbled for the blaster tucked into her overcoat pocket.  It was once part of her deceased husband’s ceremonial attire, but no less deadly for that.

The Sister of the Void took another step.  

“Some of us have a heightened awareness of others, especially when they broadcast powerful feelings.”  She chuckled dryly.  “It makes us better healers than many, even though the Order would rather we don’t discuss the matter with outsiders.  But in the present circumstances...  Besides, we were looking for you, Lady Marta.  For you, Sigrid and Stefan.”

“How do you know who we are?”  

Marta raised the weapon with a shaky hand, her thoughts almost drowned by the roar of incipient panic.  

“And why are you looking for us?”

“I wasn’t a hundred percent sure of your identity until just now, but thank you for the confirmation.  I’ll be happy to explain why, but later when we’re out of danger.  We don’t have much time to escape unnoticed.”

“Escape where?  Danton owns this planet.”

Heloise took the remaining steps without saying another word and stopped at the foot of the stairs, in the rectangle of light created by a wan, late afternoon sun shining through a wrecked roof.  She faced the shadows where Marta and her children hid and allowed them to take a good look at her.  

Of average height, she appeared lean, almost rangy beneath the voluminous cloak.  Short, iron-gray hair topped a face seamed by long decades of privation and service.  Dark eyes beneath black brows searched Marta Norum’s indistinct features as they acclimatized to the cellar’s gloom, and for a moment, she fancied they could pierce through her skin and see her naked soul.  

A shiver ran up Norum’s spine at the notion, but it vanished almost at once, replaced by a sudden and unaccountable feeling of incipient relief which, in turn, seemed as if it might give way to bone-numbing fatigue.

“For now, we must leave Petras and find refuge.  Though he might wish it were otherwise, Danton’s grasp is still restricted to the capital’s immediate surroundings.  He’ll need more time to make himself the undisputed master of Mykonos, even with the surviving military forces now under his command.”

“Traitors to the Crown.”  Marta Norum’s weary tone took the sting from her accusation.

“Realists.  When he placed your husband’s head on a pike, Jorge Danton became the most feared man in this star system.  Despite their officers’ conditioning, the Imperial Guards were always more loyal to naked power than the Ruggero dynasty.  And now that the entire sector has slipped from Dendera’s grasp it’s better to join forces with rebellious units than fight and die for a distant ideal.  But we can discuss the philosophy of rebellion later.  Please come with me.  We must get away before darkness falls.”

The urgency in Sister Heloise’s voice drove Marta to obey without conscious thought.  She dropped the late Governor General Hachim LeGris’ ceremonial blaster into her overcoat pocket and stood on shaky legs.  Stefan and Sigrid, staring wide-eyed at the apparition in black, followed her movements without prodding, as if mesmerized.

“Why should we trust you?”

“Because my remaining Brethren and I are probably the only sapient beings in this star system who wish you well.  Anyone other than us aiding you in the smallest way risks a horrible death at the hands of Danton’s chosen executioners.”

“And you don’t fear him?”

“Since Danton ordered the massacre of the Mykonos Abbey Brethren on suspicion of loyalty to the Crown, we few survivors are the walking dead.  Fear of the usurper has no bearing on our decisions.  Now come, and don’t forget your bags.”  

Heloise turned on her heels and climbed the stairs one by one without looking back.

Marta Norum briefly hugged her eight-year-old son and daughter, meeting eyes dulled by the indelible memory of their father’s cruel execution and the long days of terror as they dodged Colonel Jorge Danton’s murderers through the ruined quarters of Petras.  Then, Marta motioned at them to precede her up the staircase and, after a final glance at the cellar that sheltered them for the last day and a half, she followed suit.

Five more dark-cloaked figures stood by the half-demolished restaurant’s gaping windows and doors, peering out at the rubble-strewn streets.  Two women and three men.  

If Marta understood Sister Heloise correctly, they were the last of a once thriving monastic community devoted to medicine, learning, and charitable works in the name of the Almighty.  Six survivors from among the thousands who once populated the abbey and countless priories scattered across the planet’s surface.

Heloise thrust a dark bundle at Marta.  

“Put this on and raise the cowl.  Your appearance is too well known, but few will look twice at another Sister of the Void fleeing Danton’s killers.  There’s no profit in denouncing us.”

“What about my children?”

Heloise turned her eyes on the bewildered twins.  

“You were careful to keep them from the public eye during your husband’s rule.  Dirty as they are now, no one will think them anything more than a pair of lost souls under the Order’s protection.”

“And I’m not sufficiently filthy?”  She ran long, slender fingers through matted, shoulder-length blond hair framing a heart-shaped face prematurely aged by fatigue and fear.

“It would take more than mere grime to disguise you.”

Norum shook out the bundle and obeyed Heloise’s instructions.  When her face was partially obscured by the baggy hood, Heloise nodded with approval.  

“Good enough.”  She turned to one of the men.  “Is the way clear, Sandor?”

“It appears so,” the friar replied.  “If we leave now, we’ll escape Petras before predators come out to feed on the unwary.”

“Where are we headed?”  Norum asked.

“To the Port of Tiryns.  We cannot risk taking what little air or suborbital service still connects Petras with Thera.  It might take forty-eight hours or more to cross the Boetian Sea by ship, but few independent operators ask inconvenient questions when the money is right.”

“Why Thera?”

“It is, for us, the safest place on Mykonos with a functioning spaceport.”  When understanding briefly sparked in Marta’s eyes, Heloise allowed herself a tight smile.  “Yes, we’re hoping to find passage on a starship headed away from the Coalsack Sector.”

“I see.  But it still doesn’t tell me why you choose to encumber yourself with a widow and two kids on the run from a mad Guards colonel.”

“I’d like to know that as well,” a disembodied male voice said from the shadows of a collapsed veranda.  All six Void Brethren whirled toward it while Marta Norum reached for her children, eyes wide with renewed fear.

Heloise gestured at Sandor.  

“Quickly, take them and go.  Gellert and I will stay behind to cover you.”

The man chuckled, though Norum’s ears picked up undertones of amusement rather than menace.  

“You’re not going anywhere without my say so, Sister.  Look into the street.  If you squint hard enough, you might see a few of my men near the intersection.  Several more are tucked away among the rubble, waiting for orders.”

Norum glanced over her shoulder but saw nothing more than dusty walls, piles of stone and broken pavement.

“My men are wearing chameleon armor, and they know how to blend in.”

“What do you want?”  Heloise asked.  “Quickly now.  It’s not healthy to stay among these ruins after dark, and the sun is about to kiss the horizon.”

“Funny you should mention that, Sister.”
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Yotai (Coalsack Sector Capital)

“I’m not sure I share your pessimism, Admiral.”  Grand Duke Devy Custis, a powerfully built man in his sixties turned away from the three-dimensional projection depicting the Coalsack Sector and speared Pendrick Zahar with a hard glare.  “Or did your battle group commanders experience a moment of panic?”

The imperial court’s languid drawl colored Custis’ words, but Zahar didn’t mistake it for the affectation of a Wyvern buffoon.

“Your Grace?”  

He tilted his head to one side and returned the duke’s stare without fear or embarrassment.  In contrast to Custis’ broad, almost sensual features, the 16th Fleet commander’s face was that of an ascetic — narrow, with a long patrician nose, sunken cheeks, and hooded eyes.  His expression, even at rest, betrayed the predatory nature of a man who lived to exercise power.

Custis gestured at the hologram.

“Withdrawing your forces to Micarat seems a bit rash.  It leaves Arietis and its wormhole junction in the hands of whoever gets there first, not to mention Peralka, Parvi, and Mentari, and their wormhole junctions.”

“With the losses we suffered putting down several uprisings after Viceroy Joback’s death, such as that led by the idiot Santana on Ariel, I no longer enjoy the luxury of spreading my forces along the frontier, Your Grace.  Arietis is of limited use at the best of times and not intrinsically worth defending.  The systems beyond have been or shortly will be overrun by invaders, making the Micarat wormhole junction their main entry point into this part of the sector.”  

As he spoke, Zahar pointed at various stars outlined in purple and red, showing they were no longer under 16th Fleet control.  

“I took every precaution to make sure no inbound ship passes the wormhole traffic control arrays without permission.”

“I wonder whether killing Joback while he still enjoyed the loyalty of so many star systems was a mistake.”

“If I’d waited longer than I did, Your Grace, my losses would have been worse.  I regret not slitting his throat the moment he declared himself for Dendera.  It would have avoided us temporarily losing control of Ariel.  Retaking that system proved costly in large part because one of the 168th Battle Group’s commodores pledged herself and more than two dozen warships to Santana’s service.  Both are now dead, of course.  Executed.  Yet the damage is done, leaving us with losses we can ill afford.”

“You couldn’t have known about my plans,” Custis replied in a conciliatory tone.  “What about Parth?”  

He pointed at a star outlined in green near the sector’s outer edge.  

“Barbarians coming via Arietis can reach it without passing through your Micarat choke point by the simple expedient of transiting through the Yin and Takeshi systems.  Not that I’m overly fond of Parth, considering Dendera wanted me to end my days in one of its unhealthy death camps, but the system still belongs to this sector.”

“I’m reinforcing Rayder Ostrow, who you might recall commands the 164th Battle Group, so he can fortify Parth to the same extent as Micarat and make it another choke point between us and the frontier.  A few patrol ships will keep watch in the Yin system, enough to scare off the odd reiver wolf pack.  If they find themselves at a serious disadvantage, their orders are to withdraw.  Neither Yin nor Takeshi is worth fighting over.”

“And the colonists?”  

Custis ran a hand through his luxuriant silver hair, bound into a queue at the nape of the neck by a silk ribbon.

“With the empire collapsing and no immediate source of replacements, my ships are more valuable.  If the colonists fear reivers, they’re free to move.”

Custis let out a soft snort.  

“You’re all heart, Admiral.”

“Hard times demand hard decisions, Your Grace.”

“Indeed they do.  Rayder Ostrow, eh?”  The grand duke tapped his chin with an elegantly manicured fingertip.  “Isn’t he the idiot who let — what was his name again — take Tanith and vanish?”

“Jonas Morane, of the cruiser Vanquish, sir.”  One of Zahar’s aides helpfully offered.  “Though it wasn’t the name he used at the time.  A Monokeros class transport by the name Narwhal carried Tanith away.  Both ships were part of the 197th Battle Group, 19th Fleet, Shield Sector.”

“Right.  Thank you, Captain.”  Custis turned his gaze back on Zahar.  “And you think this Ostrow is the man to defend Parth against barbarian incursions?  Surely you can name another to take his place, someone who won’t let the ragtag survivors of a loyalist battle group bamboozle him.”

“In fairness, sir, Morane took his ships through what Ostrow discovered was a rogue wormhole.  We’re fortunate his command made it back to Parth unharmed.  I would have relieved him if he’d continued the pursuit through an unstable part of the network beyond the empire’s frontiers.  As I may have mentioned, our ships are well-nigh irreplaceable these days.  Could I ask why you’re concerned about a prison transport carrying nobles Dendera couldn’t execute out of hand?”

“Yes, but in private.”  

Custis nodded at the officers standing behind Zahar.

The admiral glanced over his shoulder.  

“Please wait outside.”

Once he and Zahar were alone, Custis said, “I found out shortly before going into stasis that Dendera’s unloved sister Corinne was traveling with me in one of the prisoner pods under a secret identity.  Had the prison ship’s crew not sabotaged its antimatter fuel system, I would have brought Tanith with me to Yotai, and we would be decanting each stasis pod right now until we found Corinne.”

“Why the interest in a Ruggero whelp, Your Grace?  I thought you wished to make yourself regent of the Coalsack and use it as a springboard to reunite the empire under your rule.”

A cold smile played on Custis’ lips.

“Just because Dendera’s madness is breaking the empire apart doesn’t make her dynasty illegitimate in the eyes of many, perhaps even most of her common citizens.  I intend to rule, yes, but with a legitimate monarch as a constitutional figurehead, and that means someone whose name is on the succession list, such as Corinne.”  The smile vanished as quickly as it appeared.  “Which means we need to find her.”

“That may well be impossible, sir.”  When Custis opened his mouth, Zahar raised a conciliatory hand.  “Nevertheless, I will order my intelligence people look for the prison ship or the ships that took it out of the Parth system — without mentioning Corinne’s name.  I have a fairly extensive web of operatives covering the Coalsack and beyond, but the wormhole network is vast.”

Zahar paused as if digging up a distant memory.  

“There might be another option if we cannot find Corinne.”

Custis’ dark eyebrows crept up a few millimeters. 

“Oh?”

“I’m sure Your Grace is familiar with the name Marta Norum, the Marquess of Cascadia’s daughter.  Though she’s not a Ruggero like Corinne, Norum might be equally suitable for your purposes.  I understand she’s a direct descendant of Kal IV, Stichus Ruggero’s predecessor, and thus not tainted by Ruggero blood.  Granted, during Kal’s day, the crown didn’t pass down familial lines, but his name might suit those of who prefer to shake off the Ruggero dynasty.  Norum was married to Hachim LeGris, the late governor general of Mykonos, another loyalist.  LeGris kept his support for Dendera hidden until he made the mistake of confiding in his senior aide, an Imperial Guards colonel by the name Jorge Danton.”

“I’m indeed familiar with Marta Norum.  In fact, I met her long ago, well before Dendera’s psychopathic tendencies surfaced.  And this Danton — one of yours?”

Zahar dipped his head once.  

“Pledged to me, yes, and no sycophant of the imperial court.  I met Danton before the first star system rebelled and discovered his disaffection with the old order.  Dendera’s hand-picked generals declared Jorge unfit for promotion beyond colonel and sent him to serve as an aide to a provincial governor general with little by way of a family pedigree other than through his spouse.  Since the Imperial Guards declined to make him a general officer, he did me a favor and gave himself a political promotion.”

“His conditioning failed?”  Astonishment tinged Custis’ voice.

“So it seems.  Or perhaps it never took.  Not all minds can be bent to serve the empress with unquestioning fanaticism.”

A frown creased Custis’ forehead.

“Interesting.  I’d heard rumors about officers feigning to be conditioned, but never met one.  And now this Danton, a former Guards colonel, rules over Mykonos in my name?  How amazing.”

“Yes, though he didn’t seize power without shedding a lot of blood, naturally.  Parts of Mykonos, especially around the capital, were devastated.  But he convinced the star system’s two Imperial Guards regiments they’d be better off on our side once they suffered one too many defeats at the hands of Marine Corps and Mykonos militia units pledged to the rebellion.”

“Just as you did here, Admiral.  Nicely done, by the way.”

Zahar bowed his head in acknowledgment.  

“Thank you, sir.  But the task wasn’t particularly difficult.  It merely required removing every loyal senior officer via assassination, which is what Danton did as well.  With most of the system’s military forces in hand, Danton assumed control, purged the government, destroyed the Order of the Void on Mykonos, and stomped out any signs of loyalty to Dendera.  Jorge ordered Hachim LeGris’ execution by beheading after trying him before a summary court-martial.  But LeGris’ widow and children escaped.”

“Then please send word to our new governor general on Mykonos telling him I want Marta Norum found, detained, and sent to Yotai forthwith.  Unharmed, it goes without saying.  Should anything happen to her at the hands of Danton’s troops, I will hold him personally responsible.”  Custis’ smile returned.  “Well done, Admiral.  If Corinne remains among the vanished and we can find no one with a greater claim, Marta Norum will be my constitutional figurehead, the one around whom I will reunite the empire.”

Zahar indicated the closed door.  

“May I recall my aide and give the order, Your Grace?”

“Yes, but no mention of why I’m interested in Norum.”

While Zahar obeyed, Custis turned back to the holographic projection of his truncated realm, wondering how soon he should announce it as the legitimate heir to the old empire and declare himself regent instead of viceroy.  A green-tinged system well away from the others under his control attracted his attention.  

It seemed almost submerged in a sea of purple and red-rimmed stars, those abandoned by the 16th Fleet or known to be under barbarian control.  He quickly counted the wormhole connections from Micarat and grunted.  Five transits away.  Too far for subspace radio in the absence of relays — Zahar had ordered them removed when his units withdrew — and up to a week’s travel in the fastest aviso.

“What’s this?”  He asked when Zahar rejoined him.

The admiral squinted at the projection, then stuck his finger into it and touched the unnamed star.  Almost at once, a wall of text appeared to their left.

“Lyonesse.”  Custis grunted.  “Never heard of it.”

“A self-governing crown colony, sir.  The last large imperial unit stationed there, the 77th Marine Regiment, withdrew almost ten years ago, leaving nothing more than a minor supply depot with a skeleton crew.  Lyonesse is effectively a wormhole network dead end with its sole exit at Arietis and sits in an isolated area of the galactic arm not easily reachable from inhabited star systems via hyperspace.  Evidently, Fleet HQ did not believe a permanent naval presence was necessary.”

“But since we don’t hold Arietis anymore, shouldn’t Lyonesse at least be marked in purple to show it slipped into the badlands and is no longer under Coalsack Sector control?”

“Indeed, Your Grace.  It’s probably nothing more than carelessness by the operations staff.  Lyonesse rarely came to our attention before the rebellion, and nowadays?”  Zahar shrugged.  “It has no strategic, economic, or military importance whatsoever.”

“Who governs it?”

Zahar peered at the text again.  

“The Honorable Elenia Yakin, daughter of Baron Hengist Yakin.”

Custis nodded knowingly.  

“No fans of Dendera, the Yakins.  Now you’ve jogged my memory, I believe Elenia’s appointment as governor of Lyonesse was at her husband’s behest, so he could work his way up to general in the Imperial Guards by bedding Dendera’s favorites at court.”

“Sounds like a charming fellow.”  Zahar’s tone dripped with acid.

“I suspect Elenia got the better part of the bargain.  One night in the wrong arms will undo years of pleasing bored noblewomen eager to reward attention with patronage.  It wouldn’t surprise me if he already met an unpleasant end.  The court was rather unsettled by the time Dendera cleaned house and packed her closest advisers off to Parth for a few years of suffering before a nasty death.”

Zahar grimaced.  

“And yet she’s stuck in a system which no longer enjoys our protection.  I’m not sure her fate will be any better than that of the cad she married.”

Custis took another look at the green-rimmed star representing Lyonesse, lost among a sea of red and purple.  

“Perhaps.”

The admiral waved his fingers at unseen controls, and Lyonesse lost its comforting glow, taking on the same menacing hue as every other star between it and Micarat.

“I’m sure Your Grace will not object to my declaring Governor Yakin’s domain beyond our sphere of responsibility.”

A sigh.  

“No.  I suppose it’s inevitable.”

“And no great loss.”
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Lyonesse

Captain Jonas Morane, commanding officer of the former imperial cruiser Vanquish, and acting commodore of the 197th Battle Group’s remains fell silent, drained by the effort of speaking to an audience that seemed carved from stone.  

A thickset, middle-aged man with a stubborn cast to his square features and a skeptical gleam in his eyes stood.  He let his impassive gaze roam over the principal members of the Lyonesse Estates General surrounding the table before glancing at the other audience members seated behind Governor Elenia Yakin.

“I’m Anton Kell, president of the Lyonesse Workers’ Cooperative.”  Kell’s voice was rough, his tone challenging.  “With all due respect, Captain, what proves to us you’re not just a bunch of deserters from the imperial services looking to leech off hard-working people while hiding from justice in one of the empire’s remotest star systems?  Those recordings of Coraline, Palmyra, Arietis, and Lorien could easily be fakes.”  

He gestured at Gwenneth.  

“It’s well known that her kind are master manipulators.  And those reivers who conveniently attacked just as you arrived could have been mercenaries in your service.”

Morane knew questions of the sort would eventually come up.  A few nodded in agreement, if not with Kell’s words then with the sentiments behind them.

“You are free to analyze our recordings in any manner you wish.  I can give you copies of the raw feeds if you want.  We brought survivors of the Palmyra massacre with us.  They can tell you about the attack, and I’m sure Chief Administrator Logran will arrange interviews through the crèche authorities.  

“I know Colonel DeCarde would be pleased to let you speak with members of her unit about what they experienced on Coraline and Palmyra, just as I am willing to let you speak with members of my ships’ crews.  As for the growing civil war inside the empire, Her Excellency can attest to hearing about it from several sources well before our arrival.”  

He glanced at Yakin, who nodded.  

“And of course you witnessed the reivers’ attempt to raid Lyonesse, proof the Imperial Navy no longer controls the Arietis wormhole junction which guards the Lyonesse cul-de-sac.”

Kell shrugged dismissively.  

“Raids happen.  We may be at the bottom of a triple transit dead end, but this is still the imperial frontier.  I don’t think it’s enough evidence if you’re asking the citizens of this colony to pay for your bizarre project and your salaries while you defend us from minor threats well within our militia’s ability.  We already see enough wealth squandered by stupid decisions made in the name of a so-called higher purpose when it could be used to improve our society through new programs.”

“Why is my project bizarre, Mister Kell?”  Morane asked in a mild, almost friendly tone.  “Civilizational collapse is a recurring feature of human history since the dawn of time.  We have the chance to preserve several thousand years of knowledge against the day humanity loses interstellar travel and becomes a fragmented scattering across this arm of the galaxy, unable to even remember its origins.  And at relatively little cost, other than maintaining the ability to defend this world against forces who would pillage it and ruin everything you’ve worked for and everything we can still build.  Make no mistake.  The recent raid may have seemed small, but it was only the first of many.  Once word of a star system untouched by civil war spreads, the barbarians will return, and in greater numbers.”

A tall, slender woman in her fifties stood, cutting off Kell’s reply.  She wore her dark red hair in a short bob framing elfin features dominated by large dark eyes. 

“Captain Morane has a point, Anton.”  Her clear orator’s alto filled the large space, commanding everyone’s attention.  “Our existence as a civilized society isn’t always about how much money we can throw at new entitlements to keep your members happy.  If we slide down the technological ladder, as so many civilizations have done before us, be it through neglect or thanks to the depredations of savages from beyond the empire’s borders, those entitlements won’t matter a damn.  Hunter-gatherer societies can’t afford work-related benefits, let alone pensions, since that sort of lifestyle is nasty, brutish, and short, to quote Thomas Hobbes.”

A smattering of subdued applause greeted her words.  She turned to face Morane.

“I’m Emma Reyes, Chancellor of Lyonesse University, Captain.  And as my friend Anton will tell you, I rarely hesitate to speak my mind, which has cost me more than one appointment during my career.”

“A pleasure.”  He paused.  “I think.”  

His quip earned him a few smiles, including an ironic one from Reyes.

“Likewise.  One of my degrees is in history, Captain, so I can well believe humanity is ripe for another tumble, a big one.  The more advanced a civilization, the harder it falls and the longer it needs to recover.  I’ve been monitoring political trends for quite some time and noticed the same developments you did.  Even if the empire isn’t royally screwed, many people will die, and we will lose a lot of colonies.  There’s no getting around that fact.  The best-case scenario is a truncated empire surviving in the Wyvern Sector, one too weak for anything more than keeping barbarians at bay.  That doesn’t help us.  If we’re not yet deep inside the lawless badlands, it’s only a matter of time.”  

She gave the assembly a cold, hard stare, daring anyone to dispute her words.  

“I’m chagrined I didn’t think of something as elegant and fundamentally vital as Captain Morane’s human knowledge vault.  Challenge him on the details if you must argue, even on cost, but the idea is sound, and using the Order of the Void as part of an effort to preserve what we, as a species, have learned is equally elegant.  Monastics of every faith have historically kept the spark of civilization alive in times of darkness.  Why not use them once more?”

A louder round of applause greeted her impassioned declaration.

“If expenditures concern you,” Morane said once the room quieted, “then consider this.  My three ships face a limited lifespan.  We’ll keep them operational until we run out of parts.  After that, I’ll find a way to preserve them somewhere sheltered on one of the moons.  The only cost to Lyonesse will be feeding and paying the crews.  And once my ships are no more, the government can decide how much to invest in keeping a space worthy naval force, be it sublight or FTL.  

“Colonel DeCarde’s troopers will entail similar expenditures, plus keeping them equipped.  Since Lyonesse already funds a colonial militia, it would make sense to merge the two and create a single full and part-time ground defense force, something neither Lorien nor Palmyra could field against barbarian raiders.”

Morane glanced at Major Kayne as he spoke, but the former Marine sergeant’s face remained expressionless.  However, many in the room seemed to approve of his words, not least Emma Reyes.

“Or we could dispense with defense forces,” the latter said in a conversational tone, “and either cut taxes or increase social spending, which would please many here.  Although it’ll do everyone a fat lot of good once reivers pour through our gates, and they will.”

Reyes gave Kell a scornful glance.

“As Captain Morane pointed out, the godless bastards can choose to come the long way via hyperspace hoping to find low-hanging fruit or wait until the Arietis wormhole junction falls under their control and pour into our branch.  No matter how they do it, without the ability to fight back, money won’t mean a damned thing; enhanced early retirement benefits won’t matter, and reduced work hours won’t improve your lives.  Nothing will.”  

Hecht chuckled.  

“That’s our esteemed chancellor.  Eloquent to a fault.”

“And what’s your opinion, Speaker?”  A man in the audience asked.

“I spent my life as a businessman before entering public service so I could give back to the community that made me successful.”  A few amused snorts greeted the declaration.  He smiled back with false bonhomie.  “And I’ve always believed in insurance.  Captain Morane is offering just that, and at a price Lyonesse can afford.  Granted, the devil is always in the details, but we can agree on basic principles.”

Though still smiling, Hecht gave Morane a hard glance, letting him know that his support would come at a price, or at least with conditions.

Morane remained standing and let his eyes roam over the attendees again.  But this time, he saw little, if any hostility, though he noticed plenty of worried faces.  Some even returned his gaze with frank curiosity.

When no one else stood to question Morane, Governor Yakin asked, “Nothing else?  In that case, I believe we can adjourn the Estates General.  If anything arises, please contact my secretary.  He’ll make sure the matter is passed to the right person.”  

She stood, imitated by everyone else present, and left the room with Logran and Hecht on her tail.

Once the governor was gone, a tidal wave of voices made hearing any individual almost impossible.  Reyes tried to attract Morane’s attention as she pushed her way around the table through the crush of fellow representatives eager to leave, hoping she might intercept Morane.  But it proved to be in vain.  Major Kayne quickly ushered him, DeCarde and Gwenneth through the nearest door and down the steps where his staff skimmer waited.

As they sped off toward the depot, Kayne asked, “Permission to speak, Captain?”

“Certainly.  What’s on your mind?”

“You spoke of merging the colonial militia with the 6th Battalion.  May I ask what you mean by that?”  He sounded wary, but his eyes showed a spark of curiosity.

“Certainly.  If Lyonesse is to create armed services, they’ll need a unified command structure.  And under that principle, if Lyonesse is to create a ground defense force, it too will need a unified structure, unified recruiting and training systems, standardized techniques, tactics, and procedures, organization, etcetera.  There can’t be a 6th of the 21st existing apart from the Lyonesse Colonial Militia.  Don’t you agree?”

Kayne seemed to hesitate before nodding.  

“Makes sense.”

“Good.  Then perhaps you and Colonel DeCarde can put your Marine Corps heads together and come up with how it should be done.  I wouldn’t presume to interfere with matters I barely understand.”

DeCarde and Kayne exchanged glances.  

“Will do, sir.  How soon would you like proposals?”

“No need to come up with an answer today.”  Morane smiled.  “Tomorrow will do.  Or the day after if you need more time.”  

When neither spoke, he said, “I was speaking in jest.  Take a few days, sound out your command teams, wargame tables of organization and equipment.  That sort of thing.”

“Blank slate?”  DeCarde asked.

“Sure.  Why not?  We won’t see an inspector general from Fleet HQ show up any time soon, or ever.  If we can invent a better way of doing things, unhampered by centuries of ossified tradition...”

“So basically,” Kayne dragged out the words as he parsed Morane’s order, “you want the colonel and me to invent our own organizational paradigm.”

DeCarde gave him a broad grin.  

“Yep.  And please call me Brigid.  Since we’re about to be joined at the hip, there’s no point of standing on ceremony.  At least not in private.”

Morane studied Kayne for a few heartbeats.

“I’ll go out on a limb here, Matti, since we’ve not yet discussed the whole defense force structure with Governor Yakin, but as senior officer on Lyonesse, I’m promoting you to lieutenant colonel effective immediately.  Considering the size of your command, it seems only right.”

Kayne’s eyes went from DeCarde to Morane and back.

“Thanks.  I think.  Our situation’s convoluted legalities or lack thereof are giving me a headache.  A few days ago, I was running a sleepy colonial militia, an ersatz Guards unit with just enough capacity to block landing reivers long enough so civilians could run for the hills.  Suddenly, my militia is being brigaded with a genuine Pathfinder battalion to form the nucleus of a proper defense force.  All of it with zero authority from either Wyvern or Fleet HQ on Caledonia.  Unreal.  Just unreal.”

Morane chuckled.  

“Hang on tight, Matti.  It’s just the beginning.  I want to make Lyonesse impregnable, an oasis of civilization able to repel the coming darkness.”

“So,” Kayne gave Morane a speculative look, “does that mean you’re to be our chief of defense staff?”

“If Governor Yakin wants me.  And she would be commander-in-chief.”

“I think she probably will, sir.  I’ve done my best to organize what I could when the 77th left, but I’m still a command sergeant at heart, an infantry platoon leader.  We need someone who graduated from all the right schools to get us organized.”

DeCarde gave him a friendly nudge.  

“I’m still an old sergeant at heart too, Matti.  But we’re both lieutenant colonels now, each with our own battalion.  We will not only make this work but by the time we’re done, it’ll be a thing of beauty, the finest little combat formation in known space.”

Morane gave them a mock blessing, then glanced at Gwenneth, who’d remained silent throughout the assembly.  

“You seem rather tired, Sister.”

She lifted a face seamed with fatigue and gave him a wan smile.  

“We monastics find crowds wearying.  That’s partly why we join the Order, I suppose.  You did well in there, Jonas.  I should think we will see a groundswell of support build over the next few days as word gets out and people understand the full import of your words.  I’d wager even now, transcripts and recordings are already circulating.  Soon, everyone on Lyonesse will recognize your face.”

“From your lips to the Almighty’s ear, Sister.  Well, perhaps not the recognition thing, but the Almighty is bound to listen more closely when one of his servants speaks.”

“You’d be surprised, Jonas.”
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Mykonos

“You called for me, Excellency?”

Jorge Danton, governor general of the Mykonos system, turned away from the transparent aluminum doors leading to the gubernatorial palace’s second-floor balcony.  He’d been watching his capital slowly fade into night under a gray sky that matched his mood.  All too many parts of Petras remained dark, especially on the western edge, where the worst of the fighting took place before the remnants of the loyalist 91st Imperial Guards Regiment surrendered to his rebel forces.

“I just received orders from Viceroy Custis.”

“Ah.  I was wondering why the urgent summons.”

A mocking grin tugged at Danton’s thick lips.  

“Are you telling me the communication center’s duty officer didn’t alert you to the grand duke’s missive, Harvey?  Standards must be slipping.”

General Harvey Marat waved Danton’s comment aside with an amused air.  

“Of course he called and told me about the message.  But sensibly, he kept the contents to himself.  Offering to read your mail, now that would prove standards are slipping.”

“And you didn’t ask?”

“I knew you’d tell me soon enough, sir.  Orders from Yotai always seem to involve my command these days.  It’s the nature of the times in which we live.”

Danton studied the Mykonos system’s senior military officer with undisguised, though partially feigned suspicion.  

“If I didn’t know better, I might think you were mocking me.”

“Perish the thought, sir.  I saw your ruthlessness first hand.  It gives me the motivation I need to stay on your good side.  I prefer my head on my shoulders rather than on a pike like your predecessor’s.”

“And you’d rather keep enjoying the emoluments of a flag officer.”

“It beats the alternative.  What does Yotai want from us now?”

“The late Hachim LeGris’ widow.”

A quizzical expression twisted Marat’s angular, rough-hewn features.  

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“The orders say find Marta Norum and send her to Yotai under tight guard.”  Danton’s thick lips twisted in a dismissive moue.  “Before you ask, our new viceroy didn’t see fit to share why.  But I’ve been assured of his displeasure should we fail.”

“We don’t even know whether she’s still alive.  No one’s seen Norum or her brats since shortly before we captured LeGris and executed him.”

“Nevertheless, we must find the delightful Marta, and deliver her or evidence of her death to Yotai.”

A grimace replaced Marat’s habitually sardonic expression.  

“Why do I think serving Grand Duke Custis could make us long for Dendera’s gentle touch?”

“Keep talking about that feeling, and you might find out, Harvey.  Not everyone is as tolerant of your quirks as I am because not everyone knows what you did to help me seize Government House.  Many in our military forces would love to wear your stars.”

Marat cocked an ironic eyebrow.  

“Tell me their names, Excellency, and I shall try to purge them from your administration before any covetous eyes land on your chain of office once they finish ogling my stars.”

“So you can eliminate your competition for my job?  Perish the thought.  But enough persiflage.  I know your troops are keeping an eye out for Lady Marta, but they must take on a more active role in finding her.  If she’s still alive, Marta can’t have gone far.  Not with two eight-year-olds in tow.  And not with that recognizable face of hers.”

“Should I divert my intelligence hunters from tracking down loyalist holdouts who escaped the purge?  I ask because the latest reports show there’s enough of them hiding in the wilderness to start a serious insurgency.  And that’s not even counting those who don’t love the Crown but aren’t happy a former Guards officer who pledged loyalty to Yotai is now running this star system.”

Danton didn’t immediately reply as he weighed the risks.  Until matters were settled, Marat’s intelligence service would be stretched beyond the breaking point.  The rebellion and subsequent coup left them with too few trustworthy operatives.

“Divert your resources,” he finally said.  “The faster they find Norum or evidence of her death, the sooner they can go back to flushing out enemies of the state. 

“As you wish.”  Marat sounded dubious but didn’t seem inclined to argue.

“We all bow before a higher authority, Harvey.  You to me, and I to Custis.  Besides, we might get lucky and she’ll walk right into the cordon you deployed on the far side of the Petras greenbelt to intercept stragglers.”

“It won’t be hermetic since I can’t deploy enough troops.  We control the obvious crossing points but the ground between them will only be covered by roving patrols.  That still leaves plenty of bypass routes for anyone able to navigate through truly rough terrain.”

“I doubt a courtier such as Lady Marta can do so, Harvey.  If she’s fleeing the city on foot, she’ll stumble into one of your checkpoints or patrols.  Just make sure she doesn’t slip through because a half-asleep trooper didn’t carry out a proper identity check.”

Marat let out a mirthless bark of laughter.  

“With the number of loyalist fighters still unaccounted for, they’ll be thorough, don’t fear.  As motivators go, the bounty you put on enemy heads by far surpasses the thrill of killing despised enemies.  Might I suggest you put up a substantial sum for Lady Marta?  If the grand duke is that eager to see her, he won’t mind you digging into the treasury.”

“Excellent idea.”  A quasi-feral smile briefly lit up Danton’s puffy face.  “I wonder what the daughter of a marquess is worth.”

“It depends on where you’re selling her, I suppose.  She’s a bit old and lacking in skills to fetch a good price on one of the barbarian slave markets.”

Danton snorted.  

“To Grand Duke Custis, I mean.”

“Fifty thousand should be enough to motivate anyone without making it seem like you’re plundering the tax account.”

“Done.  Pass the word among your troops I’ll pay fifty thousand to whoever finds Lady Marta Norum or ten thousand for her remains.  And if she’s alive, we need her unharmed.”

“What about the children?”

“There was no mention of them in the message from Yotai, so I don’t really care.”

“You’re a true humanitarian, sir.”  Marat came to attention.  “Was there anything else?”

“No.”

Marat snapped off a salute, turned on his heels and left.  When he was alone once more, Danton returned to the balcony doors and stared out at the city.  His city, now.  On his planet, in his star system.  

He had a good idea of why Custis might be interested in Marta Norum.  She wasn’t merely his predecessor’s widow and the Marquess of Cascadia’s daughter, she was also a direct descendant of Emperor Kal IV.  It gave her claim to the crown a veneer of legitimacy the Ruggero line had lost, even if it was mostly false because of the succession rules in Kal’s day.

“What are you up to, Devy?”  Danton murmured.  “Is Lady Marta your way of establishing a reborn imperial court on Yotai, with her as figurehead empress and you as the true power?  And if so, why shouldn’t I consider doing the same thing but build a new empire centered on Mykonos instead?”
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“Why is mentioning the dangers of this area after dark funny?”  Heloise asked.

A chuckle came from the shadows.  

“Because my people and I are extremely dangerous, Sister.  But we won’t harm any of you.”

“Then why are we speaking?”

“You may find this hard to believe, but we have a few things in common.” 

“And they would be?”  Her eyes searched the collapsed veranda.

“Mainly a desire to get away from this shitty star system without suffering further casualties, and it sounds like you might have a ride waiting at the Thera spaceport.”  

Vague movement disturbed the darkness as if a ghost was taking shape just beyond the visible spectrum, or so it seemed to Marta Norum’s tired eyes.  Then a face, swarthy and angular, appeared when the mysterious speaker removed his helmet.  

“My name is Anders Proulx.  We’ve been tracking you since your little troop of refugees entered the ruined quarter.”

Though his voice was steady, Proulx’s seamed features struck Norum as those a man on the verge of exhaustion.  He had what her Uncle Olav, an Imperial Marine Corps veteran, used to call the thousand light year stare of someone who’s seen too much death.

“Why?”  Heloise asked.

“That, Sister, is the second thing we have in common.  We’re both on the run from Colonel Danton’s jackbooted thugs.  I was curious to see why a group of monastics would risk passing through what has become the refuge of many who found themselves on the losing side, hunted by the new regime.  Now I understand.”  

Proulx nodded at Norum.  

“My respects, Lady Marta, and my sympathies for your husband’s death.  The good sister has a valid point.  Your face is too well known.  If anyone around here other than my troopers and I recognize it, your clerical escort might not live long enough to offer the Almighty a final prayer.  Besides, the sisters and friars themselves will face a brutal death if they’re spotted by Danton’s soldiers or betrayed by someone who has a bone to pick with the Order of the Void.”

“The Void giveth, the Void taketh away,” Friar Sandor intoned in a low voice.

A wry grin flashed across Proulx’s face.  

“Blessed be the Void.  But dying still sucks horse bollocks.”

“You’re a believer?”  Heloise asked.

“In a sense.  I believe in survival, though not at the cost of my soul since I won’t make war on innocents, especially children, which is why we’re hiding from Danton’s troops and looking for a way off Mykonos.”

Heloise gave him a suspicious glance.  

“Care to explain that comment?”

“It’s a long story and time is short, Sister.  I refused an order because obeying would have meant committing a crime against humanity.  Danton’s savages slaughtered most of my unit in retaliation.  We twelve are the sole survivors of almost two hundred men and women.  And like you, we face immediate death if captured.  I want to offer your party the protection of a dozen highly trained troopers, retired Imperial Marines, in exchange for berths on the ship you intend to take in Thera.”

“Retired Imperial Marines?”

“We’re private military contractors.”

“Mercenaries,” Sandor spat out the word as if it was poison.

“Security specialists, Friar, hired by the Mykonos Merchant Guild to protect their commercial interests when the admirals’ rebellion reached the Coalsack Sector.  After Danton seized power, he decreed that all military forces in the star system were answerable to his government and forced my unit to work alongside his troops.  We said no to an illegal order a few days ago, and here we are, running for our lives.”

“Why should I trust you?”

Proulx’s lips twitched with amusement.  

“Look into my heart, Sister.  You’ll see that while I’m no paragon of virtue, I am honest and wish you no ill.  Or is your Order’s reputation for producing adepts capable of searching sinners’ souls vastly overblown?”

Heloise gave the other two sisters, Averyl and Maya, brief glances before saying, “Reputations rarely reflect the truth, Anders Proulx, but I think you’re an honest man, at least according to your own lights.  And since we’re not only outnumbered but outgunned, I see little choice other than agreeing to your proposal.”

Proulx’s eyes lost their focus and wandered to one side for a moment, in what Marta recognized as the automatic reaction of someone listening to an invisible earbug.  He muttered an almost indecipherable acknowledgment while a grim expression hardened his features.  His gaze met Heloise’s again.

“Glad you made the right decision, Sister.  One of my troopers just reported movement by a platoon-sized body of armored soldiers three blocks north of here.  Either Danton finally decided to flush his remaining enemies from the ruins and string them up, or they caught your spoor.  Considering Admiral Zahar wishes to see the Order of the Void extinguished, I doubt Danton will rest until he cleanses Mykonos.  

“Either way, it’s time.  You mentioned the Port of Tiryns.  A good choice.  We worked the docks for a few weeks before everything went to hell on this planet.  I might still be in good enough odor with a few shipmasters who sail the Boetian Sea to secure us a few bunks behind false bulkheads, no questions asked.”

“Smugglers?”

“Entrepreneurs who live by the motto don’t ask, don’t tell.  A few of them owe me for squinting at their load manifest instead of insisting on an inspection.”  Proulx smirked when he saw Sandor’s expression.  “Don’t worry, Friar.  It wasn’t for personal gain.  I earn my keep through hard work, not peculation.  Once we’re out of danger, I’ll tell you about it.  Check the street for moving, rubble-colored lumps.  Those would be four of mine.”

Norum squinted through the ruined door, trying to make out the chameleon-armored mercenaries when one of them removed a gauntlet and waved.  Watching a disembodied hand float above the ground struck her as nonsensical, but then it was as if a switch flipped in her brain and she could see four out-of-focus shapes that didn’t quite mesh with the background.

“There you go,” Proulx said.  “The hand belongs to Hartwood Cahal.  He did twenty years in the 77th Imperial Marine Regiment and is now my second in command.  Please follow him.  I’ll bring up the rear with my remaining troops so that if the soldiers my sentry spotted get too close, I can divert them.  We’ll stop for the night when we’re beyond Petras city limits.”

Proulx and Sister Heloise held each other’s eyes for a few seconds, then the latter nodded once before gesturing at her Brethren to form a protective circle around Lady Marta Norum and her children.

“Do you think trusting them is safe?”  Marta murmured while Heloise guided them through the ruined building’s gaping doorway.

“Nothing is truly safe in this universe,” she replied in the same tone, “but our choices are limited.  If we meet Jorge Danton’s troops or his sympathizers along the way, we’ll find out for sure whether Anders Proulx is telling the truth.”

“At which point, it will be too late, Sister.”  

Marta took her children by the hand as they emerged from the half-demolished house.

“True, but only if he lied.  If he told the truth, we will thank the Almighty for putting him across our path.”

“I wish I had your faith.”

A tight smile briefly lit up the sister’s face.  

“This isn’t a matter of faith.  Although I trust the Almighty will not give me more challenges than I can handle, I rely on my intuition and knowledge of human nature as guides.”

“And they tell you we should go with these mercenaries.”

“They tell me we need not fear them right now.”

“That doesn’t sound like a ringing endorsement.”

“Give me enough time to study them, and I’ll tell you whether my opinion changes.”

When they were within a few paces of the waiting troopers, Hartwood Cahal raised his visor so they could see his face clearly and asked, “Do you have a preferred way out of Petras, Sister, or will you let me guide you to Tiryns?”

The overwhelming sorrow Marta Norum saw in Cahal’s tired, blood-shot eyes touched something deep within her, and in that instant, she understood why Sister Heloise accepted Anders Proulx’s offer.  

No human could fake the expression of someone who, by a mere twist of fate, escaped a brutal massacre that claimed the lives of almost two hundred comrades.

“Please guide us.  I won’t pretend to know the best ways of avoiding Danton’s patrols.”

“As you wish, Sister.”  Cahal gestured at two of his troopers, sending them ahead.  “They’ll scout the way for us.  Just follow me and obey my orders, especially if I tell you to duck or change direction.  I’ll let you keep an eye on your charges, but tell me if we’re moving too fast for the wee ones.”

“If need be, we’ll carry them,” Sandor said.

“Good.”  He pointed at the remaining mercenary.  “Colyn will be right behind you.”

“Do you think we’ll encounter anyone else fleeing Danton’s soldiers?”  Norum asked.

“Perhaps.  A lot of folks are hiding out in this area, waiting for things to settle before they go home.  Or find new homes.  If you’re worried about coming across people who might do us harm, remember you got this far on your own with two bairns.  I doubt many would challenge armored mercs.”

“It wasn’t without trouble.”  Norum produced her husband’s weapon.  “I shot a couple of predators during our first night among the ruins.”

“Then keep it handy, Milady.  I’m not one to refuse an extra gun in case things go sideways.”  He paused, as if listening, then made a sweeping motion toward the west.  “The next three blocks are clear.  Let’s go.”

Cahal set a swift, but measured pace, as if he knew instinctively how fast a pair of tired, hungry, and scared eight-year-olds could move without needing their mother’s encouragement.

The acrid tang of burned flint filled Marta Norum’s nostrils as they passed a heavily damaged section where loyalist troops made their last stand against the rebels.  Hardly any walls remained, never mind roofs.  Piles of blackened stone replaced structures in what was once the heart of Petras’ original settlement, built over twelve centuries ago.

Without warning, the nauseating miasma of rotting flesh swamped every other odor.  Marta instinctively blocked her nostrils and breathed in through her mouth, but Stefan wasn’t quick enough.  A strangled gasp escaped the boy’s throat.  His sister was even less fortunate.  She skidded to a halt, retching miserably, though nothing came up, not even bile.  Marta held the girl until her breathing steadied.

“Sorry about that Milady,” Hartwood Cahal said in a low growl.  “We figure there’s a mass grave beneath the old town hall.”  He pointed at a large pile of disjointed rubble to their right.  “It’s not the only one around here either.  Once the 84th Guards went over to the rebellion and defeated their former buddies of the 91st, they lost their ever-loving minds.  The bastards killed anyone they suspected of loyalty to the Crown, no questions asked, no quarter given.”

“Don’t apologize.  It’s not your fault.”

Cahal grunted.  

“We could have pulled out from under Danton’s thumb faster and put ourselves between his goons and the poor sods who thought remaining loyal was a political disagreement, not a death sentence.  Not to mention avoid getting most of us killed in our sleep by the evil fucks.”

Heloise and Marta exchanged a knowing glance.  Survivor guilt.

“Hindsight is neither perfect nor useful,” Heloise replied in a gentle tone.  “The fallen won’t come back, and no matter what we believe, they won’t blame us for living.”

The mercenary didn’t reply right away.  When he spoke, it was to apologize.  

“Never mind me, Sister.  You lost twenty times more good comrades than we did.  That gives you a greater right to speak about the dead.”

“We have an equal right, Hartwood Cahal.  Grief is not a game of numbers.  My burden of remembrance is no greater than yours because the souls of the departed only weigh heavily if we wish them to do so.”

A grunt.  

“Fair enough, Sister.  I may be a simple warrior, but I know better than to debate one of you on spiritual matters.”  His left hand shot up.  “One moment.  Anders just lit up the company push.”  

Cahal listened for a few seconds, then said, “That platoon the sentries spotted are Danton’s troops all right, and they’re definitely on the hunt rather than making a random sweep of the ruins.  Looks like guardsmen from the 84th but there’s no way of knowing whether they’re after us, you, or Lady Marta.  Anders will try leading them south while we make a run for the west.  Better that than try an ambush against two dozen trained soldiers when he has only a third of their strength.  He gave me a rendezvous point west of here and says that at worst, we’ll regroup in Tiryns.”

Though Cahal didn’t say so, Marta Norum heard the addendum nonetheless: if he can break clean.
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Lyonesse

Morane and DeCarde were inspecting one of the depot’s cavernous warehouses with Lieutenant Grimes when his communicator buzzed softly for attention.
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