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  Chapter 1


  Sabine


  Before the first rains fell on Delos with the comets and drowned the low country, the mountain had stood for five billion years. Though the seas filled in at man’s command and drowned the dry lands, still it stood above the waters: a heap of white stone towering a thousand feet above the village whose buildings hewed like limpets to its foot. And as the years marched on and the centuries swam, that village became a town and a city afterwards, and by Imperial decree upon the crown of that mountain was set the cornerstone and thirteen towers of Devil’s Rest.


  Relic of a nobler time was she, formed and fronted of black stone quarried from the volcanic south; her high towers stretching up like pieces of dark space longing to return to the night. The great wall which ringed the acropolis and the greater wall which held back the sea below were defiant challenges to the forces of nature, a reminder that here at least in all the cosmos man reigned supreme. It was a place of deep shadows, of black-leafed hedges and topiary sculptures growing in the silver sun. A place of pointed archways and soaring buttresses, of ancient gargoyles snarling at the sky, and of whispering courtiers forever mindful of the palace and its watchful eyes.


  Cold as it was, Crispin had grown to love it, in its way.


  The young Lord Marlowe hurried along the garden path beneath the fingering shadows of pencil cypresses hundreds of years old. Ignoring the salutes of the peltasts positioned on the stair he took the steps two at a time, hurrying under the cover of a colonnade that ran above the gardens towards the black mass of the great keep.


  He was late.


  “Master Crispin!” came a voice from down the hall as he waited for a lift in the mosaic-tiled lobby. “Why the hurry?”


  The young lord turned and—still catching his breath—found himself face-to-face with a round-faced old man in sky-dark robes. “Father Abiatha! Good morning!”


  The elderly chanter bobbed his head in a slight bow, “Nearly afternoon.” That was just the problem. “Aren’t you leaving for Artemia today? Or was that tomorrow?”


  “It’s today,” Crispin answered, checking his terminal. “That storm’s coming in faster than expected, so they’re moving our flight forward. Where’s Sabine?”


  The old man smoothed his cassock down over his expansive belly, almost as if he were looking for something he’d lost in some pocket or fold. “I’m not rightly sure, young master. We canceled her lessons this morning to give her time to prepare. But had I to guess, I’d say she’s in her chambers.”


  The lift door chimed politely then, its clear tone a better response than anything Crispin might have said. He ducked inside, bowling past the two gray-clad logothetes who’d been about to exit. He gave the old chanter a nod and tapped the lift button repeatedly, as if that might hasten the closing of the doors.


  Despite his haste, he stopped a moment in the hall outside Sabine’s chambers. He hated visiting the old rooms. His old rooms. He didn’t knock, only barged in—not attending to the pale tiles or the plastered ceiling inlaid with jeweled and brass-lined constellations. Even after thirty years, he could still feel Hadrian in the old place; his brother who was gone, fled to the edge of known space. Maybe even kidnapped. No one really knew. No one had heard from Hadrian in over thirty standard years.


  Crispin hoped he was all right.


  “Sabine!” he called, “Sabine, where are you? We need to leave in an hour!”


  Her voice floated back from the washroom, “An hour? I thought we were leaving after lunch?”


  “That storm’s coming in faster than the weather service predicted. Father wants us on our way before it makes landfall.” They could have taken off in the midst of a hurricane if they’d wanted to, but Lord Alistair Marlowe was not the sort to risk his two children when it wasn’t necessary.


  Crispin stood anxiously in the doorway, eyes taking in the two packed trunks stacked at the end of the bed, remembering—as he always did when it came time to leave Devil’s Rest and visit their mother’s family— that last fateful trip with his older brother. He had gone to visit Hadrian that last night at Haspida. He had sneered, mocked Hadrian’s friend—the old scholiast tutor, Gibson. He’d wanted something, anything from his older brother besides his aloof coldness. Any reaction. A kind word, a smile. He’d settled for anger instead, had been glad of any emotion from distant Hadrian, such that a piece of him leaped for joy when the older boy screamed and threw himself at Crispin.


  There had been no smiles in the end. Hadrian had left Crispin with a concussion and two broken ribs. Now Hadrian was gone—had been gone for over thirty years—and Sabine had taken his place more than a decade later, born when at last the Emperor and his High College deigned to approve House Marlowe’s request for a new child.


  Sabine.


  Sabine was nearly half Crispin’s age, more a kind of daughter than a sister. Twenty-five years was a small enough gap in age between palatine siblings, yet Crispin found he could not think of his sister as anything but a child. And yet she was a woman grown: fully thirty years standard, and no longer an ephebe. Not two months past it had been she who slew the first rock lion on their hunting expedition to the southern continent, not Crispin.


  The girl herself appeared a moment after, hair down and dressed in a loose gown the color of arterial blood. She was clearly midway through the lengthy process of preparing herself for travel. “How much time do we have?” she asked, brushing past him towards the closet. Only then did Crispin note the two maidservants standing demurely by the dark wooden doors, trying to appear as nondescript as the red figure vases that held the arrangements of bright flowers—white and violet—whose proper names Crispin could not guess.


  “Less than an hour,” he said again.


  Sensing the urgency in his voice, his sister turned, smoothing down her waving hair with long-fingered hands, “Take a deep breath, big brother. I’m already packed. Who’s flying us to Artemia? Sir Ardian?”


  “Captain Kyra,” Crispin said. “We were on a suborbital launch, but the shuttle won’t be ready before the storm, so we’re taking an air shuttle over the mountains.”


  Sabine’s smile widened. She didn’t have the crooked Marlowe smile at all, and but for the ivory complexion and ink-black hair, she favored their mother, who was of House Kephalos: softer of feature and less severe. She had the eyes, of course. Two chips of amethyst. Always the same, those eyes, no matter the person whose face they looked out of. Always they seemed echoes of their father’s eyes, the Marlowe genetic markers ringing true. “Kyra!” she said. “Kyra could take off mid-hurricane if she wanted to.”


  “Well, Father doesn’t want her to have to,” Crispin replied. “Can you just get ready, please?”


  “Fine!” she shrugged out of the robe and passed the airy garment to one of the maidservants, seemingly unconcerned with her nakedness. Crispin averted his eyes and walked towards the window. The view overlooked the city of Meidua where it unrolled below the acropolis. Smoke was rising above the verdigris dome of the Chantry sanctum, and fliers wheeled in the air, carrying men and cargo here and there. Over and away where the land rose past the coastal city towards the highlands and the mountains, he could see the start of the construction to build the city its very own hightower. Once it was finished, the lift would carry freight to the Legion and Wong-Hopper ships that waited in orbit. Really, it was amazing the tower had not been built sooner, with demand for the region’s uranium on the rise.


  Sabine raised her voice, “How is Grandmother?”


  There was something in her voice, something fragile that surprised Crispin so much that he almost turned. She sounded like the girl he so often thought she was. But he did not turn, only leaned against the window frame, arms crossed. “About the same.” Their grandmother was Elmira Kephalos, Duchess of Delos and Vicereine of Auriga Province; the sovereign ruler of a thousand star systems. She was also very, very old, and though she was palatine and nearly eight hundred years old, she was dying at last. “Father tells me she’s recovered from the stroke as well as could be expected, but I understand Aunt Amalia is duchess now in all but name. The rest of the aunts are all in line, backing her succession.” House Kephalos had by design bred only daughters, part of some tradition Crispin knew of but did not understand. Their mother had been the youngest of seven. Crispin cleared his throat, answering his sister’s unasked question: “She’s sure to make it until we arrive, but Father doesn’t want us to be late.”


  There was, after all, always the chance the old woman would bestow some gift upon her grandchildren on her deathbed. Some last minute inheritance to be gained. House Marlowe had always ranked high in the esteem of the old vicereine-duchess. Their own father had served as her Lord Executor in his youth when Lady Elmira had been called to attend upon His Radiance the Emperor at Forum. Father had suppressed House Orin’s Rebellion, smashed those treasonous scoundrels from the outer moons and maintained order in her absence. It was for that service that Father and Mother had been married and House Marlowe’s esteem among the houses returned to something like its former glory.


  “It’s good she’s stable, at least,” Sabine said, then murmured something to her maids. “She can speak, right?”


  “Yes,” Crispin replied, “but I’m not certain how well or how much sense she makes. Father wouldn’t say.” He glanced at the dim reflections in the window glass and, sensing it was safe, turned around. Sabine had dressed in semi-formal jacket and white trousers.


  “And Father’s still not coming?” Sabine asked, seating herself on the low stool so her servants could put on her high leather boots. She gathered her hair as she spoke and clasped it with a magnetic silver ring at her right shoulder.


  Crispin put his hands on his hips, “He wasn’t summoned. Grandmother wanted to see us—or to see you, rather. It’s sounding like I was more of an afterthought.”


  Her boots on, Sabine dismissed the serving girls. “Me? Whatever for?” Her eyes had gone wide with equal parts honor and alarm.


  “No idea,” Crispin said, “but grandmother did always favor girl children. Maybe it’s good news.” He smiled, a sly edge creeping into his voice, “Maybe she’s arranged a marriage for you, Sabine. Some Imperial prince, maybe?”


  The girl’s eyebrows shot up. “You think so?”


  “Could be! She’s a vicereine, isn’t she? She must speak to the Emperor a few times a year.”


  His sister was nodding, and her eyes were on some point on the floor, alight with some distant fire. “Princess Sabine …” she mused, still combing her hair with her fingers.


  “And me the lord of this old place,” Crispin said, making it sound a consolation prize for her benefit—which he supposed it was. Compared to marrying a scion of the Imperial house, being the Lord of Devil’s Rest and Archon of Meidua Prefecture was a little thing indeed. Truth be told, he’d expected the remark to prickle his little sister, but Sabine showed no disgust at the thought of marrying some Imperial princeling or other. But she was no fool, his little sister, no idiot girl to think such a marriage a hideous thing. If that were really what the Lady Elmira was planning for her granddaughter—to an Imperial prince or not—a good marriage was a promising opportunity… for herself and for House Marlowe.


  Sabine matched his sly tone. “Or maybe she’s found you a lady, Crispin,” she smiled, “Brought some offworlder in to civilize you.”


  “Small chance,” Crispin said, casting his glance around at his sister’s luggage. He massaged the back of his scalp, banishing thoughts of the slave girls he meant to visit in Artemia: gold chains and perfumed hair. “But come on! Let’s get the stevedores in here and get your things down to the ship, shall we?”


  The younger Marlowe stood, chin thrust upwards as he studied Crispin. She paused a moment—two—just looking him over. So alike they were, just as Crispin and Hadrian had been alike. Both pale, both dark- haired and violet eyed, like a pair of matched knives or chess pieces. Both parts of an ancient family and an ancient family plan. Crispin saw the Marlowe house sigil picked out in metallic red thread on the lapel of her sable jacket, twin to the one on his own: a horned devil capering with a trident in its hands. Though it was his family’s emblem, it filled Crispin with disquiet.


  “Why are you in such a hurry?” Sabine asked.


  Crispin looked away before replying, not wanting his sister to see the shadow that passed over his blunt features. “Father is waiting to see us off.”


  Chapter 2


  The Dark Lord


  It had been raining when Hadrian left Devil’s Rest for the last time, too, Crispin remembered. He clambered down the ramp and un- der a heavy canvas awning to keep away from those drops of rain which were the vanguard of the coming storm. The distinctive shimmer of a Royse field shone beyond the awning, wrapping around and above the covered space and the ranks of black-armored peltasts standing untroubled by the rain.


  “My regards to the vicereine-duchess, Master Crispin,” said Tor Alcuin. The scholiast bowed deeply, viridian robes flapping in the rising winds.


  Crispin returned the bow with less gravity—Alcuin was only a servant. He did not reply, but bowed again more deeply to the man at Alcuin’s left. “Father.”


  Lord Alistair Marlowe did not so much as nod in return. There was a part of the Archon of Meidua—Crispin suspected—which had never forgiven his younger son for growing taller than he. But thus it was. Tall as Lord Alistair was, and he was tall as any true palatine must be, Crispin thought him shrunken by care and the weight of so many centuries of rule. He still stood straight, his chiseled face unmoving and cold as the marble bust he so resembled. Yet there was hollowness in his eyes, a weary coldness like the coldness of candles long burned out.


  “Crispin,” he said, voice deep as hell. “Take care of Sabine, and tell your Aunt Amalia that we here in Meidua are as ever faithful servants to her mother and her house.”


  “Of course, Father.”


  Sabine came out of the flier behind Crispin a moment later and bobbed a curtsy. “Father.” Was that a smile on the old devil’s face? No, only a shadow. But he put a hand on Sabine’s shoulder all the same, a fleeting moment of human warmth from a man cold as the dark side of the farthest moon. “On the shuttle, girl.” He made a gesture with the silvered walking stick he carried, hand glittering with rings. Lord Alistair was not yet given to the infirmity of great age that came only after long and several centuries, and so for him the prop was only an affectation, a practical imitation of the scepter of authority harking back to ancient kings.


  When Crispin moved to follow his sister down the covered walk towards the terminal down to the runway and the shuttle, Lord Alistair thrust that stick across his path. “Not you.” Sabine threw a sympathetic glance back over her shoulder at her older brother—unseen by the archon or his advisors. When Sabine had been safely led through the door and out of the rain, Lord Alistair said, “Come, walk with me.” And then he took a step out from under the canopy into the coming storm.


  “In the rain, Father?” Crispin said, unmoving.


  Lord Alistair Marlowe gripped his cane with both hands behind his back and turned, eyebrows raised. The Archon of Meidua did not ask for anything twice. The petulant part of Crispin that had not changed much since he was a boy lingered a moment on the edge of the rain, but he obeyed and followed his father out under the gray sky. The double line of household guards parted to allow them past, and Crispin was aware of the static charge of the Royse field all around them. Ordinarily, they’d have been horribly exposed out there on the tarmac, but the energy shield kept them protected from snipers should anyone determine to attack the Lord of Devil’s Rest or his son.


  “There is … something I need to tell you, boy,” Lord Alistair said once they had gotten away from the others. Out here on the landing field they might be certain they were not being overheard. Even in his own palace, the Lord of Devil’s Rest might fear the pricking ears of other agents: those of the various lesser in-system houses, of the various guilds and trade corporations, or of the vicereine herself. Whatever was going on must be a frightful secret for Father to go to such lengths in concealing it. Worse, the Lord of Devil’s Rest seemed almost to be hesitating, as if he were afraid of what he must say.


  But it wasn’t fear, Crispin realized a moment later. Only patience, for when his father seized him by the arm and wheeled him round so that they faced one another, he spoke with the easy urgency of the lifelong politician. “I suspect Amalia means to do away with you and your sister.” Crispin blinked. “Aunt Amalia?” It didn’t make sense. What would Aunt Amalia need to get rid of him and Sabine for?


  “Your grandmother and I had an understanding, but Amalia and your aunts have always resented our profits.” He spoke softly, leaning in towards Crispin so that almost his words were lost in the wind that whipped at his black robes and Crispin’s traveling cape. “If you and your sister were to disappear, I would be left heirless, and with Amalia as the new vicereine she would be in a position to block any further requests I might make to the High College for a child.”


  A black lump rose in Crispin’s throat, and he nodded. They were palatine. Their genetic code was so complex, so over-written that it was impossible for any palatine to have a child in the old way, without the decoctions and uniquely tailored enzymes that protected against deformity or the stillbirths so common amongst those palatine nobiles who sought to have children outside state control. He shuddered, imagining his father living out his days alone in Devil’s Rest, his house destroyed by political maneuvering: denied fruit or flower. It was enough—almost enough—to make one envy the plebs.


  “You think Amalia will try to kill Sabine and me … for the uranium business?”


  “I think you should be on your guard.”


  “You’ve had news of this plot?” Crispin matched his father’s posture, turning his back against the wind.


  The Lord of Devil’s Rest shrugged his shoulders, kept his eyes on Crispin. “There is no plot, boy. I’m telling you to be on your guard. Your mother is bad enough, but these Kephalos women …” His voice trailed off. Crispin understood. Lord Alistair had never forgiven his wife for letting Hadrian slip through her fingers. Whether or not she’d aided his escape no one had been able to prove, but Hadrian had vanished from her palace at Haspida, and Father’s suspicions ran deep. He had wanted Hadrian to be a priest, one of the Chantry’s holy Inquisition. He would have been an invaluable ally, a piece of the family where no power short of the Emperor could touch him.


  “I’ll keep her safe,” Crispin said, setting his jaw. “Depend on it.” There was a time, once, where news of a potential plot against his life and his sister’s might have filled Crispin Marlowe with delight and the thrill of the challenge. No more. But he was no coward. “It may be there’s no threat at all. It could be our grandmother just wants to see us one last time.”


  Lord Alistair turned away. “Your grandmother …” The rain around them had increased, and looking around Crispin noticed that none of it had fallen on their heads. He looked up distractedly, a frown creasing his square face. The droplets were impacting the shield above. Father had brought out the heaviest shield he could.


  He can even hold back the rain.


  “Your grandmother,” Lord Alistair said again, “does nothing without reason. She’s palatine. She can’t afford not to have reasons. The question is whether or not the reasons that bring my children to her together—at the same time—are her reasons or someone else’s. I heard you tell the girl there was a chance Elmira might be planning a marriage for her.” He’d been listening. Of course he’d been listening. His eyes were everywhere, in every part of the castle and throughout the city below. And not only his eyes. It was no accident that brought the two of them out onto the tarmac of the landing field in the middle of the rain. House Kephalos certainly watched its most powerful subordinate, just as House Marlowe watched them.


  He had enemies. He was right to keep so careful a watch. And they were right to watch him.


  “We haven’t broadcast the change in flight plans to the planet’s datasphere. They still think you’re going into orbit and dropping down again. No one will look for you over the mountains.”


  “Good.”


  “Keep our family safe, boy.”


  Despite his more than fifty standard years, Crispin bowed his head like a child, “Yes, Father.”


  Crispin was a moment before he realized his father had extended a hand to him. He froze. He could not recall Lord Alistair Marlowe ever extending his hand that way—the way the plebeians did in greeting one another. But it was no such thing. The Archon of Meidua held, half-concealed by his flowing sleeve, the leather-wrapped hilt of a sword. He must have carried it in a pocket within that sleeve like the scholiasts did. Crispin had never seen it before. Careful to conceal the weapon with his black cape, Crispin slid the thing into a coat pocket. He was no knight, and so was not permitted to carry highmatter as a rule.


  “It’s shielded, unless you use it,” Lord Alistair said. “Keep it close.” The younger man swallowed, and unable to find the words said again only, “Yes, Father.”


  Numbly, he turned back towards the pavilion and the waiting guards. He could no longer hear the sound of thunder, no longer make out the whine of the shuttle warming up. Impossible as it was to even imagine, he knew his father was afraid. Crispin could not remember a moment—a single moment—when Lord Alistair had been afraid. He wasn’t afraid for Crispin’s sake, or for Sabine’s. He feared to lose. To lose everything he had built, everything he had rebuilt from the ashes of his own father’s death and his family’s disgrace. Crispin had no illusions about the fact that his father would have as gladly sacrificed him if it suited his interests, just as he was now glad to arm him.


  Maybe that was unfair.


  At the entrance to the shuttle terminal he turned and looked back. His father hadn’t moved, but stood out beneath the cover of the prudence shield, dry despite the rain. Whatever impression Crispin had—or thought he’d had—that his father had been afraid was gone now. Lord Alistair might have been carved from stone, a piece of Devil’s Rest come down from the acropolis and over the city. The fact of him re-centered Crispin’s universe, and suddenly the ground beneath his feet was solid once again. Stone as well. He raised a hand in salute to his dark lord, and turning ducked out of the rain and the coming storm.


  Chapter 3


  Flight


  “What did Father want?” Sabine asked when Crispin took the leather couch beside hers in the shuttle’s rear compartment. She’d strapped herself into the crash webbing and sat with legs apart, hands on the arms of the couch as though it was a throne. Her resemblance to Father seemed somehow sharpened by that posture. How had he ever thought she more resembled Mother?


  Crispin busied himself with his own restraints, mindful of the lump made in his jacket by the presence of the sword hilt. “Nothing. Just a private message for Aunt Amalia when we see her.” He draped his cape over the arm of the couch, using its cover to surreptitiously move the weapon from his jacket and into a pocket of the outer garment. Father had said the thing was shielded, that the exotic matter that made up its blade would not be detectable by whatever manner of eye or species of scanner might spy him between that shuttle and the royal palace at Artemia. Such technology could not have come cheaply. He must have bought it off the Wong-Hopper Consortium or one of the other big companies. They dealt in such dubious items, as they dealt with the Extrasolarians that made them.


  Presently a servant—one of the three dozen guards who was to accompany them on the shuttle—approached and made to take the cape. Unthinking, Crispin slapped the man’s hand away, and scowling said, “Hands off!” Realizing the sharpness of his tone a moment later, he said,


  • • •


  “No. Thank you, soldier.”


  A bit taken aback, the man saluted and withdrew.


  “If you two are both in place, my lord and lady, we’re clear to pull away from the gate.”


  The woman who had spoken stood in the door leading to the shuttle’s cockpit. Unlike the others, she wore no combat armor, only a black flight officer’s uniform: belted wool jacket, red-striped trousers, and high leather boots. Black and black. Her hair had once been bronze, but the years had turned it the color of bright steel. She had been Hadrian’s friend when they were boys. His lover, maybe. Hadrian always had strange tastes. Captain Kyra—she had no surname that Crispin had ever heard—had been pretty enough, in her fashion. Too thin to be any proper sort of beauty, and with her short curls she’d seemed to Crispin almost half a boy—far from the sorts of women he preferred.


  And she was old. In truth, she couldn’t have been more than four or five years his senior, but the flight officer was plebeian, and without the benefit of genetic tinkering her face had wrinkled, her hair had grayed, and much of the strength had gone from her limbs. Crispin could hardly believe that once it had been thus for all mankind. That the sixty standard years she carried had done to her what six hundred had not done to his grandmother. The Vicereine-Duchess Elmira Kephalos was nearly eight hundred standard years old, and it was only in the last twenty or so that her body had begun to show the decline of old age. Crispin—who was only a little more than fifty—might bear the strength and vitality of youth again for just as long and watch a dozen generations of Kyra’s family serve his own throughout his long life.


  “Very good, captain, thank you,” Sabine said, her words impinging on Crispin’s thoughts. “Do you know how long the flight will be to Artemia?”


  Kyra touched the brim of her flight cap in polite salute. “Flying low as we are? About six hours.” Her brown eyes wandered from Sabine to Crispin. “I can arrange for a sedative, if either of you would like.”


  Thinking of his promise to father, Crispin shook his head, “No.” The flight officer touched her cap again and vanished into the cockpit. She reappeared a moment later, poking her head back through the bulkhead, “Lady Sabine, once we’re free of Meidua’s air space, you can join me up front if you wish.”


  Crispin didn’t have to turn to know his sister was smiling. Sabine and the flight captain had been close ever since his sister was young—as though Kyra were some surrogate for their distant and somewhat exiled mother. He didn’t hear what followed next, but swiveled his couch into the forward-facing position so as to get a better view out the shuttle window as it taxied away from the terminal gate. The rain fell more quickly now, and the sky away east over the Apollan Ocean grew dark as space and heavier, so that it seemed a slick of oil floated against the underbelly of the day.


  Usually, Crispin would have been looking forward to a visit to Artemia with anticipation. Good food and good wine and good fighting in the coliseum. With the end of summer fast approaching, the horse races were due to start and the new gambling season with them. And there were the women, of course. Though House Kephalos bore only women by long tradition, they kept a harem of both male and female concubines, and Crispin was eager to see what manner of new faces had been acquired in the years since his last visit. But now? Now Crispin wished he were going anywhere else. To Haspida or Euclid—even offworld. He’d have gladly followed Hadrian to the edge of the map in that moment rather than go to Artemia … if what Father said was true. If there were a trap, shouldn’t they be doing something about it?


  What was Father planning? And why hadn’t he been told about it? The shuttle pulled away, moving into position for liftoff. Acceleration pressed Crispin back into his chair, turbines whining as the shuttle picked up speed and leaped into the air. They angled immediately back and left. The city dropped away below them, and the white mound of the acropolis with its castle like a crown of black teeth sank as well. The silvery line of the river ran across the highlands from the locks where it fell all the way to Meidua below. Turning, the base of the hightower rose up—three miles high and rising into the storm, its running lights blinking red to warn off the approach of air traffic. Behind them, their dark home stood unmoving atop its promontory, masked behind its double walls with their merlons like snarling fangs. Ten thousand storms had broken on Devil’s Rest.


  It would break ten thousand more.


  Ahead? Ahead there were only the points of the Redtine Mountains, black against the darkening sky.


  Crispin settled back against the cushions of his flight couch and closed his eyes.


  Sleep came too easily to his troubled mind.


  Chapter 4


  Fallen Angels


  The crash of thunder woke him, and Crispin lurched to his feet—or tried to. The crash webbing held him in place, and Crispin succeeded only in flailing like a speared fish against his restraints. He was just glad Sabine wasn’t there to laugh at him. She must have moved up front with the captain after Crispin dozed off.


  The shuttle rocked. “What the—!” The words escaped him involuntarily.


  Boom!


  A flash shone in through the windows along the starboard side, filling the cabin and the bulkheads to fore and aft with light. Not the white gleam of lightning. Red.


  “That’s cannon fire!” one of the soldiers called from behind. “No way in hell, Raz!”


  “I’m telling you, that’s cannon fire!”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about! There’s no way that’s—”


  Boom!


  The shuttle rocked again, red light carving grainy shadows against the dull metal structure of the aircraft. Crispin slumped against the wall, crouched just long enough to pull his cape back around his shoulders. It was all right. They were all right. Whatever was going on, the shuttle was shielded. They could take an attack. An attack. Father had been right after all! But they hadn’t even made it to Artemia yet! Unbidden, thoughts of his Uncle Lucian rose to Crispin’s mind—killed in a shuttle crash when Crispin was just a boy.


  “Captain!” he called, staggering against the door frame on his way into the shuttle’s cockpit, “What in Earth’s name is going on?”


  Sabine was strapped into the seat immediately behind Kyra’s copilot—a huge man with short-cropped hair and hunched shoulders. It was she who answered. “We’re being shot at.” Crispin thought Sabine sounded remarkably calm, but noted the way her knuckles stood out white on the arms of her chair.


  Crispin threaded his hand through a nylon loop that hung from the ceiling and leaned against the bulkhead to steady himself. “In the mountains?” he asked, looking out the windshield and down at the mountains beneath and about them. “In our mountains?”


  “Could be raiders,” the copilot said, voice tight against his teeth. “Take us up to thirty thousand feet,” Kyra put in. “They might not have the range.”


  Boom!


  Another shell. Another crimson flash.


  “They must not know who they’re firing at!” Sabine said. “If they’re raiders, they might think we’re a cargo hauler. Smugglers? They could think we’re one of the uranium shipments?”


  “No,” said a remarkably calm voice—and Crispin was surprised to find it was his own. “They know exactly what they’re doing.”


  Sabine twisted round in her seat. Her face was very pale. “But how? Father didn’t announce the change in flight plans. No one should know we’re here.”


  That plucked a string in Crispin’s mind, and leaning over the console towards Kyra and the junior flight officer he said, “Get a distress signal to Devil’s Rest.”


  “Already done,” the copilot replied. “Not sure if it got through.” Crispin seized the man by his epaulet, fist tight in the crisp wool jacket. Despite his size, Crispin pulled the man half out of his seat. “What do you mean you’re not sure it got through?”


  “Crispin!” Sabine put a hand on his arm.


  “They could be jamming us, my lord,” the man said, tight voice suddenly higher, quavering. He had remembered that this was his lord’s son he was speaking to.


  “Jamming us?” Crispin repeated through clenched teeth.


  Sabine’s fingers tightened on his arm, “Crispin! He’s trying to fly the shuttle!”


  A sensor pinged on the console, flashing white and chiming noisily as it could. Kyra’s hands skittered over the console, and she turned the yoke sharply, throwing them into a banking turn that tipped the aircraft almost on its side. Another concussion rocked the vessel, but more distantly. Crispin had a brief view of the ground outside the starboard window almost directly below them. The tops of the mountains were a mere two thousand feet below: red clay and white stone and the gray- green scrub of highland forest. There was no snow in the mountains. They were not high enough to keep their caps through even the Delian summer, mild as they were.


  Another explosion rocked the shuttle, and Crispin lost his grip and fell against the wall of the cabin.


  “Shields still holding, ma’am!” the copilot said.


  “Thank you, Tracy,” Kyra said, pulling the shuttle out of its turn. “Can we return fire?” Crispin asked, struggling back to his feet. Captain Kyra’s words were void of any emotion as she said, “This is


  just a passenger shuttle, my lord.” She keyed a command into the console and added, “You should strap in.”


  Lord Crispin Marlowe hesitated a moment, his hands gripping the back of the pilot’s chair. There had to be something he could do, hadn’t there? His eyes swept over the console, around the room. There was nothing. Nothing. Snarling, he took a seat beside Sabine and strapped himself in.


  “Where are they?” His sister asked, craning her neck to look out a porthole in the side of the cabin wall. Crispin looked out his own window, but he saw nothing.


  “Nothing on scan,” Tracy said, “could be groundlings?”


  Whatever Kyra said next was lost on Crispin. These weren’t just smugglers. Smugglers wouldn’t shoot at a shuttle if they thought it was carrying enriched uranium from the factory centers in the mountains. They used harpoons that short-circuited a shuttle’s electrical systems and dropped them from the sky. This was something else.


  “They’re trying to kill us,” he said, stupidly. He grit his teeth, wincing at how unspeakably dim that statement had been.


  Neither Kyra nor her copilot dared to say a word, but Sabine snapped, “Of course they’re trying to kill us, damn it!”


  “No, no!” Crispin said, trying to spy their attackers out the window. “I mean I don’t think these are smugglers.” His father’s warning about Aunt Amalia rang in his ears. “I think this is an assassination.”


  “That would explain the comms blackout,” Kyra said, wincing as another shot rattled the shuttle behind its shield membrane.


  “You think they’re jamming us?” Crispin asked. “If they’re jamming us,” Tracy said.


  “Can we divert the shuttle?” Sabine asked, leaning towards Kyra. “There are mining outposts all through these mountains. Father’s posted garrisons at them. One of the forts!”


  “We could push straight on for Artemia,” the copilot suggested. “Hard burn? Take us up to thi—”


  Boom!


  That last detonation went off directly beneath the shuttle, lifted them as easily as a child might a boat from the surface of a lake. The shields had eaten the brunt of the blast, but the shockwave pushed air up under them, expanding with the heat of the explosion, and the shuttle tipped up, nose pointed down at the distant mountains. A metallic sound resounded through the hull. Another. Clank. Kyra pulled them up out of their dive, banking left.


  “What was that?” “What was—?” Boom!


  Once more, Tracy was interrupted by an explosion that rattled Crispin in his chair. Sabine screamed. Alarms began to wail from the control console and the bulkhead door behind them slammed shut. Red light filled the cabin, and dimly—as though it were happening to some other person—Crispin felt his gorge began to rise. His feet lifted off the floor and through the windows to front and sides he saw the red mountains rushing, rushing by. They spun and the clouds and trees with them, and was pressed back into his seat.


  “We’ve been hit!” The man called Tracy yelled, and to Crispin it seemed his words came to him as if down a long tube.


  Through the shields? It shouldn’t be possible. He had seen the shield indicator on the console just seconds before. It had been blue. How had this happened? How? He tried to cry out—or thought he cried out. Hands went tight on the arms of his chair as the shuttle went spiraling down. More words rushed over him, though who said them Crispin afterwards could never say.


  “Lost a whole chunk out of the starboard side! Wing’s still there!” “Lost some of the soldiers!”


  “Damn it! Damn it!”


  “Hit rear stabilizers on my mark!” “Lost one of the repulsors, too!” “Go! Go! Go!”


  His vision blotted out as Kyra pulled the shuttle out of its vicious spin. How her merely plebeian nerves and sinews acted through all that force Crispin couldn’t say, yet act they did. The old captain sat calm as a stone in her seat, her teeth clenched, her chin tucked against her collarbone, her hands never leaving the controls. She snarled through it all, and teeth still bared she pulled the damaged shuttle out of its dive mere hundreds of feet before their aircraft smote the mountainside.


  Sabine cheered, and Crispin realized that his sister had been right. Kyra could fly through a hurricane. He thought about his sword concealed in a pocket of his cape. Some use he’d been in all this.


  Idiot, he thought, this isn’t over.


  “I’m going to have to put us down!” Kyra’s words came over top all the other noise in the world. “Shield’s holding … somehow! They must have bypassed it!”


  “There!” Tracy shouted, and pointed out and to the right.


  Something was bothering Crispin. Something hadn’t added up—he wasn’t sure what.


  Below them, the mountains flattened out, rising in levels around the broad face of a plateau. The signs of ancient quarrying were evident: stepped terraces descending along one face, the whole thing graded off and smooth. Once, perhaps five thousand years ago, there had been a mine here of some sort. Uranium? Maybe. Whatever had been there was gone, and there was nothing now but the wilderness: bare stone and the scraggy ground cover blown in the wind. Night was coming on, the western sunset bleeding beneath the lip of the clouds.


  It was almost beautiful—for a moment—if in a stark and unforgiving sort of way, if only for a moment. Then Crispin remembered: there had been two metallic noises before that crippling blast.


  Two.


  He didn’t remember until the second charge blew.


  If anyone screamed this time, he never heard it, For a brief moment, he thought that he was flying. The mountains and the plateau ahead seemed to rise, marching up the side of the window as the shuttle began to spiral. There were no sounds in all creation but for the rushing of the blood in his veins and a silent screaming like a wind through his soul.


  He was going to die. He was going to die and there was nothing he could do to stop it. And not only him: Sabine was going to die—and, if Father was right—their family would die with them.


  Too soon. It was all too soon.


  Crispin’s last thought was of Hadrian. Hadrian would survive, at least.


  Hadrian would avenge them.


  Chapter 5


  The Adorators


  Death felt a lot like pain.


  That wasn’t so bad. Crispin could handle pain. It was the blood rushing to his head that vexed him. Then he realized: he was not dead at all. Somehow. He was only upside-down, the roof of the cabin below him was just within reach. His head ached, and when he touched it his fingers came away red. But his vision was clearing, sharpening as the blood pounding in his head took on new and sharper definition. Like a blind man, he pawed at the ceiling below him, braced himself against it and undid his restraints. Despite his best efforts, he fell hard on his side. He lay there longer than he cared to say—longer than he could guess.


  The chairs and console looked very strange the wrong way round, the whole ship made suddenly alien. He was forgetting something, distracted by shock and pain. He was only glad that nothing seemed to be broken. What had he forgotten?


  “Sabine!” he tried to cry out, but his voice croaked, rasping like an old woman’s. How long had he been unconscious? “Sabine!” There she was, still strapped into her seat beside him, her long hair hanging almost to the ceiling beneath her. With a groan and a mighty struggle, Crispin pulled himself to his knees. Still repeating her name—as if doing so might wake her from sleep—he went to her side. Cradling her to protect her head, he let her free from her seat’s crash webbing and lowered her to the ground. He checked her pulse, held his ear close to her lips. Still breathing. Still alive. If anything, she seemed better off that he was—she wasn’t bleeding.


  The same could not be said for Kyra’s copilot. The windshield had shattered when the shuttle hit the ground—it was that glass maybe that had cut his head—and the impact had crushed the outer hull of the shuttle, caved it in and killed poor Tracy where he sat.


  “Lord …” a weak voice drifted in from his right. Kyra. “Lord


  Marlowe?”


  “It’s me. It’s all right.” The captain was still hanging in her seat. She’d managed to avoid being crushed by the impact by mere inches. “Your lieutenant’s dead. Are you hurt?”


  “Think I broke a rib or two … are you?”


  “I’m fine, just got cut a bit. Sabine’s unconscious, but I don’t think she’s hurt.”


  “And my men?”


  Crispin blinked. “What men … ?” He’d forgotten. Forgotten about the three dozen guards that had been riding in the back of the shuttle. Crispin felt the color leaching into his face and turned way. He didn’t want to see the peasant woman’s expression. “I’m not sure, I had to check on you. I … let me get you loose.” When that was done he stood, stooping just a bit.


  He tried the bulkhead door, stepping over Sabine. The system was dead. A small voice in the back of his head whispered, That means the shields are down. They were wide open if whoever had attacked them came back around. Images of black ships raining fire down on them filled his mind. Crispin hoped their attackers had been on the ground after all. That would give them time.


  “We’ll have to crawl out,” Kyra said, indicating the gap beneath the lip of the shattered windshield and the rusty earth. “We might have to dig a little to get Sabine out, unless your sister wakes up sooner rather than late, but …”


  A flash of blue-white light filled the close space, and Crispin—who hadn’t been listening to Kyra at all—sank the point of his sword into the bulkhead door. The blade had appeared from nowhere, and its exotic matter edge cut clean through the metal. The particles in the blade arranged themselves so the cutting edge stood a single molecule wide, and so the thing slipped through metal and ceramic plating as easily as flesh. Moving steadily, Crispin cut a man-sized hole in the door and pushed it through.


  Warm air wafted in. Smoke.


  “Where did you get that?” Kyra asked, nodding at the sword.


  The blade vanished into a kind of mist as the young lord turned, “My father gave it to me before we left. He was expecting trouble, but not until we reached the city.” He stopped short of elaborating and stowed the sword’s hilt back inside the inner pocket of his cape. “Stay with Sabine in case she wakes up. I’ll see what’s going on.” And with that he ducked out through the hole he’d made and into the compartment with the luxury couches he had sat in not so long before. Sabine’s couch had come loose from the ceiling and scraped all around the chamber as the shuttle fell. She would have died if she’d not gone to the cockpit. He might have died, too.


  Walking on the ceiling, he moved towards the rear of the ship and the next bulkhead. The failing sunlight fell in through a hole in the roof above—the floor—and by its radiance he saw the bulkhead was open. Crispin drew out his sword again, but did not activate it, resting his off hand on the switch that would trigger his body shield at the first sign of danger.


  Danger never came, though Death had clearly come calling.


  There were not many bodies left in the rear compartment that had not been blown out when the explosives went off. A few remained strapped to their seats: arms and the remnant of arms hanging down. Nearer the points of impact there were men who were no longer men at all, but rather masses of flesh or bright stains on the walls and carpet. Crispin had seen that color before on the sands of the Colosso. He had put it there killing slaves in mock combat.


  It looked different somehow. Brighter. More alarming. He clenched his teeth.


  “Is anyone there?”


  No word, no cry rose to answer him, and for the moment the only sound was the faint hiss of some damaged electrical conduit.


  “Anyone?” Crispin called again. Sir Felix’s lessons—long turned to instinct and spinal reflex—made him take a step back, facing the rear compartment with his left side, the hand with which he would have held a shield. “Hello?”


  They could not all be dead. There was no way that only he and the two women in the cockpit had survived. It just didn’t seem possible. “Is anyone alive?”


  “Lord?” a thin voice, quavering. “Lord Marlowe?”


  “Soldier!” Crispin relaxed his posture, hearing the strain the other man’s voice. “Can you stand? Is there anyone else?” As he spoke, Crispin clambered forward, careful not to step in or under any of the bodies. He couldn’t see the speaker. Some impulse told him he ought to keep the fellow talking. “What’s your name?”


  “Lud, lord.”


  Despite the horror of the moment—or perhaps because of it—Crispin snorted, “That’s a bad name.”


  “Aye, but it’s better than Ludwig, sir, which is my proper name. My dad gave it to me.”


  “Well, he sounds like an idiot.”


  “He was, lordship.”


  “Would you stop agreeing with everything I say and put up a hand or something?” Crispin snapped.


  There. A gauntleted hand emerged from beneath a pile of debris. The young lord hurried over, slipping his sword back into his cape pocket. Part of the fuselage had fallen in and landed on the man. From the look of things, his armor had taken the worst of it: he was only pinned. It took a great effort to lift the metal off of Lud, and the soldier crawled out.


  “Think I’m just bruised,” he said, sitting with his back to the wall. “Don’t seem right, being bruised when the others…” His words failed. He had his helmet on, and his visor was an opaque arc of black ceramic, totally featureless. It didn’t matter. Crispin thought his face must look like his own. He had seen his thin reflection in the surface of the ruined fuselage: wide-eyed, tight-lipped, the face paler even than usual. Half a ghost he’d seemed, or at least to have seen one.


  “You can’t be the only one …”


  Lud massaged his neck, “Some guys got sucked out when the charges blew. If they didn’t end up like …” he looked round at the carnage, hung his head. “… well, they might be alive. Their suits’ impact layer should eat most of the crash, save them the broken bones.” His head turned up so that he looked at Crispin, “Did—is Captain Kyra all right? And your sister?”


  A flicker of irritation twanged across Crispin’s jaw to hear his nobile sister referred to thus. Comrades they were in extremity, but Lud was still only a peasant. “They’re both alive. Your lieutenant wasn’t so lucky.” A groan came from further back down the compartment. Another man had survived.


  • • •


  At length, Lud and Crispin found another six survivors. Of those, Van had broken an arm and Ored lost a leg below the knee that his suit had patched as well as it could. When the worst of them had been pulled from the wreckage to the chilly plateau outside, Crispin went back for Kyra and his sister. Sabine was sitting up, the older woman crouched at her side, supporting her in the dimness of the cabin. Crispin knelt beside her, “Are you all right?” He’d wished now that he’d had the foresight to pull her out of the ship while she was still unconscious. He did not want her to see the mangled corpses.


  “Sore,” she said, looking up at him. “How many of the men survived?” Crispin swallowed. That should have been his first question. It would have been Hadrian’s first question, too. “Six, we think.” Kyra swore.


  “Six?” Sabine echoed, voice hollow. “There were three dozen men.” She turned to look through to the rear compartment, but Crispin stopped her. “Let me look, Crispin!”


  “No.”


  “Let. Me. Look.” He did, and saw her face turn white. Presently she shut her eyes. “Men will die for this,” she said. And she was her father’s daughter in that moment. Marlowe to her bones.


  Silence. Crispin didn’t want to say what Lord Alistair had told him on the tarmac. To name their aunt the villain aloud was to make it real. Crispin snorted at the thought. It was almost something Hadrian might have said, or Tor Gibson. Perhaps he had paid more attention at his lessons than he thought.


  Kyra spoke up. “Whoever they were, they must think we’re dead. Or they were on the ground like we thought, else they’d be on us by now.” She stood, wobbling a bit on tired legs. “We should get moving. Leave the shuttle at least. Is your terminal working?” Crispin shook his head; he’d tried it while the peltasts had been busy scavenging equipment from the ship. Kyra’s frown deepened, the age lines sharpening on her leathered face, “Mine neither. But that’s the mountains for you. Even satellite coverage is bad up here. It’ll get worse in the valleys.”


  And if it is Aunt Amalia, then everything’s against us, Crispin thought.


  House Kephalos owned the entire planet. All of Delos and Delos’s datasphere would be under their control. Even if they weren’t jamming communications in the local area, they might have ordered the service operators to turn a blind eye to anything flagged with House Marlowe code.


  “You’re right,” he said after a moment. “We need to move.”


  With Kyra’s help, they pulled Sabine to her feet and went out through the ragged hole in the shuttle the explosion had made. As they passed beneath that ruinous arch into the growing dark, Sabine asked, “How did they do this? We were shielded.”


  “Might have been a trailing mine, ladyship,” said Lud, approaching ahead of the others. He knelt, movements only a little unsteady. “Smart bombs. Get shot out ahead of a target, then slide over a shield’s curtain, use the friction to slow down until they’re slow enough to pass through. Then they clamp on and …” He shrugged.


  “They’re expensive,” Kyra said.


  “Definitely not smugglers, then,” Sabine said. Then she asked the obvious question. “Where do we go?”


  A moment passed before Crispin realized that everyone was looking at him, but he little knew this country, and turned to Kyra, who said, “Down into the valley, for a start. It won’t take long for whoever is out there to find us up here—if they haven’t already.”


  “Ored can’t walk, captain!” one of the soldiers said.


  Kyra brushed past Crispin to stand before her men. The man Ored, the one who had lost his leg, sat on a stone with one of the others. The elderly captain stooped so that she looked the man eye-to-eye, and placed a hand on his shoulder. He’d removed his helmet, and his swarthy face was drawn tight with pain. “Can you stand if two of the others carry you between them?” she asked. “Or do we have to leave you here?”


  Crispin hadn’t thought it was possible for Ored’s face to become any more bloodless than it was, but it did. He swallowed and in a small voice said, “I think so, ma’am.”


  “Because we will have to leave you if you slow us down. We’ve the lord and lady with us.” There was a flash of metal in her hands, and Crispin realized she was holding her sidearm, her finger very near the trigger.


  Ored must have seen it too, for the whites of his eyes widened in the night and he said, “Yes ma’am. I understand. I can move.” The strain in his voice was almost tangible, like a harpstring pulled between his teeth and the ears of all who heard him.


  Kyra straightened, sucking a deep breath in through her nose. She seemed suddenly very tall to Crispin, not a plebeian at all, but some nobile lady cast down from some forgotten great house. Pointing to two of the survivors who were uninjured, she said, “You two, carry him between you and get your shields on. We’re heading out!”


  No sooner had she said this than a low whine filled all the air around them, and Crispin recognized the sound of repulsors. “Shields up!” he called, thumbing his own shield to life. The Royse curtain crackled as it sprang into being, folded tight around him, fractal patterns gleaming briefly and then fading to invisibility.


  “There!” Lud called out.


  Low on the horizon, a single lamp blazed: the running light of a skiff, a low-slung scout bike scudding the air between the mountains.


  “A scout?” Sabine asked.


  “They’ve seen us!” Kyra said. “We’re lucky they didn’t find us while were all unconscious in the shuttle. Come on!”


  She and Crispin led the way, the others following, the injured man and his companions bringing up the rear. Long ago, whoever had blasted the face of the mountain had carved ramping terraces onto its broad face such that trucks and other mining equipment might make the climb or the long descent to the valley below. They switchbacked down the mountainside, descending level by level into the thickening trees. Despite the need for haste, their progress was slow, hampered as they were by the injured. Twice, the beam of the scout’s headlamp cut across their path. So close. They must have found the shuttle, surely, but they hadn’t spotted them yet. They must not have had thermal imaging, Crispin guessed, and he murmured a prayer of thanks to Mother Earth.


  None of them spoke, save the occasional grunt of pain from Ored and the hissing calls for silence that came from his companions. The woods around them grew thicker, old growth ancient as the settlement of Delos. That was good. Beneath the trees they might escape detection. But escape and go where? They didn’t know where they were, and up here in the Redtines the nearest settlement could be anywhere. The mining camps moved as sites were spent, and in the mountains what villages there were were few and far between.


  “We have to find one of the mining camps,” Kyra said softly when they stopped to shelter beneath the boughs of dark trees. “They’ll have a hard line to the Mining Guild centers in Meidua. They can reach your father.” Her eyes moved from Crispin to Sabine as she spoke. “If we keep going, we have to hit one of the mining roads eventually. They’re all over these hills.”


  The sound of the scout skiff came closer, shaking the limbs and the very air about them. Reflexively, Crispin crouched, as if doing such a thing would hide them from their hunters. He bared his teeth. He didn’t like this hiding, cowering beneath the trees like a fox in the hunt. By rights, they should have torn that skiff out of the sky. He watched it go, continuing its low survey of the woods at the base of the plateau. It vanished around the curve of the mountain at their backs, and all was quiet at last.


  When it was gone, Crispin said, “Where we crashed looked like it might have been an older site. This could have been a road.” He indicated the broad space beneath the trees. If there had been paving there in centuries past, it was long gone now and crumbled away.


  “Forward, then.” Kyra said.


  “That’s far enough!” A strange voice rang out, far too loud after all their hurried quietude.


  They whirled, raising what weapons they had, turning to seek out the source of that voice. A shot rang out, not disruptor fire or a plasma arc burning in the gloom, but the harsh crack of gunfire. Crispin’s shield flickered, making him flinch.


  “Mon dieu!” another voice exclaimed, then said something in a language Crispin did not understand.


  Then the first voice said again, “Who are you people?”


  “You shoot first?” Crispin asked, pushing past Kyra to stand between Sabine and the edge of the darkness. “Show yourselves!”


  “We shoot first, he says … this is our land! Of course we shoot first!” “Your land!” Crispin snarled, still trying to find the source of the voice in the leaf-fringed gloom. “Your land?”


  Sabine put a hand on his arm, urging caution. “Careful,” she breathed. “We don’t know how many of them there are.”


  “We are on Marlowe land!” Kyra put in. “Do you pay service to House Marlowe?”


  “To House Marlowe?” the first voice echoed, and Crispin thought he sensed a sneering quality to the words. “We pay taxes to House Marlowe, if that is your meaning! Who are you?”


  “Who are you?” Sabine demanded, stepping around Crispin. She was shielded, but she was his little sister, and it felt wrong not to stand between her and whoever it was in the dark. “Are you the ones who shot us down?”


  That was a mistake. She’d given away who they were plain enough if these people were their attackers, though surely their attackers would know them by their faces, their uniforms, and by the injured men in their company.


  Crispin heard the strangers arguing in words he could not understand. That was strange. If they were foreigners, offworlders as they seemed with their strange accents and stranger tongue, then like as not they were mercenaries hired to do them in—for who else would come from beyond the farther suns to walk these mountains? Why were they here if not to hunt them? But they had said they paid taxes to House Marlowe. If that was so, they were not offworlders at all, but peasants. Locals.


  “You are from the ship that fell?” the first voice—whom Crispin assumed was their leader—asked. His tone lightened, “We were coming to see what had happened!”


  “We have injured men!” Sabine said. “Can you help?” “Help you?” the man said. “Who are you?”


  Now was the time for bold decisions. The skiff might circle round once more, or more would come and search these woods, and they had to get away. If these really were locals and not offworlders at all, then they ought to be of help. And even if they did not—if they attacked instead— then a few plebeians out for a night-time hunt in Marlowe forests would be no threat to four uninjured peltasts armed and armored, led by Captain Kyra and the son of their lord. If it came to a fight, Crispin felt sure they could win, and so he said, clear and proud as if he’d pronounced the words upon the steps before the Great Keep of Devil’s Rest. “I am House Marlowe.”


  Silence then. Silence and the wind through the trees.


  Whispers. Whispers in a language Crispin did not understand. “House Marlowe?” the stranger said. “You expect me to believe this thing? Do you think that we are all fools?” He laughed, and several men laughed with him, the noise of it ringing from the trees all round such that Crispin knew and all his companions with him that they were well and truly surrounded. “Everyone knows the archon is old!”


  “I am his son!” Crispin said, and turning back he said, “This is my sister, Sabine.” He did not introduce the captain or the soldiers. “We’ve been attacked. Shot down with no way to contact our father. If you aid us, there will be ample reward.”


  “Reward?” the man said. “What good is your reward?”


  Crispin blinked. He didn’t know what to say to that. What good is money? What sort of idiot question was that? Sabine was having none of it, either, and stepped forward. “Messers, if you are indeed loyal to our house, you must help us, the law—”


  “The laws of men mean little to me, ma cherie,” the stranger said.


  He paused, and Crispin thought the man was looking them over from his hidden perch. “Ooh, but you are palatine! This is plain enough! The Lord does not make women such as you every day.”


  The Lord? Crispin thought. What lord was that? Not his father, surely.


  “Have a care how you address my sister, peasant!”


  “Peasant?” the fellow said, “And here I thought you were seeking help, yes? And he says peasant. Peasant, peasant, peasant.” The sound of something heavy falling to the ground came from just off the path ahead, and the crunching of leaves and the breaking of twigs heralded the tramp of feet. The man—when he emerged from the darkness—was shorter than Crispin expected. His skin was tanned and sun-leathered, his black hair and pointed beard were shot through already with silver, though Crispin guessed the fellow had not counted so much as two score of years. He wore a simple cotton shirt: rough-spun and undyed, with a deep neck and loose sleeves tied down at the wrists. Over one shoulder he carried an old-fashioned cape gun, its combination barrel broad and flat and gleaming in what scant light there was beneath Delos’ moonless sky. “You are fortunate I answer to a higher law than yours, my lord—and that it was we who found you and not these men who want your blood, mm?”


  Given a clear target now, Crispin drew his sword and leveled the gleaming blade at the man. “Who are you?” The blue light of the liquid metal blade illuminated the surrounding trees, and at a distance Crispin could see the shapes of men and women and of horses, too. A dozen of them. How had the beasts stayed quiet this whole time?


  To his credit, what terror the man might have felt on seeing so dangerous a weapon so close to his eyes was confined to the raising of his eyebrows. Without taking the gun from his shoulder he showed his hands. “Peace, lordship. Je m’appelle … eh—my name is…I am Jean-Louis Albé. These are my cousins. My family. We are only villagers. We do not know who it is hunts you.”


  “Villagers?” Kyra said, ever the pragmatist. “Is your village far? These men are wounded.”


  Jean-Louis looked past Crispin to the others. “Not far, no. But tell your master to lower his sword or my family will leave you here.”


  A hand touched Crispin’s shoulder, and he relaxed, letting the weapon fall to his side. He knew Sabine’s hand, and the pace of her gentle breathing. “Will you help us?”


  “Oui,” the villager said. He nodded as he did so, so Crispin assumed that meant yes. “But not because you order it. It is the right thing to do.” He drew back, slinging the cape gun over his shoulder. “Renaud! Give the wounded man your horse. Or is there still enough room to ride double?”


  “There are nine of us!” Lud said.


  “And eleven of us makes a proper score, but we do not have enough horses for us all and, uh … there is little room.” By the light of Crispin’s sword they could see the deer carcasses draped over the hindquarters of many of the horses. They had indeed been hunting. Hunting their lord father’s deer. “Have you others who need to ride? The lady, perhaps?”


  Sabine brushed this off. “The lady,” she said, “can walk.”


  “As you wish,” Jean-Louis said simply. “Renaud! Where is that horse! Rapidement!”


  The man turned to find his cousin, but as he moved to go, Crispin caught his arm. “Why are you helping us?”


  Unthinking, the plebeian touched a strange necklace he wore depicting a man nailed to a cross. His fingers lingered there as he answered, saying, “Because your men are hurt … and because if it were us that needed help, seigneur, I hope that you would give it.” As they spoke three men—two peltasts and one of the villagers—struggled to lift Ored into the saddle; no small feat with his missing leg. And in a smaller voice, almost beneath hearing, Jean-Louis added, “And because the Lord God commands His children to help those in need.”


  God?


  Some missing piece fell into place for Crispin, and he said, “You’re adorators?” By the fey light of his sword, Jean-Louis and the others seemed now pale as specters in the gloom, as if they were but reflections in dark water, monstrous as the Cielcin xenobites who drank the blood of worlds. The cultists lived deep in the mountains on a reservation granted them by the vicereine and by Imperial decree. They were the worshippers of an ancient god—that much Crispin knew. In the city they said the adorators wed their brothers and sisters. That they drank blood and poisoned wells and water mains. That they lured children to their deaths.


  His sword was still in his hand, and he said, “Is this a trick, cultist?” “Crispin, stop!” Sabine said, “What’s gotten into you?


  He was dimly aware that everyone around him had stopped to look at him. “Do you know who these pagans are?” Crispin said, not looking at his sister.


  “Pagans!” Jean-Louis almost laughed, “My lord, you do not know the meaning of the word. Whatever stories you have heard, by God, I swear we mean you no harm.”


  The word pagans seemed to catch up to Sabine, who brightened, “You’re from the Museum Catholic reserve!” She put a forceful hand on Crispin’s arm, “Crispin, put the sword down. They aren’t dangerous. They have an Imperial grant.”


  He knew she was right. Many of the old religions and their communities enjoyed Imperial protection throughout the Empire, living exhibitions of mankind as she was before the Mericanii, before the destruction of Old Earth and rise of the Holy Terran Chantry. Crispin knew some of their names: the Theravada Buddhists, the Shinto, the Cid Arthurian cult that held sway within the Imperial Legions, the various Hindu sects, these Catholics, and even here and there an isolated pocket of the Mazdayasna practiced in the far-flung Principalities of Jadd.


  “Besides, Lord Marlowe,” Jean-Louis said, “if you do not wish for our help, well … we may part ways here and now.”


  Crispin looked to his sister, to Kyra standing not far off. He turned to Lud, still helmeted and stoic; to Van with his broken arm and Ored with his missing leg. He clenched his jaw. At any moment the skiff might wheel once more overhead, or an attack might fall from above. They had no backup, no way to contact Meidua. Nothing. Without datasphere access, they were lost. He could feel his teeth grinding, a noise like the creaking of old sailing ships in one of mother’s operas carrying through his jaw.


  At last he cleared his throat and said, “Lead the way.”


  Chapter 6


  The Hidden Village


  Just how long the old village had stood upon the mountainside none could say. The reserve of St. Maximus had been granted to the Museum Catholics thousands of years ago, Sabine said, but even she was not quite sure when. It might have been before even House Kephalos was given the Duchy of Delos for a fief, in those ages when House Ormund had ruled the planet. And yet the village did not feel ancient. The light of the rising sun cast silver shadows over the green-dark shapes of trees and the red face of the mountains. The peaked roofs and steeples of the buildings carved deep black channels in the misty morning, and as their little van came upon the entrance to the vale over which that ancient pile presided, a bell began to toll the fifth hour of the day.


  Morning.


  Crispin could not remember the last time he’d passed a whole night without sleep. Had it been that trip to Euclid with young Lord Albans? He remembered a beautiful, white-haired Durantine girl. What was her name? They hadn’t slept all night, except together. Only the mechanical necessity of walking kept him from keeling over and dozing where he fell. They must have walked for miles. More than once Crispin had thought about demanding that one of the peasants give up his horse, but Sabine had offered no complaint, and so—not to be outdone by his little sister— he held his silence.


  The road they followed had never been paved, and the lamp-posts that marked its track were topped with great canvas fans that kept them charged. They creaked as the company passed below them, crossing a step-bridge over a narrow rill that bordered a great field where wheat stood ripening towards autumn.


  “Crispin, look!” Sabine pointed to where great earthen terraces rose from the floor of the narrow vale and up the red cliff to where the village of St. Maximus proper sat upon a spur of the mountain at its back. Whoever it was built the town far back in the deeps of time Crispin could not guess, but those ancient builders had raised a wall of stone white as the mountain atop which Devil’s Rest stood. What had prompted them to wall their village in? This was not the Golden Age of Earth, when knights wore suits of hammered steel and fought dragons for the sake of queens. But he supposed that Devil’s Rest had its encircling walls as well.


  Even from a distance, Crispin could see the shape of a white stone building rising above the low roofs of houses and shops, with the bell tower to one side. It had the look of a Chantry sanctum, though it had neither dome nor the encircling minarets he expected from such buildings. It did not look like the home of a cult of cannibals. It looked like a country resort town for wealthier peasants, charming in its small, bucolic way. Charming enough that for a moment he almost forgot the horror of the previous night.


  Almost.


  “Jean! Back so soon?” a woman called from the window of a low house as they approached the open gates in the town wall. “The hunting was good then?” Crispin wondered if the woman was his wife; they looked of an age, though with the plebs it was anyone’s guess. They aged so quickly.


  “Just fine, Jacqui!” he said, and added something in his strange language. Only then did she see Crispin and the others standing among the horses, and her tanned face went pale as the blood left it. “Is Léon still in the house?”


  “Oui!”


  “Have him run ahead to the rectory and tell Abbé Laurent we’re back with guests. And tell him to tell no one else.”


  The woman nodded slowly, brown eyes tracking over the company. Her eyes settled at last on Crispin. “Mère de Dieu.” The adorator remembered herself a moment later and curtsied at her windowsill. She did not look up as she said, “Lord Marlowe.”


  Crispin just stood there. He was too tired to respond. Too tired. The woman was still curtsying, had not raised her eyes. Sabine nudged him, and remembering himself he said, “Please stand, woman. Thank you.” He raised a hand, and she rose.


  A boy came to the window then, eyes wide as he clutched his mother’s skirts. Crispin decided that Jean-Louis and the woman must not be married after all: the boy looked so unlike the man, with pale eyes and curly hair.


  “Léon!” Jean-Louis said, “Run to the rectory and fetch the abbé— there’s a good lad!” Seeing the hunter standing at his window, the boy brightened at once, nodded and vanished. In his absence, the hunter leaned towards Crispin and said, “We do not want the whole village turning up to watch you. Best to keep this all our little secret, no?”


  Crispin glanced to Kyra and his sister, then nodded his agreement. “How many of you are there in the village?” Kyra asked, ever the pragmatist, pausing only a moment in helping Ored down from his horse.


  “Counting the farmers around the valley?” Jean-Louis asked, “Perhaps two thousands? Maybe?” He looked to Jacqui for agreement.


  “We were lucky you found us,” Sabine said. “We should radio Devil’s Rest at once, get support in and get out of here before whoever is hunting us finds us.”


  “Radio?” Jean-Louis set his cape gun against the wall of Jacqui’s house. “We have no radio.”


  “No radio?” Crispin echoed, incredulous.


  “Your Chantry does not allow us such things, you know?”


  Lud stepped forward to help Kyra with his wounded fellow, and through his helmet said, “If I may, ladyship, your father must have learned by now that we didn’t arrive in Artemia. He’s sure to send out ships to find us. They’ll be over these mountains in hours—if they aren’t already.” “We could send up flares,” said one of the other soldiers.


  “And alert whoever is after us to our location?” Kyra snapped, rounding on her man. The soldier blanched at the force in his captain’s voice, and he pressed his lips together.


  Sabine snapped her fingers, “Get the wounded into the house, then.” She did not ask the woman permission before storming into her home. She was palatine. She only ordered it be so, and so it was. The adorator woman did not resist or object, only held her son out of the way as Kyra and Lud pushed through the wooden portal with the injured Ored hopping between them. Crispin pushed in after them, a hand on his aching head.


  Jean-Louis stood in the door, said something to the woman in their native tongue. Crispin raised an eyebrow. “I told her we won’t be here long.”


  “Only until relief arrives,” Crispin said in answer.


  But the adorator was not listening, he had busied himself shooing the boy out the door. What was the matter with these people? He was an Imperial palatine, the son of their lord archon! And yet the peasant seemed unbothered by the gulf between them, knelt instead before the boy, Léon, saying, “You see my friends here?” The boy nodded his head, and the adorator said, “They need the abbé’s help. Can you get him for us?”


  In a small voice, Léon said, “Oui, monsieur.”


  Monsieur? That sounded almost like messer. This language they were speaking—was it Classical English? Not for the first time, Crispin wished that it was Hadrian in his place. Hadrian was the one with the ear for languages and the head for words. Hadrian would have known what was being said. Hadrian would have known what to do.


  Crispin only stood there, useless and confused, not understanding as he watched the boy hurry out the door. He’d never felt so out of place, so like he did not belong. He’d never felt so powerless. There had been nothing he could do during the attack on the shuttle, was nothing he could do now. Nothing but wait. Exhausted, he sank upon a low stool that stood just inside the door beside the peasants’ mounded shoes.


  The house looked like something out of one of his mother’s holograph operas set in the mythic past. The stone walls were coated with plaster cracked and flaking, but painted a warm mustard color. The furniture was all of wood, simply fashioned but solid as the darkly stained floor. And nowhere was there to be seen the glow of a holograph, the gleam of a camera eye or grill of a speaker patch. The lights were electric, and he thought he saw a refrigeration unit in the next room—but aside from these humble artifacts he saw nothing more sophisticated than a lamp. There wasn’t even climate control, and the windows were all open and unglazed. Still, it was not altogether unpleasant, albeit in a poor, barbaric way.


  A piece of the decoration caught his attention, and to cover the untidy silence as Kyra and Lud helped Ored to sit on a flattened couch by the big window opposite, Crispin asked, “What is that?” He pointed at a wooden cross like the one Jean-Louis wore about his neck, which depicted an emaciated man hanging from its beam, his head wreathed like the victor in a Colosso.


  The woman of the house looked round, as if unsure what it was Crispin was asking about, as if there were nothing strange about the image of a crucified man hanging on the wall in this otherwise bright and wholesome place. Crispin thought again about the stories he had heard about these mountain cultists. That they drank blood and lay with their own siblings. They sounded like the Cielcin, the aliens that drank up human colonies along the edges of the Empire. Unseen beneath his black cape, Crispin clutched the hilt of his sword. “Quelle? Oh!” she said. “You mean the crucifix?”


  To Crispin’s surprise, Sabine answered, “It’s their god.”


  “Their god?” Crispin repeated, still confused. “But he’s dead.”


  A trace of a smile flickered over both Jacqui and Jean-Louis’s faces, and Crispin felt a flash of annoyance fill him up. What was so amusing? After a moment’s uneasy silence, Jacqui answered, “It is … difficult to explain, my lord.” She tried, and with Jean-Louis’s help delivered a halting tale about an ancient carpenter in the Golden Age of Earth who had been born without a father. She said that he had been put to death by the empire of that day, executed for fomenting unrest in an obscure corner of the world. Crispin listened incredulous as the woman said her god-man had risen from the dead after three days, during which time he had contended with Death herself and loosed the righteous from hell. Neither peasant looked at Crispin as they spoke, eyes flitting in turn between the floor and the icon hung on the wall.


  “Hell, is it?” Crispin said when at last they’d finished, fidgeting all the while with the platinum signet ring wound round his left thumb. It depicted a devil in capering outline, a trident raised above its head, poised as if to throw. Hell. Devils. “How long did you say this community has been here?” In a certain light, the pagan story sounded almost treasonous. The Marlowes were devils, after all.


  “On the planet?” Jean-Louis asked, stroking his pointed beard. “Oh, since the Second Aurigan War. Almost nine thousand years.” He made a face. “In one form or another.”


  House Marlowe had made its name in the Aurigan Wars. Lord Julian Marlowe—the first Lord of Devil’s Rest—had made his name in that war, fighting for Duke Tiberius Ormund for control of the province. Had the settlement of these Museum Catholics on Delos been a condition of the treaty that ended that war? Hadrian would have known. Or Father.


  “You say this Church of yours stretches back to the Golden Age?” Crispin asked, “That’s what? Twenty thousand years?”


  “Nearly twenty-one,” Sabine interjected.


  “Twenty-one thousand years,” Crispin repeated, and blind to the antiquity and memory of so ancient a tradition, unmoved by the fact that here were members of a living culture older than the Sollan Empire and space travel itself, he grinned. “In all that time you lot didn’t realize this god’s mother of yours just got herself with child off some other man and told her husband ‘Oh, God did it?’” He glanced around at Sabine, at Kyra and the ragged soldiers, expecting a laugh. None came. Only a weak smile from Sabine, who shook her head.


  Jean-Louis’s face was white, and for a moment Crispin thought the man might lunge at him. His fists were clenched. For a moment, Crispin almost laughed, forgetting for a moment that here was the man who had saved him and his sister that very night. He wanted to hit something, and for a moment hoped this peasant would try it. Making a disgusted sound, Crispin turned from them and standing moved towards the window. “Bunch of primitive muck farmers,” he sneered.


  Beyond the confines of the quiet house, the village was waking up. The wind-lamps that lighted the path through the vale below the township were going out with the golden sunrise, black sky turning a pale yellow. In the white building on the hill above—in the very center of the village—a bell began to toll the sixth hour. By the light of the new sun, Crispin saw there were peasants already toiling in the fields and the terraces below the wall.


  “You shouldn’t insult our hosts, Crispin.” Sabine kept her voice low as she moved beside him, placed a warm hand on his arm. “They could have left us in the woods. Or shot us.” Crispin nodded, but said nothing. She was right. “We need them to get a message to Devil’s Rest. To Father. Meidua can’t be more than a couple hours away by flier. We’ll see this elder of theirs and then maybe we can get a message out.”


  “Do you have any signal on your terminal?” Crispin asked, “Jean- Louis said they don’t have a radio in the village.”


  “My terminal’s dead,” she said, “not sure if the crash killed it or if it’s the battery, but I can’t get it to work. Not that it would do any good. Kyra says she can’t get a signal either.”


  Crispin leaned both elbows on the windowsill and massaged his scalp, “It’s these mountains. Father will have to install comms relays throughout.” He banged a fist on the sill, startling the people in the room behind him. “Why hasn’t that already been done?”


  “Not worth the cost,” Sabine said.


  To their surprise, Lud added, “The mining crawlers have all the comms equipment they need, lordship. And when they’re done, they’re just air-lifted out with the dorm units and all.” The two Marlowes turned to the soldier, who rose from his place beside the injured Ored on Jacqui’s couch. He had removed his helmet at last, and Crispin was surprised at just how young he seemed, with short dark hair and ears like rocket fins. He pressed his lips together, remembering at once just who it was he was speaking to, pointing out the obvious like that. He ducked his chin, “I hope I’ve not given offense. My father was a miner. I know a thing or two.”


  “No, no,” Crispin said, and waved him to silence.


  Just then a knock sounded at the woman’s back door. Those soldiers as could all stood, turning with hands on weapons, forgetting that no one that meant them or this village harm would have the manners to knock. At a nod from Captain Kyra, Jacqui opened the door to find an old man standing there beside the breathless Léon. The boy had clearly been running, and despite the chilly morning his, sweaty curls lay plastered to his forehead.


  But it was the man who drew Crispin’s attention. He had the look of Chantry Prior, dressed as he was in simple black, though he wore a heavy crucifix not unlike Jean-Louis’s on a golden chain threaded through a buttonhole on his black cassock. He was very pale, pale almost as Crispin and Sabine were themselves, his white hair and beard seeming somehow dark against his skin. He reminded Crispin sharply of old Tor Gibson, the tutor he’d had as a boy, the one who had tried to sell his brother to the Extrasolarian barbarians.


  “Excusez-moi, Madame Jacqui,” he said in a deep voice before switching to Galstani. “Your son said I should come at once. Is something the matter?” Only then did his eyes catch on the two palatines, on Kyra and the half dozen soldiers variously sitting or standing in her home. His eyes widened, and he removed his round, wide-brimmed hat with a steady hand. “What is going on here?” He did not have the native accent the rest of the villagers shared, but spoke in a clipped-off fashion that reminded Crispin of the Legionary officers he had met with when they visited Delos from offworld.


  Jean-Louis stepped forward, “Abbé Laurent! Thank you for coming.” The priest held his flat hat to his breast, surveying the wounded men, Crispin, and Sabine. He passed his hat to Jean-Louis without comment and stepped into the middle of the room, peering at them through wire- rimmed spectacles. “You’re palatine,” he said evenly, looking for all the world as if there were nothing unusual about the situation they found themselves in. “House Marlowe?”


  “Yes,” Crispin said, “I am Lord Crispin Marlowe, and this is my sister, the Lady Sabine.”


  The man did not bow, only bobbed his head. Crispin felt a flash of irritation at the man’s lack of deference, but he stayed himself. If this man was the village eolderman, it would not do to shame him. The old man sucked on his teeth, “I’m Abbé Laurent.”


  “You’re what?” Crispin asked, “Their prior? Their eolderman?”


  “We prefer the word priest around here, son,” he said, but he pressed on with the deliberate forward momentum of a career soldier. “Father Laurent will do. What happened?”


  Crispin took Sabine’s hand off his arm and stepped forward, “We were shot down midway to Artemia. Your people found us and brought us here, but we’re still being hunted.”


  “Let’s just hope we weren’t pursued,” Sabine said. “We didn’t intend to put your people in any danger, um, Abbé.”


  “Father,” he said, “Abbé is father in French.”


  French? Crispin thought. That must be the strange language these adorators spoke. He’d thought it was Classical English, such as the scholiasts used in their athenaea. He’d never even heard of French before. “Jean-Louis,” the priest said, turning to the younger man, “can you send one of your cousins down to Camlen’s Gap? Someone needs to contact the city so we can get Lord and Lady Marlowe safely on their way back home.”


  The adorator nodded, “I’ll go myself.”


  “No,” the priest said, “I need you to help me get these people up to the church. They’ll be safer inside the walls, and Jacqui needs her front room back.”


  “Why me?” Jean-Louis asked.


  “Because you have the wagon and the horses we need.” Sabine came forward, “Don’t you trust your people?”


  “Of course I do,” the priest said, “but it may be that not everyone in town are my people. God helps those as help themselves, or hadn’t you heard?” He turned back to Jean-Louis. “What are you doing standing there, lad? Get your cousin on the road and get your wagon, double quick!” By the end of his pronouncements, there was no doubt left in Crispin’s mind that this man had been a soldier. When he turned, Crispin saw the bluish outline of an eagle tattooed on the man’s thick neck above the Roman collar. It was a soldier’s mark, the emblem of some legion or other. That explained the man’s pallor as well. Who knew how many years and decades the priest had spent in the dark of cryonic fugue or on ships in the black of space? How long had he gone without knowing the light of suns or the touch of rain—and how long had he been on Delos?


  Jean-Louis answered the priest as though he were his commanding officer and hurried to the door. Crispin could hear him shouting to those of his family who had remained outside, barking orders to the others in his strange language. He turned smartly, standing in the open door such that the autumn wind came in around him. “I told one of them to make for Camlen’s Gap.”


  “How far is this place?” Kyra asked, doubtless estimating how much time they would need to hold out in the village.


  “When my papa took me to there last time, we had to camp for the night!” said the boy, Léon. The boy could not have been more than eight standard, Crispin judged, and his Galstani was muddled and lisping.


  “Camp?” Crispin repeated.


  “It’s about two days’ ride,” Jacqui said. “Day and a half if you don’t like your horse much.”


  “A day and a half!” Sabine said, the exasperation in her voice matching that in Crispin’s head. It took that long for freight to climb a hightower to orbit. “Don’t you have a flier? Or a groundcar?”


  Jean-Louis shook his head, and matching Crispin’s earlier sneer said, “We are but humble muck farmers.”


  Sabine’s fingers tightened on Crispin’s arm, and it was all he could do to stop himself striking the smug little plebeian where he stood. How dare he speak to him like that? But Crispin restrained himself.


  Father Laurent ignored this little exchange, “I thought I told you to fetch your wagon, Jean. There’s a good lad.” He smiled encouragingly, “Go on.”


  “The others are just mounting up.”


  The older man reached up behind his spectacles and rubbed his eyes, as if he too had been up all night at some hard trial. For a moment he was no legionary veteran at all, only an old man, tired and grandfatherly. So it was with grandfatherly insistence that he repeated himself. “I said go on, Jean.”


  The younger man went, leaving the priest and the mother and son alone with the survivors. Crispin lowered himself back upon the stool he’d occupied near the pile of work shoes in one corner. “Thank you,” he said at last, the words strange and fuzzy on his tongue. “You didn’t have to help us.”


  The priest eased himself onto the arm of the sofa where Ored sat with his missing leg. “Yes, I did.”


  “Your people could have as easily passed us by in the forest,” Crispin said, “but they didn’t.”


  “They would never.”


  “Why not?” Crispin asked, and reframed the question he had asked Jean-Louis when they met in the words, “Why are you helping us?”


  The priest’s thick beard rearranged itself into a smile, and he said, “Hospes eram et collexistis me.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “It is one of the most quoted pieces of Scripture, but only because it is one of the most important.”


  Sabine leaned into the conversation, “Is that … Latin? What does it mean?” Crispin smiled at her. Sabine had something of Hadrian’s gift for languages, it seemed. It bothered Crispin that he hadn’t known that.


  He could almost imagine his lost older brother answering with the priest as he said, “I was a stranger and you took me in. Our Lord asks us to care for those who need it. Quamdiu fecistis uni de his fratribus meis minimis mihi fecistis. What you do to the least of my brethren you do to me, He says.”


  “The least?” Crispin echoed.


  Father Laurent raised a defensive hand, “Even the least. Jean-Louis is a good man. His father taught him well. He would have helped you if you were a beggar or the Prince of Jadd.”


  His father … Crispin’s father had taught him to rule. To rule over his people, regardless of whether or not they wanted him or obeyed. What you do to the least of my brethren you do to me. Such a lord would have the love of his subjects, and they would serve him willingly. By the sound of it, these villagers yet served their Lord God twenty thousand years after his death on Old Earth. What reason other than love and devotion could there be for such a thing?


  “You’re only helping us because you think it’s the right thing to do?” Crispin said, unable to keep the edge from his voice. His lips curled. “You expect me to believe that?”


  The old priest only shrugged, “My beliefs do not require you to.”


  Chapter 7


  The Servants of God


  An hour had passed and the better part of a second before Jean- Louis returned with the cart. It stank of wet straw and of the horses that drew it, and the canvas roof that covered its flat bed was stained and patched, reminding Crispin just how primitive these plebeians were. He clambered in first with Sabine, seated himself on an empty crate to one side and watched as the others struggled to lift Ored into place. The amputee struggled to hop up the rungs, and twice he slipped back to ground.


  He could feel Sabine’s eyes on him. “What?” he said. He knew what. With a sigh he stood, and—moving to the rear of the cart—offered the injured man a hand. Ored took it, and with his other hand under Ored’s arm, Crispin hauled the injured soldier onto the cart. In short order the others were all aboard, and Jean-Louis drew a tarp across the opening, the better to hide them from any prying eyes. Beneath his cape, Crispin kept his sword in his hand, ready for the attack he was just as sure would never come. Kyra peered out past the edge of the tarp, checking the sky. “This valley’s better hidden than I thought,” she said. “You’d think they’d have found the village by now.”


  Sabine leaned to look past the older woman, lips pressed together. “Maybe they think we died in the crash.” Crispin imagined black-clad soldiers picking through the horrors of the wreckage, looking for their bodies in among the mangled corpses of their men. “It could have slowed them down.”


  “Possibly,” Kyra said, letting the tarp fall closed.


  “We’re still not even sure who it was, ma’am,” Ored said, eyes wide in the dim.


  “One of the lesser houses, maybe? Or the Mandari?” Lud suggested, keeping his voice low. Crispin said nothing. He was still thinking of his father’s warning about Aunt Amalia and House Kephalos. If it were House Kephalos, not even these adorators and their ancient pagan god could save them. Nothing could.


  Jean-Louis’s head poked through the front of the compartment from where he sat on the bench behind the horses. “Silencieux! Keep quiet! Unless you want the whole village to know you are here, mm?”


  That moved them to silence, and for a while the only sounds were the slow clop of the horses’ hooves on the village cobbles and the creak of the wheels. From time to time, Crispin would peer out the front of the cart over Father Laurent’s shoulder at the quaint, quiet houses. They passed beneath the arched shadow of the village gate, in whose stones some ancient hand had carved the snarling likeness of a man with the head of a wolf, a cynocephalus. That cursed image put in Crispin’s mind again the stories he had heard of these people, these cultists in the mountains, and he could shake neither the fear he felt of House Kephalos nor the fear of these strange commoners. Were they being led like lambs to the slaughter? Their Father Laurent had said that they were being taken to their church. That temple he had seen at the highest level of Saint Maximus, carved into the very face of the mountain that rose above it.


  Their sanctum.


  The Chantry taught that the ancient gods and cults had required human sacrifices, and that when King William threw down the Mericanii and the machines, he declared that there would be no more such sacrifices. No more human lives would be burned on altars to inhumanity. But was it not that same William—the Firstborn Son of Earth Herself—who had set up these protected places? These reservations for the dead cultures of ancient man?


  “O Holy Mother Earth,” Crispin murmured, “keep us and protect us in Darkness and in the land of strangers.” He blessed himself, making the sign of the sun disc and pressing it to his forehead, lips, and heart.


  And yet the sounds without the covered wagon were only the sounds of any ordinary peasant hamlet. Men and women calling to one another or else speaking in casual tones. The sound of feet and of horseshoes on the cobblestones. He heard a nuncius calling out in that language Laurent had called French, doubtless marking the day and the day’s news. And many times a voice was raised to greet the priest and the young hunter beside him, with shouts of “Abbé! Abbé!” and “Jean-Louis!” and “Bonjour!” Their welcome was as far from the cold salutes his family received when their motorcade rolled through the streets Meidua beneath Marlowe banners a dozen stories high. Far from the chilly blast of silver trumpets and the martial beat of drums. These people loved their eolderman, their leader, their priest. They did not love his father.


  They drew at last within the shadow of that pagan temple, and the horses were pulled to a halt. The sound of feet intruded past the patched canvas walls, and presently Jean-Louis threw back the flap. He had his cape gun slung over his shoulder, and he smiled mightily, “Come on. The church is empty just now. We need to get you in and through to the rectory before the old women start turning up.” He reached up to help Ored down, and then offered a hand to Sabine.


  Another image of the wolf-headed man was carved into the arch of the door, and Sabine asked before Crispin could, “What is that?”


  “St. Christopher,” Father Laurent said, fixing his wide-brimmed hat back on his head as he clambered down from the wagon. “He guards the entrance to the church.” He said this as though it were not at all a strange thing to say. “Protects it from demons.” And here he made a gesture that was familiar to Crispin, pointing with his first and last fingers extended back towards the church yard gate. It was a sign for warding off evil.


  Jean-Louis pushed open the heavy wooden doors and gestured for the others to pass him by, “There’s a door in back and to the right. The rectory’s on a shelf overlooking the village.”


  “What’s a rectory?” one of the soldiers asked.


  “My home,” Laurent said, smiling through his snowy beard. “We can keep you away from any prying eyes while you wait for your people to come find you.” He stopped a moment, and in a tone that would not have been out of place on a Legion decurion snapped, “Jean-Louis Albé! I know you’re not about to carry a loaded weapon into your God’s house.” The adorator froze beneath the shadow of St. Christopher, paused a moment to unsling his rifle and rest it in a niche between two carven pillars of pale stone. “Pardon, Abbé,” he said, and looked down at his feet. “If the rest of you would please leave your weapons at the door,” the old priest said, “you will not need them.”


  “Not need them?” Crispin echoed, suddenly sure these fine people meant to draw them into a trap. He clung to his sword hilt all the harder beneath his long cape. “Not need them?”


  Kyra stepped forward, brushing past Crispin to stand before the old man, by her square posture reminding him that it was she who had the contingent of a half dozen soldiers at her back, and that four of them were hale and whole. “We can’t do that, sirrah. I have a duty to protect the lord and lady, and with respect to you and your religion, I cannot do that unarmed.”


  For a moment, neither the priest nor the soldier moved. Indeed, it seemed to Crispin that they were both soldiers in that moment, their battle lines drawn opposite one another across a vast, flat expanse. Laurent had certainly been a soldier, once, and something of the Imperial iron remained in his bones, for he met Kyra flinty gaze unyielding. Crispin little understood how many times this exchange had played out throughout history: the unarmed priest standing defiant opposite the armed soldier. He little knew how many martyrs were made thus, or how readily Laurent might have joined them.


  Might have joined them, if there were anything at stake more important than etiquette and the placement of arms. But the legionnaire Laurent had been moved inside the priest, and he stepped aside. “Very well. It’s not worth fighting over. This way.”


  A forest of pale columns rose within, supporting rounded arches whose keystones bristled with the relief carvings of devils, of angels, and of human faces. The thin sunlight fell streaming through stained glass windows, and painted statues of men and women both stood solitary in niches like the icons in a Chantry sanctum. Indeed, the whole place recalled a sanctum—or rather the Chantry recalled this ancient faith. An altar stood dead ahead, draped in a white cloth. Though where the Chantry altar stood in the middle of the sanctum beneath the central dome, this altar stood at the back of the temple, behind a rail that separated it from the rows of wooden benches meant for the faithful.


  And above it all hung the cross and the wood-carved body of these pagans’ dead god. Abruptly, Crispin thought of the wooden sculptures that stood beneath the Dome of Bright Carvings in Devil’s Rest, collected from the various townships and hamlets in Father’s demesne. Had any of them come from this place?


  He wanted to say something, but the temple hush of the place oppressed him, and their whole party was silent. Laurent and Jean-Louis both genuflected, making a curious gesture. They touched fingers to their foreheads, hearts, and each shoulder in turn, and Crispin was a moment realizing the shape they’d made sketched a cross on each of them. Laurent placed a hand on Sabine’s shoulder, “This way.”


  He led them all under the hanging cross and through a gate in the rail, then back through a door in the rear of the church that opened on what felt more like a cave than a chamber. Wood paneling covered one of the walls, but the flagstones at their feet were uneven, worn by the ritual passage of centuries of slippered feet. There were bottles of wine on racks against one wall, and an antique wardrobe filled with colorful robes: green and violet and white. Laurent opened another door, and presently a wind blew through the old chamber, and they emerged onto a rough stair cut into the pale stone of the mountain.


  “My home is just up here,” he said, not shouting despite the way his back was turned. “I think it’s the oldest part of the village. One of the environmental testing stations the first colonists set up during the days of the terraforming. Bloody prefab structures will outlast the stars, you know? All that metal and heavy plastic.” He grunted with every odd step, and for the first time Crispin noticed the man walked with a limp, dragging his left foot. They ascended through a cutting in the rock carved out plasma burners and onto a narrow stair. Great metal pilings had been driven into the rock at their right, a chain strung between them to act as a meager rail. The cliffs rose to their left. Their going was slow, hampered as they were by Ored’s one leg, but the village slowly fell away beneath them. To the people below, Crispin hoped they were only a line of dark figures climbing up to visit the priest at his residence.


  “Is it much farther?” Sabine asked, pausing a moment to allow Ored and his helpers to catch up. “Your home?”


  “Not far, not far,” Laurent replied, “just around this next bend.” And there it was.


  Despite Laurent’s words, Crispin had been expecting another quaint wooden house like those in the village below. He had not been expecting the sleek, white plastic saucer protruding from the face of the mountain like a pale mushroom from the trunk of some mighty tree. Light still shone from long, narrow windows about its circumference, and the stubs of long-ago ruined comms antennae still bristled from its topside.


  Sabine made an appreciative noise, “You said this was one of the terraforming stations?”


  “That’s right,” Laurent replied, not breaking his awkward stride.


  “Then it must be ten thousand years old!” she said, voice high with astonishment.


  “Well, they were built to last, weren’t they?” Jean-Louis said.


  Laurent stopped at the top of the stair, fiddling with an old keypad beside the recessed lozenge of the door. “They were built to withstand plasma bombardment back when the settlers were reshaping continents,” he said. The door opened, “Come in, then.”


  • • •


  The priest had put them in a large back room that smelled as if no one had used it in centuries. Kyra set those men as could about the business of making the place habitable, which in truth amounted to little more than knocking the dust out of the upholstery while Ored sat facing the door with a plasma burner in his numb hands.


  Crispin stood by the window. Hadrian had always lingered by windows, he recalled. Perhaps something of his older brother had worn off on him. The day was passing, the sun high, the grass so green in the vale below St. Maximus it was almost black, the wheat fields like beds of silver feathers on the back of some hoary colossus.


  “We’ll have a new leg for you when we return to the city,” Sabine was saying, and placed a hand on Ored’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”


  Crispin had turned with her words, and a part of him was surprised to find his little sister sitting beside the wounded peltast. Unbidden and despite the trauma of the previous night, Crispin smiled.


  Ored’s face was very pale. He had lost a good deal of blood before the suit could staunch his wound, and in any case he must have been in great pain. But he smiled bravely and nodded, “Thank you, my lady.”


  “We’ll raise Devil’s Rest soon and reinforcements will get here and take us home,” she said, and Crispin could tell she was forcing her voice to be brighter. “They may even have noticed our absence at Artemia already and have sent scouts back along our flight path.”


  “That may not be a good thing,” Crispin said somberly, his grave tone undercutting his sister’s false but airy cheer. Eight pairs of eyes swiveled to face him, and Crispin clasped his hands before his chest, looking at none of them. “Before we left Meidua, Father told me there were rumors that House Kephalos might move against us. They have command access to the planet’s datasphere. They might know about the change in our flight plans.”


  Silence followed this pronouncement, terrible as it was. If it were false, then his saying such a thing was very nearly treasonous—but if it were true, the whole planet would be against them. And if they won free and returned home there may not even be a home to go to, in which case Jean-Louis’s cousin was only riding to Camlen’s Gap to unwittingly hand them to the enemy. For all they knew, Devil’s Rest was already a smoking ruin burned out by plasma fire, and Meidua an ash heap mounded about its walls. Father might be dead, and Crispin’s haughty pronouncement the night before would be made true.


  I am House Marlowe, he had said. Perhaps he was. Him and Sabine—and Hadrian, wherever he was.


  “Do you think Father’s right?” Sabine asked. “Grandmother and Aunt Amalia wouldn’t … would they?”


  “Grandmother? No. But Aunt Amalia might. She’d be just coming into her power. She might think a Delos without House Marlowe would be an easier planet to rule. With us gone she could fold the uranium mining and the Guild back under her, reap the profits and consolidate system power.”


  “But why?”


  Crispin ran tired hands over his scalp, feeling the short bristling of his hair. He needed a wash. The answer came to him unbidden, as if it had fallen out of the sky and onto his head. “Grandmother has always felt indebted to Father for stopping the Orin Rebellion. She was out- system when it happened and Father’s actions helped her maintain her power base here. But suppose you’re Aunt Amalia. Suppose you’re coming into power and you have Father as your neighbor. House Marlowe’s incomes are far greater than House Kephalos’ because we have sole proprietorship of all uranium mining in the system. A monopoly. Father has used that income to build up an armed force in-system nearly equal to Grandmother’s, and Father has a history of using it.” He didn’t have to say much more. Lord Alistair Marlowe had smashed House Orin’s navy, pursued it all the way back to the edge of Delos System, to cloudless Linon: a frigid moon orbiting the gas giant Omphalos. There Father blockaded the moon, and when House Orin begged for mercy, Father had given it. He’d ordered the armored windows of their domed palaces shot out, and House Orin had died gasping in the airless night. Lord Alistair had called that mercy. He might have ordered them tortured.


  When Vicereine Elmira Kephalos had returned from her visit to the Emperor on Forum, she found Lord Alistair seated on her throne in Artemia, a line of coffins spread out beneath the dais.


  “My lady,” he had said, “I have brought House Orin to pay homage to you one last time.” He’d stood then, and stepped aside for the vicereine-duchess to retake her throne. Lord Alistair had been barely more than a child at the time, and already he was the most ruthless and bloody- minded lord in the system.


  Crispin was shaking his head, “If I were Aunt Amalia, I’d be afraid of Father. Everyone was afraid of Father. Except Grandmother.”


  “And Amalia is not our Grandmother,” Sabine agreed. “But do you really think she’d try poine? A house war, Crispin?”


  “She could as easily kill us both and deny Father any further requests for children. Father’s requests wouldn’t make it to His Radiance or the High College if they didn’t clear with the vicereine. She’s Father’s liege. It would need her approval.”


  But his sister was shaking her head, “Father’s not so old as that. If she did that, he’d have centuries to respond. If Aunt Amalia is behind what happened last night, she’ll have attacked Devil’s Rest, too. Father’s too dangerous to be left alive.”


  She was right about that, Crispin had to admit. He bit his lip, glanced back out the long, narrow window at the vale of St. Maximus. The jagged peaks of the Redtines rose to either side like the broken teeth of a boxer. The silver sun seemed somehow dead in that moment, granting no life to the life it touched. He could see the bell tower of the pagan church below them and all the way to the village walls beyond. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Some sign, perhaps? But there were no aircraft on the horizon, no carrier pigeon nor dove with olive branch in claw.


  The sky was empty, and—Crispin thought—perhaps their future was, too.


  Chapter 8


  The Lesser Devil


  Much of the day passed without incident, and though to all appearances they were safe, Kyra had them sleep in shifts. The old priest had not bothered them, nor Jean-Louis or the villagers. When it was his turn to sleep, Crispin slept only fitfully, haunted by dreams of dead men hanging from the ceiling—their blood falling like rain. Crispin did not often dream, or at least did not remember his dreams on waking. If the rest were like this dream, he was glad of it.


  Father Laurent appeared around mid-morning with a box of old ration bars. “It’s not much, but I wasn’t prepared to feed so many on short notice,” he said. “I’ve asked Jacqui and her boy to come up and help me make a proper supper this evening for us—seeing as she already knows you’re here.”


  Sabine had thanked him, and Crispin had eaten two of the old bars in sullen silence. They tasted like someone had soaked sawdust in raspberry juice and baked it. He knew legionnaires ate such things daily. He pitied them, and was privately afraid the villagers would offer him vat-grown meat next, oily and a week from the grocer.


  At least they had talked no more of Aunt Amalia and of the possible death of their father. Crispin found he could not believe it. His mind would not even close around the potential that something might have happened at Devil’s Rest. For surely home and his father were fixed stars, the axes about which his world revolved.


  I would know, he told himself. If Father were dead, I would know.


  How he would know—or how he knew he would know—Crispin couldn’t say, but he repeated the words silently himself when the dark cloud grew lower, closer to the sea level of his soul. He sensed, though, that a similar cloud hung over Sabine. She sat quietly by herself in a corner, having peeled the dust-covering from a sleek-looking armchair that looked more at home on a starship than in this old priest’s home, idly fussing with her dead terminal.


  Crispin caught Kyra watching her, a look like motherly concern on her face. Then Kyra looked at him, then back to Sabine, her meaning clear enough. Sighing, Crispin rose from his seat at the windowsill and crossed the room. He lowered himself onto the ottoman that Sabine had pushed away—the better to curl into her little throne—and said, “It’s going to be all right, you know.”


  “I don’t know that,” she snapped. “And neither do you. Father could be dead for all we know. Devil’s Rest destroyed. If it is Aunt Amalia …” she broke off, curtains of dark hair obscuring her face. “We could be all that’s left of our house.”


  “Well,” Crispin said lamely, “and Hadrian.”


  “Hadrian!” Sabine’s voice broke, and for a moment Crispin was afraid she might laugh at him. “Hadrian! What do you think? That your long-lost brother might come back and what? Save us? Avenge us? Hadrian isn’t coming back, Crispin. He doesn’t care about us. You said yourself he ran away the first chance he got.”


  He tucked his hands under his arms and studied the labyrinth pattern embroidered along the outer edge of his cape. “I didn’t mean he’d come save us, Sabine. I only meant he’s still out there. Besides!” He inhaled sharply and looked up, caught her staring at him. How small she seemed, lost in the shape of that great chair. “We’re still alive. If anything has happened to Father … we’ll avenge him ourselves. And whoever attacked us last night will pay for the men we lost. I swear it on Earth’s bones.” By the end, he was practically snarling, remembering the mangled limbs of the men who had died in their seats hanging down as if to touch him.


  A muscle rippled in Sabine’s jaw, and she nodded. “I guess we’ll know soon.”


  “Whenever that peasant gets back from Camlen’s Bite or … wherever it was.”


  “Camlen’s Gap,” she corrected smoothly. “We’re lucky we found Jean-Louis and those hunters when we did. I don’t think we could have gone much further with Ored in his condition.”


  Crispin’s eyes wandered over to the injured man, who was sitting with his back to them, speaking to Lud and Van and the others. “We would have had to leave him.” He thought about the way Kyra had crouched down in front of the amputee, her sidearm in her hand. She had intended to kill the wounded man then and there. To spare him whatever torments their pursuers might have visited on him and to keep him from betraying them. That took a coldness Crispin was not sure he had.


  That surprised him.


  He had killed men in Colosso and thought of little save the glory of it, but he was certain that had he been in Kyra’s shoes he could not have done it. The thought would not even have entered his mind. Was he going soft? Or had he always been soft? Always a child playing at war?


  He realized then that he’d been silent a long while. They both had. The soldiers were talking, trying to make light of Van and Ored’s injuries, and now and then their laughter rose above the low level of the conversation.


  “What was he like?” she asked. “Hmm?”


  Sabine was working her long fingers through her hair in preparation to braid it. When she saw he hadn’t understood her, she said, “Hadrian, I mean.”


  “Hadrian?” Crispin leaned back, pressing his back against the plastic wall of the room. “More like you than me. He had the head for politics … and Father’s coldness.” Realizing that he’d just accused Sabine of the same thing, he hastened to add, “Sorry.”


  His sister’s smile was thin enough to draw blood. “It’s not an insult.”


  Crispin matched her smile. “Hadrian … didn’t belong here. Sort of like Mother doesn’t belong.” Liliana Kephalos-Marlowe never stayed with her husband at Devil’s Rest for long. She and Father lived separate lives, and so she spent her days at the Summer Palace at Haspida in the south. “You know—we could try fleeing to Mother instead.” Crispin had always suspected their mother had played a role in Hadrian’s escape. Perhaps she could help them, too—if all was lost. Perhaps they might all flee together into exile, if her family had turned against them. Or would she choose her sisters over her children? No ordinary mother would, surely. But they were palatine, and so was she—and while Lady Liliana may have been many things, an ordinary mother was not one of them.


  “Mother could be involved in all this,” Sabine said soberly. “If we tried that, I’d want to be very careful. And we should know what’s happened before we make any move. There is a chance Mother’s in on it. She has no great love for our lord father, after all.”


  Crispin swallowed. “I’m sure she helped Hadrian escape. You know she called off the hunt for him just a day after he disappeared? Father tried to freeze all offworld travel the moment he turned up missing.” Was it his imagination? Or had Kyra been watching him intently as he spoke? Her attention was turned away now, but he’d thought—for a just a moment—that she’d been listening.


  “This was after he tried to kill you, wasn’t it?”


  “He didn’t try to kill me,” Crispin said shortly. “That’s just something Father told you.” He could have, though. Hadrian had always been the better fighter. He had beaten Crispin senseless and left him with a fractured skull and three broken ribs. It had taken weeks to heal, even with medical correctives. Even slower to heal had been his pride. Crispin had known Hadrian was the better fighter, but he’d always been bigger, stronger. Always more willing to fight. Fighting had been a part of who he was—or at least a piece of who he’d like to be.


  That piece had been slow dying. Dying.


  How much of life consists of such deaths?


  He realized Sabine was waiting for him to say … what? He opened his mouth, searching for words that would not come, as if they had turned their faces and pretended not to see him. “I always felt like he was better than me,” said a voice that sounded like his own. “Our tutors liked him better. He learned faster, fought better, spoke better than I ever did. And he was older, so I was certain he was going to inherit the place.” Primogeniture was no guarantee of succession, not in the Sollan Empire, not when it might be centuries before the father died, by which point it would be plain enough which child would make the best ruler. “But Father turned him out. I still don’t really understand why. Hadrian had been attacked in the streets. Nearly killed. Father said he’d shamed our house—but you know all this.”


  Sabine nodded slowly and tied off the end of her braid with a red band she’d produced from somewhere in her long coat. “I do, but … it helps to have something to talk about.”


  “Father may still not pick me, you know,” he said, not adding if Father is alive.


  “Maybe not,” she said, leaning forward. She placed a reassuring hand on his knee. “But we’re in this together, you and I. We’re the only people we can trust, really. Aren’t we?” There was a shrewd light in his sister’s eyes, measuring. Measuring?


  Crispin felt a shadow of disquiet move in him. “We’ve always been in this together, little sister.” He closed his hand over hers and squeezed, feeling her signet ring press against his palm. “Always.” Crispin caught himself wishing that he had had this conversation with Hadrian thirty years ago, when they were boys together. Perhaps things would have been different if they had. But he reminded himself that this was not Hadrian. This was Sabine. And Hadrian was gone—would always be gone. The river of Time flows in but one direction, and does not turn back.


  May Time, Ever-Fleeting, forgive us … He prayed silently, picturing the Icon of Time carved on Chantry altars, incense tapers burning all around. Time was always depicted as a young woman running naked with wings on her feet, looking back over her shoulder. She had an old man’s face on the back of her head, and it was that face that looked in the direction she ran—forwards—and the youthful face that looked forever back.


  • • •


  He could hear Hadrian’s voice in his mind, There stand we all, little brother.


  Crispin smiled. He had always been the lesser devil. Always in Hadrian’s shadow, or his father’s. It had taken years, decades, to realize that it was this that had made him angry as a boy. This that had made him … whatever he’d been.


  “What is it?” his sister asked, turning her hand over to better hold his.


  “Nothing,” he said, not wanting to say it aloud, not wanting to make it real. Internally, he turned his face to look forward. “It’s nothing.”


  Chapter 9


  The Dying God


  Dinner had been a pleasant enough affair. The food was plain, but genuine: Jean-Louis had brought venison from the previous night’s hunt, and it seemed the woman, Jacqui, had been in the house most of the afternoon stewing vegetables in a sauce of tomatoes and carrots. Father Laurent had insisted on saying some benediction in another language Crispin did not recognize—it didn’t sound like French—before the meal. The old priest and the other adorators had all bowed their heads, twice making that same cross-like gesture with their right hands. Crispin had made unsteady eye contact with his sister across the table, but Sabine had only smiled. Laurent had also insisted that the soldiers join them, and they all ate at one table: peltasts, peasants, priest, and palatines. Such a thing would never be done at Devil’s Rest, where the common servants and soldiers dined at the low tables furthest from the high seat, or else dined in their barracks unseen and unrequired.


  Despite their injuries and exhaustion, Crispin found he enjoyed the plebeians’ company. The soldiers were rough men, but honest and unpretentious, and the commoners were not the clods he’d expected.


  And the wine was good.


  “We make it here!” Jean-Louis said with a wide smile, eyes flashing. “My third cousin, he runs a vineyard at the far end of the valley. We do not make much, but … there is not much land here suited for it.”


  “There were plenty of it in that cave we passed through behind your temple,” said one of the men.


  Father Laurent set his knife and fork down pointedly, “For the Blessed Sacrament, lad. And don’t let me catch you lot dipping into it.” He said the words with a smile, but it was the sort of smile a commander officer used to soften orders given to his men. “There’s some you can have if you’ve a need after this, but those down in the church are for the faithful.” He adjusted his wire-rimmed spectacles, such that the harsh light of the overhead fixture turned the lenses white, lending him the momentary affect of an evil scientist in some dreadful holograph drama.


  “When this is settled,” Sabine said, studying the dusty old bottle with affection, “I’d be happy to have a case of this stuff ordered down to Meidua.”


  “The food is lovely, too, ma’am,” said Lud, who like the other soldiers had skinned out of his ceramic armor and wore only the padded thermal underlayment beneath. “Better than anything I’ve had in a month of Mondays.” Noises of general assent rose from the others as Lud passed a basket of warm brown bread back towards them.


  Jacqui pressed a hand to her breast. “I should hope so! I am French, after all!”


  This drew laughter from Jean-Louis and the cousins he’d brought along to fill out the priest’s long table, but it fell to Kyra to ask the obvious question. “French?”


  To Crispin’s surprise, it was Sabine who answered. “They were a people on old Earth, from a place not too far from Britannia, where the Imperial House is from.” She turned to Laurent, “I knew this settlement was an adorator reserve, but I didn’t realize you were all French.”


  “I’m not,” Laurent said. “I was born on Almonhas. I only came here after seminary.”


  “But Laurent is French, isn’t it?” Sabine asked, doing a credible impression of the accent, forcing the name’s second syllable out through her nose.


  The priest stopped his wine cup halfway to his lips, “My proper name was Lorn before the Church took me in.”


  “You were a soldier, weren’t you?” Kyra asked, inclining her head towards the man, “I saw your tattoo.”


  Laurent’s hand went reflexively to the side of his neck. “I … yes. I served His Radiance for twenty years. That was before this crusade against the Cielcin.” He said the word crusade with a venom Crispin didn’t fully understand. It would have been one thing if he’d fought the xenobites out beyond the farther suns, but he seemed instead to direct his anger towards the word crusade, not Cielcin. “As if the black priests had any concept of what the word crusade was meant to mean.”


  Crispin found this statement entirely inscrutable, and said as much. “Black priests?” he asked, taking in the old man’s dark cassock.


  Father Laurent seemed to understand Crispin’s scrutiny, and said, “Your Chantry wears black because of us. There’s hardly any piece of their false religion that isn’t borrowed.”


  “False religion?” Crispin echoed, unable to keep the anger from his voice. Had he been less tired he might have stood. “False religion?” Everyone else at the table had grown very quiet, he realized, and a piece of him wanted nothing more than to take back the outburst, but he was in it now.


  The Catholic priest only smiled. He did not even set down his wine. “You know how the Chantry started, don’t you? It was a project launched by the Imperial Ministry of Public Enlightenment in the … second millennium? Or the third?” He held a hand to his chin, eyes seeming to read something written along the inside of his brow line. “They wanted to venerate the first Emperor. Old King William. So they borrowed from old religions. Your prayers are Christian, your sacrifices are Hindu. Your architecture is Islamic, your icons pagan. Your scripture is plagiarism, and your canon is politics. And yes, the robes your Chanters wear are only imitations of this.” He touched the gold crucifix and the front of his dark robes. “Even that devil you wear on your ring. That was our symbol before it was yours. Cultures are always built on the bones of the cultures that come before. But your Chantry made those decisions by committee. They walk around in our clothes, pretending to have our authority.” He did set his wine cup down then, and leaned back in his chair. “They say theirs is a crusade to wipe out the Cielcin. We fought crusades once. When men were children. We fought to reclaim what was stolen from us, and to liberate our people from foreign rule. We fought because our people were dying.”


  “That’s exactly what we’re fighting for,” Sabine said, trying to smooth the conversation. “The Cielcin are destroying colonies by the hundred. Entire worlds, priest.”


  “Not our worlds,” the priest said. “I was a soldier, girl. A centurion. I fought through three Norman annexations: Casla, Tyras, and Omana. I believed as you do now, that I was fighting for god. But when your god is the Emperor, and not the Lord of Emperors, you need only do what he says to be righteous. The things I did in the name of that god …” His eyes fell. “Let us say only that I am grateful that there is another God. One who forgives.”


  Crispin scoffed, “You’d rather we leave the colonies to fend for themselves, then?”


  “Did I say that?” Laurent snapped. “I’m saying that it would be better if your Chantry didn’t call their bloodlust a crusade.”


  “Bloodlust?” It was Kyra’s turn for outrage, “Messer, the Cielcin are killing people by the million.”


  “And they should be stopped,” Laurent said. “It isn’t the stopping them I object to. It isn’t even the fighting. It is the attitude towards the fighting. There is a difference. If you answer violence with violence, you will inherit violence without end. Whoever slays the killer quickly discovers that killers are avenged sevenfold.”


  Crispin was made aware again of just how quiet everyone at the table had become. Wide eyes watched from all around the long table, bright in the clinical light of the repurposed terraforming station. He saw what the strange priest meant. “My brother would like you,” he said at last, and that ended the conversation.


  • • •


  The sun had set by the time they finished, and the night was growing cold. Crispin had slept more than he ought during the day, and when he tried to sleep once more the memory of his nightmares clawed at his eyes and kept them open.


  “Can’t sleep?” Kyra said softly when he sat up on the couch he’d claimed for his own.


  “No. No,” he said, each word a sentence. He didn’t mention his nightmare. He didn’t want the pilot officer knowing. Like his thoughts about Hadrian, speaking about his fears would make them more real, and he hoped that keeping silent might allow his nightmares to fade back into the Dark whence they had come. “You can, if you like. I can stay up a while.”


  The plebeian woman watched Crispin for a long while, and he found himself remembering a threat he’d made to Hadrian that last night. Hadrian had loved this woman when she had been a girl, if you could call it love. Crispin had threatened to hurt her out of petty revenge when Hadrian had beaten him. The memory made him vaguely ashamed. She was only a servant, but that was no excuse.


  A faint look of surprise colored Kyra’s seamed face. “I … I will be all right, my lord.”


  He wasn’t sure if her hesitation was borne of surprise or exhaustion. It didn’t matter. The night was still young, and he had slept in daylight, however fitfully. “Go rest, captain.” He drew his cape more tightly about himself, as though it were a blanket. “I’m going for air.” He did not linger to see if she had obeyed his command, but pressed out through a sliding door into the main hall and back towards the front door. Faint red lights glowed near the floor, casting strange shadows and a hellish glow against the humble, folksy furniture that cluttered the front room. Much of it seemed to have come from the village, and the homespun simplicity of it stood starkly at odds with the utilitarian plainness of the former climate monitoring station. Crispin was surprised that any of it still operated, and wondered when it was the building’s systems had last been repaired. These stations had been designed to be entirely self-sufficient with respect to power and life-support back in an age where the air on Delos had not been breathable. Perhaps they still were.


  A chilly wind greeted him as he exited onto the rough stone stair back down towards the pagans’ temple, their church. Unnoticed by daylight, he saw that little glowing lanterns had been tied to the chain that served as a rail along the open side, lighting the path down again. He was glad to find that none of his soldiers had raided the priest’s cave, and stood a while beneath all that grave stone. The place reminded him of the family necropolis in the sea caverns beneath Devil’s Rest, where the ashes of his ancestors were entombed. The white stone was the same; and the close, still air.


  Late as it was, Crispin was not surprised to find the temple empty. He walked around the place, looking at the wooden statuary and the stonework that bristled from wall niches and along the columns that ran along either side, back towards the altar and the rail that separated it from the sitting space beyond. Images on the wall described the journey of the cultist’s strange god—he seemed no more than a man to Crispin— from his sentencing at the hands of a judge to his execution on the cross that hung above the altar. He lingered a moment at a painted tableau that showed the man being buried, and coming back towards the double doors that led out to the village he saw the final icon: the dead man risen again, still bleeding from wounds in his hands and feet and sides.


  Crispin didn’t know what to make of that.


  There were other icons, too. Images of men and women, standing beneath pointed windows. Little kneeling benches were set out before each with a bank of small, white candles. Long tapers stood to one side, burnt ends buried in a jar of fine sand. Crispin stopped a moment, holding one of the tapers in his hands. It was precisely like the altars dedicated to the Icons he left offerings to in Chantry. The candles. The tapers were the same. Even the little jar of sand was the same.


  The priest’s words came back to him then, too loud in the quiet of that place.


  There’s hardly any piece of their religion that isn’t borrowed.


  The little wooden taper snapped in his fist, and Crispin took a step back. Despite his lack of an audience, he felt embarrassment clamp its jaws about his head, and he looked around to confirm that he was, in fact, alone.


  He was.


  Thus unseen, he prayed, though whether he prayed to Mother Earth and the God Emperor or to the strange and dying god of that lonely chapel he could not say. “Please don’t let Father be dead,” he murmured. “Please.” He balled up his fists until the joints ached. He wasn’t ready to rule. Fifty-five years old and he still wasn’t ready. And how old had ancient Alexander been when he toppled the Persian Empire? Twenty? Twenty-two? He didn’t know. He should have known, though knowing would not help him in that place. Despite his sister, despite Kyra and the few soldiers and the peasants who had helped them and who were still helping them, Crispin had never felt so alone. Not even when Hadrian had left. All his life—every little hour of it—he had spent in control. In his Father’s control, yes, but in control of others, too. There was nothing he had needed that could not be gotten by a word. A shout. A command. He had not needed to be alone.


  He had not needed to pray as he prayed now. For his father. For his sister.


  For himself.


  But he was surprised that it was himself he thought of last—least—and he knew that if he had to choose, he would choose Sabine’s life over his own. Sabine. She was the more cunning, the more temperate, the more learned. She would make a better archon, a better successor to Father’s iron legacy. Just like Hadrian would have made a better archon. And she was his little sister, and he would not let her suffer if he could.


  Bloody hands seemed to hang above his head, reaching out once more as if to touch him. Crispin sagged to his knees on the hard stone floor, the better to distance himself from their trailing fingers. He bowed his head. He would not look. He would not look. They had not deserved to die. His fists were still clenched and began to burn, but he did not slacken his grip, and screwed shut his eyes to stop the tears from falling. He could not afford to cry. For Sabine’s sake and the sake of those few men who looked to him for leadership. He would not cry.


  And yet he did, silently beneath the vaults of that ancient temple, beneath the watchful eyes of that dying god. Crispin opened his eyes at last, and looked round at the wooden sculptures that marched up and down the temple’s nave. This god of theirs had gone to death willingly, it seemed. He had carried his own cross without complaint.


  Could he do any less?


  “Are you all right, lordship?”


  Crispin sucked in his breath, and it was only with a force of will that he unclenched his fists, fingers screeching all the while.


  It was the priest. Father Laurent was standing at the rail, still wearing his long black cassock with the golden pectoral cross on its chain. When Crispin said nothing, he said, “I didn’t expect to find you here.” From his tone, Crispin could hear the unspoken words of all people.


  He sniffed, rising unsteadily from his knees. “I couldn’t sleep.”


  Laurent was nodding, and he stroked his short, white beard. “Indeed. I never could sleep on campaign. Not until it was over or we were safe.”


  “Are we?” Crispin asked. “Safe?”


  “From us?” The priest came through the gate in the railing and seated himself on the low step. “Of course you are.”


  Crispin drew his cape more tightly around himself. “I’ve heard stories.”


  The old man’s smile betrayed itself only as a shifting of the hairs on his face and jaw. “Let me guess. That we drink the blood of children? Or was it the one about incest?” His smile did not falter. “They have been saying such things since Rome was young. On Old Earth.” When Crispin made no sign of replying, Father Laurent breathed, “You have seen many things, but do not observe them. Your ears are open, but you do not hear.” He spoke as one reciting poetry.


  “Don’t quote your scriptures to me, priest,” Crispin snapped. He’d had enough of the man’s theology at dinner.


  Laurent’s smile didn’t falter, but he said, “Oh, as you wish.” Neither man moved for a good several seconds: the priest sitting on his step, Crispin standing in the center of the aisle. “What’s keeping you up, son?” Not my lord, not lordship. Son. The familiarity made the most aristocratic part of Crispin snarl, and he bit back a rebuke. There had been something in the old priest’s voice. A warmth, an … understanding. It took all the wind from Crispin’s sails, and he stood there, one finger raised to object. He let his hand fall.


  Father Laurent fumbled around in a pocket of his black robes and drew out a flask, which he offered up to Crispin. “It’s the dreams. Isn’t it?” Crispin flinched. How had he known?


  “What?”


  “You’re dead tired, but you don’t want to sleep. Anyone can see it.” Laurent unscrewed the flask and took a swig. “It helps to talk about it.” He proffered the flask again.


  Crispin took it, and sniffing the contents asked, “What is it?” Under the bitter tang of alcohol, the liquor smelled like wood smoke.


  “Whiskey. Drink up. It’ll help.” When still Crispin hesitated, Father Laurent said, “The Baptists have been extinct for fifteen thousand years, so no one will judge you for it.”


  The old man had drunk from the flask already, and so Crispin did not think he meant to poison him. “What are Baptists?”


  The priest’s brows contracted, and he spoke in a tone equal parts laughing and grave. “Heretics.”


  Shrugging, Crispin drank. The stuff burned as it went down, but it was a pleasant burning. He felt the warmth spreading in his chest, and suddenly he had the strength to say: “We lost almost three dozen men in the crash. Some of them got blown out of the shuttle, but most of them were …” He couldn’t say the words pulped. Mangled. Torn apart. “There was not much left of them. I’d fought in the coliseum before. Killed men, even. But I’d never seen something that horrible.”


  “You were lucky,” Laurent said. “To survive?”


  “No!” the priest exclaimed, “No no no … you’re lucky because the thing that haunts you only happened to you.”


  He wasn’t making sense, and Crispin made a noise of protest.


  The old Catholic’s eyes never left his face, “You could be haunted by something you did.” He extended a hand and—understanding what it was he wanted—Crispin handed him back the flask. Laurent tipped the liquor down his throat and gasped before continuing, as if the drink pained him. “I was a centurion in the 87th Sagittarine. Like I said, I served in three conquests—annexations we called them. The things we did to those people …” And here he looked up at the crucifix hanging above the altar behind him. Crispin understood. He had seen criminals crucified before the Chantry in Meidua, and along the main street. He had seen men hanged and beheaded. He wondered suddenly just how it was the shuttle crash had affected him so, having seen these things. But he shook his head and said, “Those worlds are better off now.”


  “Now?” Laurent made a face, “Maybe so. Imperial law. Imperial infrastructure. The poor are probably better fed and better taken care of under Imperial rule than they were before, but you weren’t there. You didn’t lock people in burning buildings. You didn’t hold the torch.” He offered the flask again, and Crispin drank, but he did not say anything. “That was why I left. Why I put down my sword. Omnes enim qui acceperint gladium gladio peribunt,” Laurent said.


  “I thought I told you not to quote our scriptures at me, priest,” Crispin snapped. “I don’t speak your tongue, anyhow. I don’t know what that means.”


  “It means that all those who take up the sword will die by the sword.”


  “So do people who don’t have swords,” Crispin said. “Who said that?”


  Laurent raised a hand and pointed at the crucifix, “He did.”


  “Did he take up the sword?” Crispin asked, pointing. “This god of yours?”


  “No.”


  “There you have it, then,” he said smartly. “I’d rather die fighting—if


  I have to die.”


  The old centurion shook his head, and slipping his flask back into his pocket said, “That road has no end.”


  Chapter 10


  Old Blood


  Sleep came in the first hours after midnight, though it lay only lightly upon Crispin. All the while, he was aware of the antique couch beneath him and of the folds of the cape that kept him warm. Sometimes—as if through his eyelids—he would see Kyra standing by the short, broad-slitted windows. Or Lud. Or one of the others. And then soft hands would pull him back into unquiet dreams, dreams in which it was he—not one of Jean-Louis’s cousins—who rode for Camlen’s Gap and contact with Meidua. His horse strained between his thighs, flowing over the karstic landscape like a mighty serpent.


  Was it a serpent?


  A white flash flooded the low chamber, so bright the glass of Laurent’s windows darkened to polarize it. Crispin sat bolt upright just as a massive boom rattled the windows and shook the very mountain to which the rectory clung. His sword was in his hand, the blade unkindled, and Sabine had half-fallen from her deep armchair in her hurry to get to the window.


  “What was that?” one of the men asked. “Signal flare?”


  “Big fucking signal flare, if it was,” said Captain Kyra, awake again. A moment after she realized her lord and lady were both present, and added, “Forgive my language.”


  Sabine shook her head, dismissing the profanity from mind. “They’ve found us.”


  “We don’t know that for sure,” Crispin said.


  His little sister seized his free hand, not looking at him. Her attentions were all on the village below as she said again, “They’ve found us.”


  Somewhere below, a siren began to wail in the village. Alarms were going up all across St. Maximus, and from the belfry of the temple itself, a weighty chime began to toll. “Someone needs to wake up the priest,” Sabine said.


  “I’ll go!” said Van, the soldier with the broken arm. He did not wait for Kyra’s say so, but hurried for the door.


  Kyra didn’t pay him much mind anyhow. She turned her attentions on the four able-bodied men she had left, and she said, “Armor on, lads! Double quick!” Then she took Sabine by the arm, “How’s your shield, ladyship? Do you need mine?”


  Sabine checked the shield projector on her belt, “No. Mine’s still nearly full.” Crispin checked his own, found it in similar condition— which was only to be expected. For all the trauma of the night before, they had not seen combat.


  “Good. You should stay here. This building’s built to take plasma fire.”


  “It’s also high up on the mountain face and an obvious target,” Crispin said. “And we don’t know what we’re up against.”


  Sabine crossed her arms, taking all this in, “But if they’re attacking the town like this, I’m prepared to bet we’re not up against just a handful of killers.”


  Crispin thought he saw a light flash in the darkness outside. White. Blue. Red. The running lights of a flier. “Do you think Father was right? Do you think it is House Kephalos?”


  “If it is, they’ll pay for it,” Laurent said, sweeping into the room. “The Holy Father has dispensation to maintain a parish here direct from the Imperial Office. If it is the vicereine’s people behind this and word gets out, there’ll be hell to pay.” The old priest’s black cassock was gone, and in its place he wore a long, antique-style night-gown that descended almost to his ankles. His short white hair and beard were wild, and his spectacles rested unevenly on his broad nose, as if he had pushed them on in a hurry. He still wore his crucifix, but the loose collar of the gown revealed the black service tattoos on his neck and chest. No sooner had he finished speaking than a great pillar of fire rose up in the village beyond, and Crispin saw a great round wooden building burning.


  “The granary!” Laurent said, and looked for a moment like he might spit.


  “I’m sorry, sirrah,” Sabine said. “This would not have happened if not for us.”


  Laurent scowled at her and pushed past, moving back towards the door. Crispin sensed that in that moment, the nine of them had become invisible to the priest. He had his own people to care for. His own flock to tend. He glanced back out the window. The flier he thought he’d seen was gone, and he said to Kyra, “Guard my sister.”


  “Where are you going?” Kyra asked, catching Crispin’s sleeve.


  He tugged his arm free. “To help. If I can.” And then he was gone, ignoring Kyra’s objections snapping at his heels. The pilot officer meant well—she had a responsibility to protect him, after all—but he would not cower in this house while there was work to be done. He had sat through the entire flight through the mountains and the crash, useless as a fish in space. He would not be useless again. Never again.


  He overtook Father Laurent on the stairs. The former centurion had shrugged a black coat over his dressing gown and found a pair of boots. “What can I do to help?” Crispin called, checking that his shield was active.


  “Nothing!” Laurent called. “I don’t even know what’s happening yet! Get back in the house and lock yourself in. All of this will be for nothing if you and your people die!”


  Crispin caught him by the shoulder and turned him around on the steps. “Why are you helping us?” The priest only looked at him, as if he didn’t even understand the question. “You don’t even like us.”


  “Whether or not I like you has nothing to do with it. If someone needs help, you help them. That was as true on the battlefield as it is here.”


  “This is a battlefield,” Crispin snapped, losing his patience, “or it will be. Soon.”


  “It’s all a battlefield, son,” Laurent said, and disentangled himself from Crispin’s clutches. “But if you come out of this alive, our village may need your help, too.”


  The young devil bowed his head. “I understand.”


  Just then a shot rang out, and a flash of fire struck the face of the rock below them. Crispin heard the rush of a great wind and the whine of repulsors tearing by, and looking out into the night he beheld the low-slung shape of a skiff with a rider in its saddle. A blue light and a red one blinked on its side, and Crispin realized that this was what he’d seen from the rectory window. A scout.


  “Down!” Laurent called out, and began his stumbling descent towards the church and the cave. Crispin followed, sword useless in his hands. The repulsors whined overhead once more, and Crispin was sure that it was the same craft or similar that had chased them through the woods the night before.


  He heard shouts from the street outside, and as he and Laurent hurried into the sanctum, the double doors banged open and a small crowd of people hurried in. A handful of women leading or carrying small children. A pair of young men with hunting rifles over their shoulders. Old men.


  “Abbé! Abbé! Qu’est-ce qui se passe?” one woman asked in thickly accented French.


  The priest replied in the same language, taking the woman by the shoulder and leading the crowd back towards the caves, calling out for the others to follow. Others were coming, moving past Crispin as if he wasn’t even there. He watched their faces, the set of their eyes. They did not look like people afraid, seemed rather focused on their goal. Crispin guessed they must have sheltered in the caves before, perhaps when the hurricanes blew in from the sea and shook the mountains.


  “Lord Marlowe!” Jean-Louis appeared then, toting his cape gun over one shoulder. “You’re all right?”


  “Fine!” Crispin said, pushing past two old men to reach the young adorator. “What’s going on, exactly?”


  Jean-Louis adjusted the set of his gun against his shoulder. “Two— maybe three men on skiffs. Shot up the granary. Lit one of the fields. We have people fetching water to put it out.”


  The palatine lord was aghast. “You don’t have firefighters? Water mains?”


  The peasant moved past him, doubtless seeking the priest, “We’re on a well. Where’s the Abbé?”


  “Towards the back,” Crispin said.


  High above them, another flash of violet fire split the night like a wedge, sending a glow like the flash of lighting through the stained glass windows. Even Crispin ducked, throwing his cape over his face and Jean- Louis as he knocked the other man to the ground, counting on his shield to save them. The glass hit the floor an instant later, shattered from its leaden frames by the force of the concussion that rocked the world without. It fell like a stinging rain. Women screamed and covered their children, and someone let loose a holy oath at the destruction of those lovely windows.


  Jean-Louis swore himself as he surged back to his feet, shaking bits of glass from his clothes. “Merci, seigneur,” he said, and remembering that Crispin did not speak his strange tongue, added, “Thank you.” He stood and helped Crispin to his feet.


  “You’re welcome.”


  But Jean-Louis had strode past him, was helping a young boy to stand, murmuring something Crispin could not understand. The boy seemed to understand, however, and began urging the others to their feet. “Emil! Renoir!” the peasant said, calling to two of the similarly armed young men near the rail. “Get everyone into the catacombs! All the way in! More are coming!” He slung the cape gun off of his shoulders. “I’ve had enough of these bâtards.” His knuckles were white.


  “Can you shoot them?” Crispin said, eyeing the man’s primitive weapon.


  The adorator made an offended sound and moved towards the door. Crispin followed on after him as he moved towards the door, shouldering his cape gun. Crispin drew his sword once more, but did not activate it. He was still useless. No help against enemies in the air. He wished he’d had the foresight to bring one of the soldiers’ plasma burners with him when he’d stormed down from the rectory after Laurent.


  But he was shielded. “I’ll draw their fire!” he said, crouching with Jean-Louis beneath the shadow of the statue of St. Christopher.


  “In the dark?” Jean-Louis asked. “How?”


  Crispin squeezed the trigger on the sword’s handle. Highmatter the color of moonlit cloud blossomed in the night, casting the other man and the lupine saint into knife-edged relief. “They’ll see me.” Reaching up, he undid the magnetic clasp that held his cape, letting the rich garment fall. He shoved it past Jean-Louis into the niche where the adorator had left his gun before dinner.


  Thrusting his sword into the air like a torch-bearer at the Summerfair games, Crispin swung out from the shadow of the church’s door. He was acutely aware of each footfall, for it seemed each boot heel’s tap rang in his ears louder than the bone-deep pealing of the bell. Just like the Colosso, he told himself, lying. The two places were not alike at all, unless it was in the fact that they were both a kind of stage. Crispin tried not to cower at the threat of the enemies above. He was shielded, but the threat of foes hanging in the night above was like the slow descent of a trash compactor.


  A bolt of plasma broke over him, and he threw a hand across his eyes, felt the air rippling with heat that dissipated against the shield’s energy curtain, still hot enough to burn. He hadn’t thought this through. Plasma fire put out enough ambient heat that he was still in danger. He should have kept the stupid cape.


  Before the flash-blindness faded, he heard the whine of repulsors overhead and then—only an instant later—the crack of Jean-Louis’s rifle. Something pinged in the air above—metal striking metal—and the adorator let out a whoop. Turning, Crispin saw the hiss of sparks in the air above, the blue glow of repulsors spluttering.


  He’d shot it.


  The upcountry farm boy had shot it.


  The attacker’s skiff hadn’t even been shielded.


  Another round of plasma fire struck the pavement not two yards from Crispin’s feet. He felt the flash of heat, felt it lift the cool night air in a wave that buffeted him back a step, and looking up he saw another of the skiffs squeal overhead.


  At least two, he thought. People were rushing past him, scrambling for the doors to the church. Still more huddled in the shadow of the outer gate, afraid to cross the dozen yards of open space between the churchyard’s gate and the safety promised by the wolf-headed saint.


  “Jean!” he cried out, shortening the plebeian’s name, “We need to draw them away from your people!” He pointed with his sword, indicating the church’s side yard, where the white face of a columbarium glowed in the light through St. Maximus’s shattered windows and cypress trees swayed in the wind. Jean-Louis seemed to have gotten the message, for he lurched out from the protection of the church doors and darted across the yard to crouch in the dark of the outer wall. Crispin simply ran along the path, sword held above his head, marking him out for a target.


  He did not think the rider of the first skiff was dead, and guessed he must have put his foundering aircraft down over the village. And where was the second?


  Before that thought had finished shaping itself, the cypress tree beside him exploded, violet flames cooling to orange as the plasma kindled the green wood. Splinters ricocheted across Crispin’s body and he shut his eyes as a wave of heat rushed over him. Turning, he saw the skiff drop out of the sky, and sensed a thrumming in the air as its pilot dropped his velocity to bring the thing hovering down almost to ground level. Crispin had a brief impression of the skiff’s gunmetal gray chassis, the pilot straddling it as though it were a horse or motorbike, the forward stabilizers gleaming like the edge of a knife. Then it picked up speed, flying straight towards Crispin. Jean-Louis fired, but his shot went wide, buried itself in the pale stone of his temple.


  Crispin felt the blood stick in his veins, and every fiber of him froze for an instant long as days. The skiff was massive enough that—shielded or no—its hitting him would lift him from his feet and hurl him against the stone wall at his back. It would be like being hit by a motorcar. Black Earth, it might not even be moving fast enough for the shield’s threshold to matter. Shielded or no, he was going to die.


  He was not going to die standing there.


  He was not going to die frozen like a deer in sight of the hunter. He was not going to die a coward.


  He raised his sword for a final overhand strike—and that saved his life.


  The man on the skiff did not plow straight into Crispin, as the Marlowe lord had thought. The wall of the columbarium was at Crispin’s back, and if the man had charged he would have surely crashed into it, killing himself as surely as he would have killed Crispin.


  Instead, he let the hovercraft drift at the last minute, slewed into a braking turn that would have slapped Crispin in the belly with the side of his skiff with enough force to shatter bone. But drifting exposed the broad side of the aircraft to Crispin. And to the edge of Crispin’s falling sword.


  The edge of the highmatter blade was only one molecule wide. It could cut anything, anything, except the molecular bonds between atoms themselves. Anything except highmatter and the long-chain molecules of adamant and nanocarbon. Steel was as good as paper. So too lightweight armor ceramics. So too flesh. And bone. Crispin’s sword fell across both of the man’s arms where they grasped the flight controls, both his legs above the knee. It passed clean through the skiff’s saddle and the undercarriage beneath it, severing forearms, thighs, leather, and steel; cutting the skiff in two and its pilot into several bloody pieces. The momentum of its turn threw the two halves of the skiff apart. The rear end shot wide of Crispin and spun out, shattering against the white marble facade behind him, destroying dozens of funerary plaques and the names of people centuries dead. The front end tumbled to the ground and missed Crispin’s right leg by inches.


  And, miracle of miracles: Crispin still stood.


  He staggered forward a bit, mind blank with numb amazement. He could see Jean-Louis’s eyes: wide and white in the dimness. The man crossed himself, kissed the golden crucifix he wore. Crispin was only dimly aware that the pilot he’d cut to ribbons was dead. He did not feel the least bit sorry.


  He spat on the corpse.


  “Mon Dieu, Seigneur Marlowe!” Jean-Louis exclaimed, and babbled something else in French. “How did you do that? That was incredible! Très magnifique!” He stood, leaning a moment on his gun, as if he had run a mile.


  Crispin’s hand was still white-knuckled on the grip of his sword. I don’t know, he wanted to say. It had been an accident, in truth. A happy accident. Reflex and chance conspiring to save his life. Never mind. That the reflex was something he had trained for, something he had struggled and studied and practiced for thousands of hours with old Sir Felix Martyn. If the pilot hadn’t turned like that …


  “I should be dead,” someone said, and dimly he realized it was his own voice speaking. “I should be dead.”


  The plebeian put a hand on Crispin’s shoulder, “God loves you, my friend.”


  So stunned was he still that Crispin did not protest either the mention of Jean-Louis’s alien god or his familiarity. Crispin only nodded weakly. Struck mute. Some small piece of him was dimly aware that the whole spectacle had been visible from the rectory on the mountain above, and looking up raised his sword in salute.


  The same voice—his voice—asked, “Where did the other one go? Did you see?”


  As if on cue, a shot rang out, cracking the stone over Crispin’s shoulder. He moved automatically, placing his shielded body in front of Jean-Louis’s unshielded one. “Get back!” Crispin shouted, “Take cover!”


  “There he is!” Jean-Louis said, pointing over Crispin’s shoulder.


  “I said take cover, man!” But Crispin had seen him. The assassin was perched on the outer wall of the churchyard, right where it butted up against a two-story stone house. He must have clambered over from the street without. Despite the darkness, his metallic gray armor gleamed almost with a light of its own, and his visor was an impenetrable curve of mirrored glass, faceless and implacable in the firelight.


  Somehow Jean-Louis managed to get off a shot while still ducking behind Crispin. The man didn’t flinch, and Crispin thought he saw the momentary fractal glimmer of shield deflection.


  Whatever shock and fog had come at his survival was ebbing, and Crispin shoved the peasant back. “He’s shielded! You stay down! Cover me!” And then Crispin was gone, hurrying across the flagstones towards the far wall, past the door to the church and the snarling statue of St. Christopher. He cast his eyes around for some way up onto the wall, but the yard here was flat, just a space of mossy statues and green metal benches.


  But the wall was not so high that Crispin’s sword couldn’t reach. He swung high, the sword carving a deep gash clean through the field stone wall. The assassin leaped aside, shot at Crispin. His shield took the bullet, but the muzzle flash blinded him a moment, and unseeing he lashed out again, striking at the stone wall. As his eyes adjusted, he saw a wedge-shaped section of the stone crumble and fall away. But the assassin had leaped aside and fired again—uselessly—at Crispin. The bullets shattered against his shield. The energy field flickered in the light. Snarling, Crispin lashed out once more with his sword.


  This time he struck true, and the shining blade caught the man in the ankle, cleanly severing armor and bone. The man let out a cry and toppled forwards, dropping his gun as he fell. Crispin rolled on top of him and—straddling him—held his sword against the man’s throat.


  “Yield!” Crispin was practically screaming, despite the mere inches that kept them apart. Worried he might kill the man before he could speak, Crispin deactivated his sword’s blade. “Who are you working for?” He shook the man. “Who?” When the man didn’t answer at once, Crispin tightened his grip on the man’s throat with his free hand. He could feel the reactive polymers in the man’s suit stiffening to protect his delicate neck.


  “Don’t kill him, Marlowe!” Jean-Louis had appeared from nowhere and was standing above them, his cape gun trained on the wounded man.


  Keeping his sword against the assassin’s chin, Crispin reached down and switched off the man’s shield projector. “One wrong move and my friend will put a shot through your visor. Clear?” The man didn’t move. Crispin hammered the man’s helmet with the pommel of his sword. The cheap glass cracked. “I asked: Are we clear?”


  “Yes.” The man grunted in heavily accented Standard.


  “Good,” Crispin said, pressing the muzzle of his sword against the side of the man’s head. “Now who are you?”


  “Ves …” he winced, “Veselko Medved.”


  “Medved?” Crispin repeated the name, “What is that? Durantine?” He glanced up at Jean-Louis, as if the French adorator would have any idea what the names of offworlders might sounds like. “You’re a mercenary?” He glanced down at the man’s armor, hoping to find some clearer answer inscribed on the bright metal, but there was nothing save the emblem of an iron crown etched on the pauldron that plated the left shoulder.


  “Who hired you?” Jean-Louis asked, taking the question from


  Crispin. “Speak, man!”


  When Medved didn’t speak at once, Crispin thumped his face plate with the hilt of his sword again. More gently this time. “You know who I am?”


  “The Devil of Meidua,” the assassin answered.


  “Answer my questions and I’ll make sure your foot is reattached.”


  “Only to rot in your dungeons?” the man said. “No.”


  The tree on the far side of the yard was still burning, and by its light and the light spilling out of St. Maximus, Crispin thought he almost see the man’s face through the reflective visor. His eyes were narrow. Defiant. Cold. “I will kill you if you don’t tell me what I want to know,” Crispin said. The man made no answer. “Fine.” The young Devil of Meidua looked up at Jean-Louis a moment, then added, “I’ll let you walk out of here on one foot—if you can. Answer me and I’ll let you go. Now.” And Crispin took his sword away from the man’s head, though he did not dismount him. “Who are you?”


  “It won’t do you any good,” the man said. His words didn’t quite track with what Crispin had just said, and it took the lordling a moment to refocus himself. “Sparing me. The rest of us are coming. You won’t get away. Not you or that sweet sister of yours.”


  Mention of Sabine sent a flash of red crackling behind Crispin’s eyes, and he struck the man again in the face before shouting, “Who hired you? Was it Lady Kephalos?”


  The silence that greeted these words was of a different quality. More … pregnant.


  “Lady who?” Medved said. “We were hired by a woman called Orin-Natali back on Temeria.”


  “What?” Crispin’s mind had gone blank. “Orin? Did you say Orin?”


  It wasn’t possible. House Orin was extinct. His father had killed every last one of them. Every last one. The man beneath him seemed to know this, for he laughed. “Missed one,” he said, and Crispin could hear the way he grinned. He found he could hardly see anymore. Could hardly think. It couldn’t be true.


  “House Orin is dead.” “Not quite.”


  Crispin seized the man Medved by the throat again and slammed his head back against the earth. “Liar!” he shouted, and squeezed the trigger on his sword. The blade flashed blue-white in the gloom, piecing the metal helmet and the head within. The blade vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and blood ran hot and freely through the opening he had made and spread on the dull flagstones beneath the eyes of the watchful saints.


  “You killed him,” Jean-Louis said, voice very small. He crossed himself.


  “Yes,” Crispin said, and glared at the Frenchman. “And you watched me.”


  Chapter 11


  The Catacombs of St. Maximus


  The sun was rising by the time the last of the fires had been put out, and Crispin was sitting on one of the metal benches that lined the churchyard, not far from the spot where he’d killed the assassin. Someone had come with a pail to wash the blood away, but even though it was gone Crispin could still see it there. He wasn’t sure why it should bother him so much as it did, just as he wasn’t sure why the deaths of his men in the shuttle crash had bothered him so. He had seen dead men before, had killed before.


  You’re lucky because the thing that haunts you only happened to you, Father Laurent had said. You could be haunted by something you did.


  Well, he had done something now.


  “Are you all right?” He looked up in time to see Sabine crossing the yard towards him, shield flickering about her, Kyra in tow. She stopped three paces from where he sat. “You’re bleeding.”


  “I’m bloody,” he corrected. “The blood’s not mine.” Neither brother nor sister spoke for a moment. Crispin could feel her eyes on him, but he would not look up again. He was afraid—he realized—of what he might see in violet eyes so like his own. Disgust? He guessed. Or approval? He wasn’t sure which would be worse. At last he found his words, and asked, “You … saw what happened?”


  Sabine took a step closer, and her shadow fell across him, cast by the cold sun of early morning. “You got lucky with the skiff.”


  “Yes,” Crispin said, and shut his mouth before his voice could break, and screwed shut his eyes. In a smaller, weaker voice, he said it again: “Yes.” His sister reached out a hand to touch him, but drew it back at once, shyly—or maybe out of fear. “Orin,” he said, with a terrible effort. Crispin nodded at the pavement where the assassin Medved had died— where he had killed him. “He said House Orin sent him.”


  “House Orin?” Sabine repeated, “You can’t be serious.”


  He seized her still-outstretched hand with his own, smearing drying blood on it. “I am serious,” he said in a voice that brooked no argument. “And what else?” Suddenly Sabine’s own voice had gone terribly quiet. “Did he say anything else?”


  “That was it,” Crispin said. “I panicked. I … killed him.” He shut his eyes, but he could feel Sabine’s frustration all the same, and couldn’t bear it. “Orin-Natali, he said. Or Natalie Orin. I don’t know.”


  Kyra’s voice cut in, “Orin-Natali? So one of House Orin survived? Married into another house?”


  Crispin opened his eyes in time to see Sabine turn to the older woman. “Not possible. Father hunted them all down and had them killed.”


  “She must have married out-system,” Crispin said. “The man I killed was … was Durantine. That doesn’t mean anything, of course, but you don’t see many Durantine foederati in Delos system, do you?”


  Sabine hugged herself, posture hunching as she mulled this over. Dew had settled on the mossy statues and the limbs of trees, as if the world and very air were trying to balm the village’s fires. “I didn’t think the Orins were wealthy enough to marry out-system, but I guess it must be true.” A breeze gathered her hair and her long coat and pulled them with gentle hands. In his bloody clothes, Crispin felt suddenly cold. “Did you see my cape?” he asked stupidly. “It was in a niche by the church doors.”


  The captain bobbed a short bow and went in search of it, and for a moment both brother and sister were alone. “I’m glad you’re all right,” Sabine said. Crispin smiled weakly, but could find no energy for a more thorough response. He could sense that Sabine was working herself up to say something, and let her have the silence she needed to find the words. “Don’t ever do something like that again.”


  “I can’t promise that,” he said, not really knowing where the words had come from.


  “You almost died, Crispin!”


  He felt his brows contract, but busied himself studying her knee-high boots. “Yes, I had noticed that. Thank you.” Sabine was about to start yelling. He could sense that, too. He needed to head that off. He stood up quickly, reminding Sabine just how much taller he was. “These people could not have stopped two men on skiffs armed with plasma burners.” He gestured towards the shattered windows on the church, the burned trees, the wall he had ruined, and the greater burning in the village beyond—to say nothing of the smashed columbarium and the wreckage of the skiff still smoldering on the paving stones. “Two men did this. Two, Sabine.” He held up the corresponding fingers.


  “Your life isn’t worth this village,” she said sharply. “You’re palatine.”


  “These are our people,” he said. “They’re on our land. And besides …” his voice broke as his resolve wavered a moment, teetering on the precipice of too much emotion, “they were after us anyway. Waiting would have done no good. More people would have died.”


  Sabine chewed her tongue, made a face as if she’d tasted something deeply bitter. She knew he was right. “You have guards for this sort of thing.”


  “Enough of my guards have died already, too, dear sister,” he said, then threw up a hand. “But we have more important matters to attend to.” Kyra returned at that moment, carrying his wadded cape in one hand. He took it from her gratefully and shook it out, clicking its magnetic clasp into place as he huddled beneath it, sheltered now against the cool breeze. “The man I killed said there were more coming.”


  “More?” one of the locals had stopped just within earshot from where he’d been passing towards the church. “There are more of these fils de taupes, did you say?”


  “I don’t know what that means,” Crispin said. He was tired of the locals and their ancient, barbaric language, tired of being made to feel like a foreigner on his family’s own lands. “But if that means more of these mercenaries, then yes.” He shouldn’t have told the peasant anything. Should have saved it for Jean-Louis and the old priest, but he couldn’t help himself.


  Something seemed to kindle in the peasant’s eyes, for they widened, and he went to his knees, “Sire! But you are palatine!” He shaded his eyes, but through the gaps in his fingers Crispin could see them darting between his sister and himself. “Are you not … are you not both devils of Meidua? Lord and Lady Marlowe?”


  Despite all he had been through and the exhaustion weighing on him like chains, there was a part of Crispin that was abstractly pleased with the man’s recognition. But for the woman Jacqui’s curtsy the day before, he and Sabine had had little by way of the respect and the deference their blood and station deserved in this strange place.


  “They are, Pierre.” Jean-Louis’s voice carried across the yard. He moved quickly, gun over his shoulder, the boy Léon at his side. “The Abbé’s looking for you, Marlowe,” he said, and made a gesture to Sabine, as if he were touching some invisible cap. His roguish smile returned.


  Just Marlowe again. Crispin decided not to bristle at the other man’s over-familiarity. “Very well. Where is he?”


  “In the church.”


  • • •


  Father Laurent was standing amidst several dozen of his congregation when the two Marlowes entered the church. He had dressed, and someone had swept away the shards of the broken windows, and still more men were hanging canvas over the ruined arches. The priest stood on the step by the rail so as to give himself a slight height advantage over the throng. Crispin hadn’t seen him in hours, not since the attack began. He’d been helping to hide the refugees in the caves behind the church, and while Crispin had sat unmoving on the bench outside, he had been directing the others.


  Still the centurion.


  “Lord Marlowe,” the priest said when Crispin was within speaking distance. “Are you hurt?”


  “No, sirrah,” Crispin replied, mindful of the way the adorators carved out a space around him and Sabine. Jean-Louis and Kyra hung back, letting the palatines stand free as murmurs blew up around them.


  “Lord Marlowe?” one voice said.


  “Not the Lord Marlowe?” said another. “He’s old!” And a third, “Le Seigneur d’Meidua?”


  “Here?”


  “Father, if you have the room, you need to get your people to safety. Your man Jean-Louis and I took care of the assassins, but more are coming.”


  The word echoed through the crowd around them. More. More. More. Laurent raised a hand for quiet, and steadily quiet came. “More?” he himself repeated. “Do you know who they are?”


  Crispin glanced sidelong at his sister, and a great relief washed over him. It was not Aunt Amalia who wanted them dead. Whatever Father’s agents had suspected—whatever they’d heard—it was not their mother’s house and their grandmother’s that had tried to kill them. That meant the planet’s datasphere had not been turned against them, and the odds that Devil’s Rest was still standing and Father still alive were good. But there were eyes on him, and people anxiously awaiting an answer. Crisp- in had never been one for public speaking. That had been Hadrian’s talent. In the Colosso, all he ever needed to do was raise his sword and smile.


  “The assassins were Durantine, I think. Their armor was cheap, almost tourney grade. I think we’re dealing with a mercenary company, and not the best equipped one in the galaxy, either.”


  All soldier now, the priest replied, “They did always say the Durantines would work for a steel bit and a hot meal.” He stroked his beard, looking almost like a Chantry Inquisitor in his long black robe with its bright black sash. Crispin felt incongruously shabby standing before the old man in his bloodstained finery, and the old Catholic’s resemblance to the priest-torturers of the Holy Terran Chantry disquieted Crispin in ways he could not begin to articulate. “Did you get anything about numbers out of the man before he died?”


  For a moment, Crispin was certain that Jean-Louis would speak, that the adorator would reveal the way that Crispin had panicked and killed the assassin Medved. But the hunter was silent, and when Crispin glanced over his shoulder to look at the younger man, he found the fellow standing with arms crossed and eyes downcast.


  “No,” Crispin finally said. “Only who they were working for.”


  “Who?”


  He felt Sabine’s hand on his arm, and Crispin shut his mouth, allowing her to speak for him. “House Orin.”


  “Orin?” one woman called from the crowd. “The rebels? But they’ve been dead for centuries.”


  “Apparently not,” Crispin said darkly. He tried to imagine what that must have been like. It wasn’t very difficult. He and Sabine had—after all—started to fear that they might be the last survivors of their own house, not counting the long-gone Hadrian. What might he be like after centuries of such loneliness? He pictured an old crone bent as much by hatred as Time, crouching in some starship or on some foreign world. Did she stare angrily into the night, and watch for Delos’s star through the lens of some telescope? Dreaming of the day of her revenge? Just then Crispin understood something of what Father Laurent had meant about killers being avenged sevenfold. Violence begetting violence. Marlowe and Orin and Kephalos. The old bloody canvas of the human universe painted in a hundred shades of red.


  Sabine raised her voice, “Has there been any word from your rider, yet? The one you sent to Camlen’s Gap?”


  “Renaud? He should reach the town this afternoon if he makes good time.”


  Crispin swore. How did these people survive without the datasphere and comms technology? Everything was so slow. Through tight jaws he said, “Then the earliest reinforcements can reach us from my father is this evening.”


  “We might not have that long,” Laurent said.


  “It did take them a while to find us,” Kyra put in, “but we have no reason to think it’ll take the rest of them as long to get here. Crispin said your people have a place they can go to be safe?”


  The priest was nodding, and half-turned to indicate the rear of the church, behind the white altar and carved wooden screen that hid the rear doors and the way the careful carving and masonry of the church proper gave way to the natural grottoes and tunnels beyond. “The caves. There’s the one you saw last night, but there are catacombs here that run deep into the mountains.”


  “They’ll fit everyone?”


  “Oh, we Christians are right at home in catacombs,” Laurent said. “We’ll manage.”


  Crispin thought that was a strange thing to say, and a stranger one to smile about. Ever practical, Kyra said, “That won’t do you any good if these Durantines can just waltz in here and trap you in the caves.”


  “Do you have weapons?” Crispin asked, playing off the captain’s line of thought. “More than your hunting rifles, I mean.”


  Nothing.


  No one answered. “Well?” Crispin asked.


  • • •


  The catacombs were lighted only by strips of phosphorescent green tape placed in odd patches along the walls, so Lud and one of the other peltasts went ahead, their suit lights dialed high as they would go. Crispin’s breath frosted the air, and he was doubly glad he had not lost his cape the night before, for he drew it tight around himself.


  “Your house’s forces were stationed here during the Orin Rebellion all those years ago,” Jean-Louis was saying, moving just ahead of the lighted soldiers. “Your father wanted troops all through the mountains. To protect the uranium miners, you know?” They rounded a bend in the tunnels, and the Frenchman slowed a little to allow Crispin and the others to keep up. But his voice carried well enough, rebounding off rough stone walls and the ossuaries placed in recesses that honeycombed the walls. “But when they left, we discovered that they had left all this behind.”


  Damn, the fellow had dramatic timing. He finished speaking just as Crispin rounded the corner … and there they were. Stacked before the tomb of what Crispin guessed was an older priest, untouched—it seemed—for decades at least, were five armored crates. Despite the thick caul of dust and the cobwebs draped over their once-glossy surfaces, Crispin could make out the symbol of his house embossed there. The capering devil with his trident raised above his head. Seen by the light of his soldier’s body armor, that familiar symbol seemed horribly alien. The demon he’d always associated with home and safety felt as threatening as once it must have been for Faust in the old story, and he paused to ask, “What are they?”


  “I’ve never opened them!” the adorator replied, and, grinning, blew the dust from the locks. Crispin helped him throw back the lid and smiled. Packed in foam with as much care as a Nipponese tea service, shining as the day they were made were a dozen phase disruptors. Crispin touched one of the bulky handguns, pulled it free. His thumb found the activator, and the thing hummed to life; icy blue indicators glowing down the sides of the barrel. He toggled a switch, forcing the rectangular barrel’s extenders forward. The indicators shifted red as the weapon transitioned from stun to kill, and he knew the narrow coin slot of a muzzle glowed with the same evil fire as he pointed the thing at the ground.


  Satisfied, he powered the weapon down and restored it to its proper place before helping Jean-Louis to shift the box. “You!” he said to the soldier that wasn’t Lud, “Go get the other two and get them in here. I want all these carted back up to the temple. Double quick!”


  “Sir!” the soldier punched his chest in salute and hurried away. “Lud, can you shift this out of the way?” Crispin indicated the crate of disruptors, moving to the next crate.


  More disruptors. Crispin had Lud pull them aside.


  The third crate was longer than Crispin was tall, and as he suspected it held a half dozen energy lances. Crispin did not linger to test and see if these were working. The lances would require some assembling, and he didn’t fancy trying to do that in the dark. Altogether, each would be perhaps seven feet long, with a blade at one end like a glaive and one at the other like a bayonet that extended past the firing lens of the beam weapon. They were the traditional weapon of ceremonial guardsmen, but fearsome for all their ornate quality.


  Jean-Louis let out an audible gasp when they opened the fourth crate. Three magnetic acceleration rifles lay packed in black foam, gleaming dull silver in Lud’s light. Fully assembled, they would be almost as long as the lances, and capable of putting a tungsten rod clean through a meter of stone from more than a kilometer away. Only the rifle case wasn’t loaded with ferric tungsten.


  “Do you see this?” Jean-Louis was holding a yellow plastic box of the ammunition. Violently yellow. Crispin could see the black trefoil icon on the casement, a symbol old as history itself, and a vicious grin stole over his face as he snatched the box from the peasant.


  His terminal bracelet—as good as useless these past two days—began to tick softly, and without having to look Crispin knew it was the machine’s built in radiation detector. Radiation. His grin widened. “Depleted uranium.”


  “This would have gone right through that skiff last night,” Jean-Louis said appreciatively. Peasant though the man was, he knew his weapons. Crispin wondered if his father had been a soldier—or if the boy had learned instead by hassling Laurent for war stories. He didn’t ask.


  “This will go through a dozen skiffs,” Crispin said, drawing out one of the rounds, “and it won’t even slow down.” He closed his fingers around the bullet as though it were a talisman. It was half as long as his forearm. “Our Durantine friends had best hope their shields hold up.”


  The adorator was nodding, “I can use one of these. Station myself in the bell tower and cover the village.”


  Crispin was shaking his head before Jean-Louis had finished speaking. “They’ll knock that tower down the moment you take your first shot. If they have the artillery for it. And they do have the artillery.” The crash replayed itself for Crispin, the deep explosions rattling the shuttle, the mines that had penetrated the shield. He clenched his jaw and placed the uranium round back in its casing. No sooner had he handed the ammunition box back to Jean-Louis did his terminal stop beeping. The depleted uranium was still radioactive, but not terribly. The greater part of its deadliness was in its density. It would shatter steel like glass, even armor ceramic. It might even crack cheaply manufactured adamant.


  “What about the last one?” Lud asked, nodding past the others to the final, largest crate. “What do you reckon?” The thing was nearly a perfect cube, a meter or more to a side.


  “Could be artillery?” Crispin said, but Jean-Louis was already undoing the clasps.


  The Frenchmen let out an oath in his native language, and Crispin leaned in to see what it was that had so moved the other man.


  He felt it, too.


  “Is that a plasma howitzer?” Lud asked, bringing the light closer. It was.


  Lud’s suit illuminated a gleaming black barrel with an aperture big around as Crispin’s neck, and so long that it only fit inside the box stretched corner-to-corner, and beneath its dark mass Crispin could see the three folding legs that it would walk upon once activated. Jean-Louis bent closer, but Crispin threw an arm across him to halt his progress, “Don’t.”


  “I wasn’t!”


  “Don’t turn it on.”


  The adorator drew his hands back.


  “If that thing goes off in here,” Lud said darkly, “there won’t be a here.”


  The howitzer was an anti-tank weapon, designed to put holes clean through shuttles and the many-legged colossi that strode upon the battlefield like mountains. It fired from plasma reservoirs heated until they burned hotter than the surface of an E-class star. It would annihilate the catacombs around them, boil the lot of them where they stood, and burn all the useful oxygen out of the tunnel just to underscore its point.


  “Gentlemen,” Crispin said, unable to wipe the crooked Marlowe smile from his face, “I think we stand a chance."


  Chapter 12


  Lord of Hosts


  They came in the middle of the morning, moving slow. The peasants had lookouts stationed along the valley and in the mountains around, and if Crispin understood Jean-Louis correctly, they actually whistled to one another, imitating the sounds of various birds. Thus the signal sped ahead of the host at the speed of sound and human reckoning, and came over the low limestone walls of St. Maximus and rang out across the village.


  Crispin climbed the short stair to the top of tower on the town’s outer wall where Kyra had set up the old plasma howitzer. His shield flickered about him, and faintly he beheld similar distortions around the elderly captain. The cannon stood ready behind her, the feet of its three legs digging into the soft mortar between the stones. Above them, a striped awning snapped in the wind. Someone had set it up above the tower top and made the place a kind of patio, and they had set the cannon here for the flimsy protection that awning provided, as it shielded them from the eyes of the enemy above.


  “You shouldn’t be up here, my lord,” she said. “It’s too easy a target. You should stay back by the church.”


  That was true enough, but Crispin shrugged. “I wanted to see.”


  “They’ll be coming around the horn there any second, monsieur,” said one of the villagers, a dusty, dark-haired young man of perhaps seventeen. He was one of the very few who hadn’t gotten a weapon from the stores in the catacombs, and he leaned upon his rifle as an old man does his staff. He lowered his hand then, having indicated a low, jagged white mountain that rose from the surrounding red hills like a fang from the gums of some giant.


  Crispin looked at him, recognizing familiar features in the tanned skin and curling black hair. “You’re one of Jean-Louis’s family, aren’t you?”


  “Oui, monsieur,” the boy said. “He’s my fourth cousin.”


  “There sure are a damn lot of you.”


  “We Albés are one of the largest families in the vale.”


  Lord Marlowe nodded, chewing on the inside of his cheek. “That so? What’s your name, boy?”


  “Edmond.”


  “Edmond,” Crispin repeated, “I like it. Good strong name. And how old are you?”


  “Fifteen.”


  Feeling a bit like a fool, Crispin echoed the lad again. “Fifteen,” he said. So young. “I killed my first man at fifteen. I hope you don’t have to.” “I hope I don’t have to, too, monsieur.” The boy swallowed, eyes downcast. “I don’t want to go to hell.” Crispin and Kyra exchanged a look, both guessing that this strange remark had something to do with the boy’s odd religion. But young Edmond seemed almost to have forgotten they were there, for he babbled on. “I would though. Go to hell. If it meant saving everyone. I’d call that a fair trade.” He cradled his gun more tightly, as if reassuring himself that it was still there.


  Kyra slapped Crispin on the shoulder. He rounded on her, a rebuke half-formed on his lips. But Kyra was pointing towards the horn in the mountains Edmond had indicated moments before. “There, sire!”


  And sure enough, there they were.


  Laurent was right when he called the ships old. Even at a distance, Crispin could smell the age on the approaching aircraft. The ships had the old short-winged, twin-rotored design common in the last millennium, and tilted forward as they flew, aided by two small repulsor drives. They weren’t very fast, but Crispin could see the guns hanging beneath their gray metal chassis.


  A piercing whistle sounded in Crispin’s ear, and turning he saw the boy Edmond with his fingers in his mouth. Before he knew it, the sound went up on the streets below and back up the hill towards the church, and Crispin knew that the whole village knew then what was coming.


  “Are they in range?” he asked Kyra.


  The captain checked her readout on the plasma cannon. “Not yet. This thing’s effective inside two kilometers.” She checked the rangefinder again. “Won’t be long.”


  A shadow fell across them, then, passing before the sun. Turning, Crispin saw it first: a starship hanging low over the mountains, moving slow on massive repulsors, gliding almost silently. It was vertical—like a tower, like the rocket ships of old. It cut the day in two, and like the hand of sundial cast its evil shadow across the valley. Great golden fins flanked its lowest battlements, ribbed like the sails of a fishing junk. Gold tracery gleamed on its onyx face, catching in the sun as it descended, looking like the lost turret of some fairy tale castle cut loose and left to wander the clouds. It had a dark beauty about it—all sharp lines and bright points that spoke to Crispin of fangs and the jeweled talons of hunting birds, and a hollow dread formed in the pit of his stomach as he looked on.


  As it passed by, he saw three more of the troop carriers break away from it, emerging from holds along its black length. A shot rang out. One of the snipers. Crispin guessed it must not have been Jean-Louis, for he saw no shield flicker from impact and none of the ships fell from the sky. The great tower marched down the slope of the mountains, coming in low and slowly. It was like watching a castle march downhill. It must have been five hundred feet high, vaguely ovoid in cross-section, like the blade of a mighty sword. As Crispin watched, a banner was unfurled from its highest point, stretched taut like a sail to display the device upon its indigo surface.


  A golden serpent wrapped round a crescent moon.


  House Orin’s standard.


  “I guess it’s all true, then,” Crispin said, looking up at a flag that had not been flown on Delos for more than two hundred years.


  “My lord,” Kyra interjected. “You need to get down from here. If they see you, it will draw all their fire to this spot. You’re too exposed.”


  “What does that say about you, then?” Crispin asked.


  “Don’t worry about me, lordship,” Kyra said tartly, moving the cannon’s rangefinder from one target to another. “They haven’t seen us yet. If we’re lucky, they’ll get over the wall and above the town before I start firing. That’ll surprise them.”


  Crispin felt the blood go from his face. “Over the village?”


  “Yes, over the village. The townsfolk are evacuated, aren’t they?”


  “Except the fighting men,” Crispin conceded. He let it go. He wasn’t about to argue with Kyra about property damage. Not today. He looked again at the great starship, floating now above the fields before the township’s walls, at the flag spread out behind its tower like a wing.


  One of the House Marlowe peltasts poked his head up from the stairwell from where he watched the approach to the cannon. “We about ready, ma’am?”


  “Aye, Brax,” Kyra answered. “You and Emer just make sure none of them come up behind me.” She gave the soldier a small salute, tapping her fist to her chest before extending her arm. The man Brax vanished, and Kyra said, “Edmond, go with Lord Marlowe back to the temple.”


  “But Jean-Louis said I was to stay with you!”


  The old captain opened her mouth to reply, but only hissed. Her shoulders gave a little, and she said, “All right. But you leave at the first sign of trouble. You jump off this tower if you have to. Understand?” Then she rounded on Crispin, “But you, my lord, you need to go now. Please.”


  She doesn’t expect to survive, Crispin realized with growing horror.


  “Captain,” he said, “do what you can from here, but if you need to abandon the cannon, abandon the cannon.”


  Captain Kyra smiled ruefully, and for a moment Crispin could see the young woman she had been, the young woman his brother had loved. The plebs really were amazing sometimes. “Yes, sir,” she lied. They both knew she was lying.


  Crispin felt the serpent—the Orin serpent, he thought—turn over in his stomach once more. “We may not have to hold out long,” Crispin said. “Reinforcements could be here any time.”


  “Or it could be hours,” Kyra said. “But we’ll make them fight for every second of it.”


  Only then did the young lord return the old captain’s salute. “Very good, then.” The enemy’s landing craft were coming in close, and the great shadow of the looming vessel and its mighty banner stretched out to cover St. Maximus in a wedge of night. Crispin guessed the first ships were well within firing range now. Kyra turned the plasma cannon on its moorings, tracking the approach of the nearest troop carrier.


  “They’re coming right over us!” Edmond gasped. “I’m going,” Crispin said.


  “My lord!” Kyra’s words sounded almost strangled, but they stopped Crispin at the top of the stairs. “Just in case I … just in case. You should know …” She paused a moment, struggling to overcome some blockage in either her throat or her heart. “I helped your brother escape. Lord Hadrian. All those years ago.”


  Crispin blinked. “What?” What a strange thing to say at a time like this.


  “Someone should know. He wasn’t kidnapped. He took a ship from Karch.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  The captain shrugged her thin shoulders. “Someone should know.”


  “You loved him?” Crispin asked.


  An old, cold shadow flickered in the captain’s eyes. “No. But I loved your mother.”


  “My mother?” Crispin echoed stupidly. He had always suspected that Mother had had a hand in Hadrian’s disappearance, but … “Why would Mother … ?”


  “Ask her,” Kyra said, checking the air intakes on the cannon were clear and ready. All the indicator lights were blue. “Now go. Let me do my job, sir.”


  Crispin went. Each step seemed a very long way down.


  • • •


  “They’re here,” Crispin said, slamming one of the church’s double doors into the wall behind as he entered with a ponderous bang. Those few defenders who remained within jumped, some going for weapons they did not need.


  “Do you know how many there are?” Sabine asked, rising from her seat on one of the church’s wooden benches.


  “I spied five of those small ships,” Jean-Louis said.


  “They’re old Kingfishers,” Laurent said, peering through a pair of beaten up binoculars that might have survived since the man was in the Legions. “Light troop carrier. Legion issue. Can hold twenty men. Thirty if they’re real friendly.” He lowered the binoculars. “We’re looking at a hundred … hundred fifty men, maybe?”


  Crispin swallowed. One hundred and fifty men. It wasn’t a great number, but he had four, discounting the two injured men. Six, if he included himself and Kyra. And four dozen villagers, but even armed with the weapons they’d had stored in catacombs, Crispin didn’t like their chances. He wished those old Marlowe soldiers from the time of the Orin Rebellion had thought to abandon a crate of shield belts as well. But that would have been too much to ask for.


  The Orin Rebellion.


  They were still fighting the Orin Rebellion.


  “There could be more of them,” Sabine said, darkly. “This could just be a vanguard.”


  “Oh, there are almost certainly more of them,” Laurent agreed, and for a moment his grandfatherly demeanor was all worn away, and it was Lorn the centurion who answered. “No commander in the galaxy would commit his entire force to the first attack, unless he was drunk or stupid.”


  “Or desperate,” Crispin added, feeling desperate himself. After all, they were committing their entire force to the defense. They had to. “You should get into place.”


  Jean-Louis stroked his short beard, glanced over his shoulder to the two of his seemingly innumerable cousins who also clutched MAG rifles. Crispin thought they both looked ill, sick of heart or to their stomachs, their faces waxen and pale. It occurred to him suddenly that these men— these boys—hadn’t killed anyone before, not even in sport as he had. He felt Medved die beneath him once more, the hot blood soaking through his trousers, smoking in the air. One of the men darted out the front of the church, the other out the back, towards the stair and the path to the rectory and the mountains above.


  Jean-Louis did not move, unless it was his eyes. Black eyes darted between Crispin and Laurent, and for a moment Crispin thought the fellow was going to say something. Instead, he stepped forward and embraced the old priest, and if he did say something—some soft word or prayer—Crispin did not hear. Then he was gone, following his cousin out the back of the church and up onto the path that led onto the cliffs and secret ways that ran above the vale of St. Maximus.


  The nervous voices of men drifted over them then, stirring the still air of the church and the sheets of canvas that hung over the blasted windows. Crispin did not understand the words, but the unease in them and the terror were universal to every human language. He felt it, too, coiled in his belly like a jeweled serpent stretching up to bite his heart.


  Sabine stood watching him, and though their heads were helmeted and their faces blank arcs of ceramic the color of night, he knew Lud and the three other soldiers they had that could fight were watching him, too. Him.


  The serpent turned, and suddenly Crispin found he could stand those eyes no longer. “Sabine, go back to the house. Lock yourself in.”


  “What?” he could hear her bristling. “While you’re out here?”


  “One of us has to survive,” he said, suddenly sure that he would not.


  “If you think I’m going to sit back while you’re out here—”


  Crispin overrode her, “Which one of us has the most fighting experience?” He was relieved that she did not point out that most of his time in combat had been in mock battles in the coliseum, that he had only been in one real fight, and that the night before. But that wasn’t true, he realized, remembering how Hadrian had bested him his last night on Delos, before he disappeared into the Dark of space. Two fights. And he had lost one of them.


  But Sabine hadn’t spoken, though the lines of some argument were forming on that alabaster face. Crispin closed the distance between them and embraced his sister as Jean-Louis had embraced the priest. “Let me do this,” he said, whispering into the curtain of black hair pressed between them. How many brothers had said such things to their sisters in every age since Alexander? How many fathers to their daughters? Husbands to their wives? “Let me do this for you.” He felt her arms tighten around him, returning his embrace. “Little sister,” he said, and smiled. “If it comes to it, you’d be a better ruler anyway.”


  Crispin felt her shake her head, “That isn’t true.” She pushed him away, and Crispin thought he saw tears unfallen in her violet eyes. That, more than anything, upset him. More than Medved, more than these strange cultists and their dying god, more than the chase and the crash. Hers were Marlowe eyes, and unused to tears.


  “Go on, now,” Crispin said, and checked his sword and the phase disruptor he had taken were in their places on his belt. “And be ready. It may be you’ll still have to fight. We don’t know if Jean’s rider made it through the Camlen’s Gap. We may be all the defense there is.”


  “If it is an Orin like you said,” Sabine answered, “do for her what Father did for the rest of them. Kill her.”


  Kill her, Crispin’s thoughts echoed. Kill her. But as he turned back to Kyra and Laurent and the others, his thoughts were not of revenge, of the centuries-old blood feud that plagued both their houses. Orin and Marlowe. Marlowe and Orin. It had been Orin greed that started the thing, their desire for power—that they, a minor house from the edge of the system, might rule all of Delos.


  The serpent was pushing its way up Crispin’s throat, and he clamped down on it, bit it off and swallowed. “Stay safe,” he said to Sabine, giving her a gentle push back towards the cave.


  “You too.”


  When she had gone, Crispin turned back to the others, conscious suddenly of the way they watched him, eyes wide, either staring or downcast. Not many of them shared Jean-Louis’s brazenness, after all. It occurred to him then that many of them would not have seen a palatine before. How small they seemed beside him, not a one of them rising higher than his shoulder. They were quiet, even old Laurent stood by not speaking.


  Too quiet.


  Say something, boy, said the part of him that spoke with his father’s voice. Say what? He was used to screaming crowds, not silent ones. He was more gladiator than statesman, and not the sort to go making speeches. He was not Hadrian. He wasn’t even Sabine. He was only Crispin Marlowe.


  No. His fists tightened. No, you can do this, he thought, and the voice he heard was his own, not his father’s.


  And another voice—one he had not heard in a long time—said, A gladiator is what they need right now, Crispin.


  Hadrian’s voice. For a moment, Crispin almost thought he saw the other devil standing there amidst the adorators in their dusty temple. Hadrian hadn’t been tall for a palatine, and it was easy to imagine him standing among the peasants: long black hair and black clothing, in one of those antique greatcoats he liked to wear. Violet eyes met violet, and Crispin imagined he saw his brother nod and mouth two words: Go on.


  Then the light changed, and Crispin saw that it was not Hadrian at all, only one of the peasants, his dark hair darkened to Marlowe black by the shadow of the pillar in which he stood. Only a trick of the light. But it was enough.


  “A gladiator …” Crispin muttered to himself. And drawing his sword but not kindling it, he raised his hand. “I am Crispin Marlowe!” he declared, “Son of Alistair Marlowe! Archon of Meidua and Lord of Devil’s Rest! Tell me, people: are you good men of Delos?”


  For a moment, Crispin was terrified that they would not answer, or say that they were not—or not understand Galstani, speaking only French. But one old man, sun-scarred and leathery raised his voice from the back of the small crowd, “Aye!”


  And then his word was taken up and echoed by many who stood by.


  “Aye! Aye!”


  “So am I!” Crispin called back, and pointing with the hilt of his unkindled sword said, “And I will not sit idly by while your town and your homes are attacked by offworlders!” He sensed somehow that he now held their attention, and so softened his tones. “These men have followed me here to kill me and my sister. They mean to kill you, too. To get at us. I am sorry …” He felt his words falter then with his resolve, catching then a glimmer of distrustful light in the eyes of one of the onlookers. An unsteady silence closed in about them, and Crispin drove it back with a shout, “But I won’t let them. Mark my words: every drop of Delian blood they spill, they will have to buy with their own blood at ten times the price!”


  “Each of us is worth more than ten of them anyway!” One of the locals called, voice heavy with his strange accent.


  Then another voice said what Crispin had been dreading. “But you brought this down on us!”


  “Oui!” said the man whom Crispin had almost mistaken for Hadrian, “Why should we fight for you?”


  “Fight for me?” Crispin repeated. “Fight with me. Fight for your homes, your families—because I will. When this is done I will set everything to rights. You people, your priest … you took us in. You saved our lives. I know that this!” He gestured at the world outside the church, “Is poor repayment, but I swear to you I will make this right, and I will start by standing with you now.” And he conjured the blade of his sword. The highmatter cast a ghostly light against the darkly wooden pews to either side. “Who’s with me?”


  One man cheered, raising his fist in solidarity with Crispin’s upthrust sword.


  One man.


  Then another. And a third. And soon the gathered fighting men were shouting with one voice, and the noise of Crispin’s own throat was lost in the swell of it. The noise of half a hundred men filled the air of the church and rattled the chandeliers on their chains.


  Half a hundred men.


  Crispin prayed they were enough.


  Chapter 13


  Then the Thunder Spoke


  The first shot sounded not seconds later, making Crispin flinch. Running, he was first out the doors of the church, and first to see the landing ship burning, turned into a falling star above the town. The earth shook as it fell and smote some peasant’s cottage. The world was oddly silent in the moments that followed, as if all creation held its breath in shock or in anticipation of the carnage that was to come. The need for ceremony gone, Crispin shut off his sword and stowed the handle in the pocket of his cape. Reaching into the niche beside the statue of St. Christopher, he pulled out one of the energy lances they had taken from the catacombs and powered it on. The shaft buzzed in his hands as the thing began to charge, and Crispin looked up at the solitary spire of the ship towering above the village and the golden serpent that flew above it from a banner large as any of the houses surrounding him.


  Black shapes—a flock of ravens, it seemed—broke away from the tower and took flight, and with dismay Crispin realized what they were. More skiffs. A dozen of them. Maybe more. He glanced around at the damage a mere two had wrought upon the church behind him, and he squeezed the lance until the bones of his fingers creaked.


  “Sir!” a familiar voice rang out, and Crispin saw Lud emerging from the church behind amid a string of adorators. He had donned his armor again, and carried his plasma burner in his hand. “Lady Sabine said I’m to keep an eye on you.”


  For a moment, Crispin considered arguing. Instead he clapped the man on the shoulder. “Very good, soldier. With me!” And with that he turned towards the gate that led back out of the churchyard and towards the city.


  “Shouldn’t we stay and guard the sanctum, sire?” Lud asked.


  “The sanctum’s bound to draw their fire. That old priest’s gone back into the caves with his people. They’ll be safe enough even if the roof caves in. But our enemy’s coming from the air, which means we need cover.” He pointed ahead. Beneath them, the village of St. Maximus spidered away down the hill, street after street spiraling higher and higher to the level of the old Catholic church, with stepped and slanting avenues slicing through from the churchyard gate to the outer wall. Not a one of them ran straight, but followed the track of the hill on which the town was raised.


  “The houses?” Lud’s voice came out flat through his suit’s speakers.


  “The streets!” Crispin said, lurching into the shadow of a grocery. “Assuming your captain doesn’t drop a ship on our heads! We have to make them come to us! Use the town to split them up.”


  As if on cue, one of the skiffs flew overhead, and the staccato sound of gunfire came as the villagers opened fire. Somewhere not far off, Crispin could hear the sound of rotors, and he guessed that one of the Kingfishers had found a place to land. How many men had Father Laurent said they could carry? Twenty? Or was it thirty? He had an awful feeling they would find out—and soon. Sheltering against the chipped yellow plaster of the grocery wall, Crispin tucked the lance into the crook of his arm and sighted along it. It was not by design a long-range weapon—laser beams lost their coherency over great distances—but it could cover the few thousand feet between Crispin and the approaching skiffs. It had no scope, but there were iron sights near the head of the weapon. Crispin shut one eye, tracking the progress of one skiff against the gray-white sky. He clicked the button. There was no kick, no recoil as the lance fired. Only a clear, bright tone from an indicator to tell that it had fired. It was not like it is in the operas. No beam of red or violet light. No noise but for the glowing sound of the indicator. Only death. The skiff he’d targeted began to smoke and tumbled out of the sky like a duck felled by the hunter. Crispin felt himself grin with satisfaction, forgetting in the heat of the moment the man who had fallen with it and the sensation of Medved’s blood soaking his knees.


  Not finished, Crispin gritted his teeth and tracked the point of his lance left and lower, catching a second of the skiffs as it made a wide arc in the air. It fell, and Crispin watched it arc past the tower where Kyra worked the plasma cannon. And he saw her fire, low and into the city—had another of the landing craft made it through? He heard an iron scream and the crunch of something heavy striking the ground, and he guessed that something might have been hit after all. Two of the Kingfishers? So quickly?


  He should not have thought such things. His optimism had tempted Fate, who is ever listening for those mortals foolish enough to defy her. Half a dozen men in matte gray emerged onto the street below them, escorting a single man in heavy ceramic armor who carried a massive plasma burner connected by hoses to a reservoir on his back.


  They were burning as they went.


  How had he not smelled it before? Was the wind against him? Surely there was the smoke rising behind them, and violet flames cooling fast to blue. To white. To angry gold. Crispin did not stop to consult with Lud, but took aim with his lance, training the point on the armored man in the center of the little cluster. Fired. He saw the fractal gleam of a shield barrier glow in reaction to his beam. Angrily, he swept the lance across the cluster of men advancing up the road. Shield glimmer followed man after man. Only one of them was unshielded, and he stumbled, fell smoking to the cobbles.


  Lud fired over Crispin’s shoulder, blue-violet glow of air-fed plasma highlighting the plastered homefronts and unglassed windows of the peasant town. The shot exploded against the first men in the little platoon. They recoiled but did not fall. Just as Crispin’s shield had saved him from skiff fire the night before, so their shields saved them—and the fireproofing in their armor.


  “Have you got anything for close work?” Crispin asked the other man, ducking back around the corner of the grocery to find cover. “Just my belt knife,” the peltast replied.


  Grunting, Crispin handed the man his energy lance. The blade on one end was nearly two feet long, and the ceramic of which it was made would cut nearly as sure as highmatter. Snapping his fingers, Crispin said, “Give me your plasma burner.” The man did so without question. “They’re coming up here. When they turn the corner, you hit them.”


  The other man pounded his chest in brief salute. “I’ll cover your retreat, my lord.”


  “I’m not retreating!” Crispin hissed, moving towards the back of the grocery. He was fishing out his sword. “I’m coming up behind them!” Then he turned and rounded the building, moving towards the next alley down, mindful of the empty wooden crates that stood stacked by a back door in the alley. Chickens made startled sounds from wire cages as he passed, peering out around the building to watch the enemy soldiers hurry past. They did not slow to burn the buildings here, and Crispin wondered if they had recognized him as he’d stood in the street above them.


  Probably they had.


  That was well; he hoped their haste and their hunger to kill their primary target would be enough to make them sloppy.


  And so he returned to the street one block down from where he’d left Lud just as he heard the sounds of fighting pick up where he had just been. Lud let out a mighty yell, and Crispin saw the bayonet point on the firing end of the lance skewer one of the Durantine mercenaries in the gut. The point had passed through the man’s energy shield and pierced the thermal layer of his suit. The clear, bright tone of the lance rang out, and the man yelped and fell smoking to the pavement. Lud drew the lance point out and swung it round, bringing the glaive end down sharply to bite into the shoulder of a second man. It bounced off his armor plating, and for a moment Crispin feared the zircon blade had shattered.


  He had to move fast, could see the hoplite in his heavy armor taking aim with that massive flamethrower of his. Even shielded, Lud would not endure such an assault unscathed.


  Crispin kindled the blade his father had given him, highmatter flowing like water. He brought the blade up in a rising diagonal that cleaved a man from hip bone to the opposing shoulder, then brought the blade back across and through a second man at the neck.


  They never saw him coming, and for an awful moment the second man still stood, and Crispin guessed somehow from the way the light reflected off his dull black visor that the man knew what had happened to him. Knew that he was dead. Then his head tumbled backwards and fell to the pavement. The second man fell in two pieces. There was blood on the cobbles—and confusion amongst the surviving men. One turned, and got off a shot with his rifle. The bullet went wide, and a second shot impacted Crispin’s shield and shattered. Crispin ducked his head reflexively, but lashed out with his sword all the same. A wash of plasma fire arced from the hoplite’s flamethrower, washing over Lud and the storefront behind him.


  Someone grabbed Crispin by the arm, pulling him down. Stumbling, Crispin fired the plasma burner in his off hand, the shot firing wildly in the air. It was enough to startle his attacker, and Crispin lurched forward, trying to tug his sword hand free. He felt something scrape his side, and he was sure that one of the other men had stabbed him with a knife, but the blade had gotten tangled in his cape and missed him by microns. Twisting, Crispin shoved the muzzle of his plasma burner into the armpit of the man who held his arm and fired. The soldier shrieked and stumbled back, releasing Crispin’s arm.


  The whole exchange had lasted only a quarter of a minute, but still Crispin feared he was too late. Lud was still on his feet, a black figure amidst cooling golden flames, but even as Crispin rose, Lud fell backwards. The lordling lunged, thrusting his sword down to slice through the fuel hose that connected the burner to the plasma reservoir on the hoplite’s back. The jet of flame stopped almost at once, and something huge and heavy tackled Crispin from the left. He hit the pavement and the wind went out of him. The man on top of him pinned his sword arm with one hand and brought his other fist down clumsily into Crispin’s face. Crispin hammered on the man’s back with his free hand, trying to point the burner at the man even as he punched Crispin in the jaw.


  His vision blurred, and for a moment Crispin feared he might lose consciousness. And there were still two men living besides the one on top of him—or was it three? All one of them had to do was stab him and it would all be over. All of it. And then they would go after Sabine …


  Groaning, he tried to rise, tried to throw the other man off. He tried to twist his sword hand in, to bring that impossibly sharp blade up through the man bestride him. It was no good.


  A high, bright tone sounded, and the shield of the man atop him glowed in response. Twisting his neck, Crispin saw Lud—armor still glowing from the plasma—leaning against the wall of the burning grocery. He was alive! And he still had the lance in his hands, and it was pointed at Crispin’s attacker.


  But the lance was no good to Crispin, not with the shield in the way. The shield.


  Without thinking, Crispin dropped his plasma burner and seized the man atop him by the belt, fingers scrabbling to find—there! Before his attacker could so much as strike him again, Crispin thumbed the switch and depowered his opponent’s shield.


  That high, bright sound rang out again, clear as the winding of trumpets in the morning air, and at once the man atop Crispin was only so much dead weight. Crispin pushed him off, took up his plasma burner once more. Had Lud killed another of the men while he was on the ground? It was hard to say. The charred peltast hefted his lance, smoke still trailing from the Marlowe horns on his helmet, and swung the lance like a halberd, chopping at the neck joint in his opponent’s armor.


  The big hoplite retreated from Crispin, fearing the highmatter sword. Head still ringing, Crispin followed. He raised his plasma burner and fired, catching the hoplite in the face. The shot flashed uselessly off his enemy’s shield, but Crispin hoped it had blinded the man a moment. The lordling rushed in, sweeping his blade low. But the Durantine soldier stepped inside his cut, so that he blocked Crispin’s arm and not the all-dangerous blade. He brought his armored elbow up into Crispin’s chin. The force of the blow sent the young lord staggering, and but for the wall at his back he might have fallen. He fired at Crispin with a phase disruptor he’d produced from his belt. The shot clashed uselessly against Crispin’s shield.


  Baring his teeth, Crispin toggled his plasma burner to continuous fire and pulled the trigger. A great loop of violet plasma—arcing like the lines of a solar flare—spat from the weapon. Cocking his wrist, Crispin kept the weapon aimed squarely at the man’s face as he advanced, conscious of the heat indicator slipping from blue to white to red. He could feel the burner’s composites starting to warm in his hand, but he continued his slow march forward all the same. When at last he was within striking distance of his foe, he ceased fire and lunged. The point of his sword passed effortlessly through the armor plating on the Durantine’s chest, through the suit underlayment and the sternum to emerge out the man’s back side. Crispin drew the blade out sideways, shearing the left ribs and the heart beneath it—cleaving off the left arm as Crispin recovered to guard.


  Only then did his plasma burner automatically eject its aluminum heat sink, the spent core clinking away across the cobble stones. Despite his injuries, Lud had done for the last man, and Crispin realized with stunned surprise that it was over. The engagement was over at least. Not the battle. Not the day.


  “Are you all right?” he asked Lud. The soldier was still smoking. “Some burns, sire, but the armor took the most of it.” He sounded almost cheerful, insane as that was. “You’re sure?” Crispin asked.


  Lud raised one shoulder in an asymmetrical shrug, “Elbows got the worst of it. No armor on the inside, but the thermal layer held up. Remind me to thank your lord father for springing for the good stuff.” Then he added, “Do you want the lance back, sir?”


  Crispin almost laughed. “No! Earth and Emperor … but give me your spare heat sinks. I burned one out killing that big bastard.” He massaged his jaw, and thanked Earth and Fortitude that he had not lost a tooth—he couldn’t expect his third set to start growing in for another forty years. As the noise of the blood pounding in his head quietened, Crispin became aware of the sounds of battle around them: the crunch and crack of burning buildings, the noise of gunfire, the shouts of fighting men. Distantly, he heard the roar of Kyra’s plasma howitzer and the high shrilling of the peasants whistling, coordinating their positions. “We need to move, Lud. Can you still fight?”


  The other man passed Crispin a half dozen heat sinks on a braided line. “It’ll take more than some burned elbows to put me down, sir.”


  “Good man.” Crispin pointed with his sword, down the high street and around one of the bending lanes. “Let’s go back the way they came, see if the captain really did shoot down that troop carrier.” He shut off the blade long enough to fumble one of the heat sinks into place. He fired a test shot and the ground and—satisfied—moved off down the street.


  • • •


  Kyra had shot down one of the troop carriers, and Crispin guessed the men they’d fought on the street had escaped it when it fell its short way onto the square where it lay broken and burning. A painted bronze statue of a man on a horse thrusting a lance at the sky dominated one end of the little plaza, untouched by the burning of the dry cypress trees near at hand.


  There were bodies in the square. Some in gray armor, some in ragged clothes. One of the peasants had been lifted bodily and dropped over a spiked iron fence; another peasant still smoldered, and in the aftermath of plasma fire his bones shone white as snow. Crispin made the sign of the sun disc discreetly, though he suspected the dead pagans would not have appreciated the gesture.


  “If there was anyone here, sir, they’re long gone,” Lud said, leaning on his energy lance as though it were a staff. He took a moment to adjust the pilfered shield-belt he’d taken off the body of one of the mercenaries.


  Crispin said nothing, but silently he agreed.


  The whine of repulsors streaking overhead drove both men to shelter beneath the eaves of a yet unburning building. Two skiffs soared overhead, firing down on some other street. As they watched, Crispin saw plasma fire returned from the streets below. One shot exploded against the shielded underbelly of the skiff.


  “That’s going to be a problem,” he said. It was Lud’s turn not to answer.


  “Do you think that peasant got through to home?” Crispin asked.


  “If the enemy’d caught the messenger, they’d probably be flying his corpse up there with that ugly flag. Make sure we see it.”


  Crispin looked up over the rooftops of the burning town and saw the black finger of the starship standing tall. The Orin banner hung above it, spreading in the wind. Crispin felt the serpent turning over in his stomach at the sight—a sight he had never thought to see. Looking at it, Crispin felt almost as if it were staring at him, sensing almost the anger and the antique malice of the vessel and the blood-hatred of the lady within it, as though it were an evil eye. Crispin pointed his sword hand at the tower and made a warding gesture, the first and last fingers extended. It was a weak gesture of defiance, but he felt his soul rally all the same.


  A shot rang out, deep and resounding off the faces of the surrounding mountains and, looking up, Crispin saw another of the skiffs transformed into a spiraling ball of smoke. For a moment, he thought he saw the gleam of metal high on the face of the mountain behind the church, and Crispin wondered if it were Jean-Louis or one of the other adorators who had shot down the attackers. He raised a sword in unseen salute.


  Then a black shadow passed overhead, greater than the streaking darkness of the skiffs: another of the troop carriers streaking in low and fast to avoid Kyra and the cannon.


  “It’s heading back up towards the temple!” Lud said.


  All around, the shrilling of the peasants’ whistling rose to a fever pitch, and Crispin imagined dozens of irregulars pounding up the streets towards the old, white building and the hundreds of villagers who sheltered within. Crispin thought of Sabine and his injured men in the rectory above the temple and started back towards the church at a loping run, blood again drumming in his ears, spurring him on.


  As it had been the night before, the churchyard was chaos when they returned. Wind off the Kingfisher’s rotors whipped dust and smoke through the air, and men had leaped from the craft’s landing ramps and the side runners to the ground and the tops of the encircling buildings, and the crack of gunshots and clap of plasma fire filled the space surrounding that ancient stone arch and the statue of the lupine saint guarding the gate.


  Crouching behind a wagon left in the street, Lud aimed at one of the enemy hoplites. Shielded, the man stood bold as brass atop the canted rooftop. Lud adjusted his grip and fired. The laser gleamed where it struck the man’s shield, and for a moment the man seemed not to notice that he was under fire.


  It was a moment too long.


  The energy lance stayed under continuous fire, and the beam’s high energies sucked at the shield’s power reserves until—twenty seconds later or thirty—the shield flashed and fell apart, and the man tumbled smoking from the rooftop. Crispin smiled in satisfaction. Royse shields did not take kindly to continuous fire, and the batteries in your standard belt pack could only take so much over a sustained period. By the time the fellow had realized what was happening and started to move out from under Lud’s beam, his shield was already failing.


  More men leaped down from the Kingfisher as it arced around the outer wall of the churchyard until there must have been three dozen men in the square—more than Laurent had estimated. Crispin guessed they must have pulled every bit of hardware out of the landing craft to make room and drop weight for the extra men. They did not fight like Sollan legionnaires, back-to-back-to-back in shielded triases, but fell upon the defenders with the rapine and abandon of ancient vikings, each man striking out his own way, seeking blood for himself and glory. Shots rained down from above and, looking, Crispin saw the glint of sunlight off MAG rifles in the rocks above. A moment later, another of the skiffs went up in flames, shot down by Jean-Louis perhaps, or one of the other snipers. It crashed into the street not thirty feet from where Crispin stood, and seeing his chance he vaulted the wagon that he and Lud had used for cover. The cobblestones pressed against his feet so that it seemed the very village itself pushed him forward.


  The pilot was still alive. Dazed and injured, he tried to climb free of the saddle. Crispin’s blade caught him below the shoulder, and he fell in pieces.


  Someone shouted something in Durantine, followed by the bellowed word, “Marlowe! Marlowe!”


  Gunfire peppered his shield, and Crispin rolled behind the crashed skiff, heedless of the blood soaking his cape. Snarling in frustration, he tore the garment off, feeling the magnets pop and click and cleave to the chassis of the machine at his back. He peered over the ruined skiff, saw a half dozen men storming up the street towards him from the entrance to the churchyard, and he thanked Earth and Fortitude that it was only six. Even as he watched, a shot from above claimed one of the men, and five of peasants appeared from the next alley down and joined the fray. Crispin thought he recognized one of Jean-Louis’s innumerable cousins among them and lurched to his feet just as Lud caught up to the knot of men, lance raised to strike.


  Another of the MAG rounds caromed off one of the Durantine hoplites’ shields. The ricochet clipped one of the peasant defenders in the knee, and he fell with a strangled yell before one of the invaders shot him in the throat. Crispin didn’t even think about it. He cut the man in two, highmatter sword passing through energy curtain and armor and bone as easily as it did the smoke in the strangling air. He could not remember ever having felt so clear, so scraped clean of everything but the noise of blood and the adrenal song chanting out the need for survival.


  After that, the other foederati all kept their distance. One raised a plasma burner, hoping to cook the unarmored Crispin through his shield, but one of the villagers—the one whom Crispin thought must be Jean-Louis’s cousin—hauled off and threw an elbow into the armored side of his head. The Durantine staggered, and the Frenchman thrust his hunting knife down into the joint at the base of the other man’s neck. Crispin hoped the pagan’s dying god would approve of his valor, for Mother Earth surely smiled. Unarmored as he was and armed only with one of the primitive hunting rifles and his knife, the boy was Fortitude himself.


  Then the Kingfisher opened fire. Bullets rained down from the aircraft, threading the street and tagging every living soul standing in it. The bullets shattered uselessly against Crispin’s shield and the shields of the Durantine soldiers.


  But the villagers. The surviving villagers survived no more.


  Machine gun fire turned the four of them to meat and meal and an iron mist, and Crispin felt every vessel in him constrict in red dread. What sort of men were these that would fire on their own people—however shielded they might be?


  Lud at least had not faltered. The peltast’s borrowed shield had saved him, and he skewered one of the foederati with the bayonet end of his lance and fired, cooking the man with the beam at point blank range. The man moved well in spite of his injuries, and gore-stained as he was, Crispin could do no less. He fired his plasma burner, catching one of the Durantines in the face as before. While the flash and the heat still blinded him, Crispin dashed forwards and slew the man with a roll cut, unzipping the fellow from shoulder to hip. Turning, he thrust his plasma burner forward, sword held back beside his head and primed to thrust.


  The machine gunner in the ship above filled the street with a hail of bullets once again, and Crispin had to turn away to keep the shrapnel from his eyes. He could not stay here like this. His shield would not last forever. Maybe—just maybe—he could win through the knot of men before him and make the safety of the church. The doors were barred, but he could cut through and maybe bottleneck these invaders. Shielded and in the narrows of the gate, his sword would be a distinct advantage.


  Then the earth shook with thunder, and for a brief and terrible instant, Crispin thought the mercenaries had brought a colossus. Turning to look at the black tower of the starship flying the Orin flag, he expected to see one of the metal giants with the shape of a man or an elephant towering above the walls of St. Maximus, artillery aglow.


  But Earth had smiled—or so it seemed—and no such demon appeared.


  Had Kyra fired her cannon? And had the shot fallen close to him?


  He looked for the smoke of its fire against the white and red face of the cliffs, but saw no eye of molten, weeping stone.


  Then the thunder cracked the sky, and made it bleed. That second peal was louder than the first, and looking about Crispin saw—and understood. The outer walls of the township were gone, blown to dust and smithereens. Earth and stones alike fell like rain.


  He saw the shot this time, fired from the enemy starships’s primary cannon, flashing violet from some port at the very apex of that dark tower, just below the golden serpent banner. Why had they not opened with such a weapon? They might have wiped the church and the entire village from the map, unless … did they mean to take him alive? But they had fired on him! Still, Crispin could not help but think that this little assassination attempt had not gone the way these Durantines and their nobile Orin mistress had envisioned. Shooting them out of the sky had been easy enough, then it should have been a small matter of plucking the living from their ruined shuttle—if there were any living at all. But they’d given these foreign bastards and their master a fight, and though the Durantines were ready for a fight, Crispin guessed they’d not been entirely prepared to make war.


  He bit off a defiant bark of laughter.


  And then St. Maximus answered. A ball of blue-white fire rose from the outer walls, and smote the dark tower, but the starship was unmoved. She was built of adamant, and adamant does not burn. But Kyra answered once more, and aimed at the enemy’s cannon, hoping to cripple the weapon before it could be used to devastating effect.


  But Fate had heard Crispin’s defiance, and punished him for it. Deep purple thunder fell, and Crispin’s defiant laughter choked and shattered, and Kyra’s tower shattered, too. The Durantine cannon threw stones against the sky and shocked the very air such that even at his distance, Crispin felt the wind of the impact like the hot breath of a dragon laughing in his face.


  What was it Kyra had said?


  Let me do my job, sir.


  Her job.


  Crispin’s yell filled the sudden silence, and he struck down three of the men before him before the others had realized he was moving, and the last man only had time to stumble backwards and to fall.


  Not a one escaped him.


  Chapter 14


  Blood Will Have Blood


  Thus it was with the dust of Kyra’s funeral pyre filling the sky behind him that Crispin rounded the gatepost to the churchyard with Lud firing in his wake. He had a dim impression that his peltast had halted to pick the gunner out of the Kingfisher’s starboard emplacement. He wasn’t sure precisely, but he saw the bastard fall and break his back over the field stone wall.


  The defenders still huddled in the shadow of the outer wall and amongst the pillars and buttresses that supported the outer wall of the ruined church. They were failing—falling—but had not yet fallen. Outgunned, outmanned, outmaneuvered, they had drawn back to this height and center of their township and their world.


  Something made Crispin slow his advance, and he halted a moment. Hands shaking, he swore a silent oath to Earth and Emperor and by every icon there was to hear him, swore he would make this right. These people, these poor, doomed people were doomed because of him, be- cause of his family and House Orin and the ancient blood feud that lay between them.


  Blood.


  Blood would have blood, was having its fill.


  He hoped that boy—Edmond, was it?—he hoped Edmond hadn’t been on the tower when it fell. A part of him dared to hope that Kyra hadn’t been on it, either, but he knew there was no hope in that desperate dream. Kyra was dead, must be dead—and the soldiers Brax and Emer with her. Their little band was reduced even further.


  Soon there will be none of us left, he thought, and banished that grim voice.


  There was no time for pity or self-loathing. And he had a sword in his hand.


  With the machine gun fire from the ship above him halted for the time being, Crispin Marlowe hurled himself at the enemy, and the flash of his sword was like the coming of cruel lightning on that sunlit day. It was not hard to imagine that the encircling wall of the churchyard were the walls of the arena, though this time he performed for no audience, won no adulation.


  Still on he flew.


  Bless me with the sword of your courage, O Fortitude, Crispin prayed. May I never falter. May my enemies flee. He had said the words a thousand times in temple, in the Chantry before a fight. He had said the words on the decennial feast when the new levies were sent out to join the Legions and the war against the Cielcin, praying for their courage and their strength.


  He took the legs out from under one man and hewed him as he fell, then shot another man in the chest with the plasma burner, advancing step by bloody step across the yard towards the statue of the dog-headed saint and the door. He paused a moment, ducking his head as a round of disruptor fire sparked against his shield—were they set to stun?


  And Crispin raised his sword, “With me!” he called aloud, voice raw and clear in the chill air. “With me! To the doors! To the doors!”


  Feet on the stone behind him. Shouts. Shots. Screams. Crispin flinched and half-crouched as an explosion erupted overhead and a rosette of orange flame bloomed as another skiff fell from the sky. Someone was shouting, high and ringing off the stone walls, “Maximus!” it said, “Maximus! Maximus!” And another, “Marlowe! Marlowe!” He saw one of the Durantines wrestling with two smaller peasant men. They had lost their guns in the struggle, and fought over the disruptor rifle the big offworlder still carried. Even as he passed them, Crispin saw one of the defenders—a boy, he guessed, no more than twelve years standard—tear at the shield generator on the man’s belt and leap away. He pointed, and let out a whistling so shrill and high that Crispin disbelieved that it was the noise of any human lips. A shot fell from heaven then, one of the MAG rifles. Crispin had a brief impression of a clean hole shot straight through the man’s head and of the light shining through it before the force of the impact bent the man and flattened him to the earth.


  Then the boy fell as a bolt of disruptor fire claimed him, filling the air with the static crackle of lightning and the smell of ozone and faint smoke. Turning, Crispin saw four of the enemy standing atop the columbarium he had shattered the night before in his fight with the scouts. “Lud!” he pointed at them with his sword, “Take care of them!”


  “Aye, sir!” said Lud, and moved off to take care of them.


  “Seigneur!” one of the villagers fell in beside Crispin, and Crispin saw that he had pilfered one of the dead Durantines’ shields to complement the plasma burner he clutched in white-knuckled hands. “Why do they not use that hell weapon on us?”


  Lord Marlowe did not answer, but pushed the man aside and fired past him, catching one of the mercenaries mid-charge with bayonet raised. Crispin spun past the peasant and drew his sword up in a rising arc that cut the man to ribbons. He pushed the man forward, “To the doors, damn you!”


  But the fellow had asked the critical thing. Why hadn’t Orin and these Durantine bastards simply wiped the village off the map? Was it only that they meant to spare their own people on the ground? But if so, why had they bothered to field men at all? Why go to all this trouble and risk? Why not wipe St. Maximus off the map and have done?


  Did they really mean to take Sabine and him alive?


  Despite the heat of the moment and rushing of events around him, Crispin felt his blood go cold. He was no scholiast, but it was the only reasonable explanation. His eyes wandered up to the modernist lines of the rectory gleaming amid the stones above, and sensed somehow that Sabine must have come to the same conclusion where she watched from above.


  A bullet whizzed over Crispin’s shoulder—just skating over the outside of his shield. He flinched, shaken back to reality. Pivoting, he stepped between the coming fire and the man beside him, shielding the fellow with his body. “Get to the doors, you fools! Move!” He bounded forward, sword leaping out.


  In the air above, the Kingfisher was coming back around, hovering over the street just beyond the low stone walls. He felt his face fall, his stomach drop. He’d forgotten the machine gun. There was no time. No time. They’d be in position to fire again in seconds.


  Forgetting the gunmen behind him, Crispin sprinted towards the church.


  Five of the Durantines clustered near the doors. They had been throwing their weight against them, and turned as Crispin drew close. Crispin saw their shields spark and shine as the defenders’ bullets impacted against them, and he lowered his plasma burner.


  “Move!” he said, “or by Earth I will kill you where you stand.” They did not move.


  Crispin swung his sword in a flat arc. One of the men fell backwards as Crispin struck—and falling saved his life. The highmatter cut through three of the Durantines and the door behind them, notching deep into the statue of the lupine saint. Blood sprang forth, staining the arch and the lintel and St. Christopher’s robes. Crispin paid the survivors no mind, but hacked at the locked and heavy doors with his sword. The old oak fell in splinters, and the defenders poured inside, pressing back those few of their fellows who—terrified—had held the doors from within. And Crispin turned, astonished, to see two of the adorators had stopped to help the fallen Durantine to his feet before the crush of their retreat trampled over him. Crispin seized one of the Catholics by the back of his neck and pushed him through the arch, “Leave him!”


  “He’ll die!”


  “He’s trying to kill you, you fool!” Crispin said, but his fellow had already helped the dazed mercenary to stand.


  The palatine did not stop to argue with the peasant, but pushed past him to stand on the steps of the pagan temple. Lud appeared, retreating across the flagstones of the yard, the glaive and bayonet of his energy lance bloody in the pale sunlight. He and Crispin stood shoulder-to- shoulder as the Kingfisher came round.


  It did not fire.


  Then a voice rang out, rough tones made rougher by the cheap amplification of the troop carrier’s speakers. “Lord Marlowe! Surrender!”


  Shots rained down from the rock face above the old church, but the depleted uranium of the MAG rifles broke against the Kingfisher’s Royse shield to no effect.


  And all was still. The wind in the vale had died, the sounds of the fighting in the ruined village below quieted, and no birds sang.


  Crispin took a step forward, kept his sword ready in a low guard. The voice rang out again, crackling through feedback whine. “Surrender, and the rest of your plebeians will be spared.”


  “Is that you, Lord Orin?” Crispin spoke from his diaphragm, filling the air between him and the hovering ship. But no, that fellow Medved had said the surviving member of the disgraced house was a woman.


  “I said surrender!” the voice said. “If you don’t, we will wipe the rest of this village off the face of this planet!”


  “If you were going to do that,” Crispin snarled, “you’d have done it first and at no cost to your men.” Silence. No answer from above. Crispin took another half-step forward, so that he stood at the very edge of the steps that led into the church. “Tell your mistress she’s overplayed her hand! Your orders were to capture us alive!” He paused. There was still no answer from above, and Crispin imagined the mercenary captain or whoever it was on that Kingfisher relaying communications to the Orin serpent in the dark tower. So he added, “Tell your mistress if she wants to speak to me, she can come down and face me like a man! Tell her I’ll fight her. One to one! Only spare these people and this place!”


  The silence pressed on for five unending seconds. Ten. With nothing left to say, Crispin waited.


  “Like a man.” It was not the mercenary captain who spoke. It was a woman’s voice—high and cold and nasal—sneering with the acute derision of old age. “Like a man, you say? I am not a man, boy, nor will I play your idiot games. I have you right where I want you.”


  “Then come down!” Crispin shouted, and beat his chest with the hand that yet held the plasma burner.


  The Orin woman’s voice came back sharply, “This is not a negotiation, boy! Surrender, and the lives of your peasants will be spared.”


  Crispin faltered, looking past the bulky shape of the Kingfisher, past the low buildings and the columns of smoke and the blasted outer wall to where Lady Orin’s ship hung like the Sword of Damocles above the middle of the vale. Though it was dark and cold for the moment, he remembered the blue-white glare of its primary cannon like a single, evil eye.


  When he did not speak, the old woman’s voice came back more sharply, “You have nowhere to run. Not for you or your sister.”


  At the word sister, Crispin felt his hands clench. He looked round, at the bodies about him—the men he had killed—and the bodies dead in the yard. He saw the dead boy not far off, and the shattered head and helmet of the man that boy had helped kill. And he beheld the smoke of the village burning, and remembered the spray of stone and shout of plasma as Kyra and her tower were smote from on high.


  And he knew what he had to do. Knew this Orin woman would not refuse, knew it might just buy them the time they needed. What was it that mad priest Laurent had said?


  All those who take up the sword will die by the sword.


  So Crispin put his down. He clicked the blade and watched the exotic matter transmuted to pale vapor his hands. Reversing his grip on the hilt, he passed it to Lud standing beside him. The peltast took it on reflex, and when he started to object, Crispin squeezed his hand into a fist to silence the other man’s objections. Lud fell silent and stepped back, “Give it to my sister. Keep her safe until reinforcements arrive.”


  “Sir, I—”


  Crispin made the silencing gesture with his fist again, then saluted the soldier, pressing that fist to his chest. Lud returned the gesture, extending his hand. “You can’t have my sister!” Crispin exclaimed, “But you can have me!” He held his hands out—not above his head—but straight out to his sides, defiant as a gladiator in Colosso. Crispin took the steps down from the church one at a time. He felt the eyes of the congregation behind him and the gaze of the soldiers ahead, and all at once he felt very much alone, as if the space between him and the men at his back and the one between him and foes were light-years across.


  “That isn’t the deal!”


  “This isn’t a negotiation, woman!” Crispin shouted, mirroring her tone and her derision. “Besides, you’re too late! Sabine isn’t here! We went our separate ways two nights ago!”


  “No Marlowe would lay down his life for a pack of plebeians!” The words came back. “You lie!


  “If I lie, you can’t risk shelling the village!” Crispin said hotly, “If ransom is your plan, ransom me! But you will not have Sabine. But if you swear to call off your dogs, you can have me now!”


  Silence on the other end once more. Then a word: “Agreed.”


  “Swear it!” Crispin said, “Swear it by the masks of your ancestors!” “My ancestors’ masks were destroyed by your father!” the voice returned.


  “Swear it on their names, then! On your blood!” Crispin shot back, not lowering his hands. “Leave these people alone! Take me instead!”


  He half-expected the Kingfisher and the army of mercenaries to fire on him and the church, half-expected the dark tower to fire and kill them all. He shut his eyes and waited for the word to drop like the executioner’s White Sword.


  “Agreed.”


  Hands seized him, for as he spoke a full half dozen foreign peltasts came forward, armor rattling. They seized his arms and one man forced a pair of manacles onto Crispin’s wrists. They tore off his wrist terminal and stamped on it. The delicate mechanism crushed on the paving stones. The Kingfisher was sinking lower, descending towards the level of the yard. Crispin had to shut his eyes as he was frogmarched forward to keep grit from getting in them. After a moment, he dared to look back. Lud was standing in the doorway with the surviving defenders. The man who looked like his brother Hadrian was there, too. Crispin offered his lone soldier a small smile and jerked his head as if to say: Go.


  Chapter 15


  The Afterling


  They must have stunned him.


  Crispin groaned, tried to sit up, plastic sheet creaking beneath him. Someone had put a slipcover on the massive winged armchair he sat in to keep the blood off. His arms were still behind him, and from the way they ached he guessed they would remain numb even after the effect of the stunner wore off. And yet aside from the manacles at his wrists, he was unbound, and might have stood if he trusted his legs to work.


  He did not trust them, and so he remained seated, studying his surroundings.


  And what surroundings they were!


  He was a palatine lord of the Sollan Empire, and used to finery— but still, the place was fine. For a few confusing moments, he wondered where he was, only slowly remembering the dark tower that had watched the village from afar. The walls and mouldings were of dark wood, hand-carved and intricate, and the floors were marble. There were marble statues to match—white and black alike—and bronze ones decorating the iron rail of the staircase that wrapped up and marched around the upper level, showcasing a collection of books and antique china under glass. A great arched window stood at the wider end of the trapezoidal room, admitting Delos’s silver sunlight and a vision of the mountains all around.


  They hadn’t moved, then. Hadn’t left the vale and village of St. Maximus. That meant the Orin woman had not believed Crispin when he said Sabine had fled. Crispin tried to laugh, but his lips were numb, and he spluttered piteously. That was just as well. Better this stalemate—assuming, of course, that the Orin woman had called off the fighting as they had agreed.


  Crispin tried to rise, but it was harder to stand than he thought with his hands secured behind his back. The armchair was too expansive, and his limbs were still sluggish and stun-lame. That was just as well; he didn’t look forward to regaining sensation in his arms. And his head was starting to pound from the thrashing he had received earlier. He tried again, fell back against the slick plastic, swore loudly.


  “Awake, are you?” came the voice—her voice—from somewhere behind Crispin’s chair. There came a hissing sound, as of several snakes disturbed at once, and Crispin tried to turn his head to see, but was stopped by the upholstered side of the seat.


  Thump.


  “Do you know how long I’ve waited? How far I’ve come?”


  Thump.


  “How far I’ve come to find you?” Her voice was coming closer on uneven feet with the accompanying hiss of serpents. “How far I’ve come for vengeance?”


  Thump.


  A hand curled around the side of Crispin’s chair, gray and liver-spotted. Never before had Crispin seen so old and withered a limb. It was a skeleton’s hand: gnarled, knob-knuckled, and blue veined. Great rings weighed down those ancient fingers; scratched, old gold set with amethyst and alexandrite. Golden chains hung upon her wrist, and pearls. “My family is dead, Marlowe. My son. And his poor sons. His wife and her sisters. And their children. Do you know how many nobile children there were on Linon when your father sucked all the air out of the palace?”


  Thump.


  Crispin remembered an old joke Hadrian told him once—or had it been Gibson, the old tutor?—about a horse that each day went past a hole in a tall fence. First the head, then the tail. A boy watching through the fence—Crispin thought that maybe it had been the Cid Arthur, for the boy had never seen a horse entire before—saw this and proclaimed, “The head causes the tail!”


  On second thought, perhaps it was not the Cid Arthur in the story. It was a stupid thing to say. Nevertheless that aged and withered hand caused an aged and withered arm in gold and white brocade. The arm caused a shoulder, and the shoulder …


  Crispin almost fell out of the massive chair.


  The woman before Crispin was ancient, skin the color of old parchment stretched and hanging from the bones like spiderwebs. The eyes— though sunken—were bright as if with fever, the irises so pale a blue they were almost white. She was totally bald, and she gave the impression of one suffering from a long and unrelenting illness. But it was not her death’s head visage or the witch-light of her eyes that so startled Crispin.


  It was the machine grafted to her chest, hissing beneath the white brocade robe she wore. Beneath the garment, Crispin could tell that Lady Orin-Natali was horribly thin, and by the shape of the machine she wore, Crispin guessed that parts of her flesh had been pared away. The thing wheezed and hissed, and as she moved fully into view, Crispin saw the mechanism that encased one withered leg. It was that leg which had made the thumping he had heard.


  “What are you?” Crispin asked, stunned.


  “I asked you a question, boy,” she wheezed, leaning one hand heavily on the arm of Crispin’s chair. “Do you know how many children your father killed that day?” Crispin did not answer her. And when his silence held, she slapped the chair so hard she staggered, and Crispin saw a guardsman stir against the far wall. Crispin had thought him a suit of armor on display a moment before, but realized that he’d been foolish to imagine this Orin-Natali woman would allow herself to be alone with her prey, even bound as he was. “How many?”


  Crispin bit the words off. “I don’t know.”


  “Nine,” she said, cradling her hands, “nine babies. And Gerard no more than a year old. I hadn’t even met him yet.” Those bony hands tightened, each trying to strangle the other. “But your lord father had only three!” She stretched that last word into a doleful wail and stepped away, putting distance between herself and Crispin. “It isn’t fair! There’s not enough blood in your miserable house to repay mine drop for drop. And you!” She rounded on Crispin once again, pointing a crooked finger at him, “You hide your sister from me!”


  “You’re Lyra Orin-Natali, aren’t you?” Crispin asked, remembering the name at last. The name had come back to him out of some half-forgotten memory. “Lord Orin was your son.” This was no distant cousin, no forgotten member of a forgotten branch of her house, but Lord Thaddeus Orin’s own mother. She must have been out-system when her son went to war against House Kephalos and House Marlowe.


  The old woman’s shoulders sagged, and she turned back to look at him, leaning on a gilded ebony cane for balance. “He could have spared the children. Your father.”


  Crispin wondered if this was even the same woman who had spoken to him through her shuttle on the steps of St. Maximus. She seemed somehow less cogent, less sane. Or was it only that she was coming unglued in the presence of her enemy? He tried to sit up in the engulfing chair, thrust out his chin. “Your son started the war. He attacked Delos when the vicereine was offworld attending the Emperor.”


  “I know that, you idiot!” she snapped, words coming with such force that her guards stirred along the outer wall. “I told him to! Thaddeus was a dear boy, but he had no head for politics. No ambition. He was happy to sit on Linon with his girls and his boxing matches.”


  Thoughtlessly, stupidly, Crispin said, “He’d still be there if you hadn’t opened your mouth.”


  Crispin had not thought it was possible, but Lyra Orin-Natali turned even whiter. “You think I don’t know that?” Black painted nails sank into her fleshless arms. “But what your lord father did was uncalled-for! There are rules in poine!” she exclaimed, using the ancient word for a vendetta, an inter-house civil war. “My family should have been ransomed! Thaddeus may have been a loss under the circumstances, but the children? Your father is a murderer!”


  “So are you!” Crispin snapped, and found he had regained enough mobility to sit up. “I left Meidua with half a hundred men. Almost all of them are dead! And you’ve nearly destroyed an entire village!”


  “Peasants!” Lyra Orin-Natali spat. “Plebeians! These you weigh against the lives of my children, my grandchildren, and great-grandchildren? Our blood was as old as this star system! And now it’s gone!” And in a small voice—almost not to be heard—she added, “Except for me.”


  Crispin had to admit that she was right. Sharply as he felt the deaths of his men and of the Catholic adorators, he had to admit it was not the same. The peasants would be replaced. They would have children by the dozen each generation, and in a matter of decades it would be like war had never been to St. Maximus. And when Father Laurent was gone and Jean-Louis and Jacqui and her son and all the others were old and died, they would speak of this day as though it were ancient history, while all the while the palatines who remembered it—long-lived, their memories undimmed—lived on, mere miles away.


  “You’re right,” Crispin admitted. “It’s not the same.”


  But even as he spoke, he heard a little voice far off in the bowels of his skull whisper, You don’t believe that. He had given himself up to stop the shelling of the town—or had it been only to protect Sabine? Her life was the only one in all the village below that really mattered, wasn’t it? Sabine was palatine. His sister. A sibling to replace the sibling he’d lost. Had he been a hero when he handed his sword to Lud and stepped into no man’s land? Or only her brother?


  Was there a difference?


  Lady Orin-Natali had not spoken, so Crispin did. “Why haven’t you killed me already?” He knew the answer. He’d been angry enough at other times in his life to understand a fraction. Sometimes, it is never enough to merely kill your enemy. Sometimes vengeance is too poor a coin. This woman had spent decades—centuries—in anticipation of this moment. How much of that time had she spent in fugue? Dreaming in cryonic suspension between the stars of this moment? If it were over too quickly, it would seem almost like she had come all this way for nothing.


  All of this he saw written on the folds of that ancient face.


  The old woman’s chest implants whined, and she staggered. Presently, a pinch-faced man with olive skin and long, black hair appeared from some corner could not see. He steadied Lyra, then opened her robe enough to check the dials beneath one arm. The grand dame leaned on her cane the while, not speaking—or perhaps unable to speak. But through it all those white eyes never left Crispin’s face, and it seemed that each crease and wrinkle was a line written in a language Crispin half-remembered, singing of her rage.


  When at last she could speak again, Lyra Orin-Natali croaked, “Where did your sister go?” Crispin said nothing, but looked away from the old woman and out the arched window overlooking the vale and the village. “I won’t ask again. Answer my question, Marlowe, or I will raze this miserable little town of yours.”


  He clenched his jaw. The old woman shifted, moving back into his line of sight, stumping towards the window. Her body cast a misshapen shadow against the bright day without, like the shape of some broken- winged old bird. “Carlo!” the woman said, raising one claw-like hand, “Take aim at the sanctum! Prepare to fire on my mark.” Whoever Carlo was, he must have heard her, for deep in the bowels of the yacht, Crispin could hear a deep, whining drone. As if she were responding to some message that only she could hear, Lady Orin-Natali said, “Very good. You may fire in five.” She glanced back at Crispin, white eyes shining with their fevered gleam. “Four.” Crispin clenched his jaw. The rectory where Sabine was hiding had been designed to withstand the explosive forces of terraforming. Surely it could withstand a plasma cannon? “Three.” But what if the villagers had compromised the building’s safety somehow in all the centuries they’d occupied it? “Two.” What if Sabine had left the building entirely? “One.”


  “Stop!” Crispin almost shouted. “Stop! Stop! Stop!”


  “Hold your fire!” the old witch snapped, rounding to leer at Crispin. She raised a finger, shook it at Crispin accusingly. “You! You lied to me! Your sister hasn’t gone anywhere! She’s still in the village, isn’t she?” Crispin said nothing; he didn’t trust himself to speak. “You know, I al- most believed you down there? When you said she’d left, and handed yourself over? I thought about taking you and leaving the system. Mailing you back to your father. Piece. By. Piece.” She clutched her robe about her, wavering a little on her feet. “No matter. Your little performance earned the plebs a few hours. No more. I had thought of feeding the girl to my drophids while you watched, but like I say: no matter. No matter. Now that I know I have you both! Carlo!”


  “You don’t!” Crispin blurted out. “You don’t have her!” It was a flimsy lie, and he was sure he didn’t sound as though he believed it, but he had stalled the woman. Pale eyes watched him, and he could feel the tightness of her smile like a wire at his throat. He thought of all the people cowering in the caves and the catacombs behind the old church. Hundreds of people. Thousands, maybe.


  He forced a weak laugh, trying to sound braver than he felt. “What’s so amusing?”


  Of course the peasants did not matter so much to him as Sabine did. She was his sister. But he thought once more of Jean-Louis, of Jacqui and Léon, of the boy Edmond—who like as not had died with Kyra, and of all the men who had given their lives fighting in the village below. They had taken him and his people in at great risk and no benefit to themselves. Because the Lord God commands His children to help those in need, Jean-Louis had said.


  Could Crispin do any less now?


  “You called it a sanctum,” Crispin said. “You stupid bitch. Don’t you realize what you’ve done?” He wormed his way forwards until at last he sat on the edge of the great armchair, boots at last on the ground. Lyra Orin-Natali simply stood there, clearly never having been called such a thing before in her life and at a loss for how to respond. “These aren’t my plebeians you’ve been killing. And that isn’t a Chantry sanctum. It’s a pagan church. This is a village of adorators. Museum Catholics. They’re under Imperial protection. You’ve attacked His Radiance’s own plebeians.” Far gone as she was up the well of her own hatred, Lyra Orin-Natali had the good grace to look afraid. Crispin was right. He knew he was. Hadrian and Sabine both had always been the better students, but he knew this much: the adorator cults were allowed their antique gods and practices by Imperial decree, were granted special dispensation to practice their medieval faiths by the Solar Throne itself. Violating the safety of an adorator community was an offense punishable in the harshest terms.


  Crispin had one chance: one chance to put the fear of Mother Earth and Emperor into this woman. “You’ve already brought the Inquisition down on you, madame. You should run while you still can.”


  The grand dame made a strangled noise and closed the gap between herself and Crispin in a half dozen machine-assisted strides. “Maybe I will!” she hissed, fumbling with something in her robes. Ancient though she was, she was still palatine, so Crispin should not have been shocked when she whipped her weighted cane like a prefect’s nightstick and clubbed Crispin across the face. As it was, he never saw it coming. He fell back into the chair with a cry and clenched his jaw, nursing a bitten tongue. “Maybe I’ll settle for you after all. Tell me.” He heard a dry rasp, and looking up saw the woman brandishing a white ceramic knife, and Crispin guessed the bite of it would be nearly as keen as highmatter. “Which piece should I send your father first?”


  Crispin chewed his injured tongue as he looked up as his attacker. Her guards were still more than ten paces away. When he didn’t answer her idiot question, she lashed him once more with her cane. The shaft cracked him just above the knee, but he would not cry out. He would not give her the satisfaction. “Cut off the finger with my signet ring on it.” He almost growled the words, “It’s tradition.” He was sorry to say that stun-numbness was wearing off, and the new pain in his head and knees was joined by the dull complaint of his arms and shoulders. There was blood in his mouth from his tongue. Angry now and petulant, he mixed it with as much saliva as he could muster and spat on Lyra’s fine white robes.


  The woman howled and struck him again with her cane. The blow took Crispin in the head, and his vision blurred, stretched as he fell back into the chair. He heard a clattering as of metal and wood on stone tile, and guessed that Lyra had dropped her cane. He heard the whine and thump of her prosthesis carrying her forward. A hand seized him by the front of his shirt, and he was surprised at the strength that still remained in her withered limbs. Was that the gift of her good, palatine breeding? Or some side effect of the awful pact she’d made when she wedded her ailing flesh to the machine that sustained her?


  Crispin felt the knife press against his throat and felt the warm wellspring of blood there. Just a minor wound. A trickle. He winced.


  “You’re lying!” Her breath smelled of stale wine. Sherry. Was she drunk? No. No, her grip was steady, and her eyes were clear and focused on his own. “You expect me to believe that? Adorators? Catholics?” Crispin did not challenge her. This time he was telling the truth, and once the truth is told, there is never anything more to say. Air hissed out from between teeth grayed by time. “If what you say is true … then I am a dead woman.” Her hand tightened in his shirt front.


  The point of the knife dug a little deeper, and Crispin groaned. He didn’t like his chances. Even if he could overpower the old woman without the use of his hands—possible, despite the knife at his throat—he had no way of besting her guards, no way of freeing his hands, no way of getting off the ship. He clenched his teeth. If this was to be the end, then so be it. Like as not he had saved his sister. That was enough. Sabine would make a better heir anyhow. She had the head for it.


  “Go on, then,” Crispin said, surprised at the acid in his voice. “Do it.”


  He could see the emotions playing out on the lines of Lyra Orin-Natali’s face. Her whole body shook, and the knife pressed against the soft place behind his chin. Eyes widened, then screwed tight as she adjusted the grip she had on his shirtfronts. The prosthesis on her chest whined, breathing for her, and the machine that buttressed her withered leg and held her steady groaned like a demon loosed from some pagan hell. Her fingernails bit into him like talons. Her breath rasped out her nose, nostrils stretched like those of a frightened horse.


  Frightened.


  Suddenly, Crispin did not see the old Orin woman at all. Neither a white witch nor a golden serpent held him in its jaws, and the talons that carved into his flesh were only fingernails. Whatever diabolic machinery she had permitted into her flesh, whatever sins against against Mother Earth and the children of Earth she had committed, here was only an old woman: desperate, angry, and alone.


  Crispin felt a twinge of pity for the grand dame, and his determined expression faltered. She was very close now, leaning over him, half-fallen, supported by the medical prosthetic. Her face was little more than a foot away from his own.


  There were tears in those pale eyes, and on that seamed face, and the lips of that mouth quivered.


  In the end—at the end—she was only an old woman. All that she was, all she might have been, all her rage and loss and love teetered on this final point, this final moment—as though her life was an upside-down pyramid, and now it threatened to fall.


  “What are you waiting for?” Crispin said. “If you’re going to do it, do it.” The hand that held his shirtfront tightened, the elbow locking in place. Lyra Orin-Natali bent a little closer, and the two of them regarded one another eye-to-eye. “You’re no killer,” he added, and turned his head. Lady Orin-Natali’s arm slackened, the knife dropped away from throat.


  She was still close.


  Crispin sat up sharply, tucking his chin so that when he headbutted Lady Orin-Natali, he did so with the top of his head. He felt something crunch, and was sure he’d broken her nose. Lyra howled, stumbling back. Crispin tried to stand, but his legs were still more stun-lame than he’d thought, and he fell to the floor, crushing his arms where they remained bound behind his back. Her guards came forward, and the physician who had checked her implants hurried to calm his mistress. Crispin saw blood—alarmingly red against the gray paleness of her skin, and he grinned viciously, watching her sway and swear, clutching her face with both hands. She had dropped the knife—where had it fallen? Not that it mattered; it was no good to him with his hands bound as they were.


  Adrenaline tightening the cords in his chest, Crispin could not guess just how long he lay there. Five seconds? Ten? It felt like thirty years.


  Get up. A voice urged him. Go again.


  How many times had he heard those words before, sparring with Sir Felix when he had Hadrian were boys together? How many times had his older brother put him on the ground?


  Get up.


  He could remember lying on the floor in Hadrian’s room at Haspida, could remember the Summer Palace. Stay down! Hadrian had screamed. Stay down!


  Get up.


  A shadow fell across Crispin, a figure standing over him, dressed all in black.


  Get up, Crispin! He said in a voice that Crispin had not heard in more than thirty years. Hadrian stood above him, thin as a blade. His hands were in his pockets, in one of those long, black coats he always wore. Crispin had forgotten so much of what his brother had looked like: the knife-edged lines of his face; the pointed nose and chin; the slanting, saturnine eyebrows. Why was he here? Was this what the gladiators meant when they said they saw their lives flash before their eyes when Death came near? Were those Death’s feet coming towards him? Or only Lady Lyra’s guards? Hadrian looked down his nose at Crispin where he lay, but he smiled that crooked Marlowe smile. Get up, he said again. Fight, if you have something to fight for.


  Get up? Crispin thought. That wasn’t right. Hadrian had said Stay down!


  Get up! Hadrian snapped, and spurned the lesser devil with his toe. Crispin felt pain flower from his ribs, and Crispin realized that it wasn’t Hadrian standing over him at all, but one of Orin-Natali’s guards, black-clad and armored: more polished than the ragged, gray men who had attacked the village.


  Crispin rolled against the legs of his chair to escape a second kick.


  Get up!


  Crispin got up. With his hands still shackled behind his back, he launched himself at the Durantine guardsman, caught the man with his shoulder just beneath the fellow’s chin. Being plebeian, the other man was smaller, weaker. Crispin outmassed him by a good stone at least, and pushed him back and off his feet. He hit one of the decorative columns supporting the vaulted ceiling, and Crispin followed after, throwing a knee kick that caught the fellow in the soft matter of his stomach, knocking the wind from him. He slumped and slid down the pillar to the floor. Crispin stomped down on the man's groin, hoping the pain might knock him out.


  He did not see the stunner bolt that struck him.


  Chapter 16


  The Devil and the Fury


  He awoke to the noise of thunder and a clear sky. They had left him where he lay—and Crispin guessed that he had not been out long, for the man he had stomped out still slumped at the foot of the column to his right. Crispin was glad the other man had not awakened first. Tricky things, stunners. It was hard to predict whether one would be out for hours or minutes. Crispin tried to look round, but he could not find the Lady Orin-Natali or her physician. He could not even see one of the other guards.


  What was going on?


  Again the distant thunder spoke, and the ship beneath Crispin shook. An earthquake? Crispin sat up, sneering at himself. He was in a ship hundreds of feet above the ground. It wasn’t any sort of earthquake. He could not feel his legs, but he saw them move. He strained against his manacles. No joy. They wouldn’t budge. He lay there another long moment, flexing the muscles of his legs. There had to be some way to get free.


  The ship shook again. Were they preparing to take off? Was that sound the noise of the ship’s primary drives flaring up? Earth and Emperor, the heat of a fusion torch would be nearly as bad for the village and valley as any plasma bombardment, and the shockwave of those engines firing … the noise alone might kill everything within two miles. He had to get free. He had to. The others might come back at any moment—and why had they left him in the first place?


  The guard. The unconscious guard. He might have a key, or maybe the remote that controlled his bindings. It was better than nothing, and better still that Crispin make sure the fellow was down for good and all. Rather than risk standing in his hobbled state, Crispin pushed himself across the floor, skidding like a worm—like a snake himself—closer and closer to the downed man. His fingers were fat and stupid as he searched the man’s belt. Spare heatsinks for an absent plasma burner rolled away on the floor, and when the man groaned, Crispin reared up on his knees and headbutted the Durantine until he was quiet once again. Nothing in the belt. Pockets? Only some chewing candy and a tube of beeswax—not at all what he’d expected to find on such a man.


  “Black Earth take me,” he swore, and stopped a moment to give his aching wrists a rest.


  His fingers trailed against something cold and plastic. It was the man’s vambrace, the gauntlet bracketing his left arm. Crispin twisted to look down at it. The man’s terminal was working. Operating the thing upside down and behind his back was no easy task, but Crispin opened the thing’s menu and step by painful step checked through its various pages until … there!


  An icon like an antique key. They must not have intended any prisoners to get close enough to one of the guards and for long enough to use the terminal, because the icon was not locked. Crispin tapped the holograph with one finger, and at once his wrists sprang apart. There must have been an electromagnet in the binders keeping them together. Holding the man’s arm properly this time, Crispin found the command that loosed the individual manacles from his wrists.


  The ship shook again, and again Crispin heard the noise of thunder. “No,” he realized a moment later. “No no no!”


  Not thunder. Gunfire.


  They were shelling the village. “Sabine!” Crispin yelled. He tried to stand. His legs went out from under him as he rose, and he was glad his knees were still numb from the stunner blast. He stood again, fell against the bannister at the base of the graceful stair. He held it a moment, willing the blood and nerves in his legs to function. Cursing himself, cursing House Orin, cursing his own father, Crispin staggered towards the great window. Twice more he nearly fell, and the press of the window glass against his hands was a great relief.


  The village was still there, the wheat fields and the church unburned. The black vessel shook again beneath his feet, and peering out and down the lofty side of the starcraft, Crispin saw a phalanx of black shapes moving against the wind; and where they passed he heard once more the noise of thunder. This time he saw the lightnings, too: plasma fire peppering the Orin ship’s shields. They were moving. The dark tower was rising, not under full fusion burn, but on its massive repulsors, climbing steadily into the upper airs.


  But too late.


  House Marlowe had come.


  Seeing this, Crispin pounded the glass and let out a yell. He raised his fist, exultant, the first and final fingers extended. He slapped the glass again, and as he watched, the Marlowe lighters swooped round, their single great wings tacking like sails; high and proud and tall against the afternoon sky, drive glows burning like coals. They were trying to deplete the Orin ship’s shields, he realized, doubtless planning to get a boarding craft limpeted to the hull. They would want to take the vessel intact rather than risk something so large and so volatile being destroyed so close to the surface. The main fusion drive blowing would be bad enough at this altitude, but Crispin was sure the ship had an antimatter reservoir aboard to fuel the warp drive. That much antimatter might blow a crater in the face of the world larger than the entire St. Maximus vale.


  But the ship was rising away from the vale. Beyond it was nothing but empty badlands and mountain forest for miles and miles. And above? Above there was only space. Did they know he was aboard? How could they know?


  He needed to leave.


  His legs were a bit steadier as he left the window, passing the chair and the unconscious man on the floor. The door was locked. Earth only knew how many inches of bulkhead and elegant wood paneling separated Crispin from the hall. The control panel beside it was locked, too, holographs flashing red denial at him. No wonder they hadn’t bothered to tie him up. Sumptuous though these chambers were, they were a cell as good as any other. He went back to the unconscious guard, searched his terminal for anything that might help. Nothing.


  Nothing.


  The man had no weapons, either. Crispin hated himself for not having checked sooner. What if the bastard had come round while his back was turned? He banged on the door, shouting, “Hey! Hey!” in the hopes that someone outside might come looking. The ship rocked again, and Crispin yelled all the louder. After a few minutes of trying, he hurried back, climbing the stairs two at a time—glad to find his legs working again—and ran along the upper level, keeping one hand on the inward rail to steady himself. There was no second door, but he stopped a moment, and grinned.


  A suit of antique medieval-style armor stood beneath an oil painting of naked angels circling a bright star. The armor was a recreation, surely—an original Golden Age set such as this must be worth the price of a planet. But it had a shield … and a mace. Crispin hefted the antique weapon, gauged the balance. It might prove useless against the Durantines’ armor, but it was better than nothing. He returned to the door with it. If it was only wood, it might be just the thing.


  He swung.


  Wood paneling splinted, chips flying free. Crispin swung again.


  The wood was heavier than he thought: more than an inch thick, maybe more than two. He howled in frustration as the mace hit steel, and he knew he was trapped. He smashed the weapon down against an elegant bloodwood table. For a moment, he contemplated caving in the skull of the fellow still dozing at the far end of the room. He settled for beating the door again, for smashing the holograph plate beside it that controlled the door as the ship rattled once more.


  Then a miracle happened.


  Crispin did not believe in miracles.


  The blue-white point of sword thrust slowly through the surface of the door. Probing. Careful. It slipped upwards, then carved an arch and descended again, highmatter chewing through wood and metal alike without effort, the hydrogen-fine edge of the blade sliding neatly between molecules, paring one from another. Crispin leaped back, hefting his mace, ready for violence should violence come.


  With a shout from outside, the heavy door fell inward, and two men stood there: one in black armor with a horned helmet, the other in shabby hunting leathers.


  Crispin swore to himself in that moment he would raise both men to the patrician class, for he could not contain his astonishment or his delight. “Lud!” he exclaimed, dropping the mace. “Jean-Louis? How did you get aboard?”


  “One of the skiffs we shot down still worked,” the peltast said, deactivating the sword. “Flew in slow.”


  “But …” Crispin’s mind tried to conjure an objection.


  “This was before your cavalry arrived,” Jean-Louis said. He was clutching one of the MAG rifles, though his cape gun was still slung over his shoulders. “Your man got us up here. I only shot their guns before they shot us.”


  Crispin’s brain was still catching up, and turning to his soldier said, “I thought I told you to give that sword to my sister? I thought I told you to guard her.”


  Lud quailed visibly, and took a step back at the imperious tone of Crispin’s voice. “I gave her the sword, only she gave it right back, see, and she said, ‘Go save my brother before he gets himself killed,’ sir. My lord. I didn’t have a choice.” Only then did Lud remember that he was still holding that same sword. He offered it to Crispin.


  “I’m sorry,” Crispin said. “You’ve done well. Both of you. I won’t forget this.” He accepted the sword, thought for a moment of putting it back on his belt, but he thought better of it. Better it stay in his hand. “I’ve lost my shield,” he said, almost to himself.


  The peltast stiffened, “Take mine, lordship.”


  “No, no,” Crispin clapped the man on the shoulder and pushed past him out into the hall, “you’re shield enough for me.”


  “We must get out of here,” Jean-Louis said darkly. “Your ships can take care of the rest, non?”


  “No,” Crispin said. “I have to finish this myself.”


  “Finish what?” the Frenchman asked.


  The hall outside the lavish library-cum-sitting-room was hardly worthy of the name. It was a more a vestibule, with a wash closet to one side and what appeared to be a small kitchenette where servants of Lady Orin-Natali prepared meals for their mistress as she repaired in the lounge. The convex arcs of elevator doors stood opposite, there were two lift carriages.


  “How did you make it all the way up here without being seen?” he asked. He could imagine that with the fighting going on outside, personnel must have been clambering up and down these lift tubes, swarming like ants.


  Lud answered, “We didn’t.”


  “But we did take the stairs,” Jean-Louis said. “There’s a service stair through there.” He pointed to a narrow hatch between the twin banks of elevator doors.


  “Good enough,” Crispin said, and keyed for the lift. “We’re going up.”


  • • •


  The doors hissed open on the topmost floor. Crispin did his best to stay behind Lud, ready for the enemy to open fire on them the moment the doors opened. No one did. They had a moment of distinct advantage, and Lud seized it. The peltast stepped forward, raised his phase disruptor, and fired. The bolt struck one of the ship techs in the shoulder, killing her instantly. Lud pivoted smoothly, fired again to slay a second technician. The soldier took a step into the room, allowing Jean-Louis the space he needed to fire as well, picking out one of the black-armored guards. The depleted-uranium round went clean through the man’s unshielded body and the metal bulkhead, and was only stopped from putting a hole in the ship by the long-chain carbon molecules in the vessel’s adamantine hull.


  Someone screamed, and disruptor fire peppered the walls and the suddenly gleaming curtain of Lud’s energy shield.


  “Lyra Orin-Natali!” Crispin said, speaking loud and clear as he was able, “Now you surrender!”


  “Hold your fire!” the familiar old voice croaked. “Hold your fire, I say!” Though whether she was ordering her own men or Crispin’s was anybody’s guess. And there she was, standing on a raised platform at the far end of the room beside a well-groomed, older-looking man in a neat gray uniform. Crispin guessed this must be Carlo, her captain.


  The bridge was about the same size as the library had been, though the ceiling was lower and arched, matching the trapezoidal shape of the ship, widest here by the lifts, narrowest ahead. Crispin had expected windows, a glassed roof, at least holograph plates in imitation of windows on the walls, but there was nothing. The place was dark and close and confining. Crispin was coming to realize he did not much care for starships.


  “You’ve lost!” Crispin said coldly. “You’re surrounded.”


  “Lost?” Lyra Orin-Natali sneered, taloned fingers wrapping about the railing that lined her platform by the pilots’ chairs. “Lost? We have not lost. I have you! And in moments we’ll be ready to make our escape, won’t we, Carlo?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the Durantine officer said, jaw barely moving beneath his great, gray beard.


  It was hard to say in the poor lighting, but Crispin was sure he saw the faint shield glimmer embracing the old woman and the captain. He could order Lud and Jean-Louis to fire on them, but it do no good, and if what she said was true, preparation to fire the great rocket’s fusion drive were already locked in to the vessel’s dumb computers. They would fly clear up and away, maybe faster than those Marlowe lighters could follow. But Crispin was sure they wouldn’t make it far. They couldn’t make the jump to warp until they had cleared the distorting influence of Delos’s gravity well, and by then the Orbital Defense Force would be in position to act.


  “You still won’t get away!” Crispin said. The old woman’s face had turned blue and bruise-black, and there was still blood smeared there and on the white robes she wore. It twisted into some expression without name. Past hatred, and mingled with self-loathing at the memory of the fact that she had not been able to kill him with her own hands and the knowledge that she would never have such a chance again.


  Without warning, Lud fired at another of the techs.


  “Hold your fire!” Crispin said, but a moment after saw the gun tumble from its hiding place beneath the technician’s bench. “This is it, Lady Orin,” he said, omitting half her name. “Your son’s rebellion ends today. You know you can’t win.”


  “I can kill you, though,” she managed to say.


  “Don’t bet on it,” Crispin said coldly, “you’ve been trying for three days. It hasn’t worked yet.” He wished then that he had taken Lud up on his offer of a shield. Shielded, he’d have sketched a crimson maze across the bridge. As it was, he could only sulk behind his shielded soldier. There was a place not far to his right where he might crouch in safety. But from there, he would be no use without a firearm.


  But that dead technician had dropped his gun.


  The ship rocked, and Crispin saw a wire-frame model of the black tower flash red above one of the holograph projection pits between him and the lady’s platform. Lud and Jean-Louis kept weapons trained on guardsmen who kept weapons trained on them. The overhead lights dimmed, and somewhere far below in the distant bowels of the vessel, the noise of some engine quieted.


  “Shields critical!” one of the techs cried out, drawing the attention of Captain Carlo and the Orin woman.


  The lights faded again, and this time Crispin was ready. He dove towards the shelter of the bank of consoles at his right. Surprised by his lord’s movement, Lud was a second firing, but Jean-Louis was ready. The noise of the MAG rifle’s shot pounding the far wall was like the beat of some titanic drumhead, and the fine spray of blood it pulled from the body of one of the soldiers spattered the wall. Crispin scooped up the fallen weapon and checked the safety with his thumb. From his new vantage, the techs along the port side of bridge were easy targets, and he dialed the disruptor to kill even as Lud fired up at the captain.


  None of the ship techs were shielded, and it almost felt unfair shooting them. When he had shot three, Crispin raised his voice, “How many of your people can you afford to lose?” Flying an interstellar starship was no easy task, it wasn’t something the old woman could do alone. “For the last time, surrender! I’ll see my father shows you mercy!”


  “Fuck your mercy!” the old woman cried. “I know what a Marlowe’s mercy is worth!”


  Two of Orin-Natali’s guards advanced on Lud, who still covered Jean-Louis in the door to the elevator, which had started to chime its irritation that the door that could not be closed. Crispin shot at one, but the disruptor bolt splashed against the bastard’s shield. No good. Worse, the man had seen him and, rounding on Crispin, fired. Lord Marlowe barely pulled himself around the back side of the consoles before the man returned fire, abandoning his compatriot to pursue the unshielded lord.


  Crispin only had one chance. Rather than retreat up the way, he waited right at the corner, his father’s highmatter sword unkindled in his hands. He waited, listening for the sound of the man’s feet coming closer, and pulled the trigger. Liquid metal the color of Earth’s moonlight and the sea sprang out without warning. The man walked right into it. For a terrible second, Crispin guessed the man did not know what had happened to him. He had, in fact, taken another step, not realizing he’d left his feet behind. Blood poured forth from his amputated legs, and he fell headlong into the bulkhead not a yard away. Crispin slashed out from his hiding place, shearing through armor to slay the man where he had fallen. He tried not to think about the blood, about what he’d just done, about the way the man’s feet were still sitting on the floor where he had left them like a pair of old shoes. Crispin didn’t have much time, and unclipped the man’s shield generator from his belt.


  “Shields compromised!” some iron-blooded technician announced, and distantly Crispin was impressed that the woman had not left her chair. Not a moment later a distant, metallic clangor like the fall of some mighty hammer resonated through the ship from far below, and Crispin guessed that cutter craft had latched themselves to the tower’s outer hull, which meant that in a matter of moments there would be Marlowe soldiers aboard the vessel.


  Perfect.


  His pilfered shield now firmly attached to his belt, Crispin stood, jerked back as disruptor fire slammed into him. With a snarl he vaulted over the console, paying no mind to the surviving ship techs. Lud was still fighting the surviving guardsman—Jean-Louis crouched behind, trying for a clean shot that never came. Crispin thrust the point of his sword down through the man’s shoulder, and grabbing the man by the jaw from behind, he pushed the blade out through his breastplate, leaving a long, ragged wound. The man fell over dead, and Lud and Crispin exchanged nods as disruptor fire from the far platform peppered them. “Jean!” Crispin threw his arms wide to stretch the ambit of his shield, “Move!”


  The adorator nodded, kissed the golden crucifix he wore. Then he stood and—following Crispin’s earlier path—dove towards the consoles.


  He’d made it about three-quarters of the way there when one of the disruptor bolts found him. It wasn’t a clean shot—only grazed his left side—but even a graze from disruptor fire could be foul, could deaden nerves and kill muscle, could cause permanent spasms and pain. The Frenchman gasped and half-dropped his rifle, but he made the safety of the consoles all the same, and there remained. Furious now, Crispin rounded on the small knot of men around Lyra Orin-Natali.


  “You heard that noise, ladyship?” he said harshly, and turning to face her once more stood square and shielded in the center of the hall. “My men are aboard—or will be any moment!”


  “Carlo!” she said, ignoring Crispin, “Carlo! Take us out of here!” Crispin did not have time for this. He turned his disruptor down to stun, its indicators cycling from red to blue. He stunned each and every one of the remaining technicians where they sat. If it came to it, his people would be up to take over soon. Deactivating the highmatter blade, he continued his walk up the hall, keeping the sword in his hand, the stunner in the other. At last he mounted the steps to the captain’s platform, taking them one at a time.


  “I said it’s over, ladyship,” Crispin said. “Carlo!”


  The Durantine captain stepped between Crispin and the old woman. Crispin had to admire the man: though he was shielded, he had no defense against highmatter and must have known it. Where had Lyra Orin-Natali found so dedicated a mercenary? Crispin couldn’t imagine any mercenary so eager to throw away his life for a client. Was he family, perhaps? One of the Natali side of things? Carlo Natali sounded appropriately Durantine—even a little Jaddian.


  “Get out of my way, Carlo,” Crispin said. “If your mistress won’t surrender, I will accept yours for your sake and the sake of your men. Get on internal comms and tell your people to stand down.” For emphasis, Crispin grew quiet a moment, and from below could clearly be heard the grind and metallic scream of the boarding craft cutting through the hull of the ship. “Everyone below will die.”


  Still, Carlo did not move. “I can’t do that,” he said, voice flat.


  “Kill him, Carlo!” the Orin woman shrieked.


  Crispin raised his sword, gleaming blade spiking out to cleave the older man in two.


  But Carlo was faster.


  The man’s punch took Crispin in the solar plexus so hard it knocked the wind out of him. The force of the blow lifted Crispin from his feet and tumbled him down the stairs. Black planet! The strength of him! Crispin forced himself to slow his breathing, to quiet the blood drumming in his head.


  Carlo was coming.


  And he had lost his sword: dropped it in the fall. That was just as well: he might have cut himself with it on his way down if he hadn’t let it go. Shots flew over Crispin’s head. Lud had joined the fray, firing against the captain’s shield. Crispin thought it a pity the man hadn’t brought his lance along with him when he’d flown to Crispin’s rescue. If the shots slowed Carlo’s forward progress at all, Crispin missed it. The man came on like the tide, jogging down the steps. Crispin saw that he was not going to regain his footing in time, and launched himself at Carlo’s knees, knocking the man to the ground.


  Lud was at his side then, and pulled Crispin to his feet. “Find my sword,” the Devil of Meidua said.


  But Carlo was on his feet again, recovered fast as any man Crispin had ever seen. He swung for Crispin’s head, and Crispin raised his elbow to block just in time. Even so, the force of the blow slammed his teeth together. Clearly, Carlo had been raised on some high-gravity world. The strength in him was astonishing. But Crispin was an able fighter, even without his sword. He shoveled Carlo just below the ribs and redoubled, throwing an elbow across the bearded Durantine’s face, snapping the fellow’s head to one side. An ordinary man might have reeled, staggered back, or fallen. Carlo only turned back to face Crispin with anger and an eerie slowness. Then he struck, and it was all Crispin could do to get his hands up in time to block a straight punch and follow it with a blow to Carlo’s jaw.


  The man did not even seem to feel it.


  So stunned was Crispin that he just stood there a moment, slack-jawed. Then two hands like irons pincers seized the front of his sweat- and blood-stained clothing. Crispin tried to prize his hands loose, but it was like trying to make a statue unclench its fists. Crispin punched the man instead, hitting his jaw, his chin, his ribs. Carlo hardly flinched. That wasn’t possible. It was like striking a mass of wet clay.


  Then Carlo slammed his forehead into Crispin’s, and it was all Lord Marlowe could do to tuck his chin and save his face. Where was Lud with that sword? He’d been gone for half a century at least. Crispin’s head was ringing, and he feared he might have a concussion. Even still, he had enough of his wits left to wrap his arms around Carlo and hold him close, pressing his pounding head close enough to Carlo’s to keep the man from headbutting him. Close as dancers they were, and Crispin kept one hand on the far side of Carlo’s head, trapping it between that and his own skull.


  And then he remembered the young peasant boy fighting in the village that morning. The way he had pulled the shield generator off one of the mercenaries so his compatriots could shoot at him. Pressing his aching head tight against Carlo’s ear, Crispin found the shield generator pack and switched it off, tugged it free of its holster. Now, if only he hadn’t dropped his stunner, too. It didn’t matter that referred energy from the stunner bolt would have impacted him, too. He only wanted to be free.


  Then Carlo made a mistake.


  Frustrated by Crispin’s still-free hands, he let go with one of his own and pulled back to strike Crispin a blow that would have knocked the teeth from his head. Crispin tried to get his hands up to block it, shut his eyes despite decades of fighter’s instinct. The blow never came. Warm blood splashed Crispin’s face, and opening his eyes he saw that Lud had stepped in and interposed the highmatter blade between between Carlo’s arm and Crispin’s face, severing the Durantine’s appendage at the elbow.


  And the blood … it wasn’t blood at all.


  Whatever it was draining from the stump of Carlo’s arm, it had the texture of oil and the color of milk. The tissues visible beneath Carlo’s skin were egg-yolk yellow, the bones black and fibrous.


  He wasn’t a man at all. Too late Crispin remembered that the Durantines did not share his Imperial hatred of machines. Carlo was one of their strojeva, a golem. What was the old English word?


  An android.


  Horror and a superstition old as Old Earth moved in Crispin, and even Lud quailed, the sword falling loose at his side.


  The golem released Crispin with its one remaining hand, only to seize him by the face and force him to the ground. Fingers hard as iron clamped over his jaw, and slowly—oh, so slowly—the thumb worked its way towards Crispin’s eye. And nothing Crispin could do could move the machine away. His desperate blows, his flailing! None of it prevailed. He was going to die after all. He was going to die while stood there stunned by holy fear—and Crispin couldn’t even blame him. Such thinking machines were demons, the scriptures said.


  The scriptures did not lie.


  Get up!


  Hadrian’s voice again, urging him to rise.


  Crispin did not feel like rising. He did not feel like breathing.


  His last thought was that Hadrian would be disappointed in him. Then the gunshot sounded.


  Not the hiss of disruptor fire, not the roar of plasma.


  The honest, clean bang of a bullet striking home. White blood fell on Crispin, and looking up through darkening eyes he saw the hole punched clean through Carlo’s chest and the light coming through it. Then another bang sounded loud and clean as lightning, and another hole sprouted in Carlo’s head, blowing the golem’s artificial brain out the back of its ruined skull. The force of that second shot peeled Carlo off him, and the Durantine machine-man fell away as air and blood returned to Crispin, and his eye was saved.


  “Va au diable!” came the defiant voice from the far end of the bridge.


  Tipping his head back so that he saw the world upside-down, Crispin saw his savior. Jean-Louis Albé had laid his MAG rifle across one of the console chairs and aimed it with his one still-working hand.


  “What did you say?” Crispin called.


  Though his words were slurred from the disruptor fire he had taken, Jean-Louis answered in Galactic Standard, “I said he could go to hell.”


  Crispin relaxed a second, catching his breath. Well, he thought, I am the devil.


  Lud offered him a hand up again, “I’m sorry, sir. I froze up. That … machine, I—”


  “Sword!” Crispin shouted down the fellow’s stammering.


  Lud pressed the weapon into his hand, and moving to Carlo’s still-twitching form, Crispin cut off its remaining arm and legs in one single motion. There would be a Chantry Inquisition after this, and the pieces of the golem would be incinerated, its ashes scattered in the black of space.


  But it wasn’t over yet.


  The Lady Lyra Orin-Natali had collapsed in a chair near the captain’s console. She had not spoken, did not speak as Crispin approached her. He stopped at the top of the steps once more, one hand on the rail for balance, the other still clutching his active sword.


  “I have to give you credit,” he said coldly, “you don’t give up easily.” Still she did not speak.


  Crispin swayed, head pounding, but he held his place. “I still want you to surrender. The rest of your people do not have to die. Get on the comms and tell them to stand down. Do it, and I swear by Holy Mother Earth and Her Chantry I will grant you mercy.”


  “Mercy!” she repeated, and spat on the floor between them as though she were no more than a common fishmonger’s wife. “There is no mercy from House Marlowe.”


  “You are not dealing with House Marlowe!” Crispin practically yelled. “You’re stuck with me!” He pounded the rail with his fist. “My men are coming! Any minute now they’ll be on that lift. Tell your men to stand down.”


  Her wrinkled and bruised face contorted into a vicious sneer. “And what? You’ll give me a quick death, is that it? I’ve been dying slowly for centuries, boy! What mercy could you give me after what I have lived through. Kill me or don’t—just don’t waste my time philosophizing over it.”


  The young lord shook his head, “No.”


  “No, what?”


  “I’m not going to kill you,” he said, and deactivated his sword. The blade melted into thin mist and vanished on the air. He turned and tossed the deactivated sword to Lud. In a voice void of any emotion, Crispin said. “You don’t have much time.”


  Unsteadily, aided by her cane and her medical prosthesis, Lady Lyra found her feet. Trembling—though with rage or sorrow Crispin could not say—she said, “For what?”


  “Do you still have that knife you tried to kill me with?” he asked, still empty of all feeling.


  Lyra’s face went white.


  Far below, the grinding noise had stopped, and distantly could be heard the sounds of shouting.


  “Tell your men to stand down, and I’ll allow this final courtesy.”


  “Courtesy!” she exclaimed, eyes wide and white as her robes.


  “Escape, then!” Crispin said.


  The woman howled and turned away, impotent in her fury. Fury.


  She was what Fury was, wasn’t she? Crispin knew the image well, had seen the statue in temple time enough. An old woman, transfigured by rage, more beast than human, bent on vengeance. No one left sacrifices at the altar of Fury, and her candles were always dark. Then she spoke in that same stiff fashion she had when she had called to Carlo from the room below, saying, “This is Lady Orin-Natali. Stand down. Stand down.” Her voice broke on the last word, and her posture slumped. And when she turned to face Crispin, the ceramic blade was in her hand. “This is the mercy of a Marlowe!” she said icily, holding the weapon up for his inspection.


  “No,” Crispin said in answer, “my father would have you tortured; my sister would as well. But it’s like I said: You’re not dealing with House Marlowe. I’m not House Marlowe. I’m just me.” He turned his back and limped down the stairs.


  He did not look back.


  Chapter 17


  A Devil’s Gratitude


  The sun was going down in fire red as blood by the time the Marlowe shuttles descended. Lighter craft still circled the valley, their sail-like wings pitched high against the tangle of smoke and cloud that broke the sunlight from red and golden to colors without name.


  Crispin watched them go.


  The soldiers had given him a set of clean fatigues and he had washed himself in a basin in one of the villagers’ homes. He was ready to be home, ready to be truly clean again.


  Lyra Orin-Natali was dead. He had seen her body carried out of her ship before the thing was flown to Meidua to await the Inquisition. It was over. He rested his chin on the head of her cane. Two of his men had been fighting over it when they carried her body away, and Crispin had taken it from them. Now it seemed an oddly appropriate memento. “That was father on the holograph,” Sabine said. “Security has advised him not to leave Devil’s Rest. He says there’ll be no mention of any of this on public broadcast.”


  Crispin turned to look at his sister. Sabine still wore the same clothes she had when they’d left Meidua: the same black jacket with crimson lining, the same tight-fitting white trousers and high boots. In a tired voice, he answered, “He doesn’t want any of the other houses to know how close we came to being killed. Even though Aunt Amalia wasn’t behind …” he waved a hand at the ruined township, “any of this, it might embolden her if she has any animus towards Father.” “You think she does?” Sabine asked.


  “I don’t care right now …” Crispin said, sitting on the low stone wall that lined the road into the village. He looked down to where three decades of Marlowe soldiers waited by their shuttle below. Van and Ored’s injuries were being seen to, and Lud’s. Crispin had sent a runner down with orders to fetch a physician, and was waiting for their return. He had a debt to repay.


  And speaking of debts. “When we get back to Meidua, our man Ludwig should be promoted,” Crispin told Sabine. “Knighted, if Father will allow it. Earth and Emperor, he should be Sir Ludwig. That man saved my life more times than I care to count these past few days.” He laughed, but even weak laughter brought pain.


  Sabine sighed. “It is a pity the Orin woman died,” she said, “I’d have liked to put her to the question. There might still be someone behind all this. She had to get funding for these mercenaries from somewhere.”


  “It’s better this way,” Crispin said, thinking of the fevered hate in the old woman’s eyes. “It’s over.”


  “If it’s over,” his sister corrected.


  Crispin did not argue with her. It was too much like arguing with Hadrian. He always lost—even when he was right. After a moment watching the lighters tack against the upper airs, he turned back to look at his sister, “I do assume Grandmother knows, though. Why we’re late. Someone told her and Amalia?”


  His sister sat on the low wall beside him, her hands between her knees. “Yes, I’m sure. But knowing Father it will have been some abridged version of what happened. Maybe no mention of the name Orin, even. But the Inquisition will be all over this. Odds are the best Father can do is keep this from getting to the plebs. The vicereine will know all about it, but after this I don’t know… Maybe there’s no threat from House Kephalos. And if there is …” Here she clapped Crispin on the shoulder, “maybe they’ll think twice about messing with us Marlowes, eh? This did not go the way Lady Orin imagined it would.”


  “No,” Crispin agreed, gingerly touching his forehead. He winced. “No, it did not.”


  Sabine wrapped the hand on his shoulder around him and leaned in, rested her head against him. “I’m glad you’re all right.”


  “You, too.”


  They were still sitting that way when two soldiers came up the hill flanking a woman in the white and green of medical staff. Crispin stood to greet them, and despite Lady Orin-Natali’s cane, Sabine had to catch and steady him to keep him from falling.


  The woman and soldiers all saluted as they came to a stop, and she said, “Had a man come say you needed a physician, lord.” Her green eyes seemed to pick over him, “Should I call for a float chair?”


  “No, doctor,” Crispin answered, “I can walk.” He took a moment to take Sabine off his arm, that he might stand apart, then added, “Besides, it isn’t me I want you to see to.”


  • • •


  Crispin and Sabine watched quietly as the physician looked over Jean-Louis. Not knowing where else to put him after the soldiers had flown them down from Lyra’s dark tower, Crispin had arranged for the adorator to be left on the couch in Jacqui’s living room. Jacqui herself stood nearby with her son, and Crispin smiled at them both, glad at least that their little house had survived. At young Léon’s urging, Father Laurent had come, and was sitting stonily and ashen-faced in a corner. Crispin understood the man had performed some ritual healing or some such thing on Jean-Louis, anointing him with oil. Even now, the old man was clutching some beaded necklace with another of the omnipresent crucifixes on its end and murmuring to himself.


  At last the doctor came away, and Crispin stopped her.


  “He’s suffered severe damage to the major nerves in his left arm. The ulnar nerve’s just … gone. No feeling in his left side from the neck down. His thumb and first finger still work on the left side, but the others are good as dead. If I could get him to a proper hospital we could fit him with prosthetics, but even then he’ll not feel again. All the little peripheral nerves got burned right out. But he’s lucky. If that stunner graze had been just a hair more on target it would have taken out his spine—maybe killed him.”


  From the couch, a slurred voice answered, “Forgive me, madame docteur, but I do not feel lucky just now.”


  Crispin shouldered past the smaller woman and seated himself on the coffee table before the couch. Leaning in, he took Jean-Louis’s hand in both of his. “You saved my life,” he said, and looked up and over at the old priest, “you all saved my life—and my sister. I’m sorry.” He squeezed the hand, realizing as he did so that the adorator could not feel it. “Jean-Louis Albé, I owe you my life, and so you have my word as a Marlowe and as a palatine lord of the Imperium …” he trailed off, finding that he could not look the young man in the face. He knew the magnitude of what he was saying, but knew still more that it needed saying, “I will pay for your healing myself, but I want to offer you … I want … I would see you raised to the patrician class, and given a post as one of my armsmen.”


  Even Sabine was silent.


  It was no small thing, and Jean-Louis’s eyes widened, comprehending. Elevating Lud to knighthood was one thing—he was already a soldier— but this? Jean-Louis was only a serf, the very lowest of Sollan Imperial society. With a single stroke, Crispin would elevate him to the position of minor nobleman. More than that, Crispin would purchase for him the necessary surgeries and genetic therapies that would transform the lowly plebeian from … what was it he had called the man? A muck farmer? From a muck farmer to a man of the universe. Patricians were not palatine, but still they might live for two hundred years or three—and their children would live so long afterwards, and in good health. What Crispin was offering the young pagan was beyond price, and everyone knew it. What was more, the gene recombinance therapy would force the young man’s cells into a neotenous state while his genes rebuilt themselves. His nerves would be regenerated, and though they might not ever be as good as new, but he would regain full function—and might regain his sense of touch in the damaged organ.


  Jean-Louis did not reply. Perhaps he could not, and so Crispin raised his eyes and looked to Father Laurent. “I know I can’t bring back the people you’ve lost, but I will have a corps of engineers sent here and working until every stone is back where it belongs. I swear it. I will never forget what you and this village have done for my family.”


  The priest bowed his head, but he did not thank Crispin. “That will do my people good.” If he was angry, Crispin could not blame him. To Lord Alistair, the few dozen soldiers lost and the peasants, too, were a reasonable price to pay for the lives of his children. To the villagers, it was the lives of their children they had paid with. This was no Colosso match. No game.


  Silence reigned all about them.


  It was Jean-Louis who broke it. “I can’t do it,” he said. “I can’t accept.” Crispin felt his brows contract involuntarily, and it was with a shadow of his father’s scorn that he asked in one word. “Why?” How dare the pleb refuse him. Refuse a palatine lord of the Sollan Empire! Did he not know what was on offer? Not only a cure to his condition but life itself. Centuries of it, for him and for his children alike!


  The peasant shook his head, half his face sagging loosely on his bones. His words were slurred, but he put his weight behind every word. “I cannot leave my people. My family. I won’t abandon them or God.”


  “I’m not asking you to abandon your God,” Crispin sneered. Couldn’t the man see it? He wasn’t asking Jean-Louis to join the Legions, to swear an oath by Earth and Emperor. How could a pagan swear such a thing? Crispin knew there were pagans in the legions, Cid Arthurians and the like. Such men were whipped and discharged without pay, even executed. “I couldn’t care less about your religion. You’re a good man, and you saved my life. I’ll never forget that.”


  “Yes,” Jean-Louis answered, “but your heirs might. I’ll not feed my grandchildren to the lions for a little comfort. I’ll take the doctor’s implants, please.”


  Crispin could only shake his head. This talk of heirs made him think of Lady Orin-Natali, of her vengeance. Of the blood his father had spilled and the way he and Sabine had nearly paid for it. “If that’s your answer, then.”


  “It is, seigneur,” Jean-Louis answered. He raised his good hand— the hand with which he had saved Crispin’s life—and offered it to Lord Marlowe. “I cannot bow as I am,” he said by way of an explanation.


  Crispin took the hand and shook it. “You don’t have to.” Then to the doctor said, “Bring a pallet for this man. I want him on the first shuttle you have returning to Meidua. Get him the treatment he desires. Whatever the cost.”


  • • •


  It was almost night by the time the wounded were all tended to and resting, either in the Marlowe shuttles lined up on the edge of the farmland or in the church of St. Maximus. All the fires were out and the smoke of them had vanished from the air. Sabine had gone on ahead—flying at Crispin’s insistence in a separate shuttle bound for home. Crispin had lingered only for one final purpose, and though Sabine had asked to stay behind with him, he had insisted, and for once, she had not argued with him.


  The ruined tower—blasted and burned—half-stood by the perimeter of the city. Crispin leaned heavily on Lyra Orin-Natali’s cane as he picked his way over the uneven ground. The ozone smell of plasma was long gone, and the damp sweat of night beginning, activating the charcoal stink of dead fires.


  There was no sign of her.


  Crispin was unsure just how long he wandered about the site, ignoring the dark shapes of his guards watching from a distance. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Not much of a human being could survive contact with that much hot plasma. Not even her bones.


  Let me do my job, Kyra had said.


  “Well,” Crispin said aloud, “I’m still here, captain, so consider your job well done.” He tamped the earth with the tip of his cane. He thought about what she had said, about how it had been she who’d helped Hadrian flee all those years ago. He hoped Hadrian was all right, wherever he was. “Your secret is safe now, I suppose,” he said, “or you’re safe from it.”


  She’d had a family, Crispin recalled. A husband and children. He would make sure that they wanted for nothing, too. Another casualty. More damage. He’d told Lyra Orin-Natali that someone would have to break the cycle of violence, but the truth was that no one ever could. There were always casualties, was always damage. There always would be.


  Laurent was right. Those who answered violence with violence only inherited violence without end. Perhaps he had tied off one loose end with House Orin, perhaps not. But how many loops were opened now? Fresh wounds bleeding, fresh hates aflower?


  “Have you lost something, son?”


  As if Crispin’s thoughts had summoned the man, old Father Laurent appeared in the gloom. Crispin waved to his guards to let him pass. All the while, he tried to think of something clever to say, something about losing everything—or more than he’d bargained for. Or about gaining something more. In the end, he said none of these things. In the end, he said only the truth. “I was looking for my captain’s bones. I’d hoped to have something more than a prayer lantern to give her family.”


  Wordlessly, Laurent passed Crispin his flask of whiskey.


  Crispin drank, and the two men stood awhile without speaking. Presently, Crispin said, “I wish none of this had happened.”


  “We don’t get to make that choice,” the priest replied, taking a sip of the whiskey in his turn. “We certainly don’t get to unmake it. The best we can do is try to live in the Imitation of Christ.”


  “I don’t know what that means,” Crispin said for what felt like the hundredth time. He had grown tired of these villagers’ strange faith. Or perhaps he had just grown tired.


  Laurent laughed a little, and Crispin thought it was a strange sound to hear on a day like that day: low and rough, but not without music. “Say rather the best we can do is try and do what’s right. You’ve looked enough; your captain’s family will thank you for it.”


  “They’ll curse me for it,” Crispin said, thinking again of the unlit candles before the icon of Fury in the Chantry sanctum. He hoped they would stay unlighted.


  “That, too,” Laurent agreed. They were quiet then for another long moment. Then the priest asked, “Would you like me to pray for her?”


  For a moment, Crispin thought the man meant to pray for Lyra Orin-Natali, whose face seemed to float in the darkness behind his eyes, as if the night air had crept in one ear and would not drain away. Then he remembered they were speaking of Kyra. “Do what you like,” he said, not knowing which woman he answered for.


  “Would you like to pray with me?”


  A laugh escaped through Crispin’s nose, “Trying to win converts, priest?”


  “I’m not trying to do anything,” Laurent said shortly, slipping the flask back into a pocket of his robes. “It was good of you to offer what you did to Jean-Louis.”


  Crispin found he could not look at the old centurion. Swallowing, he nodded stiffly, “Proud fool.” He did not want to talk about Jean-Louis at the moment. The man’s rejection still stung him.


  “He is a young man,” the priest said. “All young men are fools. It’s what makes them brave.” He spurned a loose stone with his toe. “But he is a fool all the same. I told him so.” He grinned, and Crispin thought again that he could see a specter of the rough centurion in the priest’s grandfatherly manner. “He’ll take your offer.”


  “What?” Crispin straightened a little in surprise.


  “Assuming, of course, that it is still on offer?” The old man cocked an eyebrow and unscrewed his flask once again. “I told him that whatever he was afraid of mattered far less than the gift you offered. That he could do a lot of good at court.”


  Lord Marlowe hunched his shoulders, “He was afraid his religion would spell trouble for him, for his children.”


  “That may be his cross to bear,” Laurent answered. “Be we Catholics have borne that cross for more than twenty thousand years. Christ Himself was crucified for His teachings. But we have survived Nero and Diocletian, Khalid and Saladin, Marx and the Mericanii. We’ll survive.” Crispin had no notion who any of those people might have been—save the Mericanii, of course—but he did not ask. After a moment, Laurent continued, “Jean is young. He isn’t even married yet. And fear is … not a good reason not to do something. Still, it was well made. Your offer.”


  Crispin found he could not look at the old centurion. Swallowing, he nodded stiffly, “He saved my life. I owe him a debt for that, and being palatine I will repaid that debt the only way I know how.”


  “I’ve known more palatines in my day who would have done nothing for the boy,” Laurent said, “I’ve known few enough like you. What you did for us … turning yourself over to those mercenaries. We won’t forget it.”


  Lord Marlowe shook his head, “I was saving my sister.” He looked round at last and saw Laurent was smiling. They both knew Sabine had been safe in the rectory-station. After an awkward pause, Crispin said, “It’s what my brother would have done if he were here.” Having said the words out loud, he was suddenly not so sure that they were true. “Or … I think it’s what he would have liked to do. Hadrian always saw himself as some sort of … I don’t know … fairy-tale knight?”


  “He sounds amusing,” Laurent said. Was that scorn in the old soldier’s tones?


  “He was,” Crispin agreed, but with old fondness instead of dislike. “You know, I always wanted to be like him. When I was a boy. He was always better than me. A better student, a better fighter, a better everything. He could be an ass …” He laughed a little. “But I loved him—love him, I suppose. I don’t think he’s dead. But it did always seem like I was in his shadow, you know?”


  “I do,” Laurent said, “but shadows shrink in time.”
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  Dramatis Personae


  House Marlowe of Delos


  The Sword, Our Orator!


  First elevated from patrician standing in the mid-Eighth Millennium by Duke Tiberius Ormund, House Marlowe has ruled Meidua Prefecture, Delos for thirty-one generations. Prior to that, the Marlowes were military patricians, officers in the Orionid Legions with blood harking back to Avalon and the Kingdom of Windsor-in-Exile. Julian Marlowe was Strategos of the 117th Legion of Orion, and proved instrumental in the defense of Duke Tiberius’ claim to the throne of Delos in the Second Aurigan War, for which he was elevated to the pala- tine caste and accorded the demesne of Meidua, then a fishing village of no consequence on a scrap of rocky upland. It was only later that the region’s uranium deposits were discovered, and House Marlowe’s wealth grew.


  Lord Hadrian’s grandfather, the Archon Lord Timon, was assassinated in ISD 15861 by a homunculus concubine gifted him by Yuen Starcrafts, a starship manufacturer aligned with Delos’ Exsul houses. With the Vicereine away at Forum, young Alistair was thrust into the role of system Executor, and into war with the Exsul houses when they declared poine against the Houses Marlowe and Kephalos. They underestimated Lord Alistair, however, and were crushed at the Battle of Linon in ISD 15863.


  The Marlowe standard is a crimson devil rampant on a black field.


  LORD ALISTAIR DIOMEDES FRIEDRICH MARLOWE, Archon of Meidua Prefecture and Lord of Devil’s Rest, former Lord Executor of Delos System, the Butcher of Linon.


  — His wife, LADY LILIANA KEPHALOS-MARLOWE, a celebrated librettist and filmmaker.


  — Her mother, LADY ELMIRA GWENDOLYN KEPHALOS, Vicereine of Auriga Province, Duchess of Delos, and Archon of Artemia Prefecture.


  — Her daughter and heir, LADY AMALIA KEPHALOS, heir apparent to the Viceroyalty of Auriga and the Duchy of Delos.


  — Her other daughters, CIARAN, RHEA, ALIENOR, ELENA, and TALIA.


  — Their children:


  — HADRIAN ANAXANDER MARLOWE, the eldest. Vanished mysteriously thirty-four years ago.


  — CRISPIN ORESTES MARLOWE, heir apparent to Meidua Prefecture and Devil’s Rest. Popular through his gladiatorial exploits, a notorious gambler and womanizer.


  — SABINE DORYSSA MARLOWE, the youngest.


  — His parents:


  — {LORD TIMON MARLOWE}, former Archon of Meidua, killed in a plot possibly orchestrated by House Orin as prelude to their rebellion.


  — {LADY FUCHSIA BELLGROVE-MARLOWE}, dead now some forty years.


  — His brother, {LORD LUCIAN MARLOWE}, killed in a shuttle crash.


  — His household and retainers:


  — SIR FELIX MARTYN, Castellan and Commander of the House Guard. Additionally the Master-at-Arms in charge of instructing the Marlowe children.


  — SIR ARDIAN TULLO, Commander of the house pilot corps.


  — TOR ALCUIN, scholiast and chief advisor.


  — TOR GIBSON, former tutor, exiled from Delos for conspiring in the disappearance of Hadrian Marlowe.


  — ABIATHA, an elderly Chantry priest.


  — KYRA, a captain in the house pilot corps.


  — Her lieutenant, TRACY.


  — LUDWIG, BRAX, EMER, ORED, RAZ, and VAN, all soldiers in the service of House Marlowe.


  — His ancestor, {LORD JULIAN MARLOWE}, awarded the demesne of Meidua Prefecture for services rendered to the now-defunct House Ormund. Began the construction of Devil’s Rest.


  Lexicon


  A Note on Translation


  Galstani, the language spoken in the age of Hadrian Marlowe and his brother, Crispin, is not English, but a distant descendant of English, mingled with other languages, primarily Hindi and German, and as such is altogether unrecognizable to those of us for whom Classical English is a first language. This account then is a translation into English of a story originally written in Galstani. There are several words included in the original that don’t translate well into English, such as the word nerosso, which I have decided to translate as armsman, though it contains shades of meaning and connotations not found in English. In translating such words, I have chosen words mostly from Ancient Greek and Latin, words which sound formal and arcane to the native English speaker, in order to best capture the antique-sounding nature of the language as a native Galstani speaker would hear them, even though Galstani sounds very much unlike either Greek or Latin. My goal in translating this story for you has been capture the feeling of the original.


  I’ve included several proper nouns as well: locations, religions, etc, as well as technical terms and bits of the ancient French still spoken by the Museum Catholic population settled in the Redtine Mountains on the planet Delos.


  
    
      
        	
          Abbé

        

        	
          The French word for a Catholic priest.

        
      


      
        	
          adorator

        

        	
          A member of any antique religious cult maintained by the Empire and tolerated by the Chantry.

        
      


      
        	
          Almonhas

        

        	
          An Imperial colony on the edge of the Sagittarius Arm, right on the Norman frontier.

        
      


      
        	
          archon

        

        	
          Lowest rank of the Imperial noble hierarchy, ruling over a planetary PREFECTURE. Either a posted or an inherited position.

        
      


      
        	
          armsman

        

        	
          An individual sworn to the personal service of a lord, lady, or member of a NOBILE (usually a PALATINE) house. Armsmen are usually—but not always—PATRICIANS.

        
      


      
        	
          bit

        

        	
          Steel coin used among the Imperial peasant classes. 144 bits equals 1 kaspum. Different printed denominations exist.

        
      


      
        	
          Casla

        

        	
          An Imperial colony in the NORMAN EXPANSE, formerly a freehold annexed by the SOLLAN EMPIRE.

        
      


      
        	
          centurion

        

        	
          A rank in the Imperial Legions, commands a century (100 men).

        
      


      
        	
          chanter

        

        	
          The average priest or priestess of the Chantry religion.

        
      


      
        	
          Church

        

        	
          A temple consecrated in the Museum Catholic tradition. Alternately, refers to the entire MUSEUM CATHOLIC CHURCH.

        
      


      
        	
          Cid Arthurianism

        

        	
          A syncretic religion combining aspects of Buddhism and Christianity, particularly the chivalric literature surrounding the stories of King Arthur. Originates from the planet Ganges.

        
      


      
        	
          Cielcin

        

        	
          Spacefaring alien species. Humanoid and carnivorous. The principle enemy of humankind during the CRUSADE.

        
      


      
        	
          Classical English

        

        	
          The ancient language of both the MERICANII and the early Imperial settlers on Avalon, still used by the SCHOLIASTS.

        
      


      
        	
          Colosso

        

        	
          A series of sporting events held in a coliseum involving professional gladiators, slave myrmidons, animals, races, and more.

        
      


      
        	
          Crusade

        

        	
          The Imperial war against the CIELCIN.

        
      


      
        	
          Dark

        

        	
          Space. In the Chantry religion, a place of desolation and torment.

        
      


      
        	
          datasphere

        

        	
          Any planetary data network. In the Empire, access is strictly restricted to the PATRICIAN and PALATINE caste.

        
      


      
        	
          decurion

        

        	
          A rank in the Imperial LEGIONS, commands a decade (10 troops).

        
      


      
        	
          Delos

        

        	
          Birthplace of Hadrian Marlowe and seat of the Duchy of House Kephalos in the Spur of Orion, a temperate world with wan sunlight, famed for its uranium deposits, which made it extremely wealthy.

        
      


      
        	
          demesne

        

        	
          An Imperial territory held by a PALATINE. May be passed on at the ruler’s discretion.

        
      


      
        	
          drophid

        

        	
          A massive, snake-like creature, feathered and scaled. Popular in coliseum matches and in the menageries of the nobility.

        
      


      
        	
          Duke/Duchess

        

        	
          A title in the Imperial palatine nobility. Rules a planetary DEMESNE. May be passed on through inheritance.

        
      


      
        	
          Durantine Republic

        

        	
          An interstellar republic of some three thousand worlds. Pays tribute to the Empire.

        
      


      
        	
          Emperor

        

        	
          The supreme ruler of the SOLLAN EMPIRE, considered a god and the reincarnation of his/her predecessor. Holds absolute power.

        
      


      
        	
          energy lance

        

        	
          A bladed spear with a high-energy laser built into the shaft. Used as formal weapons by guards, especially in the Imperium.

        
      


      
        	
          Eolderman

        

        	
          The elected head of a PLEBEIAN community. Typically seen in more rural regions on Imperial planets.

        
      


      
        	
          ephebe

        

        	
          A young man or woman between the ages of 11 and 21 standard years.

        
      


      
        	
          executor

        

        	
          An official appointed by a PALATINE lord tasked with the management of that lord’s estate and holdings in their absence.

        
      


      
        	
          Extrasolarian

        

        	
          Any of the barbarians living outside Imperial control, often possessing illegal praxis.

        
      


      
        	
          foederatus/foederati

        

        	
          A mercenary.

        
      


      
        	
          Forum

        

        	
          The capital of the SOLLAN EMPIRE. A gas giant with a breathable atmosphere in whose cloud belt are several flying palace cities that serve as the administrative hub of the Imperium.

        
      


      
        	
          French

        

        	
          An ancient language dating back to the Golden Age of Earth. Still spoken in certain insular communities, notably among the MUSEUM CATHOLICS.

        
      


      
        	
          fugue

        

        	
          The state of cryonic suspension induced to ensure humans and other living creatures survive the long journey between suns.

        
      


      
        	
          Galstani

        

        	
          The common language of the SOLLAN EMPIRE, descended from CLASSICAL ENGLISH, with heavy Hindi and Franco-Germanic influences.

        
      


      
        	
          gladiator

        

        	
          Professional fighting athlete in the COLOSSO.

        
      


      
        	
          Golden Age

        

        	
          The mythic epoch leading up to the Exodus, culminating in the Assumption of Earth and the colonization of the Solar System.

        
      


      
        	
          golem

        

        	
          A mechanical being fashioned in the shape of a man, containing no organic parts.

        
      


      
        	
          High College

        

        	
          Imperial political office tasked with reviewing PALATINE requests for children and with overseeing the pregnancies of same. Prevents mutations.

        
      


      
        	
          highmatter

        

        	
          A form of exotic matter produced by alchemists. Used to make the swords of Imperial KNIGHTS, which can cut almost anything.

        
      


      
        	
          hightower

        

        	
          An elevator for carrying cargo to and from orbit from the surface of a planet.

        
      


      
        	
          Hinduism

        

        	
          A polytheistic ADORATOR cult dating back to the Golden Age of Earth, practiced throughout the Empire in small communities and especially in the Demarchy of Tavros. Held by the scholiasts to be one of the principle influences on the design of the Chantry.

        
      


      
        	
          holograph

        

        	
          Any three-dimensional light image projected by scanning lasers. Used for entertainment, advertisement, communication, etc.

        
      


      
        	
          Holy Terran Chantry

        

        	
          State religion of the Empire. Functions as the judicial arm of the state, especially where the use of forbidden technology is involved.

        
      


      
        	
          hoplite

        

        	
          A shielded foot soldier, heavy infantry.

        
      


      
        	
          Icon/Icona

        

        	
          In the Chantry religion, a spirit or god embodying an ideal, virtue, or natural law, such as Fortitude, Evolution, or Time.

        
      


      
        	
          Imperium

        

        	
          See SOLLAN EMPIRE.

        
      


      
        	
          Inquisition

        

        	
          The judicial branch of the Imperial Chantry, primarily concerned with the use of illegal technologies.

        
      


      
        	
          Inquisitor

        

        	
          A Chantry official tasked with conducting judicial investigations and overseeing the torture of criminals.

        
      


      
        	
          knight

        

        	
          Sollan military honor conferred by the nobility for services rendered, usually includes a small fief. May carry HIGHMATTER weapons.

        
      


      
        	
          Legions

        

        	
          The military branch of the SOLLAN EMPIRE, loyal directly to the EMPEROR and Imperial house, comprising naval and ground forces.

        
      


      
        	
          legionnaire

        

        	
          Any soldier in the Imperial Legions, especially the common foot soldier.

        
      


      
        	
          lighter

        

        	
          Any starship small enough to make landfall on a planet.

        
      


      
        	
          Linon

        

        	
          Moon of a gas giant in DELOS system, formerly the demesne of the exsul House Orin and site of the Battle of Linon in ISD 15863, in which Alistair Marlowe killed the entire house.

        
      


      
        	
          logothete

        

        	
          A minister in any of the governmental agencies of any palatine house, used colloquially of any civil servant.

        
      


      
        	
          MAG rifle

        

        	
          A class of small arms that uses magnetic coils to accelerate a slug of tungsten or depleted uranium.

        
      


      
        	
          Mandari

        

        	
          An ethnic group semi-detached from Imperial society, most commonly found staffing the massive interstellar trading corporations.

        
      


      
        	
          Mazdayasna

        

        	
          An ADORATOR cult dating back to the Golden Age of Earth focused on the worship of the fire god Ahura Mazda, sometimes called Zoroastrianism.

        
      


      
        	
          Mericanii

        

        	
          The ancient first interstellar colonists. A hyper-advanced technologic civilization run by artificial intelligences. Destroyed by the Empire.

        
      


      
        	
          Messer/Madam

        

        	
          Polite address in the Empire, used of anyone without formal title.

        
      


      
        	
          Museum Catholic Church

        

        	
          An ADORATOR cult dating back to the Golden Age of Earth focused on the worship of the incarnated God Jesus Christ and His Father, the Creator of the universe.

        
      


      
        	
          Nipponese

        

        	
          The descendants of the Japanese colonists who fled Old Earth system in the Third Peregrination.

        
      


      
        	
          nobile

        

        	
          Blanket term referring to any member of the palatine and patrician castes in the SOLLAN EMPIRE.

        
      


      
        	
          Norman Freeholds

        

        	
          Region of settled space beyond the Imperial frontier, peopled by individual human colonies.

        
      


      
        	
          offworlder

        

        	
          Refers to a person not born on a given planet, sometimes derogatory.

        
      


      
        	
          Omana

        

        	
          An Imperial colony in the NORMAN EXPANSE, formerly a freehold annexed by the Sollan Empire.

        
      


      
        	
          Omphalos

        

        	
          The gas giant in DELOS system about which LINON orbits. A hotbed of methane mining operations.

        
      


      
        	
          opera

        

        	
          Any scripted narrative entertainment, musical, dramatic, or serial—interactive or otherwise.

        
      


      
        	
          Orbital Defense Force

        

        	
          The fleet maintained by any palatine lord for the defense of his or her planet or system.

        
      


      
        	
          pagan

        

        	
          The practitioner of any religion other than that of the HOLY TERRAN CHANTRY.

        
      


      
        	
          palatine

        

        	
          The Imperial aristocracy, descended from those free humans who opposed the MERICANII. Genetically enhanced, they may live for several centuries.

        
      


      
        	
          patrician

        

        	
          Any PLEBEIAN or plutocrat awarded with genetic augmentations at the behest of the palatine caste as a reward for services rendered.

        
      


      
        	
          peltast

        

        	
          An unshielded foot soldier. Light infantry.

        
      


      
        	
          phase disruptor

        

        	
          A sort of firearm that attacks the nervous system. Can stun on lower settings.

        
      


      
        	
          plasma burner

        

        	
          A firearm which uses a strong loop of magnetic force to project an arc of super-heated plasma across short to moderate distances.

        
      


      
        	
          plasma howitzer

        

        	
          Essentially a scaled-up PLASMA BURNER, used primarily as an anti-tank and anti-air weapon.

        
      


      
        	
          plebeian

        

        	
          The Imperial peasantry, descended from unaltered human stock seeded on the oldest colony ships. Forbidden to use high technology.

        
      


      
        	
          poine

        

        	
          A structured, small-scale war carried out between imperial palatine houses. Subject to the scrutiny of the INQUISITION.

        
      


      
        	
          prefecture

        

        	
          In the Empire, any administrative district ruled by an ARCHON.

        
      


      
        	
          Principalities of Jadd

        

        	
          Nation of eighty former Imperial provinces in Perseus that revolted over palatine reproductive rights. Heavily militaristic and caste-driven.

        
      


      
        	
          Prior

        

        	
          In the Chantry clergy, the chief cleric in a PREFECTURE.

        
      


      
        	
          prudence shield

        

        	
          A form of ROYSE FIELD used for security, especially in coliseums or in starship hangars. Traps air and fast-moving objects.

        
      


      
        	
          repulsor

        

        	
          A device which makes use of the ROYSE EFFECT to allow objects to float without disturbing the air or environment.

        
      


      
        	
          Royse Effect

        

        	
          A method discovered by Caelan Royse for manipulating the electroweak force. Allows for the existence of force fields and repulsors.

        
      


      
        	
          Royse Field

        

        	
          Any force field making use of the ROYSE EFFECT to stop high-velocity objects from penetrating their energy curtain.

        
      


      
        	
          sanctum

        

        	
          A Chantry temple.

        
      


      
        	
          scholiast

        

        	
          Any member of the monastic order of researchers, academics, and theoreticians tracing their origins to the Mericanii scientists captured at the end of the Foundation War.

        
      


      
        	
          Shintoism

        

        	
          An animistic ADORATOR cult dating back to the Golden Age of Earth, focused on the worship of various genius loci called kami and practiced almost exclusively among the NIPPONESE.

        
      


      
        	
          sign of the sun disc

        

        	
          A gesture of benediction made by circling thumb and forefinger and touching forehead and lips before holding the hand up to the sky.

        
      


      
        	
          sirrah

        

        	
          An honorific used to refer to one’s social inferiors, usually males.

        
      


      
        	
          skiff

        

        	
          A flying craft about the size of a motorbike.

        
      


      
        	
          Sollan Empire

        

        	
          The largest and oldest single polity in human-controlled space, comprising some half a billion habitable planets.

        
      


      
        	
          St. Christopher

        

        	
          In the Catholic religion, a holy man—possibly mythical—said to have had the head of a dog. The pagans believe he protects travelers and guards the doors to their churches and communities.

        
      


      
        	
          St. Maximus

        

        	
          In the Catholic religion, a holy man and scholar. Patron of the parish and township on DELOS that bears his name.

        
      


      
        	
          strojeva

        

        	
          An artificial person of Durantine manufacture, usually combining organic and machine parts.

        
      


      
        	
          stunner

        

        	
          A low-power PHASE DISRUPTOR used to cause temporary paralysis and even loss of consciousness. Choice weapon of law enforcement personnel.

        
      


      
        	
          Summerfair

        

        	
          A midsummer holiday celebrated throughout the Imperium. Its date varies from world-to-world, depending on the local calendar.

        
      


      
        	
          Temeria

        

        	
          A planet in the DURANTINE REPUBLIC in the Outer Perseus.

        
      


      
        	
          terminal

        

        	
          A telecommunications device for accessing a planet’s DATASPHERE, usually worn on the wrist.

        
      


      
        	
          Theravada Buddhism

        

        	
          Strain of the Buddhist adorator cult adhering to the Pali Canon. Believed to be the oldest strain of that faith.

        
      


      
        	
          Tyras

        

        	
          Once a NORMAN FREEHOLD in the nearer regions of the Expanse. Tyras was annexed by the SOLLAN EMPIRE in ISD 15842 and put into the hands of House Jurnau. It remained an Imperial territory a mere 374 years before the planet was destroyed by the CIELCIN in ISD 16216, culminating in the complete extinction of House Jurnau.

        
      


      
        	
          viceroy/vicereine

        

        	
          The ruler of an Imperial Province appointed by the Emperor. The title is typically heritable, but is not always so.

        
      


      
        	
          White Sword

        

        	
          A ceramic greatsword used by Chantry Cathars for formal executions, especially of the nobility.

        
      


      
        	
          Wong-Hopper Consortium

        

        	
          The largest of the MANDARI trading corporations, holding several government contracts, especially in the terraforming industry.

        
      


      
        	
          xenobite

        

        	
          Any life form not originating in terranic or human stock, especially those life forms which are considered intelligent; an alien.
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