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“. . . until the day when God shall deign to reveal the future to man, all human wisdom will be contained in these two words: Wait and hope.”
– Alexandre Dumas







AUTHOR’S NOTE
[image: ]
Until this point, I have been very laissez-faire about when my readers should dive into the supplemental works in the Sun Eater universe. “You can read The Lesser Devil at any time!” I said (though it proves a superior reading experience if read after Empire of Silence). “Some of the stories in Tales of the Sun Eater, Vol. 1 are set after book two in the series, but don’t let that stop you!”
This time, I will not say any such thing or be so relaxed.
This book is best enjoyed after having read Ashes of Man, which is the fifth book in the main series. The events of this novella follow directly on the fate of one of the supporting cast members—Lorian Aristedes—at the conclusion of that volume. But it is not for reasons of spoiler-sensitivity that I make this recommendation. It is because the action of this book—and more, the character motivations—depends on those earlier books more than does either The Lesser Devil or Queen Amid Ashes.
All of this is to say that this ought not to be your first Sun Eater experience. Readers should consider this a sequel to Ashes of Man and not a fully standalone work.
I hope you enjoy the book.
—Christopher Ruocchio, August AD 2023







CHAPTER 1
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THE PRISON PLANET
“That’s enough!” cried the senior guard. “I said that’s enough, Tollak! You’ll kill him!”
“You saw him!” said the other guard, the big, fat one with the scarred face. “The imp tried to curse me. Gave me the evil eye, he did!”
The four guards scuffled as three moved to restrain one. The man on the floor hardly noticed. He did not move. He did not want to. Memory of the assault flashed across his mind, revealed like the contours of storm clouds at night by the brief flash of lightning. He should have seen it coming, shouldn’t have antagonized the big bastard.
They had been just about to leave him be . . .
That mouth of yours will get you into trouble one day if you don’t glue it shut.
How many times had Mother said that to him when he was young?
Hers had been the voice of experience, he supposed, though she had opened her legs, not her mouth—though he supposed she’d opened that, too. That had been the beginning of her troubles. He had been the beginning of her troubles. Her child that should never have been.
“What’s so fucking funny, imp?” It was the fat guardsman’s voice, the voice of the man who’d struck him down, kicked him half to pieces.
The man on the floor lay still. Had some sound escaped him? Some gasp or cry of pain?
The idiot had thought it laughter.
Or maybe it had been laughter. It was a joke, after all. All of it . . .
A dumb joke.
“I said that’s enough there, Tollak!” said the first guard, and dimly the man on the floor saw the way he put himself between the fat man and where he lay upon the cold concrete of his cell. “Don’t you know who this is?”
“Don’t matter, do it?” asked the one called Tollak. “He’s here, ain’t he?”
“He was the Halfmortal’s right hand, the one what captained his ship!”
“Bullshit,” Tollak spat. “The Halfmortal’s captain was a giant, everyone says.”
“Mayhaps they was being ironical,” said the third guard, the one who had stayed in the door the entire time. His eyes—black beads—swept over the prisoner where he lay on the floor in his scarlet fatigues, evidently unimpressed with whatever it was he saw there.
“Can it, Prem!” Tollak snarled, rounding on the man in the door. “Ironical. Shit! The Halfmortal’s a traitor anyway. Tried to kill the Emperor, he did!”
“You’re wr—wrong,” said the man on the floor. “Hadrian didn’t . . . . He’s not . . .”
The captain—the one who had restrained Tollak until that moment—turned and buried the toe of his boot in the prisoner’s belly. “That’s enough from you!” he said. “You be quiet, you know what’s good for you.”
The downed man hardly felt the blow. He hardly felt anything, but that was hardly anything new. His was a . . . complex relationship with pain, one that had little to do with external reality.
“Captain, my arse,” said Tollak. “The Halfmortal’s catamite, more like. The size of him!”
“Have some respect, man!” said the captain, the man who had most recently attempted to stave in his ribs. “You heard the commandant! This here’s Lorian Aristedes!”
Aristedes. The man on the floor flinched to hear his name—his mother’s name—in the mouth of such a creature as the prison guard. Had that been mockery in the man’s tone? Did he share his comrade’s disbelief, his incredulity, that this was Commander Lorian Aristedes? Or did he know that Lorian was who he said he was?
Aristedes.
Mother would be so proud to see him then. There.
On Belusha . . .
“Lorian Pelagius Maurice Aristedes,” the intake officer had said when they had floated him in for his interview earlier that day. “Formerly commander, SCO-Aught-Four, LSN AP-74.58255.7, on loan to the Imperial Red Company under Lord Marlowe, Hadrian A, RVO. Formerly assigned chief tactical officer, ISV Tamerlane. Discharged and sentenced for the crimes of conspiracy, kidnapping, abetting the escape of a convicted criminal, and high treason. Is that correct?”
“No, sir,” he had said from his float-chair, hands chained in his lap.
The intake officer’s eyes had narrowed. “No?”
“I either abetted Lord Marlowe’s escape,” he’d answered, “or I kidnapped him. I said at the time the charges were incoherent. I told the court martial they should pick one.”
The silence that had followed that rejoinder had been deep enough to drown in. But Lorian was well-used to such silences. His mere presence so often caused them.
The intake officer—a humorless, mustachioed fellow bald as an egg—had struck the bench with his gavel. “Out of order!” he’d said. “I’ll have no further games from you.”
“Or you’ll what?” Lorian snapped. “Lock me in prison?” He had looked pointedly around the room then, with its sterile white walls, white furniture, more medica than gaol. The guards shifted in agitation to his either side, and he could sense the discomfort in his nurse—the chamber’s only woman—where she stood fidgeting with the controls to his float chair.
It had been that remark that had earned him his beating—of that much, he was sure. It had been Tollak and Prem and the nameless captain who had escorted him from the medica to the intake audience, from that audience to his cell.
He had felt every eye on him, felt his skin crawl with their attention, their scorn. He knew what they were thinking—their every thought—each as unoriginal as the last.
Mutant. Misborn. Degenerate. Cacogen.
Intus.
Freak.
He knew what they saw: a little man, hardly larger than a child, all skin and bones and white as a ghost, as a corpse, as one of the Cielcin xenobites that made war on man’s worlds and Empire. Hardly five feet high, little more than three cubits, and scarcely seven stone. The nurses had shaved his lank, white hair away, so that the barest down coated his veiny scalp, and his pale, near-colorless eyes might have seemed blind, were it not for the sharp way he glared in turn at each of the stuffed shirts gathered there to judge him—as if any one of them could.
“You do not deny it, then,” the intake officer had said. “Do you wish to enter a plea?”
Lorian had mulled then upon his answer, upon his crime.
His real crime had been substitution. He had offered himself as sacrifice, as scapegoat, taking the place of his liege lord, his commandant . . .
His friend.
Hadrian Marlowe had struck the Emperor full in his face, had cracked the Imperial nose and dented the august visage whose profile adorned every hurasam and sovereign minted in the Milky Way for the last thousand years. They would have to cut new dies, Lorian had reflected. To match the Emperor’s new nose . . .
The charge had been high treason. High treason, blasphemy, and attempted regicide. That first had been true—assaulting the Imperial person was to assault the Empire itself—and Hadrian had done that thing. What he had done was blasphemy because the Emperor was a god, the incarnation of the Imperium itself, and the reincarnation of its founder, his avatar and voice. But attempted regicide?
Nonsense.
Hadrian would as soon cut off his own hand as betray William Caesar. His good hand, no less, the hand of flesh. In striking His Radiance, Hadrian had acted out of anger, out of anger and grief. Valka was dead, and Caesar had minimized her sacrifice and her person, and offered Hadrian his daughter as recompense, little understanding Hadrian’s heart or the passions that burned there.
Lorian was a strategist, and a good one. But it did not take a tactical genius to understand the Emperor’s mistake.
How many men had Hadrian Marlowe fought and maimed to defend the honor of his paramour? His mistress? The Tavrosi sorceress whom Imperial law had prevented him ever taking to wife?
A dozen? Two dozen? More? Lorian had himself held the man’s cape at six such monomachies and watched as Marlowe fenced with lords and captains of the Empire. He could recall one particularly bloody occasion in which his commandant had slashed the throat of one particularly peacocking swordsman for the crime of attempting to fondle his lady at a fete to honor the restoration of Imperial rule on Aptucca. What had his name been? Dominic? Donric? Daunoras?
For all his genius and nominal divine vision, His Radiance, the Emperor, seemed little to understand his champion’s not-so-secret heart.
And Lorian had paid for it, conspiring with Bassander Lin and the Prince of Jadd to spirit Hadrian away. He prayed his friend and liege was safely then on Jadd—where no Imperial knife or injunction could reach him. He prayed that Lin was safe, that Lin had escaped all suspicion, that he—Lorian, and Lorian alone—had taken the fall for this bit of mischief.
The Emperor had condemned Hadrian Marlowe to live out his days on the prison planet of Belusha.
But Lorian had gone in his stead.
When the Emperor’s servants had found Hadrian, the Halfmortal, gone from his cell, Lorian had handed himself over to Imperial justice.
“How do you answer these charges?” Caesar himself had asked the question, seated on the camp stool they had set out for his makeshift throne.
Lorian had answered with his customary lip. “Unrepentantly, Honorable Caesar.”
That had sealed his fate.
Unrepentantly . . .
That word resounded in the hollows of his skull, seemed to echo against the hard, white walls of his cell.
Unrepentantly . . .
The guards had gone, had left him battered and bruised, fugue-sick and unfed on the floor of his cell. Though the pain of his beating was remote, hidden beneath the blanket of interminable numbness that was his everyday existence, Lorian did not dare to move. He was not sure he could—though his cot waited above him, not two paces away.
It might have been two light-years.
Unrepentant.
It would be better on the cot, he knew, but the odds were good that Tollak and Prem and the nameless others had broken at least one of his ribs. His breath was ragged in his own ears, still wet and phlegmatic with the fluid of cryonic suspension.
He could not have been conscious for more than four hours.
He was certain there was a law—a naval regulation at the very least—against putting any man through legal or medical examination so shortly after he was revived from his icy sleep. He was equally certain that no one cared, that neither law nor regulation, neither protocol nor common decency, applied to him any longer.
He was on Belusha, and Belusha was as near to hell as God and Earth’s Emperor could contrive in this life. Lying on the cold floor of his cell, Lorian Aristedes might have felt fear, if he could have felt anything at all. Most times he thought of his deformity as a curse, a brand and weight he carried for his mother’s sins—and the sins of his past lives. But there and then, it was a kind of blessing.
The beating and the stress of coming down from fugue had done its job, triggered the body’s inflammatory responses, and those responses had acted on his nervous system. He knew he should have felt pain, should have felt the beating, the throbbing in his rapidly swelling eye.
He felt nothing instead. A creeping numbness like a blanket of thick down—or snow—covering him entirely. Only the faintest electric tingling conveyed anything like pain into his brain.
Pain would be better, some little piece of him reflected.
Pain was eloquent. Pain was precise. Pain could convey specificity, communicate the nature of his injuries in a language he could understand. Until the pain returned—and it would return, it always returned—he had no way of knowing if they had broken any of his bones, dislocated any of his joints.
There was nothing to do but wait.
Maybe I’m dying, that little part of him thought. Dying would be good.
His quest was finished in a sense. He had saved Hadrian from his fate, from this fate. That was a goodly trade, a trade worth making. He was only an officer—a good officer. Hadrian was a hero. No mere knight, no simple gurram, but a sword-saint, a khandasattva—though he hardly knew it. Vima, the great sage, wrote that among the warriors of the uninitiated there could be found those capable of what their Nipponese brothers called the mushin no shin, the mind without mind. Though Hadrian knew but little of the Arthur-Buddha and less of the Eightfold Path and its knightly virtues, he was so near to revelation. Lorian had seen him do things—things no mere man could do. He had watched a bullet pass clear through the man’s heart and leave no wound, saw him leap from a winged Irchtani and fall five hundred feet to the deck of a Cielcin artillery platform without getting hurt. On Berenike, he had seen his liege endure the blast of the enemy’s orbital laser. On Senuessa, he had held the gates of the Archduke’s private bunker all alone against at least a hundred of the Cielcin xenobites.
And on Perfugium . . . on Perfugium, he had reached through a holograph recording and smashed the windows from behind the alien commander’s throne with nothing but an act of will.
It seemed strange to Lorian that a man so ruled by his passions, so subject to the winds of the heart, should be so near enlightenment—and yet he was.
That made him a man worth fighting for, a man worth serving, worth dying for.
And Lorian knew he would die. If not there on the floor of his cell, then later.
He was on Belusha, and no one left Belusha alive if he was not freed by the Emperor’s order. And Belusha was hell. Not the Last Hell, the pit that awaited those who—rejecting the Path—fell from samsara to ultimate perdition. It was only a little hell, a lesser hell, one he would escape from if only into the next life.
Maybe I’ll be taller, he thought, and a laugh shook him, bringing with it the first stabbing flash of pain.
They had certainly broken one rib, then. One rib at least.
Adding injury to insult, eh? Don’t they know that’s rather the wrong way round? he asked himself.
Mayhaps they’re being ironical.
With exquisite care, Lorian turned his cheek and pressed it against the cold, hard floor, peered up at the bed above him with one watery eye. It would be so much better, so much more comfortable and easier on his body, if he could clamber up there. The crisp, white corner of the pillow poking out over the edge of the cot was noble and more desirable than any woman’s breast. He reached for it with one gangling hand. The familiar sense of revulsion twisted in his guts at the sight of the pale, too-long fingers; the translucent skin; the veins like squiggles of blue ink.
Somehow, when he pictured his hands, he always imagined something sun-leathered and strong. Fingers to crack stones, knuckles to break teeth—not the sickly, too-long things God and his mother had given him, their joints so often reinforced by intricate braces of titanium wire.
But they were his hands and his burden to bear.
The hand fell flat on the white floor.
At least it’s clean.
Somehow, he had always pictured the dungeons of the Emperor as filthy. There should have been rats. Scrawny, ill-tempered rats. And fleas . . .
Belusha had none of these things.
The planet had known no life at all when men came to it, or rather—what life Belusha had known was long since dead, lost in that world’s eternal winter. Once, it had been covered in something like trees, or so all the boys and girls in the Imperium said, scaring one another with tales of the Emperor’s prison planet. But Belusha’s star had cooled and, so, condemned its jungles and its grasslands to the slow colonialism of ice.
The glaciers had taken everything in time, and what little life men had restored to Belusha they had brought with themselves, relying on a grid of massive orbital mirrors to turn the planet’s weak and distant sun into something almost fit for human life.
Almost fit—and that was the point.
“You’ll get your first glimpse in a minute here, Aristedes,” the nameless guard captain had said, walking just behind the float chair that had brought him from the medica to his hearing. “Best drink it in. It’s the last horizon you’ll ever see.”
They had stopped at an overlook just outside the medica, and it was only then that Lorian realized how high up they were, way up in a tower overlooking the land below.
Far below, the world was a place of black and white, of snow and the ebon stone of long-dead volcanism. There was nothing but snow and ice as far as the eye could see—and Lorian could see all the way to the bending of the world and the horizon. Nothing but snow and ice, and the knobby towers of oil rigs where the prisoners labored to extract the petroleum that was the only remaining imprint of the planet’s verdant past. There were mountains in the middle distance, blue and ice-crowned. But it was not to those mountains that his eyes were drawn, or to the towers and stacks of the oil refineries, connected by crawling pipelines like so many arteries.
It was the sky.
Lorian had known, intellectually, about the planet’s mirror grid, had been to planets that possessed a reflector or two of their own. Gododdin, whence the Legions directed much of the defense of the outer colonies, had one such orbital mirror. But Belusha had several. Lorian had counted seventeen in that first glimpse out the window, of them filling a portion of the sky like a second, smaller sun.
It was said the sun never set on Belusha, but for the first time, Lorian realized that much at least was truth.
The window outside the medica was so high above the surface that—looking down from his chair—Lorian could hardly see the camp city and fortress prison far below. It must have been a mile or more to the plain below. The residents simply called it “the Tower,” but it was more than that. That much would become apparent as soon as he stepped out into the yard. It was the planet’s hightower, its sole connection to the Dark above and the wider galaxy beyond. An orbital elevator whose dozen cables of nanocarbon each strained to anchor the planet’s dockyard station. Like every prisoner brought to Belusha, he had been brought down from that station and interred in the cubiculum, in the icy halls of the half-dead, before he had been thawed for his meeting with the intake officer and his little show court. There were yet thousands—and perhaps more—slumbering in icy creches along the Tower’s more than two-hundred floors. Some—the lucky ones—would sleep there indefinitely. They were the highborn prisoners, the political prisoners, the men and women the Emperor sentenced to Belusha for safekeeping.
The rest of the chattel, like Lorian himself, were decanted from their tanks, warmed, revived, and brought down the lift to the surface.
“Welcome to Downwell, Aristedes,” the captain said. “End of the universe for traitors and filth like you. You should be grateful. It’s the Emperor’s mercy that allows you to live at all.”
“Grateful . . .” Lorian had echoed the word with all the acid it deserved, and he had prayed: prayed that Hadrian had indeed escaped, and that his life—his sacrifice—had been worth it.







CHAPTER 2
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THE DUKE
The guards had returned with the morning bell, or so Lorian at first believed.
Something prodded him in the ribs, sending an electric jolt of pain through him. He winced, reached out reflexively to grasp the ankle of the man who’d spurned him with his toe.
“Not dead, then?” The voice was new, and turning his face, Lorian looked up into the face of an elderly man whose skin—so bronzed it seemed almost black—stood out darkly against the medicinal white of the cell. His hair was long and white, and fell curling almost to his shoulders, making him seem half a sorcerer when measured against his short, ill-trimmed beard. “Tollak’s work?”
“Was that his name?” Lorian managed to ask.
The guards had opened the door for this man, Lorian reasoned, though he wore the two-piece scarlet fatigues and black boots of a prisoner. Lorian wondered at that, knowing nothing of life or protocol on Belusha.
When the older man did not answer at once, Lorian said, “They broke my ribs.”
“They’ll do that,” the old fellow said. “Call it breaking us in. That’s why I’m here—partly why I’m here. May I?”
“You’re a doctor?”
“Me? Earth, no!” The man crouched. “I’m your poddy, your boss. It’s down to me to make sure you’re in working order, or it’s my hide they’ll tan.”
“I’m sorry to tell you it’s your hide, then,” Lorian said, feeling nothing but scorn for the fellow. “I’m not the working order type.”
The dark-faced stranger looked Lorian up and down with eyes like chips of amber. “They told me you were a mutant.”
“I prefer monster,” the once-commander said. “What’s your name, man?”
The old fellow blinked, tore his eyes away from a too-intent examination of Lorian’s face. “They call me Duke.”
“Duke?” Lorian asked. “Duke what?” So many of Belusha’s prisoners were highborn. Most like the moniker was no mere moniker. The fellow looked highborn enough. So many of the old families were so complected, tracing their ancestry back to the Kingdom of Bharat on Old Earth.
The old man smiled. “Just Duke. May I?” He nodded at Lorian, indicating that he meant to check the smaller man’s injuries.
Lorian nodded weakly, permitted the fellow to feel his chest, and yelped as the man found his ribs. “Two fractured on the left side. Bastard got you good.” Air hissed through Duke’s teeth. “Here, I’ll help you sit up.” He did just that, placing a strong hand on Lorian’s shoulder.
The pain waxed eloquent indeed, and Lorian gasped—and gasping made the pain worse.
“Breathe deep, old son,” Duke said. “It’ll hurt like hell, but it beats pneumonia.” He swore under his breath, blaspheming the names of Earth and Emperor. “Anything else broken?”
“Only my pride,” came the little man’s response.
“That’s good!” said the Duke. “Good to lose that early.” He swore again. “We’re late! I needed you in the shop by oh-six-hundred.”
“The shop?”
“Motor pool,” Duke said. “Maintenance. My team services the ground trucks and the lifters and the mobile rigs.” He eyed Lorian with those eyes like polished amber. “Commandant’s men said you were a shipman. You got technical know-how.”
Lorian shook his head. “I was an officer.”
Duke swore. “Had plenty of officers. Not a one of them knew a plasma cutter from a welding torch.” He surveyed Lorian, taking in his short limbs, his sickly pale complexion, the spidery long hands and spindly limbs. “They let you be an officer?”
Lorian winced at the implication in the other man’s words: They let you be an officer.
Let you. As if it were a privilege—as in a sense it had been—as if he had not had to work and scrape for every dram of recognition.
“What was it then? Lieutenant?”
“Commander.”
“Commander what?”
“Just Commander,” Lorian bit back, acidly.
Incredibly, the older man laughed. “Just Commander!” he sniffed, dabbed at one eye with his smallest finger—a curiously dainty gesture. “Just Commander, indeed. You got me there! That’s funny, but I’m not going to call you that, old son. What’s your right name? They told me, but I’m plain terrible at names.”
Lorian held the poddy’s gaze a long, tense moment, wondering at him. The man was clearly palatine, scion of the highest caste. One look at the man’s clear eyes was enough to tell Lorian that. They had seen long centuries, those eyes, though the face was yet unseamed—save from the permanent creases at the corners of his mouth wrought by so much frowning, and at his eyes from laughter. Lorian thought he misliked the man—he misliked all palatine nobile lords, save Lord Marlowe and the Emperor alone—but he sensed no malice in the man, which was more than he could say of anyone he had met since awakening on that bleak and frigid world, unless it was the nurse who had tended him in the cubiculum high up the lift tower.
“Call me Lorian,” he said. “I was a commander in the Imperial Red Company, under Hadrian Marlowe himself.”
Duke only blinked at him.
“The Hero of Aptucca?”
The other man shook his head. “We don’t get word from outside.”
“The Halfmortal?”
Nothing.
Lorian knew his mouth was hanging open. Everywhere he had gone in all the Imperial universe, in all his decades of warfare and travel, that name had gone before them. Hadrian had been the Emperor’s dog for the better part of a millennium, almost since the Cielcin Wars began. The first man to slay one of the Cielcin clan chieftains in single combat, and the first to do so twice. The myths and stories of the man were everywhere and numberless—a good many of them were true. How could it be that this man, this nobile man, had never heard of him?
A sudden fear gripped him, and he asked, “What year is it?”
Duke smiled. “We don’t do years down here, old son.”
“. . . don’t do years?” Lorian didn’t understand.
“There’s no time but the work-clock,” Duke said. “Men come in, and they leave them on ice up in the Tower Earth-knows-how-long. When it’s been long enough, they release them, so you can’t estimate the calendar off your travel time getting here. They don’t let you get it right.”
“But the guards know, surely.”
“Aye, they know, but that doesn’t mean they tell us. I had one tell me it was thirty-three thousand and seven once, and another said five thousand-something. You might have been up in the Tower five minutes or five hundred years. There’s no way to know without them telling you, and you’re never going to get it straight.”
Five hundred . . . Lorian mouthed the words.
Hadrian was probably dead, and with him everyone that Lorian had ever known. Caesar himself was dead, most-like, as well. The Emperor had already reigned for more than a thousand years by the time Lorian had been sent to Belusha—making him the longest-reigning monarch in Imperial history, and that was only possible because he spent so much time in cryonic fugue sailing between the stars.
“Is William Twenty-Three still the Emperor?”
“So far as I know,” said the other man.
That was something, at least.
“Can you stand?” Duke asked.
“I think so,” Lorian said. Duke’s examinations had brought him to a seated position, but no farther.
The poddy offered Lorian a hand, and the little man accepted it, permitting himself to be hauled painfully to his feet. “Let’s go, then,” he said.
“Go?” Lorian echoed. “To medica?”
“To medica!” Duke laughed. “They don’t let us into medica until we’re ready to drop. No, no! We’re for the motor pool, you and I. Let’s get you kitted up.”
[image: ]
Duke led Lorian into a hall as starkly white as his cell, lit by lights whiter still. His ribs flared with every odd step, but Lorian forced himself to breathe through the pain, feeling his lungs strain against the damaged bone. They passed cell door after cell door—all of them closed. The rest of the pod, Lorian learned, were not due to rise for another hour, leaving Duke with a small amount of time for Lorian’s orientation.
Beyond the doors at the end of the pod’s hall, a greater hall ran perpendicular, and Duke turned right past a pair of guards in Imperial ivory, following a green stripe in the floor marked at intervals with the word YARD in block letters.
“We work in twelve-hour shifts,” Duke began, voice suddenly sharp. “Twelve-on, twelve-off. Standard days. There are two meals, and only two. The first is at oh-five-thirty. You’re not getting that today, seeing as we need to bring you up to speed. I’m not getting it, either.” Gone was the vaguely concerned man Lorian had met in the cell, gone his easy manner and quiet way. In his place was a hard man, a cold man, a man beaten down by years of pain and toil.
Brittle—that was the word.
“The second meal is at nineteen hundred hours, after shutdown. Curfew’s at twenty-two hundred. What do you know about Belusha, Lorne?”
The segue into the question had been so abrupt that it caught Lorian flat-footed. He didn’t even immediately register that the man had botched his name. “It’s cold.”
“Cold!” Duke said, not looking back. “We are at forty-two degrees north latitude. Outside, the annual average low is minus sixteen centigrade. It’s damn cold. And that’s not the worst of it! All workmen are to be issued a rebreather system: mask, hose, pack. The air out there’s not hostile to human life, but it is bloody thin, son. There’re algae farms away south, where it’s warm enough, but they haven’t greenhoused the planet proper yet!”
They’d reached a door at the end of the hall, a heavy, round portal of gray steel and tempered glass. At their approach it opened, admitting them into a vestibule filled with lockers. Thermal suits in prisoner scarlet hung in niches along the wall.
“We’ll have to find one to fit you,” Duke said, looking the little man over. “Some of the women’s sizes might do. They run small.”
The suit was no full environment suit, with a helmet and glove seals. Only a heavy, quilted thermal layer with webbed heating elements. There were gloves, but they were only gloves. In lieu of a helmet, there was only a deep hood—heated like the rest of the suit.
“Movement helps charge the suit,” Duke explained, having found one that was only a little too large for Lorian. He showed him the hell-pumps that fitted inside the heavy boots, attached to the suit heels. “Standing still, a fully charged suit will last . . . about four hours. If you get stuck out there for whatever reason, that’s how long you have. Power pack’s here.” He touched a black box affixed to the suit’s back and, touching a similar-looking pack at the left hip, added, “Rebreather mount’s here. There’s a transponder in with the power pack that’ll relay your location to the Tower in real time.”
“In case someone gets lost in the ice?”
“So they know where to go to recover the equipment,” Duke said. “It’s worth more than you or me. Now get it on.”
Lorian suited up with some small degree of difficulty, slipping into the thermal suit one leg at a time. It was heavier than he expected, and it was only then that he noticed—really noticed—that the planet’s gravity ran heavier than one-standard. All that day and the day before, he had attributed the heaviness of his limbs and the sluggishness of his mind to fugue and injury.
He shut his eyes. It was all he could do to stop his shoulders shaking, knowing the pain he was in for in the days to come. Every step, every waking hour on that damned world would mean pain, the dull and constant ache of muscles straining to acclimate to a world heavier than any in his long experience, heavier even than the false gravity of the Tamerlane, which Hadrian had tuned heavier than one standard.
Seeing this, Duke intruded. “What?”
What sense was there in complaining? What good was there in grief?
Neither befitted a gurram, a knight of the Arthur-Buddha, and though Lorian was no true gurram, only an adherent of the secret mysteries of the Order, his feet walked the Path. And so he let them go.
“Nothing.”
In short order, Duke showed him how to wear the rebreather system and fished the tubes between the thermal layer and his clothes. The mask covered his nose and mouth, and some feature of its design muffled and amplified his voice in equal measure. Belusha’s air was not toxic, Duke had said—only thin, as though they were at some great altitude. The rebreather worked by recycling Lorian’s own breath, sifting the carbon dioxide from the unused oxygen and sucking in air through a small fan in the suit’s hip-pack. It whined faintly once it was powered on, and with the heating element drew the most power from the suit’s small graphene battery array.
“You’re one of the lucky ones, you know,” Duke said, inspecting Lorian’s new uniform.
“How’s that?”
“You’re not going out,” said the older man. “You’re not for the rigs, or the scrapyards away west. You’re motor pool, now. You won’t have to contend with the real cold, or the wild or the Outborn.”
“Outborn?”
Duke only shook his head. “Too much chatter, Lorcan,” said he, who had chattered far more than Lorian ever had. “Come on.”
The exit lay through another pair of heavy round metal doors painted with the number 4—an ill-omened number—and the words YARD and AIRLOCK. It rolled aside, admitting the daylight and a blast of air so cold that Lorian recoiled.
“Best drink it in, old son,” Duke said. “You may as well get used to it.”
Lorian was immediately glad of the suit. Though his hands went numb almost immediately in the cold morning air and his face stung, the cold did not pierce him entirely. Indeed, it was not the cold that struck him most sharply.
It was the light.
For an instant, Lorian thought the yard of the prison complex at Downwell was ringed by floodlight towers, so bright was it. But though the camp city was ringed by high and narrow towers, fingers of black steel, they were crowned by neither beacon nor lamp.
It was the mirrors, the orbital mirrors. The Emperor’s Eyes, or so the Belushans called them—guards and prisoners alike. When the nameless captain had showed him the horizon on their descent from the Tower medica, he had counted seventeen. There on the ground, with the Tower and the lesser fastnesses of Downwell rising sharply all around, Lorian counted scarcely more than a dozen.
There were hundreds of them all told, and perhaps thousands. Together, they formed a grid, a net above the world, all of them working in concert to light and warm that frigid planet, to make it barely, barely suitable for human habitation, so that the prisoners might live there and labor to extract the planet’s black gold. But the Emperor’s Eyes served another purpose, one crueler and more insidious than terraformation.
There was no night.
Duke had said they needed to reach the motor pool by oh-six-hundred. Unless they were late, that meant it was then only the fifth hour past midnight, yet bright as midday. That brightness caught on all Belusha’s ice and snow, then shone like pale fire. The mirrors destroyed any sense of time the human body might develop. It might have been five hours past midnight or three past noon or noon itself, and no one would have been any the wiser. The Empire’s guards might change the reported time on a whim if they so choose, turning a twelve-hour shift to fifteen, and none could gainsay them.
Not ever.
Seeing Lorian squint, Duke said, “We can get you goggles at the shop. This way!”
The old poddy led the way across the yard, acknowledging the greeting of another prison leading a line of men the other way. The whole of the yard was bustling with activity, as here and there lines or knots of men in prison scarlet moved against the black tarmac. Guards in Imperial ivory stood at posts or atop watchtowers, armed and armored, their faces hid by visored helms with neither breath nor eye-slit. Now and again, a rough cry went up, or a barked order, or the wail of some klaxon roared. Though for Lorian and his poddy the day had just begun, Belusha never slept. There were four shifts: zero hour to twelve noon, twelve noon to zero hour, oh-six-hundred to eighteen-hundred, and eighteen-hundred to oh-six, so that always there were people working, even through the shift changes. Perhaps that was the real reason they had abolished the night, so that each of the mighty work crews could be made to toil at every hour of the standard day.
Up ahead, Lorian could see the hulking shape of a cargo truck—big as a house—trundling toward the road that ran out west from the camp to the oil fields in what Lorian would later learn was called Ordina Planum. Beyond that lay the other prison camps: Farside. Perigee. Alma. Snowhead.
The motor pool lay in a mighty, arc-ceilinged structure just off that main road, like an aircraft hangar. As they crossed toward it, they turned just enough that the Tower itself first imposed its presence on Lorian’s mind. He had seen such orbital lift towers before—they were common sights among the great cities of the Empire—but seldom had he seen one so singular, so alone. Like all the towers of Downwell, the Tower itself was all black metal and glass, rising like a spike of obsidian from the planet’s stony surface, as though it were a splinter of Belusha’s own broken bone. It rose for more than a mile above their heads, gradually tapering as it reached its summit, where Lorian could just see the thin fingers of the whiskered nanocarbon cables as they stretched toward the final darkness. Still more cables stretched from a girdle halfway up the mighty Tower’s base, radiating out over the camp itself until they were anchored in the perimeter towers, so that the whole of that camp fell beneath their arms.
Absurdly, he dreamed of climbing. Not of returning to the lifts that had carried him down from medica, and then up to orbit, but of climbing hand-over-hand, up one of the anchor lines and along the exterior of the Tower itself, finally grasping one of the ropes that ran several thousand miles to geosynchronous orbit and beyond.
It was an idle dream, and a reminder of the one prevailing, unspoken truth of Belusha and his place on it: escape was impossible.
He was never going home.
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The interior of the motor pool seemed dark after the weak but omnipresent light of the world outside, and Lorian dropped his hood as he entered, feeling the ambient heat of the overhead vents falling down. Still, the place was cold, as any space so vast must be on such a world.
The previous shift’s crew had gone, save for half dozen stragglers who’d remained behind to see to the odd unfinished task. They would be expected to depart by the time the bells chimed the start of the next shift, else the guards would know of it and intervene. Lorian was surprised to find no guards present. With all the tools and heavy equipment to handle—wrenches and welders and plasma cutters, drills and drivers and the rest—he had expected the place to be kept under lock and key.
Lock and key hardly mattered on Belusha—that he was starting to see. Simple gravity kept the prisoners in their place. Unable to flee Belusha, they were unable to do anything the authorities truly cared about. The guards were there to protect the oil extraction, not the prisoners.
“Morning, Bhaskar,” said the old poddy.
A younger man with a grizzled beard peered up and over the rim of a half-disassembled sledge. He wore no mask, and seeing that Duke had removed his own within the confines of the motor pool building, Lorian removed his own.
“And a fine evening to you, your lordship,” said the mechanic to Duke. Seeing Lorian, his eyes narrowed. “This your new pod boy? What’s wrong with him? He looks half a xenobite.”
“He’s misborn,” Duke answered.
The man called Bhaskar made a warding sign with his first and last finger, a charm against the evil eye and eviler blood. “Mom didn’t abort you when she had the chance, eh?” he said to Lorian. “Many such cases. Many’s the time I wish my own had scrambled my brains for an omelet rather than shat me out to live out my days on this ice ball.”
Lorian blinked at him. He was well-used to this kind of talk, bitter and maudlin. It characterized much of the enlisted class, men who signed on for one-way journeys, knowing the time and the distance of their interstellar campaigns to be so great that they would never see their families or homes again.
“Guessing mine might have tried, to look at me,” he said. She had not, in point of fact. Many were the sins of Lysandra Aristedes, but infanticide was not one of them.
Still, his words had the intended effect. The thick bristles of Bhaskar’s beard rearranged themselves in a manner that indicated a smile hid beneath their surface. Presently, he laughed, “You’re all right, cac.”
Of all the terms for one with his condition, cac was perhaps the worst. Lorian had forgotten the last time anyone had dared use the word of himself. As an officer of the Red Company, a Commander in His Radiance’s Imperial Navy, he had been insulted from much of the direct, casual prejudice of the common folk. Oh, certain of his men had whispered it behind his back, but so long as he didn’t have to face it, that was fine.
Still, Lorian knew that to push back was to brook disaster. Nothing for it, he thought, and said, “I prefer mutant.”
The man Bhaskar barked a laugh, and he stood from his work. Whatever threat or fear the man might have felt from Lorian evaporated and he thrust one gloved hand out for the little man to take. “Welcome to motor pool . . .” his voice trailed off.
“Loren,” said Duke.
“Lorian,” Lorian corrected, taking the bigger man’s hand.
“Don’t mind the Duke,” Bhaskar said. “Bastard’s eight thousand years old, brain’s starting to rot out that highborn head of his.”
Duke smiled, “At a slower rate than your teeth, pissant!”
The lowborn mechanic grinned in answer, revealing teeth variously yellow and gray. If the slur bothered him, he gave no sign, but prodded Lorian in the chest. “What’s your bag?”
“My bag?” Lorian blinked again.
“Why you here?” Bhaskar asked. As he spoke, three of the others present rose from their stations about the treads of one of the massive ice trucks. One lifted a welding mask, the better to watch the exchange.
This was the question, Lorian knew, the shibboleth of Belusha, as commonplace as hello.
Should he lie? Pretend to some lesser charge?
“High treason,” he said instead. The plain truth.
“High treason!” Bhaskar laughed. “A maggot like you? Bugger me!” He clapped a hand to his forehead, wiped it down his face as he looked to his fellows. “Where did you find this clown, your highness-ness?”
They didn’t believe him. And why should they? He was a mutant, a cacogen, an intus. His mother had lain with his father out of wedlock, had born him in the old way, and his father had been palatine, the result of millennia of careful eugenic breeding, of porphyrogenetic design, his proprietary genes coded to give birth to precisely such deformities as Lorian himself—unless he reproduced via test tube and incubator under the careful eye of the Emperor’s genetic mages.
He was an accident, a mistake—accursed by Mother Earth and Emperor for the sins of his parents, fated to bear that curse for the shortcomings of his prior lives. He knew what he was in the eyes of every man and woman in the Sollan Empire: a freak and a clown.
Why should they not laugh at him?
“High treason!” Bhaskar laughed, drawing laughter from the onlookers—from everyone except Duke, who looked soberly on. “Me too, boyo! Me too. You know, I climbed through the windows of the Empress’s bedchamber and fucked her right in her tight royal ass! The Emperor wanted me killed for my insolence, only she begged him spare my life, so he sent me here!” He sighed theatrically. “She still writes.”
“If you’d met the Empress,” Lorian said, “you know how bad she needs it.”
Bhaskar roared with laughter, turned to look at his companions. “How bad she needs it!” he echoed, hooting. “Oh, Duke! I almost wish the mute were in my pod. He’s good! A proper joker!”
“He might be serious,” Duke said. “Damian’s men said he was a commander in the Legions.”
Bhaskar grew suddenly serious, and turning to look down on Lorian, he said, “A commander? This little runt? Damian’s man’s having you for a laugh, you old codger, you!”
That was enough for Lorian. They could mock his blood, his appearance, his deformity. But his record? “I was tactical officer aboard the battleship Tamerlane, under Captain Otavia Corvo and Commandant Lord Hadrian Marlowe.”
“Hadrian Marlowe?” one of the others chimed in. “He’s a myth, he is!”
“That’s right!” said another. “It’s just propaganda, isn’t it?
“What?” Lorian blinked.
“You don’t honestly believe that shit they plaster on the datanet?” asked the first man. “Some magic hero man running around, knocking down Pale princes like damn dominos? Dumbest shit I ever heard. You heard the one where he grew back his own head? Or the one where he slew a hundred xenos all by himself?”
They didn’t believe him. They didn’t believe any of it.
Avenge us.
Hadrian’s command—the last command Lorian had thought ever to receive from him—echoed in his head. Ninety thousand men destroyed in a single afternoon cried out for truth, for justice, for vengeance. His people. His men. If he had only been awake, had only been conscious . . . he could have stopped it, could have ordered their defense at Padmurak. The Tamerlane might never have fallen. Hadrian might never have been captured. Valka and the others might never have been marooned in Lothrian space.
Valka.
It was thought of Valka that made him most furious. His lord’s lady—and his lady thereby. A Tavrosi demarchist, she had always been kind to him, reviling not his intus blood but the system that had created it, and that kindness—so rarely given him, most especially by the fairer sex—had won her his love. And he had loved her, as Vima and the other sages said one of the gurram must love woman: purely, chastely, and from a distance.
Perhaps not entirely chastely . . . not in his heart. How many times had his thoughts run to that red-black hair? Those golden eyes? Those long legs? And the dark makeup on her pale skin?
He rebuked himself.
Besides, Valka Onderra was dead, her kindness gone from the universe with her golden eyes. Still, he loved her, and loved her perhaps better because she was gone beyond his reach, more purely.
It was for her he bridled. “It’s true,” he said, abandoning all pretense at humor. Let the man think him mad. Let him forget his cruel amusement and set aside his first impression of Lorian as some fumbling clown. People were always laughing at him, always underestimating the mind behind that bloodless skull of a face that Many-Handed Fate and Lysandra Aristedes had given him. “It’s all true.”
Something of his sudden gravity caught Bhaskar’s attention, and the man sobered. “You having a laugh, sir?” he said, sneering the final word. “What, you think it’s funny? Think we’re stupid? Us rank-and-file types?”
Lorian said nothing, sensing the sudden and electric tension between the man, the other mechanics, and himself. Better not to move. To deny the accusation was to confirm it. Silence was likewise confirmation, but of a softer sort.
Sometimes the best move was to pass on your turn if the game allowed for it.
And this game did.
As suddenly as it had come, Bhaskar’s grim mood vanished, and he threw back his head. “The look on your face!” he said, slapping his leg with the wrench he still held like a baton. “You need to change your suit?”
The others all were laughing, all save Duke, who but smiled blandly.
That was fine. Let them laugh.
Before they had regained their composure, a klaxon wailed, followed by the sound of six bright chimes.
“That’s our signal, lads!” Bhaskar shouted to the others—they were all men. “Clear off, it’s time for the Duke and his squire-boys to do the work of real men!” He banged his wrench on the armored hull of the sledge he’d been ministering to. “Pack it in, you dogs! Chow time!” He grinned at Duke and at Lorian. Pulling up his hood and tugging the lip as though it were a cap, he said. “Lads.”
And then he was gone, leaving Lorian and Duke to the running of the place. Lorian did not doubt that the rest of Duke’s pod—his pod—would be hurrying across the yard that very moment. Gingerly he touched his fractured ribs, sensing that he had but narrowly avoided a second—and perhaps more profound—beating at the hands of the previous shift’s poddy.
It was the first of many such days in hell.
In purgatory.







CHAPTER 3
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A MAN’S WORLD
Time seemed to not pass on Belusha, only the illusion of time. The sun—reflected hundreds of times across the gray heavens—never set, and no shadows lit the world and prison outside. In time, Lorian learned to daub his cheeks with grease, the better to shield his eyes from the omnipresent glare. He grew used to the rebreather mask, to the thermal suit, to the omnipresent stink of sweat and musk and grime that clung to his garments at all times. The pain of his fractured ribs ebbed as the months crawled by, replaced by aches and blistered fingers.
Fragile and sickly as he was, Lorian Aristedes had scarcely done any manual labor in his life. His long, clever fingers proved a boon with the more delicate work, repairing the engines and drive shafts of trucks and snow-sledges. The prisoners were not permitted the use of fliers or other aircraft in the pursuit of oil, so the motor pool crew were not permitted to repair them. Fliers were strictly for the men of the Martian Guard, the Emperor’s personal legions, responsible for the oversight of Downwell and the maintenance of oil extraction.
Despite the long hours and the hard, menial nature of the work, Lorian knew that he had been given a relative sinecure. The motor pool building was warmer inside than Belusha’s constant but frigid noon, and Lorian spent as much of the day on his back beneath a crawler as on his feet. He saw the work crews that came in from the rig stations when they needed repairs. Hard men, having lost fingers or ears or the tips of their noses to frostbite, faces covered in patchy growths of beard. They had to work out in the elements, beneath the multiplied sun, in the chapping wind—the wind that could cut even through their heated suits.
More often than not, they would come back to camp with one or more dead, and their bodies would be given to the fires, made to rise as black smoke from white ash and paint the sky above the prison camp.
Black and white. Like the world itself.
And Lorian heard stories, tales of the scrapyards beyond the oil belt, great plains littered with the sunken hulks of starships, battle cruisers and frigates, shuttlecraft and lighters all. There were whole camps devoted to salvage and reclamation. Snowhead, Perigee. Every now and then, a whole team would be lost when the decks of an old battleship gave way. The great hulks were never meant to land on the face of a world. Belusha’s heightened gravity broke them as a man might snap a wooden beam over his knee. Derelict though they were and flightless, they retained certain precious components—electronics, heavy metals, graphene power cells—worth reclaiming. One day, repairing one of the crew crawlers capable of carrying half a hundred men out to the rig sites, Duke told Lorian how—more than two thousand shifts ago, nearly ten standard years—one of the salvage crews had happened on a stocked armory the Martians had failed to clear. They had staged something of an insurrection, holing up in the old battleship, thinking they could negotiate with the Commandant of Perigee camp.
The guards had carpet-bombed the region rather than negotiate. Not a one of the rebels had survived.
“Is it true, then?” Lorian asked, the question he had feared to ask since he’d arrived. “No one’s ever escaped Belusha?”
“How could anyone escape?” asked Gowan, an older man, but lowborn, and so perhaps sixty standard years of age. “You hiding wings in that suit of yours, boy?”
Lorian did not bother pointing out—for what by then must have been the ten thousandth time—that he was far older than Gowan, older than anyone on the pod save perhaps Duke himself. An intus he might have been and a bastard, but he was a palatine bastard.
“You wanna escape, mute, you go off and join the Outborn,” said Hari, one of the others. “You’re free to go at any point. Sure they’d love a little man like you.”
Lorian had endured enough of the constant low-grade hostility for that day and flipped the welding goggles back up from his face. “That the voice of experience, Hari?”
The other man scowled. “What use is there, talking about escape, eh?” He looked round at Gowan. “Need more than wings, wouldn’t we? Which one of you’s got a rocket squirreled away? Warp drive? Fugue capsule? Little man here’s talking about escape . . .” He shook his head. “If you were gonna get off this rock, they’d never have thawed you out. Only ones who get out of here never leave the icehouse up the Tower.” He wiped his big nose, running from cold. “If you were important as you say, you’d never be down here with us.”
“Duke’s palatine,” Lorian said, glancing at where the older man’s feet protruded from under the crawler. “He’s down here.”
Had the old man stopped his work to listen?
“There’s no escape,” Hari said. “Sooner you stop talking about it, the better. You’re here because the Emperor wants you to live to death, same as me.”
“Work to death, more like,” said old Gowan. “One of you come hold the damn spring in place while I bolt it in. Mother Earth didn’t give me three hands!”
Lorian moved to oblige, reaching up under the lip of the crawler to hold the obstreperous component in place. The talk was ever thus, dour and dispirited. He had already ceased counting the days. Some men never stopped. Old Gowan was one such—kept a running tally on a scrap of paper so crumpled and folded it was soft as vellum. The man would draw it out on breaks, crush it in his hands, stare at it. He kept score the Mandari way, writing the five-lined character for “true” again and again and again, each one standing for five days.
There were hundreds of them, perhaps thousands.
“I, for one, can’t believe you believe in the Outborn there, Hari,” said old Gowan, grunting as he strained to turn some bolt beneath the crawler. “I thought you had more sense.”
“Duke believes in them!” said the younger man, at once defensive.
Gowan ignored this, cut across Hari’s objection. “Ain’t no way nobody can survive out on the ice. You think they’d just let us fuck off out there and not work?”
“What do they care?” said Urgo, one of the younger lads, a deserter—like so many of the strong backs on Belusha. “We can’t go nowhere.”
“They want us on the rigs,” Gowan said. “In the camps. Empire needs plastics. And you really think the Martians want roving bands of us mad lads knocking about with salvage weapons, hiding out in caves in the tundra? You’re stupid as hell if you think that.”
Glad of the break, Lorian sat back and listened to this back and forth, mopping at his face with a dirty rag—he could hardly make it any dirtier. Momentarily forgotten, he listened to the others bickering, a bemused smile on his face. For his part, he had no idea whether or not the Outborn existed or if they were but another of the tall tales and fables the prisoners told one another. They were prisoners gone native, prisoners who had fled into the ill-mapped wilds of Belusha, who lived in cave warrens, or in downed and stolen aircraft, or in dugouts beneath the ice and snow. They were not free, not in the sense that they could escape Belusha, but they had escaped the work camps and the mining rigs at least, and that was escape enough. One heard stories—Lorian had heard several in his many months as a prisoner—of how the Outborn would raid the camps for supplies and weapons, would war against the Martian garrisons. There were those who whispered that the Empire recruited from among them, taking the most savage fighters for the war again.
It wasn’t an insane possibility. That was how the Martian Guard had started. Victor Sebastos, the God Emperor’s own son, had made Mars—Old Earth’s brother planet—a penal colony following the defeat of the Mericanii Dominion. His descendants had formed the hard men that had survived the Martian deserts into the first Legions, and those Legions had grown into the Martian Guard, the Emperor’s own soldiers. And though now most of the men called Martians and who wore the red and white were not of Mars themselves, it was not impossible that William Caesar had started the process anew, recruiting the best and most bloodthirsty from his prison colonies, from Belusha and Pagus Minor and the rest.
But there was no consensus in Downwell with regard to whether or not the Outborn existed at all.
“You heard about how they shot up Farside?” Hari said. “Killed thirty-something of the Martians, took all the women from the camp?”
“But I ain’t seen it, boy!” Gowan countered. “Have you?”
Hari didn’t answer.
“Let me ask you this,” old Gowan grunted. “How do you know there even is a Farside? You ever been?”
“Not to Farside,” the younger man replied, “but I was at Downland when they thawed me out, so if you’re saying the other camps don’t exist—”
“I’m saying stories is just stories,” Gowan said. “And you’s a fool if you think different. I been on this snowball nigh-on eight thousand cycles. I ain’t seen—ain’t never, never seen—hide nor hair of any Outborn, and I say you’re a fool if you believe the Empire’d just let a bunch of us dumb thugs run around shooting up the Martians and snatching all the snatch out from under them. I’m not saying there’s not folks as hack it on the ice for a month or two menacing the patrols, but if you think they’ve got them cave cities and war bands and shit, you’ve got shit for brains.”
“Now you’ve done it, Hari!” said Urgo. “You’ve gone and wound the old boy up.”
“He winds himself,” said Hari, turning his scruffy, begrimed face to Lorian. “What do you think, mute? Reckon the Outborn are out there?”
Surprised to have been asked at all, Lorian was silent a long moment. Gowan had better standing in the pod, as a senior man and as one of the better mechanics, but Hari was more like to beat him if he didn’t take his side. “I’ve never seen them,” he said at last, attempting diplomacy.
“Of course you haven’t fucking seen them, mutant!” Urgo threw a wadded rag down at him—it fell short. “You been on base the whole time you been here!”
Hari likewise threw what he was holding—a spanner—at Lorian. It struck the crawler beside his head. “And whose cock’d you have to suck for this job out the gate? Me, I had eight years on the rigs before they let me in here, and I was fixing colossi when I was in the Legions.”
“Eight years?” Lorian said. “That’s a lot of cocks.”
Urgo barked a laugh; old Gowan choked.
“He got you, Hari!” said one of the other lads.
“He was an officer, remember?” said Urgo. “That’s how he got off so easy.”
“Ain’t no way he was no officer!” said old Gowan. “The mute’s blood’s curdled as old milk. They don’t let intus—intuses? Inti? They don’t give cacs like him commission!”
They did, as it happens, let nobile bastards into the officers’ corps, but Lorian’s disability had chained him to a desk in Admiral Beller’s office for the fourteen years of his commission. It had taken Hadrian Marlowe to free him, to give him a proper posting. But Lorian wasn’t about to argue. Hari was no more prone to violence than several of the other, younger men, but that was prone enough.
“No, no!” Urgo interjected, “But he says he served under the Halfmortal, hadn’t you heard? Mad Marlowe used to keep a tight circle of half-breeds and freaks around him, they say. Maybe our Lorian here’s telling the truth!”
“Wasn’t Marlowe’s bitch some Extrasolarian machine-witch?” Hari asked.
Unable to stop himself, Lorian said, “She was Tavrosi.”
“Tavrosi?” Hari spat. “That’s twice as bad. Always wondered why His Radiance didn’t burn those fuckers off the map. Can’t imagine being so desperate for ass I’d fuck a machine!”
The spanner that had landed at Lorian’s side cracked Hari across the face. Lorian hadn’t even known he’d thrown it.
Absent, that detached part of himself reflected that this was not precisely what Vima and Soho and the other sages had in mind when they spoke of mushin.
Hari fell back, cursing and clutching his face.
Lorian did not feel angry. If anything, he felt . . . embarrassed—embarrassed he had let a piece of his true feelings show.
“You bastard!” Hari was sitting up, hand clutching his bloody nose. “I’ll kill you!”
“That’s enough!” Duke had slid out from under the crawler at last, unable to pretend to ignore his pod’s quarreling any longer. “I’ll not have any fighting on the clock!”
Hari had found his feet. Blood dripped down his face. “Little runt broke my nose!”
“And you were running your mouth!” Duke said, sitting up himself. “I don’t want to hear it, not a word! Go clean yourself up. Odds are it’s not even broken.” He was silent a moment, amber eyes flickering from Hari’s bloody face to Lorian’s bloodless one. “I don’t want to hear a word out of either of you the rest of the day, or a word about this ever again. If I do, I’ll have you both naked in stocks outside until your balls freeze off. Are we clear?”
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Lorian felt sure he had been on Belusha already more than half a year. He was not Gowan—told himself he would not become Gowan, counting the days of his life like grains of sand. And yet, like grains of sand, indeed, his days were slipping by. Lorian was not truly old, not as the nobiles of the Imperium reckoned time. He had been born some seven hundred years before—some seven hundred years at least before his sentencing after the Battle of Perfugium—but he’d counted barely a third of that time conscious. He remembered his last medical exam before Belusha, remembered the doctor—what had been her name? He remembered her face plain enough, her smile.
She told him his fugue records said he was two hundred forty-seven years actual, set his epigenetic age at about thirty-five, using the Horvath model. He was not a young man anymore, and in him . . . even youth had been a trial. Still, he had no way of knowing precisely how much life he had left in him. His father—the Grand Duke Maurice Candossa of Patmos—had lived to be nearly seven hundred actual. His mother, a patrician knight and one of Duke Maurice’s bodyguards—had died aged little more than two hundred. Lorian always told himself he would die somewhere between those two figures, if violence did not claim him first, as it so often threatened.
But Hari, at least, was no further threat. Lorian approached the man the next day and offered to take his turn running clean-up of the shop. The preemptive nature of that offer—the fact that Hari had not needed to extort it from him—surprised the other man, but if he had expected Lorian to apologize for his actions, he was disappointed.
“She wasn’t a machine,” he’d said only.
His fellow mechanic had been far from the only threat he faced. The men of his pod—there were half a hundred of them—had grown used to him and to his strange appearance, as had the men of Bhaskar’s pod, who worked the shift before their own, and the men of the pod that followed after. But in the short hours between the ending of their work shift and curfew, when all his shift-mates were expected back in their cells, there was time for the others to get at him.
They did, and more than once. On one occasion, they cornered Lorian in the mess. On another, in the showers. Many times, they gave him trouble in the motor pool itself. Rig crews were always rolling in, on sledges or crawlers or on one of the big trucks. These were hard men, cold men, men without ears or noses or fingers. They were deserters, killers, rapists, nearly all of them once men of the Legions. Stripped of rank, of identity, those men seemed little more than beasts to Lorian, than ghosts. Whatever honor they had once had, whatever human dignity, Belusha had taken from them, as he knew it would take from him in time if he let it.
Their laughter and rough voices proceeded them as their crawler doors opened and the men spilled forth, eager for a meal and a shift in camp while Lorian and his pod performed the necessary maintenance. Lorian felt his shoulders grow tense at the sound, and he applied the plasma cutter to the treads of the neighboring caller. The tool projected an arc of superheated plasma about half a cubit out from the tip of the wand Lorian carried, connected to a hose that ran to a pack on his back. The arc made short work of the heavy steel hinges that held the tread together. They had begun rusting shut, and the whole of the tread would need to be removed, cleaned, and reassembled.
“There he is! Wormy!” The owner of one of the rough voices had seen him. “Wormy! Fix my ride, and double quick! They want us out on the west downs come eighteen-hundred next cycle.”
That was the next day.
Blessedly, Duke interposed himself. “Tomorrow?”
“Aye, tomorrow!” the man said. “There’s a section of the Red Line about fifty miles west got a crack in the outer casing. Aerogel’s frozen through, whole section needs replacing, and the west rigs can’t get their crude in to refinery ’til we do.”
Lorian could hear Duke shaking his head. “We need more time than that, Daud. There’re two crawlers ahead of you.”
“That’s your problem, take it up with Damian or the bosses! Meantime, you and your rats get the old bitch rolling proper, we’ll be out on the downs for ten cycles at least.”
Urgo spoke up. “What’s wrong with her?”
“She’s not heating proper. Zed reckons the fan’s shot. And she’s pulling bad left,” said Daud.
Lorian punched out another of the tread hinges with his plasma cutter. The arc made quick work of the metal, and the tread at last was severed.
“Alignment?” Urgo asked.
Daud barked. “You tell me. I only drive the bitch! Put Wormy on it. Wormy!”
There was nothing for it. Lorian turned at last, peered down at the other poddy from atop the treads of the neighboring crawler. He did not remove his arc goggles or turn fully. He remained crouched where he was, looking down on Duke and Daud like the sculpture of an emaciated gargoyle on the minaret of some Chantry sanctum.
He did not speak, but held the arc wand in one hand, recalling how Daud had pinned him to the side of just such a crawler. “What’s this?” he’d asked, holding Lorian one-handed by the throat. “Empire run out of men to lock up?”
Daud’s missing nose and pale complexion made him look half a skeleton himself, though he stood more than a cubit taller than Lorian. His pale skin was blistered and sunburnt from years of long exposure on the ice, especially around his small, black eyes, though he smeared his cheeks with crude and hid as much of his face behind his patchy beard as could be managed. Lorian found it very hard not to feel superior to the man, crouched on the tread above him. He was a common criminal, and like all the common criminals in the Empire, his forehead bore the mark of his offenses in the form of a brand, a tattoo displaying a single word in curling black Galstani letters beneath their sharp, flat line.
MURDER.
His nose—if he had retained it—would have been clipped, the right nostril slit to the bone. Such were the marks of common criminals. Urgo’s own brow read DESERTER, as did Gowan’s, where Hari’s bore the word THIEF. Of all their pod, only Lorian and Duke were unmarked—testaments to their higher station. Palatine lords were not branded, nor patricians, nor officers regardless of rank or blood, else Lorian’s forehead might have born the word TRAITOR in black scrawl.
“I find anything out of place on the old bitch, your ass is mine, Wormy—you hear me?” Daud said. “I’ll pack you in one of my bags, I will!”
Lorian did not answer. He knew Daud well enough—knew men like him—to know the best course of action was to hold his silence. They hated silence. In silence, they had to hear their own thoughts, and that was torment enough.
“I’ll have to talk to Damian,” Duke said, referring to the motor pool overseer, a Martian lieutenant.
“You have to do whatever you have to do, old man,” Daud said, not taking his eyes off Lorian. “Don’t matter none to me, but if you and your ladies here fuck up the old bitch, I’ll squash Wormy.”
“Try it!” Gowan said.
The rig men all laughed. “You camp fuckers ain’t so tough!” said one of Daud’s companions. “You think you got it hard, but they feed you hot food each night, and the camp never loses heat. You’re woman-soft, every one of you, and if you fuck with us, we’ll fuck you twice as hard, starting with the little one!” He pointed up at Lorian. “Especially you, Wormy!”
Lorian’s fist tightened on the plasma cutter, wishing it were a proper plasma arc. There was a time in his life when the man would have been whipped for speaking to him that way.
But that time was over.
The rig crews slept in their crawlers, moving from site to site around the flats and downlands that surrounded the Tower and Downwell, often staying out on the ice for weeks at a time, ordered from one place to another by the Martians in central control. That autonomy accorded them a greater level of freedom, but it came at a cost. Conditions on the crawlers were worse, far less comfortable. Belusha’s harsh conditions made the crawlers prone to failure, and they were always limping back to base for repairs. Belusha’s cold climate—the ice, the wind, the heavy gravity—all contributed to rapid decline and mechanical failure. Once or twice in that first year, they’d been forced to trek out on the ice themselves to affect field repairs, and Lorian had gotten a taste of Belusha—the real Belusha, the Belusha that had disfigured these men body and soul.
It was so cold out there, and so desolate despite the infinitely reflected sun that it was enough for Lorian to doubt Hari and Duke’s belief in the Outborn. Old Gowan was right. It was inconceivable that anyone could live in such an icy desert, even if one’s lungs and bloodstream could slowly grow used to the planet’s rarefied airs.
It would be a pity if the crawler—the old bitch, Daud called her—broke down on the snow flats, experienced a power failure, lost comms. A pity indeed if Daud and all his fellows froze to death in their beds a hundred miles from the camp and the Tower.
MURDER.
The black word shone up at Lorian from the noseless man’s ugly face.
Lorian was no murderer. He was not even a traitor—not really. In defying the Emperor, he had served Hadrian one final time, and Hadrian had been his true liege, the sun about which he, Lorian, had turned. The Emperor was only some distant star.
It was one thing to fantasize about arranging the evil man’s death, quite another to plot it coldly, slowly, over the course of many hours of repair.
He would do his duty, as was expected of the gurram.
There was nothing else for him to do.
When the rig men were gone, Duke’s shoulders slumped, and he wiped grimy hands on the front of his coveralls. “We’ll be pulling double shifts, us and Bhaskar’s lads. Urgo! Hari! One of you grab the bucket. We’ll draw lots. Half the crew to stay here, half to rest for the morrow. I’ll stay and talk to Damian, see if I can’t get the Marties to come off on this tomorrow nonsense.”
“I’ll stay,” Lorian said. He was bone tired, but every one of them was. “But we should send a couple lads to the mess for rations.”
“Agreed!” Duke called back over his shoulder. He was already crossing the smooth stone floor to the steel stair that rattling ran to the catwalk above and the windows where the overseer’s office was. “The rest of you, work out who’s staying and who’s going. The lads going can bring food back for the rest.”







CHAPTER 4
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THE PARACOITA
The old bitch had more than a broken fan. Her radiators were cracked, and had to be replaced, which meant Urgo had to make the trek across the greater camp to request a new one. While they did that, Duke saw to it the rest of those who’d drawn short were fed, letting his people eat in shifts while the others got a jump on repairs.
His meeting with Damian had borne no fruit. The Martian overseer had not listened to the old poddy’s requests for an extension. The pipeline Daud’s crew were meant to repair was one of the key arteries linking the western fields to the camp city, and could not be allowed to remain offline, nor could resources be diverted from one of the other camps. Perigee was nearest, but Perigee could not get a crawler to the site in question for five days.
“Why couldn’t the next crew take this shit on?” Gowan asked, scraping at the bottom of his bowl with a plastic spoon.
“They’re on job,” Duke said, not eating himself. He had just come down out of the belly of the massive crawler and was fixing his mask back over his mouth. “Deicing one of the trams. Someone left the roundhouse shutters open half a shift. Cars are in a bad way.”
“Bad luck,” Gowan said. “Bad luck.” He tossed his empty bowl on the ground beside him. “It’ll be a long night, boys.”
It was.
His meal concluded, Lorian rejoined his pod’s efforts on the crawler. Cold as the air on Belusha was, nearly any condensation—the moisture of human bodies, for instance—was prone to freeze. When the crawler’s heating system was working properly, the sweat and breath of its crew was no serious threat to the ventilation system, but the cracked radiators had meant the system was pulling damp air. Ice had formed inside the air duct, which meant damage to the joints between segments. Someone had to crawl inside the tunnels to patch-weld the damaged seams.
Lorian knew—without having to be told or made to draw lots—that that someone would be him. He was the smallest on the pod by far. The next nearest his size was Callum, a boy barely twenty standard—one of the countless deserters sentenced to live and die on Belusha. Twenty standard . . . and his life already over. But Callum was more than a head taller than Lorian and broader in the beam. And so, Lorian was sent crawling up the ventilation duct, goggles on his forehead, mask in place, dragging the plasma torch on a long hose.
Even he was cramped.
The crawler was less like a vehicle than it was a mobile housing unit. The great bulk of its volume was given over to the cargo hold that held the various equipment the rig men needed for their work. Above that, the crew slept in two dormitory chambers, each man with a bunk little larger than the man himself. It was into one of these dormitories that Lorian dropped, rather than attempt to shimmy backward along several dozen feet of ductwork.
He kicked the grate out instead, and lowered himself by his fingers until he dropped the remaining four or so feet to the deck. “Pull the line back, Gowan!” he called back along the duct. “I’m going out the front!”
The rest of the second level was given over to the rig men’s mess, while the third, uppermost level held the crew quarters for the trio of armed and armored Martian Guards whose role it was to pilot the crawler and mind its prisoner crew. Lorian had watched the three men decamp after Daud and his men, faceless soldiers in full plate, carrying stunners and wearing shield-belts.
His fingers ached from the strain of supporting his weight. Lorian rubbed his right hand, realizing the third finger had gone stiff. On the outside, he had worn webbed finger-braces, delicate prostheses of printed titanium, to keep his fingers from falling out of joint. Whatever had become of those braces, he had never seen them again, and so he tugged on the stiff finger with a grimace, feeling the digit crack back into place.
He winced, flexed his fingers experimentally. It might be possible to get medication from the dispensary. Even common painkillers were doled out with miserly care by the guards, and so relief had become a far-off dream. Many were the times when Lorian would plunge his hands into the snow, or simply pull off his gloves in the cold air, hold them there until he could no longer feel his fingers. The suit gloves were not heated like the core, and it was a long time before feeling returned to his long, slim fingers.
The hose rattled in the vents above, and Lorian’s attention jerked upward, back into the square, dark hole whence he had come. The experience put him in mind of the time he had crawled through the vents of the Tamerlane to reach Hadrian when the Inquisition had confined him to quarters. Those vents had been marginally more spacious, if filthier. He’d had to push through filter exchanges. He’d never quite forgotten the taste of the dust. That experience had put him in mind of the cistern beneath the old city back home, where he had swum with the other children of his father’s household, with John and Constans and Leontes, his half-brothers, who were not always cruel to him.
He hadn’t thought of his brothers in years. His father’s trueborn heirs.
Had the universe been the project of some capricious author, he could not have contrived three brothers less like Lorian than they. Tall and broad-shouldered, scions of a warrior family, dark of hair and eye. They’d called him Whitey, and insisted he play the part of the Cielcin at every opportunity. Lorian had taken to the part with relish. It was a small thing to abase himself so, to play the clown, the heel, the butt of the joke. His brothers had pretended they were Cassian Powers, Titus Hauptmann—all the great heroes of the age. Constans had even pretended to be Hadrian, that being shortly after the Halfmortal’s legendary victory against the Cielcin chieftain Aranata Otiolo at the Battle of Vorgossos.
The battle where Hadrian had been killed and returned from the dead.
Lorian remembered well how—though his brothers had believed the story with the innocence of childhood—he had doubted, and he had gone on doubting after his mother persuaded his father to beg the academy for his commission and shipped him off to training. He had doubted even after he’d met Hadrian himself, doubted for years in his service . . . doubted until Hadrian and old Pallino had showed him the secret holograph, the recording of Hadrian’s decapitation at the hands of Prince Otiolo.
Lorian had failed every physical test the War College had thrown at him but passed every exam. Still, it had been his blood—and old Lord Maurice’s name—that had seen him through. Lorian had hated him for that, had hated and loved him.
He was glad the old man had not lived to learn his bastard boy had been banished to Belusha in disgrace.
Strange that all those thoughts should have fallen with him out of that grate in the ceiling . . . .
He’d never told Hadrian he and his brothers had reenacted the Battle of Vorgossos in the cistern as boys. Somehow, he’d come to think of himself as nearly Hadrian’s age, though he knew in his heart the man must have been at least twice his count of years. He’d spent all that time awake on Thermon and Nessus while the rest of the Tamerlane’s crew slumbered on ice in deep orbit, awaiting new orders. How long had that been? Nearly a century?
So much time . . . surely his brothers were dead, if not deep in their dotage. Was John yet Grand Duke of Patmos? Or was his son?
Clang.
Lorian turned his head. The sound had come from the direction of the sleeper pods, along the short corridor behind. He cocked his head. Was it Gowan rattling the plasma hose in the vents? But no, he could see the business end still hanging from the hole in the ceiling overhead.
Working his fingers, Lorian took a step down the hall. Had he just imagined it? It had sounded so near at hand, had sounded like . . . like someone knocking.
“Hello?”
He then heard another noise. A scuffling, snuffling sound, and recalled the lone occasion his father had taken him foxhunting with his brothers in the old forests beyond the city. Father had been a great lover of the hunt—so many of the great military lords were—and on that occasion they had happened upon a fox caught in one of Father’s traps, a beautiful red creature with one paw caught in the vice. How she had whimpered and lathered at their approach, praying for the mercy that was not to come.
Lorian was not certain why his mind should recall that fox in that moment, was not certain why his mind had rushed back to Patmos and his family in this cold and hideous place. But the sages taught not to question such things. The unconscious mind noticed things that the conscious mind was blind to. The gurram, wrote Dinadan Vima, was to cultivate the whole-mind, the mind entire, and not to rely upon the monocular focus of the conscious mind—all of which was to say that Lorian Aristedes trusted his instincts, because he had learned that those instincts were often the insights of those deeper and more quick-witted mechanisms of his mind.
In his mind, that fox trembled as his father’s shadow grew near.
Lorian’s own shadow advanced down the hall ahead of him, tall and straight almost as an ordinary man. Dimly, Daud’s warning rebounded in his ears.
I’ll squash Wormy.
Lorian halted. Listening. Had one of the miners remained aboard the old bitch, hidden in his sleeping pod? The pods each had door seals, panes of polarized and tempered glass that slid sideways into place across the lozenge-shaped openings that honeycombed the walls, so that the prisoners might be accorded a measure of privacy, but they were all open. The door to the pocket water closet with its twin commodes and sinks and shower stalls was likewise open.
Clang.
The noise sounded again, followed by a sound unmistakable and terrible in that dank crawler.
A whimper, the bellows of hurried breathing.
The fox panted in its trap.
Lorian had passed the water closet door, passed the first of the tall lockers that stood beside it. They angled back slightly, away from the floor, so that they were wider at the base than the top, the better to accommodate the charging station for the workmen’s heated boots. The lockers were taller than Lorian, and hardly broader, though they were narrower and shorter than a full-grown man. They were built to hold each of the crew’s environment suits and other personal effects. The third stood open, the inner face of its door covered in graffiti. A fraying glossy printout showed a naked woman reclining on red velvet, her golden hair coiling about her face.
The once-commander halted beside the dented face of the locker beside it, sure then of what he’d heard.
Father had simply lowered his dart thrower and fired. The weapon left no mark on the creature’s prized fur, but it lacked somehow the final gravity of a hunting rifle.
There had been no bang, no noise of shot, only a short puff of air, as a sharply indrawn breath. Just such a breath issued from the door of the shut locker, then was suddenly still.
“Gowan!” Lorian shouted. “Give me another four chain on that line!”
This time, the old man heard him, and the plasma cutter snaked down from the vent above. Lorian took the line and brought it to the locker. A crude, mechanical padlock secured the door, but its loop and fittings were titanium, and even a very strong man might never have opened it.
The titanium flowed like butter under the arc of the torch, and Lorian raised his goggles from his eyes.
He knew what he would find inside, but all the knowledge of man’s hideous soul that he possessed could not have prepared Lorian for the reality.
The girl regarded him with wild eyes, more white than blue or pupil. Black tape covered her mouth, bound her wrists and ankles. From the way it was twisted, bunched up on itself, Lorian knew she had strained against it. From the bruises on her neck and shoulders, he knew she had been strangled. From the stench of urine and feces, he knew she had been in the locker all night at least.
It was a mercy that she was standing, that she did not have to sit in it—though that she had been forced to stand—or half-stand—in that cramped space for Lorian knew not how long was no blessing at all. Seeing him, her eyes went wide, and if anything, she drew deeper into the shallow shelter of the locker.
Lorian knew she had been raped, often and brutally. There were so few women on Belusha that each was treated as a commodity. Their lives were miserable enough in the camps, where they were made to cozy up to the Martians in exchange for protection… but outside the camps?
Her chest heaved, nostrils flaring at the sight of him, reminding Lorian all the more strongly of Father’s trapped fox. How it had flailed! And yelped. And whimpered as Father had lowered his dart thrower for the killing shot. How precious it had seemed to Lorian in that moment, that small and wounded beast. Crippled by Father’s trap as Lorian had been crippled by his designer genes. How he had longed to save it then, to carry it home and keep it for his own.
She’s a wild animal, Lorian! Grand Duke Maurice had said, brushing him aside.
Lorian drew back a step, conscious of the poor girl’s fear.
If she were baseborn, she could not have been any older than fifteen standard, so slim was she and small—hardly taller than Lorian himself, and half a child. There was dried blood in her thick, brown hair. She wore no rebreather and was dressed only in a torn and soiled shift.
“It’s all right,” Lorian said, knowing it was not. “It’s going to be all right,” he added, not knowing if it were so. He could make no promises, not anymore. He could only smile, and the sight of that smile made the girl recoil, her blue eyes wide in her head.
The little man stopped, a hand half-extended to touch her.
What must she have seen, seeing him? A demon imp, a skeletal little gnome, his translucent white face smeared with grease save for the clean circles where the goggles had rested about his eyes.
A demon, and worse than a demon. A man.
She was not the first woman Lorian had seen brutalized so. The Cielcin so abused human women and men alike, and Lorian had been in many of their human ranches. But she was the first he’d met so abused by other men, and that thought filled him with a sickness and a black hate. Belusha had made animals of the rig men, of Daud and his crew.
But no, they had been monsters when they came to Belusha. It was why they had been sent there, to serve the Empire as only animals might.
“I won’t hurt you,” Lorian said, and dropped the arc of the plasma cutter.
Clearly this was why Daud had warned him away from the crew quarters.
“Let’s get you out of there,” Lorian said.
But her legs were bound.
He had a knife, a cartridge razor. Everyone on the motor pool team did. He showed it to her, cautious of the fact that he was speaking to the fox in Father’s trap. “I’m going to cut the tape around your ankles. Understand?”
She nodded, her breathing slowing.
She let him do as he said.
He slashed her bonds, and an instant later her foot lashed out at him, caught him in the chin. Lorian fell back sprawling, and the girl stumbled out of the locker. She tried to run, but her time in the locker had taken its toll, and after three odd steps she fell, collapsed to the metal floor.
Lorian scrambled after her, knowing his pursuit would only cause her pain. He was not a strong man, but he was strong enough to turn her over. There were tears in her blue eyes.
“My name is Lorian,” he said, still holding the knife where she could see it. “The men who did this to you are gone. I will take you to the doctor. To the camp commandant. I will . . .” His voice failed.
He would what?
He was on Belusha. A prisoner. What justice could he ask for this woman? For anyone?
What did he think would happen? What did he think he could do?
Once, when the Imperial Red Company had bivouacked on Colchis, he had sat on tribunal to judge a man accused of raping one of the fisher girls on the islands where their soldiers had been permitted to land. The man was surely guilty—five of his brothers had confirmed it. They had watched. Hadrian had ordered the guilty man hanged, his compatriots whipped.
But Hadrian was gone, and Lorian’s authority with him. There were no collar tabs on his lapel, no mark or badge of rank.
“I’m going to take off this gag,” he said, moving slowly with the knife. The girl’s eyes bulged as he advanced on her, but she was too weak to resist.
She’s a wild animal, Lorian!
She spat in his face.
Lorian shut his eyes, made no other move.
“Pig!” her voice was raw, weak. “You’re one of them!”
He only looked at her. Her rage was justified. His innocence did not matter, not to her, nor in any absolute sense. He was not present in her mind, not as Lorian—she did not know Lorian. He was only the animal called man.
Her eyes had gone to his prisoner’s coveralls, black grease on scarlet. “I’m a prisoner.”
“You’re Empire,” she said.
“You’re not?” he asked, and blinked, a certain factor of her physiognomy snapping into focus. “How old are you?”
She could not have been older than fifteen. He had clocked that fact at once, but its significance had been buried beneath its tragedy. That a child should suffer so . . . .
But how had a child come to Belusha? And why?
That last question put a shadow on the girl’s face, and she didn’t speak. It was a miracle she could speak at all.
“What’s your name?” Lorian asked.
No answer.
“My name’s Lorian,” he said again. “I want to help you.”
She wouldn’t even look at him. There was no help for him to give.
Silently, he slit her bonds, freed her wrists.
She tried to push herself backward from him, scrabbling on bare heels and hands. The smell of her! Lorian had grown used to foul smells, but the odor of humanity about the child was so terrible it turned his stomach. He rocked back on his haunches, stowed the knife. “I want to take you to see the doctors,” he said. “I can get you away from the . . . from the men who did this.”
Daud’s disfigured face flashed across his mind like the image of a gargoyle illuminated by lightning.
The girl scrabbled into the wall of the short hallway and went limp, all will gone from her. She just lay there, hardly breathing, staring at the ceiling. Lorian tried to imagine what must have been going through her mind, found he could not. He could not stop picturing the faces of the laughing men, could not stop hearing their rough voices.
You will die for this, Hadrian Marlowe had said to the condemned man, seated incongruously in the clear sunlight of Colchis. His lord had been visibly furious with the men, but Lorian—who knew him perhaps better than most—had sensed the sorrow there, too.
Lorian felt no sorrow. He did not even feel rage.
He felt . . . he felt what he supposed his Father must have felt when he placed his dart in the belly of the trammeled fox.
“What’s your name?” he asked again.
The girl’s lips moved, but for a moment, no sound came out. When it did, it was entirely without the force her voice had possessed mere moments earlier. The word was thin, small, like a single ribbon of smoke that might break upon the air.
“Tamara,” she said.
“Tamara,” Lorian repeated. “You’re not a prisoner, are you?”
Surely no child so young could commit the sort of crime that got one sent to Belusha. She had to be the child—the bastard by-blow—of some Martian sired on one of the rare female prisoners.
You’re Empire.
The girl’s words rattled in Lorian like dry beans.
“My . . . mother,” the girl said. “I want . . . my mother . . . sold me.”
“Your mother?” Lorian knelt beside the poor girl, wondering when Gowan and the others would come in after him, wondering why he’d gone all quiet. “Sold you?”
“Sold me,” Tamara whispered. “To the red men.”
“The Martians?” Lorian asked, forgetting that he himself was dressed in prisoner scarlet. In the broader galaxy, away beyond Belusha, it was not uncommon to hear the Emperor’s Martian Guard called the Red Legions, to distinguish them from the white of the broader service.
Tamara’s lips moved soundlessly a moment. “No nose,” she said at last. “The one with no nose . . . was the worst.”
The little man shut his eyes again. Daud’s mutilated face showed in his mind’s eye once more, but this time it did not fade away. He focused on it, held it fast, fixed before him like an icon. Like a target.
You will die for this.
“There were soldiers,” Lorian said, “armed guards on this crawler. They didn’t help you?”
Tamara only looked at him, eyes whole parsecs away. “They . . . helped . . . .”
In his mind, Lorian heard the creak of gallows doors falling open, felt the snap of breaking necks. From her tone, Lorian knew they had not helped her.
“I want to go home,” the girl said, not seeming to know where she was anymore. “I want my mother. And grandfather. Grandfather will be worried.”
“Grandfather?” Lorian could not imagine multiple generations of prisoners living in one of the camps. There was nothing of the sort at Downwell, where the women were segregated and kept on-site, working in the kitchens, the laundry, the greenhouses that supplied food for the Martian Guard. “You’re Outborn.”
It was the only answer.
Hari was right. They did exist.
Lorian’s mind raced with the implications, imagining little tribes of people out there in the snow, living apart from the camps, in caves or packed ice-houses, or in the hulks of sunken starships, living off what technology they could scavenge, what food they could scrap together. Tamara had said her mother had sold her to the crawler. For what? For food? For something to heat their homestead? Or only because the girl had been another mouth to feed in Belusha’s never-ending sunlit winter? Too clearly, Lorian could see Daud inspecting the poor creature in the snow while her mother—her whole family, mayhaps—looked on.
He tried to imagine feeling so desperate that selling his own daughter became an option, especially knowing the evil use men like Daud would put her to. Even there, in prison, Lorian had never been so hungry.
It would have been better to let the family starve. Or freeze. Let them re-enter samsara and the next life, let the wheel turn round.
You will die for this.
He knew he could not carry the girl himself. She was large at least as he, and nearly as skinny. Would she be safe with Urgo, with Hari and old Gowan and the rest? Surely Duke would not let his men treat the poor girl as Daud and the others had treated her. Lorian halted, suddenly unsure of his companions. They were criminals, every one. Murderers and thieves, deserters and traitors.
Rapists, surely.
And the Martians had raped her, too—those who should have saved her from Daud and his men and whipped them.
“I’m going to go for help,” Lorian said. He could trust Duke, surely—could trust Duke, at least. The man was no monster.
But he was only one man.
Standing, Lorian looked down on the near-catatonic Tamara, lying there in her torn and soiled gown. Seeing her, he saw the world as she must see it: a dark forest filled with the wolves called men. But if he could get her to medica, get her to the officers . . . surely, surely there were those who could keep her safe. Who would.
“I’ll be back for you,” Lorian said, hurrying from the hall.
She was dead by the time he returned with Duke and old Gowan in tow.







CHAPTER 5
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THE WAY OF THINGS
The trap that had caught Father’s fox had broken its leg, Lorian recalled. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time—he had been a boy of eleven standard, perhaps twelve. At the time, he had thought of nothing unless it was of freeing the vixen from her snare. As a boy, he had imagined the creature might return to its family, might heal and live on. As he was, he knew that to free the creature then would only have been to abandon her to another death.
The overseer’s people came and cleared the girl’s body away, and when they were done, they shouted for the pod to get back to work. There was to be no funeral for little Tamara, no votive lanterns kindled and released to float to heaven and guide her soul to Mother Earth.
There was to be no justice for her, either.
If anything, the stench that hung about the entire incident was one of inconvenience. The overseer himself, the Martian officer called Damian, showed his face long enough to make the necessary inquiries. Yes, the girl had been found in the crawler. Yes, by the dwarf. No, she had not been dead when he found her. No, it had not been they who brutalized her. Yes, they would complete repairs on time. No, they would not disappoint the commandant.
Lorian half expected to be whipped for delaying the repairs. Perhaps if their deadline were not so pressing, he might have been. Instead, he and the others were sent right back to work. The long night—if night it could be called—was yet ahead of them, many hours of hard labor. Lorian was sent back into the ventilation system, only where before memories of his misadventures aboard the Tamerlane had occupied his thoughts, now it was the image of poor Tamara, dying on the crawler’s floor.
Tamara’s image and Daud’s.
The rig man’s mutilated visage hung in Lorian’s mind like a polestar. Lorian saw it wherever he turned, even with his waking eyes: the absent nose, the beady eyes, the face chapped and blistered.
The one with no nose was the worst.
No justice. No justice. Not for anyone, not on Belusha. So far as the Empire was concerned, being on Belusha at all was justice, was all the justice anyone deserved. William Caesar and his great lords cared little for what befell those sentenced to that frigid, sunlit hell, or spared a thought for those born into it innocent of any crime. Nothing would happen to Daud and his men, or to the guards who had abetted them.
How Lorian wished to be then what he’d been! An officer of the Imperial Navy, a ship’s commander. Hadrian would have passed judgement on the rig men, but Hadrian was gone.
You will die for this. His pronouncement at Colchis hung like gun smoke about Lorian’s ears, and well he could remember his great lord rising from his seat in the meeting house of the fishing village where he had passed judgement on his men. May whatever gods there are have mercy. Then he had turned to Captain Corvo, the giantess forever at his side, and said, Take them away. Lorian had seen the dead man in the village square, suspended by the neck from the branches of an ancient olive tree.
There were no trees in Downwell, were perhaps no trees on all Belusha.
That was just as well. Lorian lacked the strength to hoist Daud off his feet with his own bare hands. He would find some other way.
Some other way . . . .
Had any of the others asked him, Lorian could not have said precisely when his plan had taken root or what had been the germ of it—and what the water. Often it was so. For Lorian, violence—strategy—was an abstract thing. One observed the battlefield: Assessed the enemy’s troops, his ships, his formation. The disposition of bodies in space. The space itself. The plan suggested itself, Lorian always found, informed by the available data, the reality on the ground.
Had Duke or Gowan or any of the others asked him, Lorian could not have said why it mattered so much to him. Why she mattered. And yet she did. All that remaining night, Lorian was consumed with thoughts of justice. Of vengeance. Of murder.
No, he told himself, not murder. He had told himself that a thousand times. It was not murder to kill a killer, to put down a rabid dog. Murder was what Daud had done, what the Martians had allowed to happen. Killing Daud was justice, murder injustice. As he worked, Lorian imagined how he might do it. A hundred half-formed plans presented themselves, ran like daimons in his mind, each to their own necessary conclusions. He might sabotage the crawler in half a hundred ways: a fault in the fuel cells, a leak in the hydrogen tank, a bad circuit. But there was no way he could implement such a scheme and not be caught. The Martians would analyze the wreckage, find evidence of tampering, and the whole pod would pay the price.
What was more, such a course could not be guaranteed to kill Daud. Such an error might be discovered or occur when the men were not aboard. He told himself that killing any of Daud’s crew would be a victory. If he had understood Tamara correctly—every man had taken his turn. The Martians, too.
But it had to be Daud. And it could not fall upon Duke, upon Gowan and the rest.
So, in the end, Lorian did none of these things.
In the end, he disappeared inside the old bitch with the head of one of the plasma cutters, detached from its hose, and a long, thin driver. He let the others think that he was completing repairs on one of the crawler’s radiators. A tedious, solitary task.
In time, the horns blared to signal the shift-change, the start of a new day—of what was a new day to Lorian and his pod. They would be expected to keep working, he knew. Thirty-six hours straight unless one counted the scant hour or so Duke had permitted them each in their turn.
Lorian could hardly remember being so tired. Even on Perfugium—on the one occasion he had waded into the trenches himself—he had not ached so deep in his bones. His hands throbbed from his long labor, from the pressure of so much fine motor work. He longed to plunge them into the snow outside, to leave them there until the cold ache leached into his bones, replacing pain with pain.
Not yet.
“You all done?”
Crouched in the darkness of the crawler, Lorian heard raised voices coming down from outside. There was a hatch open somewhere on the old machine that allowed the voices to pass within.
It was Daud.
Lorian’s aching hands tensed on the head of the plasma cutter. The left spasmed as some nerve pulled in his elbow. He stretched the fingers wide, cradled the modified mechanism to his breast.
“Nearly!” came Duke’s tired reply. “Had to send some of my boys in to fix the condensers. The whole system was burned out. You all were well past due for a refit.”
“I know we were past due!” came the rig man’s terse reply. “Take it up with the Marties! It’s them as set the repair schedule, and they don’t bring us in ’til we’re set to drop!”
A pause. Another voice. “How long?”
Duke replied. “An hour. Maybe two?”
“Two hours?” said the second rig man. “The Marties will skin us if we’re not rolling within the hour.”
Duke answered him. “The Martians won’t skin you for our delay,” he said.
That much was true, Lorian reflected, the thought curiously detached. His feet seemed to move of themselves, step by shuffling, tired step. He had left the hose of the plasma cutter a little way down the hall, not so that it would be waiting for him, but so that his pod-mates would not find him at the end of it.
It was waiting for him.
“The Marties will do what they like, old man!” Daud’s words penetrated the crawler’s outer hull.
Lorian had expected his hands to shake, but they did not. Despite their pains, the aching in his stretched tendons and the burning in his wrists, his grip was steady as he connected the plasma cutter back to its hose. The thing chimed as it confirmed a positive connection, readouts glowing blue.
Hadrian often told a story of an ancient hero of Earth who had ventured into a labyrinth to confront a monster. He had done so with the help of a spool of thread, that he might trace his way out again when the deed was done, following its course back to the opening. So it was for Lorian then, tracing that red, braided hose back down the ladder to the hold.
“What’s the holdup, exactly?” Daud again.
“I think you know full well what the holdup is, boy,” Duke said, and for an instant, a piece of the lord he must have been shone through in the aged poddy’s voice. It positively dripped with palatine contempt. “We lost a couple hours cleaning up after you and your lads.”
A moment’s silence.
Lorian offered a whispered prayer as he crept from the ladder into the hold. “I invoke the universal sound and the One Pure. Grant me courage and clarity, that I might know right conduct. Unite my deeds with Wisdom. I offer this prayer to the Knight Galahad. I invoke . . .”
“Cleaning up?” Daud’s response cut across Lorian’s mantra. “Cleaning up? You son of a bitch. What did you do?”
The other rig men burst into outraged sound, joining in the fury of their foreman.
Lorian could see them then, standing clustered round Duke at the base of the ramp. Around them were clustered an uneven assemblage of rig workers and motor pool pod-men, distinguishable from one another only by the fact that—for the moment—the rig men were clean. Daud seized the old poddy by the front of his coveralls, drew him near. “That was good cunt, you old bastard! You had no right!”
“The girl was dead, David.”
Snot flew from the foreman’s mangled nose, sprayed Duke’s face. “Daud!” he shouted his own name. “It’s Daud!” He shook Duke as he spoke. “How many years we gotta be stuck together on his ice ball before you get it right?” As Lorian watched, the man’s shoulders went rigid. Not letting Duke go, he said, “It was Wormy, wasn’t it? The little worm found her, didn’t he? I told that mutant to stay the fuck off my crawler! Where is he? Where’s the worm? I’ll fuck him raw!”
“I’m here!” Lorian was pleased to find his voice did not shake.
The big foreman shoved Duke aside, rounded on Lorian, cheeks flaring with hot air. “You!” he said, stomping toward the ramp and the little man standing just at its top. “I paid good money for that cunt, Wormy! I bought her fair and square!”
Lorian’s speaking up had had its intended effect. The noseless man had separated himself from Duke, put perhaps five cubits between them.
It was more than enough.
Lorian raised the plasma cutter in his hand, aimed it at Daud like a gun.
The man halted, then seeing what it was the little man held, laughed. A plasma cutter was no great danger, not at a dozen paces. Under normal circumstances, the arc the tool emitted looped a mere finger’s length from the cutting end.
Under normal circumstances. But Lorian had modified the cutting head, opened the pins that restricted flow, adjusted the angle of the electromagnet that bent the plasma arc to make the cutting edge so that the plasma would spray forth like a scythe and reap whatever lay in its path.
Unheard by any but himself, Lorian was still chanting. “I invoke the universal sound and the One Pure. Grant me courage and clarity . . .”
“What do you think you’re going to do, mutant? Shoot me?”
Lorian squeezed the trigger.
An arc of violet plasma lanced from the silver cutter-head, slashed the air between Lorian and the foreman, more sword blade than bullet. It was only then that Lorian realized his hands had indeed been shaking, had started shaking only when he raised his hand to fire. The arc—which should have taken Daud in the chest—caught him in the knees. The big foreman fell at the base of the ramp, his legs cut out from under him. They fell like the pins in some child’s game, tumbling in different directions as the man struck the metal with a ragged cry.
Not wanting to miss again, not caring what the others watching thought or did, Lorian hurried forward, gripping the plasma hose in his off hand.
Unite my deeds with wisdom.
He stood over the foreman then, as he had stood over the dying girl. Memory of that hunting expedition shone laser-edged in his mind, the vixen whimpering in her trap, Father standing over her, dart thrower in his hands. Lord Maurice raised his gun in memory, and Lorian in truth. Daud had fallen on his face, was screaming, rolling, grasping at his legs.
Lorian had killed thousands—tens of thousands—but all of them remote. His weapon had been the tactical console, the order and command. By his word, missiles had flown, and terawatt lasers blazed across the night. On Perfugium, the one time he had waded into the ugliness of battle himself, he had not fired a single shot, had permitted Hadrian and Prince Kaim of Jadd to cart him around like a particularly sickly pack mule.
He had never killed by his own hand.
He did then, and prayed that it was justice, hearing Hadrian’s voice in his head, louder than his prayer.
You will die for this.
The foreman rolled onto his back, blistered face contorted with pain as he clawed at his severed legs. There was frightfully little blood. The plasma had cauterized even as it cut. The legs of his coveralls smoldered, burned black.
Lorian pointed the modified plasma cutter square in the man’s face and fired. Violet flame hotter than the surface of Belusha’s guttering sun burst the man’s head like an overripe grapefruit, vaporized blood and brain.
In the moment after, the only thing that seemed to move was Lorian’s own hammering heart. He had expected . . . what? To feel something? A sense of justice? Of satisfaction? Terror? Regret?
He felt nothing, felt as though he were watching the events of some other man’s life, as though the charred and mangled corpse at his feet were only the image on some holograph display. Slowly, he raised his eyes, found dozens of eyes on him. Duke and Gowan were staring, utterly frozen. Urgo had his mouth open, and Hari and the others were stunned. The rest of Daud’s crew recovered first, turning from shock to fury.
Lorian hardly heard their words. Their faces were like the faces of apes, their voices the hooting of gorillas in his father’s zoo.
She’s a wild animal, Lorian!
Man was half an animal, and in those men who indulged the beast too much, the animal was all that remained.
One aching, pale hand jerked up, aimed the plasma cutter at the others. “Stay back, all of you!” a rough voice proclaimed. It was his own voice, Lorian realized, still in that detached way. When the men did not back away, he pointed the weapon at the ground and fired. A beam of superheated plasma cut the deck, leaving a molten orange scar in the metal floor. Used thusly, the torch was sure to burn through all its fuel in seconds. Lorian knew that if he did not kill the rest of Daud’s crew, they would kill him, would tear him apart if even one remained. Would his own pod step in to save him? Duke might, but the others?
He was alone.
“Lorian!” Duke said, using his right name for once. “What have you done?”
“You saw what they did to that poor girl!” Lorian shouted, and shouting recognized his voice once more. “You’re going to lecture me instead?” He eyed the old man over his raised weapon, eyes wide and hard.
Duke raised empty hands. “Put the cutter down, old son. That’s enough!”
“You’re going to lecture me instead,” Lorian repeated, but this time it was not a question.
“This is Belusha,” Duke said. “What happened to that poor girl is the way of things.”
“The way of things!” Lorian echoed, hand darting left as one of Daud’s men inched forward. “Try it!”
The man froze, showed his hands.
Lorian wiped his face with his free hand, the glove came away wet and red.
A moment later, an alarm blared, and the crimson light of sirens filled the motor pool. The sound of booted feet rang on the catwalks overhead, and sparing a glance for the space above, Lorian saw a dozen men of the Martian Guard hurrying from the observation tower, shock-sticks in hand.
“Put the weapon on the ground!” came one hugely amplified voice, deep as the sea. “Hands on heads! All of you! Now!”
Lorian tossed the plasma cutter down as though it were a sword and he the victor in Colosso. The clangor it made was like a bell. As he put his begrimed hands on his head, Lorian reflected that at least the hammer would fall on him alone. Neither Duke nor any of the men of his pod could be said to have had a hand in Daud’s murder.
Murder.
Had it been murder, after all, and no just execution? Had he acted rightly, in accordance with that justice higher than any court martial or commandant on Belusha would uphold? When he pulled the trigger, had he pulled it for Tamara, or only for himself?
His life had become a stale, dead thing, an endless loop without release or relief. Had he done what he had done not for justice’s sake, but only to break that endless cycle?
As the Martians rushed forward and one struck him in the mouth with the haft of his shock-stick, Lorian Aristedes reflected that he was free. Whatever tomorrow brought, it would not be the same as today.
A second Martian jammed his stick into Lorian’s ribs, and electric fire burned through him, and he heard a distant scream, and only faintly knew it was his own.







CHAPTER 6
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THE TRAITORS
“Lorian Aristedes,” said the gray-faced, tired old man from the judge’s seat. “High treason, is it?”
“From a certain point of view,” Lorian answered, rattling the chain that bound his wrists to the podium.
The judge—no less than camp commandant Vaclav Carter, the highest ranking official on Belusha—narrowed pale eyes. He did not rise to Lorian’s bait. “You have compounded this crime with murder.”
For once in his life, Lorian did not object. He had not expected to feel so sick, recalling Daud’s screams, the way his legs tumbled out from under him, the blood that spattered Lorian’s own face. He had wanted it to feel righteous, wanted it to feel like justice . . . but all he could feel was shame.
Commandant Carter had paused—evidently expecting some reply.
Lorian looked up at him. The Martian officer sat in a high seat more throne than bench, so that the toes of his sabbatonned feet stood above Lorian’s head. He wore the red cloak and white collar of a high court judge, but wore it over his armor. The man looked strangely out of place in that soft finery. Vaclav Carter was a hard man, a creature of bone and sinew, thick-necked and bright-eyed, his face leathered and scarred. He was in every way the picture of a Martian officer, and Lorian reflected that Carter was an old name among the Martians—a very old name.
“Have you nothing to say in your defense?” Carter asked, looking to the motley collection of junior officers and privileged prisoners assembled to serve as some manner of jury.
“I killed a man, Justice,” Lorian said. “How can I deny it? You’ve seen the holographs.”
They had replayed the moment a dozen times, projected it along the wall at Lorian’s right for the jury to see. The ruins of Daud’s corpse still hung on the wall, sketched in laser light.
When neither Carter nor any of the jurors spoke up, Lorian continued. “I did no more than this court ought.”
Carter’s eyes flashed. “This court deemed the victim live out his days here,” he said, “on Belusha. The man you killed was an integral part of one of our pipeline repair teams.”
“He raped a child.”
“The poor creature was not in our charge.”
“But her killer was!” Lorian said. “Every man on that crawler raped that poor girl. Your men included.”
“So you claim,” Carter said. “My men have denied it.”
“Of course they denied it!” Lorian hissed, looking round at the jury.
“We have only your word!” the Commandant replied.
“Did you perform an autopsy?” Lorian said, again rattling his chains. “You’re sure to find all the evidence you need.”
Carter’s eyes narrowed. “The girl’s body has been burned.”
“Why?” Lorian almost shouted. “To make this all go away? Is that how things are done here? You just wait for the snow to cover up your mistakes?”
“You’re out of order!” cried one of the junior officers from the jurors’ bench.
Snarling, Lorian turned to look at the man, a flat-nosed Martian lieutenant. “This whole place is out of order,” Lorian said. “Is this the Emperor’s justice, sir? You let your own men rape a child alongside the criminals they’re supposed to be minding, and you pretend it didn’t happen—and for what? So that production stays on schedule?”
His eyes went to the juror beside the ugly lieutenant, a craggy-faced patrician in the scarlet of a prisoner. There was something in the fellow’s thinning white hair and seamed, spotted face that reminded Lorian of . . . someone. The man had not spoken, but throughout the whole of their proceedings, Lorian felt sure the man’s hard eyes had never left his face. Lorian looked at him, touched by the ghost of some half-remembered memory.
When Commandant Carter spoke, it was with surprising mildness. “The Emperor’s justice is not on trial here. You murdered a fellow prisoner and the Emperor’s slave.”
“I executed a criminal!” Lorian said, though the ill and hollow knot in his stomach churned at the memory.
“And you have nothing to say in your defense?” the Commandant asked again.
“That is my defense!” Lorian snapped, heedless of any consequence. Let them put him on ice, let them kill him if they wanted and free his atman to seek the next life. “I did your job.”
One of the jurors—a black-faced man with sandy hair—spoke up. “He must be made an example of, Lord Commandant. There is much unrest among my poddies. The men are talking. They say if he is not punished, there will be imitators.”
Lorian studied the face of the other man, bright-eyed and flat-featured. He wore the scarlet coveralls of a prisoner—a few on the jury did. It struck Lorian as strange that any prisoner should sit on such a jury, but it made some sense. Those that did had all once been men of standing. Great lords or officers of the Empire who were willing to lord it over their fellows in return for certain privileges—not least, the ear of the Commandant.
“He should be killed,” the sandy-headed man said, spelling out his recommendation plain.
Carter raised a hand for silence. He seemed to hesitate; eyes downcast as he pored over a holography readout projected from the arm of his seat. “Why did it have to be you?”
Lorian blinked.
The commandant slid a hand through his holograph, swiping the document he’d been reading to the console of the man at his right. This other Martian—a younger man with a face nearly so scarred as old Carter’s—narrowed his eyes. “Redacted?” he asked, looking at Carter, then down at Lorian. “Your record carries with it an order that you be spared capital punishment, and a recommendation you be spared even corporal punishment.”
Lorian couldn’t help himself. He laughed.
Carter’s face and the faces of the other Martians on the tribunal went dark. “Much of your record is sealed,” Carter said. “Why?”
The little man smiled his most alarming smile. “You know who I served under.”
“A traitor!” cried a harsh, patrician voice, rough and raucous as a raven.
It was the old man on the jury, the patrician with the craggy face.
Lorian studied his face, sure that he had never seen the man before, but just as certain that he seemed familiar. The fellow smiled in a way that bared his yellowing teeth.
Again, Carter raised a hand. “Can you explain to me why you merit such special handling?”
“My infirmity, I imagine,” Lorian said, raising his hands, as puzzled as Carter himself. The fingers throbbed from the previous day’s long labor, and there was a tremor in the left—courtesy of an impinged nerve in the elbow. Most like it would be days before it worked itself out.
There was a mark in his file that he was not to be executed? Nor even flogged? He had never heard of such a thing—not in any prison in the Imperium, not ever in his life. That made his response all the more flippant. Everyone present knew his infirmity had nothing to do with it.
“Imagine a little harder,” Carter said.
“If the records of my service are sealed by Imperial order, Commandant, I think it’s for the best if I don’t say anything.”
“That recommendation is only a recommendation,” Carter said, his threat clear.
Lorian held the Martian’s gaze for several seconds, trying to get the measure of the man. There was something here he did not understand, something missing, something unsaid. Was the man simply fishing for classified information? Curious about the prisoners in his charge?
“You’re a traitor,” Carter said. “You abetted the escape of a traitor, a would-be regicide. What are Imperial orders to you?”
Lorian could only smile, looked round at the men gathered to judge him. “You say I’m a traitor. That, my Lord, is true. But Hadrian Marlowe is no regicide. In saving him from this fate, I kept my oath, sir. I am not in the habit of breaking them, whatever you may think.”
That elicited a murmur from the tribunal. The elderly man in the jury sneered. Lorian felt emboldened by the news that they had been ordered not to kill him.
“Hadrian Marlowe tried to murder the Emperor!” The old man at the end of the jury rose to his feet, gripping the rail that separated him from the floor in whose center Lorian stood chained. “I always said he was a danger, and what do I get for it? This . . . place!”
“Sit down, Sir Lorcan,” Carter said.
The craggy patrician’s nostrils flared.
Lorian looked at him in amazement. “Lorcan Breathnach,” he said. Sir Lorcan Breathnach had been the director of the Legion Intelligence Office, had served under old Lord Augustin Bourbon, the now-dead Minister of War. The man Lorian had known had possessed the same craggy features, the same short-cropped hair. But he was old now, so old that time alone had concealed him from Lorian’s recall. “You tried to murder my Lord Hadrian.”
“For the Empire,” the man said. “Irony is, had I succeeded, you would not be here, mutant!”
Mutant.
“I said sit down, Sir Lorcan!” Carter said, more force behind his words now.
The old man looked to the Martian commandant in his high seat. “I beg your pardon, Vaclav,” said he, regaining his seat.
Vaclav, Lorian marked the use of the commandant’s first name, and marveled at it. Lorcan Breathnach was a prisoner, and yet a prisoner on first-name terms with the planet’s camp commandant. Evidently his station as the one-time director of intelligence carried with it some privileges.
Sir Vaclav Carter did not correct Breathnach on his familiarity. “The Emperor and his office have placed limits on what can reasonably be done to you, but the sun is high—they say—and the Emperor far away.” His threat thus repeated, Vaclav Carter asked. “Why is your record sealed?”
Lorian was not deaf to the emphasis on your. He knew what it was Carter and Breathnach and the rest all saw when they looked at him. He saw the same thing when he looked in the mirror: the malformed little imp, white as paper and near as thin. He was an intus, a mutant. Misborn. The misborn did not serve as officers in the Imperial Navy, and if they did, they did not obtain the rank of commander and serve on active duty. Lorian had himself been chained to a desk on Forum, writing dispatches and manning a quantum telegraph when he had met and impressed Hadrian Marlowe. Half-joking, he had asked for a posting aboard Marlowe’s ship, and Marlowe had followed through.
There were times—if he could go long enough without catching sight of his own reflection—that Lorian Aristedes imagined himself near seven feet tall. There were times—had been times—when it was easy to forget what he was.
It was others who never forgot, others who sought to remind him at every turn.
Mutant.
“I have battled the Cielcin in more than a dozen major engagements,” Lorian said.
“Battled?” said the Martian at Vaclav’s side. “You?”
“Yes, me,” said Lorian, acidly. “Though I grant I do not look the part. My record is sealed—I guess—because the details of those missions—how near we came to disaster—are not for public consumption.”
Carter and his tribunal did not answer at once. The two junior men exchanged glances, one turned to look up at the commandant himself.
“The Emperor was nearly killed in the Battle at Perfugium,” Lorian said. Perfugium had been his final battle, the rescue of the Emperor the final jewel in his crown, though the greater part of the miraculous non-catastrophe that battle had been belonged to others. To Commodore Lin, to the Jaddian Prince Kaim and Admiral Serpico.
“The Emperor cannot be killed,” said one of the two junior judges, a Martian zealot who doubtless believed His Imperial Radiance a living god.
“Then why was Hadrian Marlowe accused of would-be regicide?” Lorian snapped.
“Order!” Carter hissed. “That’s enough from you!”
Carter struck Lorian as too reasonable a man as to truly believe in the Emperor’s immortality. Emperors died all the time—there had been more than two hundred of them since the Empire’s founding, two hundred fifty-one. But this last Emperor had lived already a thousand years, prolonging his life by virtue of his blue blood and many long and frozen dreams in cryonic fugue. William Caesar intended to live to see the end of the Cielcin Wars, Lorian knew, but there were those who had begun believing this certain Emperor would never die. That he was the first Emperor—the God Emperor—reborn.
But Lorian had seen another die, had seen Lord Hadrian’s head struck off and been permitted to examine the recording. There had been no signs of tampering with the footage, no doctoring of the file.
And he had seen . . . more.
“Do you believe your Hadrian Marlowe is the One Reborn?” Carter asked.
Lorian did not know how to answer that. He was gurram, a knight of the Path, a devotee of the Arthur-Buddha, and no Earth-worshipper. He did not believe in the deified homeworld, equal parts god and paradise, or in the divinity of the Emperors at all. He had never believed in it, even as a boy. But the Martians were fanatics, and fanatically loyal to their god-king. To answer honestly was blasphemy, and bad strategy besides.
Instead, he answered, “No.”
He did not believe Hadrian the Chosen of Earth, either.
“Then why did you intervene to save his life.”
“Because he was—is—my friend, commandant,” the little man replied, unable to keep the brittle edge from his voice. “Do you have friends?”
Vaclav Carter brushed this barb aside. “And what of his so-called powers?”
“What is this?” Lorian asked, looking up at the man. “I thought I was on trial.”
“You are on trial,” Carter said. “How you answer my questions may determine your fate. You are a . . . man of some distinction, your time here can be made far more comfortable.” He gestured at the jury, comprised of junior men and privileged prisoners. “As you can see.”
Lorian looked at Lorcan Breathnach, at the black-faced man with the sandy hair, at the other prisoners seated on Carter’s little jury. Had they all won their positions by similar wrangling, ingratiating themselves with the commandant and his officers? Breathnach had been director of intelligence. Who had the others been? Men of some repute, no doubt. Political prisoners, great lords. Carter had turned them into furniture, into little display pieces for his court.
“You really believe those stories?” Lorian asked. He was not above lying, though to deny the stories told about Hadrian entirely was a dangerous game. This commandant of Belusha was sure to have seen something. There was footage of the miracle at Berenike—where Hadrian had endured the brunt of a terawatt laser attack. There was likely footage of the confrontation at Perfugium as well, where Hadrian had—with only his mind—reached across space and shattered the windows of the Cielcin chieftain’s starship.
Carter only studied him for a long moment. “So they’re not true, then?”
“Of course, they’re not true!” said Sir Lorcan Breathnach, sparing Lorian the need to reply.
“They say he lost his head,” Carter said. “That he grew it back as you or I might a fingernail.” He held up his digits for emphasis.
When Lorian did not answer at once, deny this at once, a strange and brittle chill went over the Martians—and the Martians most especially. The up-jumped prisoners on Carter’s little jury scoffed, none more than Breathnach, but the Martians were a superstitious lot. Mars, Earth’s rusted brother, had served as the prison world of the God Emperor when the Empire was young. The Martian desert—like the Belushan tundra—built hard men, and built them still. But the men of Mars were no longer convicts, but a warrior caste bred and built for the service of the Emperor, an Emperor more god to them than man.
Most of the men and women in the Empire believed Caesar to be a god, the anointed Son of Earth, but for the Martians, His Radiance’s divinity was a personal thing. To them, the Emperor was a tribal god, and they were his tribe. Their world was one of signs and portents, a place thoroughly enchanted, ruled over by a present and living god, a potentate they had seen, touched, met eye to eye. If Lorian read Carter right, he was not skeptical of the stories, not disbelieving at all.
He simply wanted to know.
“On Perfugium,” Lorian said, “I saw him kill a chieftain of the Cielcin through a holograph. He reached out his hand and the monster fell.” The little man paused for the space of an instant, long enough to see the light in Carter’s eyes change. “Whatever he did, it shattered every bit of glass in the room. Lights, lenses, display windows. All shattered at once.”
“Nonsense!” Breathnach said.
“Why would I lie?” Lorian said, rattling his chains for emphasis. “Here, of all places?”
Breathnach was not finished. “To protect your precious lord.”
“If I thought he needed protecting,” Lorian said, “then surely I would deny everything. I don’t deny it.” He was aware as he spoke that he was saying too much, stepping on his earlier commitment to silence. But the absurdity of the proceedings had gotten to him. He had come expecting a sentence, a simple punishment—death, even. “I’ve seen things I can’t explain.”
Carter’s eyes were strange, alight with a fire of their own. “I only wish that he had come here in your place,” he said, gesturing. “Instead, he sends his inbred little lapdog, and it’s gone and shit my rug.”
This schoolyard insult elicited a small amount of laughter from the tribunal.
“It’s precisely a lack of inbreeding that’s my problem, sir,” Lorian said icily.
The commandant smiled, an upsetting expression in his scarred and leathered face. “I had hoped the Halfmortal’s pet would prove more amusing. If you will not entertain me, sir, I have no choice but to punish you as befits your station and my mandate.” He gestured to his companions. “You will be restored to the ice to carry out your sentence.”
“My sentence was life,” Lorian said.
“Then you will pass eternity in the Tower,” Carter said. “Leastways until my successor here or his sees fit to uncork you. I do not have the time or energy for problems, Commander Aristedes. Not only did you kill one of my prisoners—that I can forgive—you have delayed repairs to the I-3 pipeline. This I cannot abide, and this!—” he indicated the document on the holograph, Lorian’s own papers, “—this says they want you alive up there. Out there. Someone thinks you might yet be useful, though it’s any man’s guess why.”
Lorian was silent.
Of course. It all made sense then. It was well understood that Belusha was meant to house political prisoners as well as work the common sort to death. Great lords, the rebel sons of ancient families, the losers in clan conflicts—Mandari plutocrats, bankers, the leakers of military secrets—these were kept on ice in the Tower, or given jobs in the camp itself, where they might be watched and easily recalled. He was one of them. That was why a new prisoner like himself had been assigned to motor pool and not shipped out to work on the tundra. Lorian had long suspected his former rank sufficient to explain his relatively warm treatment, but there was something more.
“What year is it?” he asked. “What’s happened?”
Carter looked to the two junior judges seated at his either hand. Not a one of them spoke.
“Has Hadrian been found?” Lorian asked. He had insisted, insisted Bassander Lin and the Jaddians not tell him where it was Hadrian was to be sent, though Lorian felt certain he knew. The Jaddians must have taken him, spirited him away to their worlds, where he would be safe even from the long arm of Imperial justice, there to recover and resume the fight from a new front.
Carter held his silence just long enough to torment the one-time commander. He opened his mouth but did not speak.
“The traitor’s gone to Jadd,” said Lorcan Breathnach, speaking for the commandant. “I understand he’s done quite well for himself. The princes set him up with a little villa in the country. Nothing for him to do but drink his wine and fuck his slaves.”
“Excuse me?” Lorian said.
“You hadn’t heard?” Breathnach said, baring yellow teeth in a strangely Cielcin-like smile. “Your old master’s living the good life, a guest of good Prince Aldia.”
Lorian swallowed, but the lump in his throat would not go away. He had given his life, permitted himself to be dragged to Belusha’s frozen hell, and for what? If what Breathnach said was true, if Hadrian really were just sitting on some Jaddian beach, drowning his grief in wine and women, then it had all been for nothing.
“You didn’t know?” Carter asked, voice not unkind.
“How long?” Lorian asked.
“His whereabouts were only recently discovered, leaked by a member of the Jaddian royal court.”
If Hadrian had only just arrived . . . he had lost Lady Valka, needed time to heal.
He looked at Breathnach, whose dark eyes glittered like the shells of beetles in his seamed and craggy face. The man was malice made flesh, petty and small-minded. Still his words echoed in Lorian’s exhausted brain.
Nothing for him to do but drink his wine and fuck his slaves.
If that were true, then Hadrian had betrayed Valka as well as himself.
“He was supposed to keep up the fight,” Lorian said, his voice gone small and quiet. “He was supposed to keep up the fight.”
Avenge us!
Had he forgotten? Forgotten the cries and the deaths of his Red Company? Old Bastien Durand’s severed head bouncing down the steps of the Cielcin black temple? Ninety thousand men had gone to their deaths in a single day, sacrificed to the Pale King’s army to celebrate the inhuman monarch’s coronation. They had died to get Hadrian to safety. They had believed in him, believed that he would be the one to deliver mankind from the predations of the Cielcin horde, believed his death and resurrection meant something.
Did Hadrian not share that belief?
The man had his doubts. Lorian had heard them voiced a hundred times. But he never lacked conviction, never faltered in his commitment to peace, to an end to the long centuries of war. If he had laid down his arms at last, squandered Lorian’s sacrifice . . . .
The commander found he could not speak.
“You didn’t know,” Carter said.
How could he? He had been a prisoner the entire time.
“What’s the point of this?” Lorian asked. “Just to mock me? How small are you, Commandant, that you have to step on me to feel tall?”
Carter’s bemused composure cracked. “Have a care, mutant! You have no other friends here.”
“I have no friends at all, it seems,” Lorian said. “Isn’t that the point?” He directed these last words to Lorcan Breathnach, who he guessed had been selected for this farce by Carter himself. “What is this?” he asked again. “Are you bored? Angry your Emperor didn’t give you a better posting?”
“Enough!” Carter snapped, voice ringing off the metal walls like a shot.
“We’ve strayed from the purpose of this long enough, Vaclav,” said one of the two junior judges, interposing himself.
“Yes, Sab,” Carter agreed. “You’re quite right.” The man gripped the arms of his chair. “Commander Aristedes, the fact remains that you have made a great deal of trouble for me. The tendency of our clients here on Belusha to form little gangs is not lost on me. The man you killed has friends. The last thing I need is my rig workers slaughtering my mechanics. Belusha is a working world. No crude means no plastic; no plastic means no war effort. We do vital work, and your little dominance display has delayed that work. I had a mind to bring you into our little circle here, but it seems my charity was misplaced.” He turned his head, nostrils flaring, to regard the line of junior men and privileged prisoners that formed his corrupt inner circle. “You will be restored to the Tower and put on ice. A century in fugue will do nothing to teach you humility, but if I can’t kill you, I can kill everyone you know for you.”
Lorian matched the man’s cold smile.
All because he would not grovel, caper as an imp should.
“Oh, give him another chance!” said a sneering voice from the bench.
It was Lorcan Breathnach. The aged patrician was smiling once again. “The mutant doesn’t understand how things are done around here. He just needs more time.”
Carter turned to face the one-time chief of Legion Intelligence. “What would you have me do, Breathnach?” he asked. “Put him back where he was?”
“Why not?” the old fellow said, still grinning. “Big man like him, he’ll be fine.”
This evinced the usual bout of scripted laughter. Such remarks reliably made even the apparently wise laugh like little boys.
“Send him to one of the other camps, if you must,” Breathnach said. “Snowhead, maybe. Or Farside. A year or two out in the wastes will teach him some humility. Then he can come back and try this again.”
One of the junior men interjected, “But if he dies . . . you saw his paperwork.”
“When was the last time the Throne actually summoned a prisoner back from cold freeze?” Carter asked, eyebrows raised. When neither of his lieutenants answered, he said, “Not in my lifetime.” He turned back to regard Lorian, his bemusement returned. “Sir Lorcan makes an interesting case,” he said. “Clearly your time among us has not taught you your place.”
“My place?” Lorian clamped his mouth shut, his rage a knot of bile in his throat. A woman was dead. A man was dead. None of it mattered. For all of Carter’s talk of vital work, there was nothing vital about what Belusha did. Any number of worlds in the Imperium harvested petroleum for fuel and plastics.
The work was meaningless.
That was the point.







CHAPTER 7
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FARSIDE
Seven years gone.
Seven years of labor, of pain, of blistering cold.
At Commandant Carter’s word, Lorian had been sent first to Snowhead, where he labored for two years in a factory sorting scrap. It was there he got his first glimpse of the fields, the great scrapyards filled with the hulks of sunken starships. He had heard tales of them back in Downwell. Most salvage work was done in the black of space—and indeed some was done in orbit about Belusha by the Martians themselves. They stripped incoming vessels of weapons and more sensitive materials—electronics, fuel containment, and the like—before passing the hulks down to the surface. These were tendered down from a great height, carried by repulsor buoys the size of castles. Time and again, ships were dropped on the plains to smash and shatter. Then the vultures were sent out, crawling and combing over every deck, every inch of hull, every engine port for precious metals, circuit boards, and anything the space crews might have missed.
His two years in Snowhead ended not with a return to Downwell for the anticipated reunion and humiliation with Carter and his little court, but with reassignment. The day came when he was packed aboard a high-suspension groundcar and shuttled out across the mirror-lit wilderness.
They were bound for Farside.
The place had taken on an evil reputation in Lorian’s mind. For the men of Snowhead, it was the only place worse than where they were, the last and innermost circle of hell. Snowhead had the foundries, the great smelters where the bones of the ruined ships were melted down for ingots. Farside had only the cold. It was in Farside that the vultures dwelt, the scavenge and salvage crews whose job it was to scour the fields and scrape the wrecks.
Such was to be Lorian’s fate.
His new life was even harder than the old had been. He had little appreciated how easy his time in the motor pool had been. Many days, he wondered how it was the Martians hoped to keep him alive against the eventuality that someone in the broader universe should call for him. But if Carter wanted him dispirited, angry, humbled, he was all these things.
It was the knowledge that Hadrian was comfortable on Jadd that proved the greatest part of his torment. Lorcan Breathnach had said that his lord had retired to a country villa on the planet of fire, that he had not rejoined the fighting. It did not matter that Lorcan Breathnach was a snake, that Lorian could not be certain his word was truth. His word was poison, and that poison had sunk deep. If it was true, if Hadrian had thrown everything away . . . if he was sitting pretty on some black Jaddian beach with the lips of some painted houri wrapped around his cock when he should have been out there fighting . . .
It was more than Lorian could bear.
He had not sacrificed himself like a pawn in chess so that his lord could retire. The Red Company had not sacrificed themselves so that Hadrian could quit. Valka had not died so that Hadrian could run away!
The thought was like a splinter in his mind, as though one of Breathnach’s fangs had lodged in the gray matter of his brain. Many were the nights Lorian lay awake in his cell, or in his suit in the back of their crawler, staving off the cold, staring at the roof above him.
It could not be true. The Jaddians had detained him, that was it. He was their guest, their prisoner. That had to be it. The Jaddians would want to understand his power. That thought had obsessed him for months. How far would those princes of the galaxy’s edge go for a taste of what it was Hadrian could do? They would study him, surely. Take samples, scans. Would they kill him again to see if he would return a second time? Surely not. The Jaddians were not without honor.
But would they let him go? It had always amazed Lorian that the Sollan Emperor should let a man like Hadrian Marlowe run about the galaxy on errantry. The man was more than a war hero, he was a lightning rod for public attention, the focus of an almost-religious fervor. Just as the Legions harbored secret adherents to the Path of the Arthur-Buddha, secret followers of the dead god-man called Christ, there were those who worshipped Hadrian as the avatar of the God Emperor reborn. How the Emperor had tolerated such demagoguery—until he hadn’t—was a mystery Lorian was sure even he would never solve. Hadrian was a blade with no handle—all edge. The Emperor had grasped him for as long as he could and been cut. The Jaddians would doubtless be cut in their turn . . . and Lorian?
For how many years had he been bleeding?
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It was possible for him to breathe the free air of Belusha for a little while at a time. Eight years of bondage and toil had accustomed him to the planet’s impoverished atmosphere. Lorian held his mask in one hand, the hose coiling toward his pack. He did this often, when he caught a rare break in the day’s long labor, stood there in the wreck of some mighty cruiser, or beside or atop one beneath the eternally noonday sky. He would stand there until his exhaustion worsened—hinting at the first blush of hypoxia—then he would restore the mask. One heard stories of workers taking their masks off all the time, breathing the weak air until they passed out, or until it killed them.
Such was the cruelty of Belusha, that escape was always there, a breath away.
“Lorian!” His name called him back to himself, and he looked round, found Daru looking up at him from below. “What are you doing?”
Embarrassed to have been caught, Lorian replaced his mask. “Just catching some air,” he said to the younger man.
Like most of the men on Belusha, Daru had been in the legions. His century had defected, stolen a courier and blasted off after the Battle of Tegris. They had been captured, and every one of them sent to Belusha, where they had been split up, distributed across the planet’s surface. Daru himself—a round-faced, honest lad from some backwater Lorian had never heard of—had only followed his officers.
The analogy was not lost on Lorian.
“You’d do better catching air from the mask, man,” Daru said.
“Maybe,” Lorian agreed. “But it’s not the same.”
Daru looked at him without understanding, shook his head. “Look, Jeff’s down inside. They found a bunch of boards with gold inlay. Said I should get you, said you know how to get ’em out.”
Lorian nodded tiredly. “Sure, I do.” He turned and clambered down the sloping side of the old cruiser. Farside was near to the equator, and so the day was as warm as it ever got on Belusha, still cold enough to kill. Lorian had, ostensibly, been dismantling a solar panel array on the roof of the old cruiser. There were useful semiconductors in the panels themselves. These Lorian had stacked on a pallet equipped with repulsors, which he dragged down with him. Precious metals and rare metals were the high priority, well outstripping even intact semiconductors. “Where’s Jeff?”
“Up on the bridge,” Daru said, pointing to the open hatch by which their crew had gained entry. “Nago and Fives are with him, and Rand.”
“Right,” Lorian said.
“What kind of name is Jeff anyway?” Daru asked.
Used to the boy’s patter, Lorian said, “I’m sure it’s short for something.”
“He says it’s an old name,” Daru said. “A palatine name.”
Lorian frowned. It didn’t sound like a palatine name to his ear, not remotely. “Jeff’s full of shit.”
“I don’t think it’s a palatine name,” Daru said. “They’re all long and kind of . . . what’s a better word than fancy?”
“Grandiose,” Lorian suggested, not really listening.
“Grandiose?” Daru tried the word, following Lorian up through the hatchway. “It just doesn’t sound right, you know? Too short for a lord.”
“Jeff’s no lord,” Lorian said. “Don’t let him lie to you.”
Jeff was their poddy, captain of their little salvage crew. Many of the poddies, Lorian had come to realize, had been men of some status on the outside. Minor lords or officers, most often. And so those poddies that had no status often claimed it, pretending at high birth. Duke had surely been palatine, though whether or not he was a duke in truth was another matter, but Jeff was lowborn as they came. Lorian would have been surprised to learn the man had risen as high as centurion. But he knew salvage, and it was that knowledge that had placed him in charge. Life on Belusha was a kind of acid, dissolving all that had come before, replacing it with its own alien chemistry. Here, a peasant might rule a lord. A lord might make a slave.
But a mutant was still a mutant.
“There he is!” said Nago, a blunt-faced, squint-eyed fellow, when they had reached the bridge. “Where’d you find him lurking, Daru?”
Oblivious to the malice in the man’s tone, Daru answered, “Up topside.”
“I was dismantling the dorsal solar cells,” Lorian said.
“He had his mask off!” Daru interjected.
Lorian glared at the boy, who had the good grace to look abashed.
“Do us a favor and breathe a little deeper next time, runt,” Nago said, spitting. He made the traditional warding gesture—first and final fingers extended like horns—and thrust it at Lorian.
Lorian had grown well used to this sort of thing from the squint-eyed man. Nago and Fives both made no secret of their contempt and nigh-on terror of Lorian. Lorian always found it strange. It made sense for palatine high lords to be disquieted by an intus like himself: he was a reminder of precisely how delicate their own genes were. But Nago and Fives were peasants. To them, Lorian was not a reminder of the genetic fragility of the aristocracy, he was only a ghoul.
“You mean to say the runt was up top taking in the sights while we’re down here sweating it?” said Fives, voice deeper and rougher than Nago’s sneering tones. “I keep saying, we ought to just leave him out here, Jeff. He’s good as useless, he is.”
Lorian did his best to smile. He had learned long ago that it was best to remain jovial with such creatures, lest their contempt boil over into violence. “If you’re in here sweating it, Fives, why’d you have to call me in?”
Jeff’s head appeared from under a starboard console. The poddy’s claims to high birth were shot to pieces by the mere appearance of his face. Lorian had seen his like—grizzled, heavy-browed, and gray-faced—a million times in the Legions. He was plebeian through and through—though no man under him could gainsay his claims of nobility and not face his fury.
“Enough chatter, you two. Nago, show Lorian to the racks.”
Nago shouldered his way around the console to where Lorian stood in the door. Broad as he was, he moved badly in the cramped space, always sidling. He collided with Lorian on purpose, knocking the smaller man back. Lorian steadied himself against the bulkhead and followed the big man out.
They hadn’t far to go. Nago showed him to a narrow hatch in the port side of the hallway that led to the bridge, and Lorian saw at once why Jeff had sent for him. The hatch was narrow, not even a cubit wide.
“Can’t reach, eh?” Lorian asked, and it was his turn to push Nago aside. Peering in past the hatchway, Lorian could see the racked circuit boards glittering in the light of the other man’s suit lamps, recognized the telltale glint of gold. Once the supplies got back to Farside, they would be broken down, the gold stripped and shipped to Snowhead or one of the other camps, there to be smelted back into ingots and returned to Downwell for transport up the Tower.
“Can’t all be mutants, can we?” Nago said. “Get to it, little man, if you ain’t gonna kill yourself first.”
Mouth unseen behind his mask, Lorian smiled his thinnest smile, and pushed himself through the gap. The experience put him in mind of that terrible day back in Downwell, climbing through Daud’s crawler. Lorian had not told any of the Farsiders, and they hadn’t asked. Prisoners were transferred all the time.
Lorian was aware that Nago had left. For all the man’s hostility, he never stayed in Lorian’s presence alone.
He’s afraid of me, Lorian thought, afraid my mutation is catching.
The thought amused him, and he snorted audibly as he set to work on the circuit boards. The array had been set up to manage some subsidiary system, to act as a relay between the bridge and some other part of the ship. He could see the gold plain, hair-fine threads of it pressed into the boards. There were some prisoners who scraped what they brought in, kept some for themselves, used it to trade for better rations, better kit, for liquor or cigarettes or pornography brought in by the Martians and traded with the prisoners. Doubtless that was how Daud had purchased Tamara from her Outborn tribe in the first place.
Lorian just tossed the boards out into the hall. They were only slotted in place, connected to the greater matrix by glass wires that unplugged easy enough. He was glad to have been left alone once more, without even Daru sewn to his feet like a human shadow. Lorian had abandoned any attempt at human companionship years ago. He kept to himself as much as possible, hardly speaking most days. He took his solitude where he could get it—there was none in camp, or on the crawler ride between camp and the fields.
When he reached the bottom of the first rack, Lorian reached beneath the final board to pull the wires free. His hand found something that should not have been there. Something instantly recognizable. Feeling it, he froze. It was easy to understand how the space team had missed it. It should not have been where it was. Lorian felt the grip again to be sure, looked back over his shoulder at the hall outside the compartment. Nago had not returned.
How had it gotten there?
Some crewman must have stowed it there for some nefarious purpose and not returned.
Certain he was alone and safe from all surveillance, Lorian drew the weapon free.
It was a plasma burner. An officer’s sidearm—a holdout, and little longer than Lorian’s outstretched hand. It was a standard-issue weapon: the plasma coil arcing just before the grip, completing the loop necessary for the projection of the weapon’s plasma arc. It was precisely the kind of weapon Lorian had aped when he modified the plasma cutter to kill Daud. It had no fuel cell, no reservoir, relied instead upon an intake jet that turned the thin air to plasma.
It should work . . . .
Experimentally, Lorian thumbed the safety. The readout above the grip on the back flickered blue, then red, flashed an error code.
“Three-one-nine . . .” Lorian muttered, thinking back to basic training. He had seldom fired such a weapon—had seldom fired any weapon by hand.
The fan was broken, that was it.
It wouldn’t fire.
Why would someone stash a broken sidearm inside the server rack? What had driven that long-ago soldier to such an action?
It was impossible not to think the thing had been placed there for him, that he might find it. Karma. Providence.
Lorian looked over his shoulder again, half-expecting to find Nago returned, mouth open in shock. His mind ran through a dozen scenarios in which he tried to persuade his fellow junker not to talk. He imagined the gun was working, imagined having to shoot, remembered Daud falling amidst his own severed legs, screaming, screaming . . . .
The little man unzipped his coveralls and shoved the weapon inside. He could hide it, secret it in some compartment of their crawler or somewhere about camp back in Farside, or else in some discreet corner of the scrapyard. They would be working on this particular cruiser for weeks, and so caution dictated that he leave the gun where it was.
But he did not.
After seven years in the fields and the foundry, Lorian told himself it did not matter. If he was caught, he would almost surely be remanded back to the Tower and Downwell, where he would confront Carter once again. What could the commandant do but inter him in cold sleep?
He was more in danger from his fellow prisoners than he was the guards, and that was more than reason enough to keep the gun.
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Their shift finished, Lorian and the others all returned to their crawler. Their holds full, they began the long journey back to Farside under the watchful eye of the crawler’s small Martian crew.
There was a tiny porthole in Lorian’s bunk capsule, little more than a third-cubit in diameter. Still in his suit and stinking from the day’s labor, he huddled against the bulkhead, watching the endless miles of tundra and scrapyard roll by. Time and again, some tortured piece of metal would squeal and crunch underfoot. Outside, the wreck of sunken starships appeared as strangely geometric hills, like spurs of black rock thrust from the snow, each of them starkly lit by the ever-present sunlight.
It was hard to imagine an uglier world.
There were times Lorian prayed for storms. Belusha had few—so even a distribution of such weak sunlight was not conducive to the formation of pressure fronts—but they did happen. When they did, the sky was somewhat darkened, and some animal part of Lorian’s soul eased at the almost-illusion of night. How strange it was to yearn for darkness when it was light that man should love, yet yearn he did.
By all appearance, one such storm danced on the far horizon, a black castle arrayed against the mirrors and their unbreakable day. All the while, Lorian cradled the gun against his belly, not sure where he should hide it. His toolkit? But his toolkit was subject to random inspection, not that anyone had seen fit to inspect it in years—though any of his crewmates might find it by chance. On the crawler? Same problem, and the same problem in camp.
On his person, then?
It would not be hard to fashion some manner of holster and conceal the thing inside his suit. His person was likewise subject to inspection, but anything he kept on himself was less likely to be found by his compatriots. Lorian pressed a hand to the spot on his waistband where the weapon lay hid, as if to reassure himself that it was real.
He could repair a broken fan—would have to repair it secretly—when they ventured out into the fields. Lorian thought of Nago, with his constant threats; of Fives with his quiet anger.
He might need it.
He awoke—not realizing he had fallen asleep—to the sound of Daru banging on the bulkhead. “Dinnertime, man!” the boy said. “We’re due to park in two hours. Jeff says we best eat now—odds are we’ll miss dinner in camp.”
Lorian yelled at the boy to go away and lay there staring at the roof of his narrow bunk. The capsule was hardly wide enough to lie down in, even for a man as small as he. After a few minutes had passed, Lorian admitted the boy was right. He was hungry and knew he should eat rather than risk going without for the night. As in Downwell, mealtimes in Farside were centrally mandated, occurring between shifts. They had more flexibility on the crawler, and there was always the chance they might eat twice, schedules permitting.
Dinner was the usual bromos porridge, this time at least nominally flavored with printed bacon. The stuff tasted burnt more than anything, as if designed by someone with only the barest rumor of what bacon ought to taste like. Still, Lorian ate it thankfully, taking his bowl up onto the crawler’s top deck where he thought he might be alone. It was too cold outside to eat, and the thin air did not help. He ate quickly; the porridge lost whatever piddling heat it had possessed almost instantly, though his hot water bottle stayed warm. Sometimes, it was possible to get a thin soup made to taste like chicken and seasoned with some slimy, kelpy leaves. That was almost . . . well, not good, but edible, and worth filling his bottle with instead of plain water—which at least was always available on the crawler.
“The hell are you doing up here?” a rough voice intruded.
Looking round, Lorian found Jeff’s gray eyes peering down at him from over the rim of his red-painted rebreather.
His spoon in one gloved hand, poised halfway to his open mouth, Lorian replied, “Eating.”
“Ain’t it cold now?” the poddy asked.
“Extremely,” Lorian answered, and took his bite.
The other man shook his head. “Eating with the rest of us that bad?”
Lorian only stared at him, chewing. He didn’t want to answer the question.
“Daru said you were climbing around with your mask off,” Jeff said, cutting straight to the heart of the matter. “You trying to die, man?”
Lorian had his mask off even then. At once self-conscious, he scraped what remained of his paltry meal onto his overlarge spoon and swallowed it, grimacing at the off taste of the bromos. He restored his mask before he answered. “I’ve been here eight years,” Lorian said, “or near enough.”
“You count?” Jeff asked.
When had he started counting? It had been some time after he’d killed Daud.
“Just a rough guess,” Lorian said. “I knew a man in Downwell who tallied every day.”
Again, Jeff shook his head. “Drive yourself crazy, doing shit like that.”
“The air gets easier, the longer you’ve been here,” Lorian said.
Jeff made a short, affirmative sound. Steam gushed through the filter at the left corner of his mask.
“I’m not going to die on you, pod-man,” Lorian said, setting his empty bowl aside. He turned his head, craned his neck to look over the array of lights and comms equipment that bristled along the front of the big crawler. He could see Farside ahead, the squat towers of the keep and the ziggurat atop which the commandant’s villa stood, and the great cube shape of the foundry. The prisoners’ barracks were all but invisible behind the camp’s walls. Unlike Downwell, which sprawled out from the foundations of the Tower in all directions and had no perimeter defenses, being in the heart of oil country and the epicenter of Martian control, Farside was encircled by three rings of chain-like palisades designed not only to keep the prisoners in, but to keep the Outborn out.
Farside was—as its name suggested—about as far from Downwell as it was possible to get. When he had been stationed back in Downwell, Lorian had heard tales of how the Outborn had attacked Farside. Many of the prisoners had confirmed that tale for Lorian after he’d arrived. The raiders had attacked the then-unfortified camp, killed a quarter of the Martian garrison, and absconded with the camp’s women—some half a hundred.
Thinking of that fact and of Tamara, Lorian said, “I met an Outborn girl once.” He did not say how. “She didn’t wear a mask at all.”
“Some folks can get used to it,” Jeff agreed. “Not me, though. I’m from Zigana. One-point-three standard gravities, one-point-four atmospheres. I’ve got this baby working overtime.” He tapped his mask. “I dunno how the Outies do it.”
Lacking anything useful to say, Lorian just said, “Some folks get used to it.”
“Looks like the Marties are on high alert,” Jeff said, shading his eyes against the snow glare. “They got air patrols up.”
Still seated on the deck, Lorian turned his face skyward, where, sure enough, he could make out the black wedge shapes of fliers against the colorless heaven. “You think they had another sighting?”
“Raiders?” Jeff asked. “Could be. Could be they had a breakout, too. Dunno why the Outies would storm the place, ’specially now it’s so hard. Ain’t enough gash worth taking.”
Lorian grimaced. “There’re other things worth taking. Fuel. Weapons.”
“It was women they wanted last time,” Jeff said. “Rand reckons they’re trying to grow their numbers.”
“Why?” Lorian asked, looking sharply back at the older-seeming man.
“Take on the Marties, take Belusha for themselves.”
“What would they want it for?” Lorian asked.
“Maybe they want to get the fuck offworld,” Jeff said. “I know I do.”
There was a thought. Lorian smiled at the image of an Outborn horde assaulting Downwell, claiming the Tower for their own. It was nonsense, of course. At the first sign of trouble, the Martians in the station atop the Tower had only to haul up the nanocarbon cables that linked the starport station to the surface. Belusha was a planet after all. One could not escape it by flapping his arms for wings.
“Earth’s tits, it’s cold,” Jeff said. “Never thought I’d miss the heat. Zigana was like a brick oven. This is worse. This is so much worse.”
“You don’t have to stay up here on my account,” Lorian said. When the man did not take the hint, Lorian said, “I miss the dark.”
“All this daylight drives a man mad, that’s for sure,” the poddy agreed. “But can you imagine how damn cold it’d get down here if there were night? No, thank you.”
It was the sort of statement that did not really merit a response, and Lorian treated it as such. He looked back out over the forward rail to the walls and watchtowers of Farside. He could pick out the flight control tower, a narrow spike of blackened steel, and saw Martians in red and white patrolling. He had heard it said once that there were fewer than fifteen thousand Martians on the entire planet, and that a fifth of them were in Downwell. They were not really wardens—Belusha’s gravity well was a wall around their prison unfathomably high. They only protected the oil pipelines, only protected the foundries and the fields.
One heard stories all the time of pods like their own attempting to repair a shuttle or a cruiser. Lorian didn’t believe them. Even if they could repair one of the junkers, they could never fuel it. Interstellar travel required antimatter to fuel any ship’s warp drive, and Lorian was certain that not so much as a grain of that volatile substance remained in the hulks that were floated down to Belusha’s surface.
“What do you think’s got the Martians so wound up?” Lorian asked, turning to regard his compatriot.
But Jeff had gone, vanished back inside the crawler.
Alone again, Lorian unslung his mask and inhaled deeply of the biting wind. For what seemed the thousandth time that day, he pressed his hand to his belly, to the place where his broken gun lay concealed.
It was still there.
He took another breath.
“You, there!” the amplified voice of one of the crawler’s Martian crew rang out across the deck. “Back inside! We’re nearly to the gates!”







CHAPTER 8
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OUTBORN AND MISBORN
“I can’t get the damn thing off!” Fives hissed, leaning against the wrench with all his weight until Lorian thought the tool would bend itself.
“Is it welded?” asked Kellan, one of the new men assigned to the pod.
“Is it welded?” Fives echoed, coming off the wrench to glare at the other man. “You try it, you cross-eyed inbred!” He thumped Kellan in the shoulder, prompting Jeff to intervene.
The poddy called down from atop the shuttle stabilizer, “Do I have to come down there?”
A brute though Fives was—the word MURDER was tattooed across his brow, recalling Daud—he seemed to fear the older poddy and backed down. Perched atop the stabilizer with the poddy himself, Lorian peered down. He knew better than to issue suggestions, but it was starting to sound like this particular bolt was going to need to be cut out.
“It’s cross-threaded!” Fives snarled. “Gotta be!” He cursed. “Where’s the plasma cutter?” He’d directed this question at Kellan, who simply stood there. Lorian thought he could hear the gears in the boy’s head grinding. Three of the others gathered nearby all stood frozen. Everyone knew how volatile Fives could be when frustrated. Even the poddy tried not to speak. “Where’s the fucking plasma cutter?”
“I think it’s on the crawler,” ventured one of the other newcomers.
Fives whirled and hurled the wrench at the man. It struck him in the belly, and he doubled over.
“Fives!” Jeff leaped down from atop the stabilizer, landing beside the bruiser. “Take a walk, man! Out of here! Go!” He pointed.
The big prisoner’s nostrils flared, and he stared down his mutilated nose at Jeff. The older poddy did not back down. Not for the first time, Lorian wondered what the man’s crime had been, and why it hadn’t been inked across his forehead. He’d heard it was possible to pay a fee to waive the branding, but as such branding only applied to the plebeian caste, he’d never paid the practice much mind.
Whatever it was, it was enough to get Fives—who had half a head and several stone on the poddy—to back down. He turned and walked away, permafrost crunching under his feet. Watching him go, Lorian tugged his goggles back down over his eyes to cut the glare of the mirrored sun off the snow and the glass of the shuttle that was the object of their efforts that day.
“Anyone want to go and get the cutter rig?” Jeff asked.
Retrieving the rig meant not only the cutter itself, but several yards of hose and the heavy gas tank. While a gun like the one strapped in Lorian’s left armpit might pull enough for a shot, Belusha’s air was too thin to supply the cutter with a steady stream. No one volunteered. The prospect of wheeling a heavy tank of pressurized nitrogen gas over the slick and uneven ground appealed to no man, which could mean only one thing.
“Lorian!” Jeff aimed his words up over the top of the stabilizer. “You go. You’re least good here as is.”
Lorian had no response to that. He was used to being tapped for the fetch-and-carry missions, used to being reminded of his status as the crew’s smallest and thereby least effective member. A part of him wanted to curse. He was also certainly the crew’s oldest member, the only one—whatever Jeff claimed—not born of the lowest caste. Misborn he might have been, an intus, but his mother was a patrician knight, his father a lord. He had been chief tactical officer of an Imperial battleship, the left hand of the Halfmortal himself, yet here he was, the errand boy of a band of murderous churls.
Belusha had its own conventions, its own order.
But it was pride that stiffened his spine. Pride was the enemy of the gurram, Vima wrote.
And so Lorian Aristedes swallowed his pride; killed it.
“I’ll go with him!” said a voice from atop the shuttle wreckage, and a moment later, Daru appeared and leaped down.
“I don’t need any help,” Lorian said, not wanting a shadow. If he must be the group’s errand boy, he would at least enjoy the temporary solitude.
“That rig can be pretty heavy,” Daru said, “and it’s not like its smooth terrain between here and there.”
The pod boss seemed to contemplate this a moment before nodding. “Fine. Daru, you and the mute grab the cutter rig. But hurry back!”
Lorian did not protest. There was no point in protesting.
He went as he was ordered, Daru following half a step behind.
Going saved their lives.
It was not a long walk back to the crawler, all things considered. They had managed to park the beast within perhaps half a mile of the grounded shuttle, not far from the ruin of a Legion cruiser—more than a mile long—that was to be the target of their next campaign. As they walked, Lorian was struck—as he always was—by the deep silence of Belusha. He ignored Daru’s numerous attempts at conversation trying to soak it in. Their little crew was—or should have been—the only life for miles around. Belusha had little by way of wildlife. The camps had their rats and insects, but such creatures could not survive without the artificial heat of the buildings.
Belusha had no birds, and what little plant life there was struggled to survive even in the equatorial zones. Everything was still but the wind, and there was no wind as they crossed the ice back toward the crawler, and so the only noise—besides Daru’s intermittent chattering and the crunch of their boots in the packed snow—was the ringing of the silence in Lorian’s ears.
Hadrian had called his god “the Quiet,” Lorian remembered. It was easy to see why. There was something divine about that silence, something that forced a man to reflect, to listen. Lorian found himself wondering if he, too, might hear the voice of Hadrian’s god in the stillness if he but listened hard enough.
“Likely not, Lorian,” he muttered to himself.
Thinking of Hadrian turned his thoughts sour. Even after seven years, Breathnach’s words were still with him. If Hadrian really had given up the fight . . .
“What’s that?” asked Daru, brightening at the sudden noise from his companion.
“Nothing,” Lorian said, curtly. “You know, I don’t need any help.”
“Sure, you don’t,” Daru said. “But this keeps me away from Fives. Man scares the piss out of me.”
Lorian dismissed this with a wave. “Man’s a blunt instrument.”
“So’s a hammer,” Daru said. “I don’t want to be the nail.”
That drew a snort of derisive laughter from Lorian’s nose.
They reached the crawler some minutes later and found the cutter rig in the hold where it ought to be. They checked the charge on the tank. Eighty-five percent. It should have been fully charged, but eighty-five would have to do. Daru popped the clamps that held the heavy thing in place, and together they began the long, slow process of dragging the thing back through the snow and over the uneven ground between the crawler and the worksite.
The shuttle the men were working to dismantle was lost behind a low hill. When he and Daru had returned to the crawler, it had been over the top of that hill, but neither Lorian nor the boy fancied trying to drag the cutter rig up the slope and back down the other side. Going round would bring them under the shadow of the grounded cruiser, and cost them time, but time was one thing never in short supply on the prison planet.
They had the rest of their lives, after all.
It was when they reached the bottom of that hill that they heard it, unmistakable as the noise of thunder.
Bang!
Lorian let the cutter rig fall to the snow. His hand went reflexively to the gun wound against his ribs beneath his left arm, though he had not yet succeeded in repairing the precious thing. They were defenseless.
Daru had frozen on the spot, evidently having reached the same conclusion as Lorian.
Gunfire.
Bang!
Another shot rent the silent air. A yell followed. A series of further shots.
The little man cast about for cover. He and Daru might hurl themselves into a snowbank, but that was as good as suicide, even in their thermal suits. And such a maneuver was no guarantee of safety. Their coveralls were red as fresh blood, and if it were the Martians—if the Martians had turned their guns against the prisoners—they would not be able to hide in any case. The Martian helmets were surely equipped with thermoptic vision, and anything as warm as even a freezing man would shine like the sun in that mirror-lighted cold.
“What do we do?” Daru hissed, as if whispering could help.
“Come on!” Lorian seized the larger man by the wrist. There was the cruiser! They could hide in its wreck, and better—if they could get atop it, lose themselves among the bent antennae and stripped gun emplacements—they could see. Abandoning the plasma cutter entirely, Lorian turned and pelted up the slope to where the great vessel’s dorsal hull rose above the hillside like a mountain itself.
Like every Legion vessel, the cruiser’s hull was adamant, black and pitch and smoothly printed save in those places where guns and hatches and instruments relieved that darkness with the dull shine of titanium or steel. Letting Daru go, Lorian slipped as he stumbled onto its lower reaches, lost his footing on the ice-slick surface, struck the hull with his knee. A terrific spasm of pain crashed through Lorian like the lightning, and with horror he realized his knee had hyperextended, slid out of joint. Hissing, cursing his mongrel blood, Lorian bent and tried to slide the knee back into place, falling onto his back in the process.
“What’s wrong?” Daru asked, bending over him.
Lorian blew out a breath, gasped. “Knee!”
Another gunshot reported from beyond the hill below.
The little man clenched his jaw, teeth grinding like glaciers over stone. Bone over bone.
“What can I do?” Daru hissed, bent over him.
“Shut—” Lorian winced, finding the slipped patella with his fingers “—up!”
His knee popped back into place, and a groan shuddered from him. Cursing once more, Lorian rolled onto hands and knees. He made to rise, jaw clenched in expectation of further pain, but there was only the dull, familiar aching.
Hello, old friend . . . .
Lurching forward, Lorian caught hold of the stump of an antenna, heard his feet ringing on the carbon sheeting that made up the grounded vessel’s hull. Daru was right behind. As they went, Lorian could hear the report of still more guns. A cry of pain split the sunlit air. The rough sound of human voices.
Ahead, the ruins of a mounting collar where a gun turret had been removed by the crew in orbit provided a bit of shelter, and Lorian hurled himself behind it. Daru struck him as he fell in after Lorian, and together they peered out and over the rim of the slanting vessel at the depression beneath it and the hill he had meant to go around.
The shuttle the pod had been at work dismantling lay almost directly below, not quite in the cruiser’s shadow—and so it was that Lorian and Daru had an unobstructed view of the tableau playing out beneath him.
A skiff—longer and narrower than a groundcar—hovered off the ground beyond the wrecked shuttle, its blowers kicking up little clouds of snow. Men had leaped from its open deck to the snows below, encircled the shuttle. The body of one prisoner lay face down in the snow. Red suit. Red blood spreading.
But the men from the skiff were not Martians. Not a one of them wore the red and white of the Imperial guard. Instead, each wore what seemed patchwork cloaks, every color spent and faded until they seemed gray-brown. Beneath, each seemed lumpy or misshapen. Many wore hoods, and those that did not sported mismatched helmets badly painted and scratched. Some were clearly of Martian make, the red enamel chipped off, the feathered plumes discarded. But there was no mistaking the shape.
As they watched, another one leaped from the skiff, pointing a long gun at Kellan, who stood with his hands up. He must have shouted for the prisoner to get on his knees, for Kellan did so at a gesture, moving his hands to his head. The other members of Lorian’s pod—sixteen in all—were bunched off to one side, hemmed in by four men with long rifles.
Penned, Lorian thought, thinking of sheep.
“That all of them?” asked one of the strangers, a tall man in a helmet with a white handprint painted on the left cheek of his helm. His voice emerged strangely amplified by his helmet, carried on the wind. A moment passed. One of his subordinates must have answered him, for he rounded on the prisoners, “Which of you’s the boss?”
“That’d be me!” Jeff raised a hand, shouted loud enough to be heard.
At a sign from the handprinted man, the poddy was permitted to step forward. Lorian couldn’t recall having seen the fellow from so far off before, or so high up. He looked forlorn, strangely shrunken, standing there amidst the knot of strangers. An old man, gray-capped and sun-beaten.
“This all your crew?” the man with the handprint asked.
The question confirmed one thing for certain: the men were no Martians. The Martians would not need to ask such a question. They would know. Know it was twenty men to a vulture crew, not fifteen.
Fifteen.
Lorian counted heads. Kellan made sixteen—he was set apart. The dead man was seventeen. Lorian and Daru made nineteen.
Someone was missing.
Fives.
Fives had not returned.
If these men were not Martians, there was only one other possibility.
They were Outborn.
Outlaws.
The children of those prisoners who’d fled the camps, preferring to scratch a living from the rock and ice of Belusha to a life in fetters.
Gowan would shit himself if he could see this, Lorian thought, some detached piece of his mind forever babbling. The old man had spent all his days on Belusha in Downwell itself, and so had not believed the stories.
How wrong he’d been.
“I said is this all your crew?” the man with the handprint shouted, aiming his long gun square at Jeff’s face.
Lorian felt his shoulders grow tight, felt suddenly exposed there, atop the once-great cruiser. He and Daru exchanged wide-eyed glances. The Outborn had only to look up, had only to get on their skiffs and fly away to spot the two of them hunkered there like gargoyles. They might evade detection inside the mount point for the absent gun, but to get inside, they would have to stand, and their shadows—so close to the edge of the vessel—might attract the notice of the men below.
“Good.”
The once-commander blinked. Jeff must have answered in the affirmative, to judge by the Outborn leader’s tone.
What followed happened so quickly that it was over before Lorian could draw a breath.
The helmed man with the white hand printed on his face raised his gun, aimed it squarely between Jeff’s eyes, and fired. The weapon was no plasma burner, but a common slug gun. Its projectile—lead, brass—passed clean through the poor man’s head, escaping the back of his skull with a force that splashed blood and brain on the snowy ground.
Before the body could fall, Kellan boiled up from his knees, hurled himself at the man with the white hand. That was the thing that surprised Lorian the most, the thing that would stay with him in the years to come. Why had the boy done that? He had no love for the poddy, had only just been assigned to their crew some weeks before.
Had he acted to avenge the dead man? Or only to try and save himself?
In the end, it did not really matter.
The Outborn in the high helm turned and fired, planting two shots in the boy’s chest. Kellan fell. Lorian clenched his jaw, not daring to move. For all that he had been a warrior, he had been in battle—seen men die—only once. Death had been only lights on a screen for him, blips winking out. Sometimes the ship would shake, an alarm would sound, a shield fail, but these were all abstractions. Only abstractions.
The slaughter in that moment was terribly real.
For all his talk, all his attempts to walk the Path of the Arthur-Buddha, his desire to be gurram, to be khandasattva, Lorian was not a brave man, as how could he be? He was little larger than a child. Sickly. Frail. Bravery did not come easily to anyone in his circumstances. He was no great fighter, no lord of men. His weapon had been his mind, his attention to detail, his ability to plan. All of that was worthless then and there. He was powerless, and so did not dare move.
“Anyone else want to try it?” the man with the painted helmet said, rounding on the other prisoners.
Not a one of them moved. They were surrounded by half a dozen of the Outborn, each of them armed and ready with rifles like that of their leader. Lorian’s eyes went to the skiff, where he spied another four at least.
“Where are the Martians?” Daru whispered, leaning in close.
Lorian spared a glance for the crawler in the distance. Did they even know?
They had to know. There was no way the skiff could have approached without tripping their sensors. They simply didn’t care, or worse—they were afraid. There were only three Martians on the crawler team, locked in their quarters above the crew quarters, accessible only from a sealed hatch on the top deck. Three men—even men of the Martian Guard—might not triumph over twelve, and these Outborn had killed Martians before, that much was plain from their kit.
Still, they might make a break for the crawler, try and alert the Martians.
And yet he was frozen in his place. Had any man asked him later—and they would—he could swear that his every fiber was wound tight as harp strings, his limbs as good as stone.
“Lorian?” Daru’s breath frosted the air.
“I don’t know,” came a small voice from his lips.
If they knew about the raid, the Martians must have decided their own lives were worth more than those of the prisoners they’d been charged to oversee.
“They not coming?” the boy asked.
Lorian could only shake his head.
“Check them!” the Outborn leader’s voice rose sharp and loud.
As Lorian watched, the men of his pod were made to line up, forced to stand shoulder-to-shoulder before the wreck of the shuttle. He saw Nago standing at one end and marked with misplaced satisfaction the way the man cowered—as though he were not cowering himself.
The Outborn captain moved along the line, pausing here and there to inspect one of the men, turning his head or prodding his shoulder. Still unmoving, Lorian thought he understood.
They were slavers.
So much for all the talk of living free among the Outborn.
“Too old,” said the Outborn captain, having tugged the mask off Parth, a toothless fellow who had once been a centurion of the Legions. The man had spent most of his life on Belusha—more than fifty years, as he told any man who met him.
Those fifty years ended in an instant, and for no reason at all, as one of the other Outborn planted a round in the back of his head. Parth fell like a tree, what little remained of his face buried in the snow before his feet.
“You!” the captain exclaimed, directing his attention to Gared, a boy little older than Daru himself, who jumped. “No women?”
Lorian could not hear the reply, but Gared must have answered in the negative. They had no women on the pod. If there were women in Farside at all, Lorian had not seen them, had seen only the boys who pretended at women for the delectation of certain prisoners.
The captain pointed his rifle over Gared’s shoulder, fired.
The report of that gun was like the strike of lightning off the iron sides of sunken ships, filled the deep silence of the world. It must have destroyed Gared’s hearing.
“No women?” the captain asked again, shouting now.
“No!” Gared said. “It’s just us!”
The Outborn leader seized the boy prisoner by the front of his coveralls, drew his other arm back, the better to plant the mouth of his gun against the boy’s breastbone. He shook him, willing him to change his tune.
Lorian was certain poor Gared was done for. No true answer he might give the man could satisfy, and any false answer would be false. One long moment passed. Another.
The Outborn captain released the boy, and snarling proceeded up the line. Twice more he made pronouncements as he had with old Parth, and twice more shots sounded. Twice more men died. Lorian was acutely aware of the broken gun pressing against his ribs. If he had only managed to repair it . . . he had clean shots on the vile captain and his men.
But such thoughts were vanity. Hubris. Pride.
He was but one man—one small, weak little man.
What could he and Daru have done alone, even armed? They would each have been only another Kellan, using death at the hands of the Outborn to escape slavery to them.
Slavery.
That was why they had come. Knowing they could not assault Farside directly as they had in the past, they had instead elected to pick off the vulture crews at their work in the fields. They were vultures themselves, Lorian reflected. The skiff was surely a bit of tech reclaimed from the scrapheap, repaired and refitted by the Outborn to serve their purposes. Their armor, their weapons were doubtless stolen from Martian storehouses and supply convoys.
It made sense. He would have suggested the same thing, had he been in the Outborn’s shoes. The vulture crews were a weakness, guarded as they were by so small a compliment of Martians. He might have suggested they similarly attack the rig crews and repair teams in the oil fields about Downwell, and so disrupt the greater part of Belusha’s industry—and perhaps they did just that.
How many were the Outborn, he wondered? How many prisoners were there on Belusha? Tens of thousands? Hundreds? Millions? Surely not millions. There were not enough Martians to police such a population—though they hardly policed it by design.
Where did the Outborn live? And how?
How had the Martians not exterminated them, and why not? Was it because they hoped Belusha would breed precisely such hard men as they, just as Mars had bred the Martians so long ago? Did the Emperor hope to use the Outborn in the war against the Cielcin, out there beyond the farther suns?
Lorian imagined Belushan Legions, mad dogs loosed against the Cielcin horde—their savagery rivaled only by that of the Cielcin themselves.
All these thoughts and more played in Lorian’s mind as he watched his podmates sorted, chained, marching to the skiff as its pilot brought it to within a foot of the snow. The Outborn captain shouted orders to his men, then last of all he mounted the steps up to his flier and was gone. Knowing that their time had come, Lorian scrambled up and over the lip of the turret mount that had served him and Daru for cover and all but fell inside, hauling the boy in after him.
It was a long time before the Martians found them.







CHAPTER 9
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A FRIEND
In the months that followed, it was not the deaths that haunted Lorian Aristedes—not the murders of Jeff and Kellan, of old Parth and the rest—nor the thought that Nago and Rand and the others were slaves in some Outborn camp.
It was Fives.
After what seemed hours to Lorian and to Daru, they had heard the man’s rough voice rising from below, calling for someone—anyone. He had seen the bodies. He was scared. It seemed strange to Lorian that so big and so nakedly violent a man should evince such fear, but he did. It was that fear that brought Lorian out, made him stand up in the hollow of the gun mount and clamber out, Daru following.
He had expected relief, even fleetingly, in the face of the bigger convict.
Instead, Fives’s blunt and ugly face was disfigured with loathing. “You!” he’d snarled, shocked to find Lorian alive. “You did this!”
So preposterous had been the accusation that Lorian had not known what to say, and Daru had thrown himself between Lorian and the bigger man. When Lorian had protested, explained that the Outborn had come—“See? There is where they set down their skiff!”—Fives had said, “You think I’m going to believe they killed the others and left you?” He thrust a finger at Daru. “You and your little friend?”
It was incredible, completely incredible. “You think I’m with them?”
He had let the objections fly.
“If I were with them, why didn’t I leave with them?”
“When could I have met with them?”
“I live in the camp with you, remember?”
“And what do I get out of all this? The same shit rations as you?”
None of them mattered.
“You’re a mutant,” Fives said. “Earth-marked. Cursed. You brought this down on us, little man!”
Only the arrival of the Martians and Daru’s standing in the way prevented Fives from attacking Lorian on the spot. Lorian had possessed the presence of mind to stow his gun when he went back for the cutter rig he had abandoned when he’d heard the sound of fighting, left it in a vent on the crawler, not unlike the place where he had found it.
When they returned to Farside, Lorian, Fives, and Daru were all subjected to questioning by the camp’s commandant—a hard-faced Martian officer little different from any of the others. During that period, they were each subjected to search and examination, each made to strip. When that was over, they were each assigned to new teams, and put under orders not to discuss the incident with the other prisoners. From the way that rumors percolated about the disappeared vulture pod, Lorian felt certain that he was the only one of the three who had remained silent.
Fives had been reassigned to another vulture crew, while Daru had been placed in the kitchens, and Lorian restored to his place in the motor pool. This last turned out to be an unexpected boon, as it made the recovery of his hidden gun a small matter and provided him with ample opportunity to worry over its repair, though still a solution evaded him. There seemed simply to be no substitute for a new intake fan, and none was forthcoming.
Months went by and, in time, talk of the Outborn raid dissipated. It was as if Jeff and his boys had never been, unless it was in whispers aimed at Lorian’s back. He was a spy for the Outborn, they said, a plant they left behind when they raided Farside itself. The Martians had failed to notice him because he was so small and had secreted himself in the barracks’ vents, surviving off scraps. That he was on the duty roster meant nothing to these rumor mongers. Surely a creature as malformed as he could not bear so lordly a name as Lorian Aristedes. Lorian Aristedes had been a companion of the Halfmortal. A great warrior. The imp must have killed the real Aristedes and assumed his mantle. The Martians had put him on the motor pool crew so they could keep him under lock and key, you see.
All perfectly logical, so far as the others were concerned.
There were more florid tales. One version had it that Lorian and Daru were lovers and had killed their pod to cover up their secret. Why the Martians had not then executed Lorian and Daru both no one could explain, but so sordid was the story that it gained a measure of purchase.
“I’m just saying you need to be careful is all,” Daru said many times, as often as he could.
Weeks passed thusly. Lorian hardly slept. He kept seeing Jeff’s head blown apart, kept hearing the crack of muzzle fire in the hushed, snowy air. The man had not given Lorian and Daru up to the Outborn, nor Fives.
Why had he done that? And for what?
It seemed almost an injustice that he, Lorian, should have done so little with the man’s great sacrifice. And yet what could he do? He could not sprout wings and fly—and it would take far more than wings to flee Belusha.
Hadrian loomed larger in his mind with each passing day. The thought of him safe and comfortable on Jadd and not fighting sat in Lorian like a cancer. He had taken himself off the board so that Hadrian might keep playing . . . .
It was too much. All of it. Too much.
There were times—days—where Lorian wished he had been taken with Rand and the others. Life as a slave among the Outborn was doubtless terrible, but it would have been a different life, a life with the hope of some change. A slave might win his freedom. A prisoner on Belusha never would. He would pass long hours in silent work, imagining the life of Lorian Outborn, pirate king. He would direct actions against the Martians. Raid their camps, capture their convoys, make Belusha a prison for the men who had been its jailers since men came to its shores.
They were the sorts of stories he and his half-brothers had invented when they were young.
Pure fantasy.
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“This is different,” Daru said, voice hushed. “I’m telling you, man. They want to kill you.”
Lorian set the coil he’d been working to clean aside. “How is that any different?”
Daru blinked at him. “What?”
“Daru,” Lorian said, unable to keep the schoolmasterish edge from his tone, “do you think this is news to me? You’re in here every other day telling me someone or other has it out for me.” He leaned forward, almost conspiratorially. “Look, I appreciate you watching out for me, boy, but if the frequency of the threats against my life aren’t enough of an indication, someone is always talking about killing me.”
“But the Outborn—”
“If it wasn’t the Outborn,” Lorian overrode him, “it would be something else.”
Daru shook his head. “Why?”
Lorian just looked at him. Was the boy stupid? The answer was obvious. It was written on his face, in his stringy arms, his spidery hands, his every chromosome and codon.
Daru seemed to slowly understand and swallowed. “This is different. This was Fives. Him and Cal and Vasu. A couple of the others. They didn’t know I was there. This isn’t like the last time. They were making plans, man.”
Something in the younger man’s voice—his intensity, his simple earnestness—gave Lorian pause. The once-commander wiped his hands on the filthy rag he’d been using on the copper coil, succeeded only in making his aching fingers dirtier. There was so much grease. “What plans?” he asked.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” the boy said. “You can’t stay after shift at the motor pool anymore. They know you do.”
Lorian was silent. Farside was so much smaller than Downwell that they did not have prisoners—or enough guards—to rotate shifts around the clock, and many times Lorian had remained behind. To search for the necessary pieces for his gun, yes, but often as not to be alone. He had grown accustomed to solitude during his time on the vulture crews—hours spent inside or perched atop the wreck of some downed vessel. Solitude was safer, more pleasant, for precisely the reasons this conversation was underscoring.
He accepted this information with a nod. “I see. Planning to ambush me, were they?”
“In the wash, that’s what I’ve been saying.” Daru perched on the edge of the bench opposite. “Haven’t you been listening?”
Lorian looked at his creation, a mad assemblage of vehicle parts of copper tubing, aware he was not properly listening, even then. “Killed in the toilet,” he said. “Not exactly the end I imagined.” He smiled up at the boy. “We really are going to die here.”
Daru blinked. “I . . . yes?”
Strange that so young a boy had accepted what the much older Lorian had not: that Belusha was the end of his story. He was never getting offworld. No one could. Not a single soul had escaped Belusha, not in all the centuries it had served as the Emperor’s favorite destination for the troubling and irredeemable.
“It’s not all bad,” Daru said. “I could have been spaced for desertion. Or hanged. Even though it wasn’t my idea, it was Maran’s. He was centurion, not me. I only went along because they would have killed me if I didn’t, thinking I’d have ratted them out to brass—and maybe I would have. I could be dead three times over—at least three times over. This is better than that.”
“Is it?” Lorian asked. “Dead’s not so bad, it’s the getting there that kills you.”
The boy snorted.
“Besides, I could use another chance,” Lorian said, and smiled. “Maybe in the next life, I’ll be taller.”
That wrinkled the younger man’s brow. “Next life? You mean on Earth?”
Lorian’s attention snapped sharply back to the boy’s face. It was bad enough the other prisoners hated him for the mutant he was. It would not do for them to learn he also rejected the Chantry’s teachings.
“Yes,” Lorian lied. Lying was not of the Path, but it was good strategy.
“You really believe that shit?” Daru asked. “You die, you wake up in your palace on Earth?” The boy shook his head.
Lorian smiled again. Better to let the boy think he believed in Mother Earth than a disciple of the Path of the Arthur-Buddha. “You know they say the dead outnumber the living a hundred to one. If that’s true, I think Earth must be pretty crowded by now.”
“And I’m trying to keep you from joining them,” Daru said.
“It doesn’t matter,” Lorian said. “Either I die here or in the next camp. On the next assignment.”
Daru made a frustrated sound, clapped a hand to his forehead. “You can’t tell me you don’t care. Weren’t you some kind of officer? Don’t you have people outside?”
Lorian felt his eyes flash, his face grow hard. “The only person I have outside is living it up on Jadd.”
Daru leaned forward. Lorian was not in the habit of talking about his past, and even the barest glimpse of it intrigued the younger man. “What are you in for?” he asked, and when Lorian turned back to his machine, said, “Come on, now! Everyone tells their story.”
“Not me,” Lorian said.
“They say you knew the Halfmortal.”
Lorian only stared at his still, unmoving.
“You did, didn’t you?”
“You misunderstand me,” Lorian said. “It doesn’t matter, because the reassignments are up in another twelve shifts.”
“Reassignments?” Daru leaned forward. “Where’d you hear that?”
“Galen,” Lorian said. Galen was the motor pool poddy, and he had the news from the Martians directly. They were planning another wave of mass reassignments in the weeks ahead. Galen had been fuming. They were taking more than half his team. The Martians wanted workers with mechanical expertise better distributed across the vulture crews. “They’re sending me back out there.”
The younger man’s eyes widened. “Out on the crawlers?”
Lorian nodded.
“How do you know you’re tapped for it?” he asked, paused. “Galen.”
“Galen,” Lorian confirmed. “So if Fives is going to try to kill me, he’ll have to do it soon.”
“You think he knows about the reassignments?”
“That’s not what I’m saying,” Lorian said. “I’m saying I’m not worried. I’ll be out of here in twelve shifts.”
The young man stood up abruptly. “Damn it, man! How can you be so calm about this? Don’t you care?”
Though he had seen battle with his own eyes but rarely, Lorian had long ago become accustomed to the thought of his own demise. Any one of his battles might have ended with the Tamerlane shot out from under him, his whole life ending in a flash of nuclear fire. If the shields fell, if the Cielcin fought their way aboard—breached fuel containment as they so often did—it would all be over. In any naval engagement, one was ever only nanoseconds away from annihilation.
“Of course, I care,” Lorian rebutted, not sure if it was so. The gurram was meant to regard his own life and survival with an air of detachment. Victory—right victory—was all that mattered. One survived in samsara, his atman eternally recirculated. Only the khandasattva might escape—most did. Rare was the sword-saint who returned to the mortal world. Lorian had thought Hadrian such a one, but he was no longer sure. It was meant to be impossible for one to lose one’s enlightenment, and yet if Hadrian were idle on Jadd . . . perhaps he had never had it. “Of course, I care,” Lorian said again. “The trick lies in not caring that you care.”
Daru paced to the end of the workbench and back once, twice. “Are you always this difficult?”
What was it Hadrian was always saying? “Ask anyone who knows me.”
“That’s just the problem, man,” Daru said. “No one does. You’re alone in here, except for me. You can’t be alone in here. That’s how you get picked off.”
“I’m not alone,” Lorian said, returning to his work on the machine. “I have you.”
Daru howled, clapped hands to his forehead in exasperation. “You’re just not getting it! Fives wants to kill you. And it’s not just him. It’s Cal. It’s Vasu. It’s probably half the bruisers on base.”
Lorian stiffened, paused at his work attaching the coil in its proper place. It was still filthy. He’d have to flush the tubing a time or two before he ran the thing for sure. “I know,” he said. “But there’s nothing I can do.” He was at once very cognizant of the gun where it lurked unlooked-for in a box of scrap buried in one dark corner. It would have been one thing if he had successfully repaired the firearm. He would have had a secret weapon. The ultimate equalizer. As it was, it belonged in the scrapheap. He touched his ungainly machine. “Nothing except this.”
“Will you stop working for one minute?” Daru said, deaf to the special emphasis Lorian had placed on his work. “I am trying to help you, man! What is so important?”
Lorian sat straighter, looked up at the younger man. “It’s a still.”
“A still?” Daru straightened. “You mean, like, drink?”
Lorian smiled faintly. “I mean like drink.”
Suddenly interested, Daru crouched to give the mechanism a better look. “What are we talking?”
Amused by the boy’s sudden change in attention, Lorian said, “Nothing fancy, but it’ll do the job.”
“You think this’ll convince the others to back off, leave you be?” Daru asked.
“Oh, no,” Lorian countered. “But it’ll get me drunk. I think.”
“You think?”
Lorian smiled. “It could just kill me instead.”
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For all his affected unconcern, Lorian did not linger in the motor pool after hours, and clove to Galen as much as he could in the days that followed. Sure as sunrise on some other world, the twelfth day came, and with it the familiar whistle blast that signaled for the prisoners to gather in the yard for inspection. They passed hours standing in the snow, suited and masked. The Martians moved up and down lines, here and there removing a fellow’s mask or scanning blood codes with a self-sterilizing needle.
The camp commandant watched from a platform above the yard as new assignments were read.
“GN-24805. Salvage Pod-03,” said the duty officer, reciting serial number after serial number.
“NH-86333. Salvage Pod-09.”
“GK-19927. Kitchens. LN-43248. Salvage Pod-13. LK-56352. Motor pool.”
Things continued in this vein for several minutes. There were hundreds of prisoners on the camp. Perhaps a couple thousand.
“Wish they’d post them up where we could read them,” said the old fellow to Lorian’s left.
“No dice,” said his companion, a younger man who looked at least half-Mandari. “They like it when we miss our posting. Gives them another reason to knock us round.”
“Besides,” Lorian hissed, “you’re assuming everyone here can read.”
That caught the attention of the Martian patrolling the aisle at Lorian’s back, and he clouted Lorian in the back of the head with a fist. “Stay quiet, swine!”
Lorian rose unsteadily, found the old man at his left grinning, eyes and face still forward.
So much for misery loving company.
“LN-55555. Salvage Pod-17.” The familiar serial number perked Lorian’s ears.
That was Fives.
The ugly prisoner shouldered forward, moving to the knot of red-clad prisoners assigned to his pod. There were not many left standing unassigned.
The duty officer forged on, reciting numbers and assignments as if nothing in the world could please him more.
“GN-34957.” Lorian cocked his head. It was Daru’s number. “Salvage Pod-17.”
His heart sank, and he spotted the boy looking round several ranks ahead. Searching for him, Lorian realized. It was the same pod Fives had been assigned to. A knot formed in Lorian’s stomach.
He should have seen it coming. Splitting up the three survivors of the Outborn assault had done nothing to break the cloud of rumor that had hung over the camp. The Martians would want to adjust their strategy.
“NO-11589.” His own number had come up at last. “Salvage Pod-17.”
The knot in Lorian’s stomach tightened.
Of course.
It had to be this way.
As his eyes met Daru’s as he stumped across the field, limping on his short legs, Lorian consoled himself that at least he was not alone. But his eyes found Fives’s a moment later, and the look of horror and fury on the man’s flat face was like nothing Lorian had ever seen.
It was as if he had caught Death herself dogging his footsteps.







CHAPTER 10
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OF VULTURES AND RATS
“Right then, you rats!” said Dadan, the head of Salvage Pod-17. “Up and at it, double quick! I want these lighters field-stripped by twelve hundred hours. We got to start on that freighter after lunch.”
Lorian was already dead on his feet. Three weeks they’d been running salvage operations out of Farside, and Dadan was no Jeff, no Duke. The man was a slave driver, a former legionary centurion—and it showed. No sooner had he finished talking than the shrill blast of a whistle filled the crawler’s hold. “Orem! Vargas! Take your lads out to those clunkers on the south ridge. Marties want them cleared before they bring the new shit down.”
“New shit?” asked Orem, a lumbering, hunch-shouldered giant with a heavy beard. “What new shit?”
“Word is there was a battle out past Lynga Province!” the poddy replied. “We’ve got Legion salvage coming down from orbit soon as the boys up top clear it, so get to cutting! Move!” Again, the whistle blast filled the cramped hold. Lorian found himself glaring at the crusty pod leader. The man looked like half a Martian, all leathered skin and scars. “Fives! Your boys have got the cutters. I want those shuttles hacked and scrapped double fast as may be, you hear?”
“Aye boss!” said the ugly convict. Fives had been strangely obsequious since they’d been assigned to the new pod.
“Where’s Pale-Face? Pale-Face!”
Lorian pressed his eyes shut. Pale-Face meant him. “Here.”
“Here what?” Dadan shouted, whirling to face him. They were separated by a mere dozen paces of floor.
“Here, sir,” Lorian said, words pulled from him like teeth. The man knew he had been a naval officer and took delight in the rank reversal.
“Didn’t see you down there, Pale-Face!” Dadan said, drawing laughter from the men. “You’re on the sledge. I want you sorting the shiny the men bring in. You know the drill. Precious with precious. Slag with slag.”
Lorian did, indeed, know the drill. It would have taken an imbecile not to know it. He was tempted to remove his mask then and there and breathe deep of the airs of Belusha. Perhaps it would be his karma to die at last and be free of the drudgery of it all—the insult.
The sledge was a simple float-pallet, little larger than a groundcar, with a pilot’s chair at the front left corner and a wide, flat bed upon which would be mounded much of the day’s haul. There were baskets along either side for the sorting of smaller components: electronics, rare metals, and so on. Small as he was, it fell to Lorian not to drive the sledge, but to crouch in its reach and sort through the refuse hauled back by the other men. Dadan would not permit him to drive the sledge himself. Of all the jobs he had done since coming to Belusha, it was the most menial and the most demeaning.
He felt smaller every day, felt certain that he would wake one day to find he’d shrunk out of existence entirely, extinguished like the shadows in Belusha’s unending noon.
They had only a short jaunt out over the ice to the site of that day’s labor, the sledge’s blowers kicking up ribbons of loose snow. Dadan piloted the vehicle himself, young Ram at his side. The pilot’s cabin was heated, and so the poddy and his favorite were permitted to ride in comfort while the rest of the crew rode in back. They would have to walk the return journey, and Dadan would be permitted perhaps half an hour alone with his favorite member of the pod.
The ships they were to work on that day waited on a flat expanse of snow beneath the craggy brow of a black ridge. Lorian went out with the first group to help haul the first load of scrap back to the sledge, Daru beside him. After that, he remained on the sledge with Ram, whom Dadan had left to watch him. The boy could not have been more than twenty, black eyes narrowed above his mask as he watched Lorian at his work.
“You sure that’s ytterbium crystal?” the catamite asked, nodding at the computer board Lorian had just pulled from a machine Orem’s boys had brought down from the shuttles on the ridge.
Lorian stopped, countering, “Do you even know what ytterbium is?”
“Sure, I do!” Ram said, voice almost pouting behind the mask.
“Spell it,” Lorian said, looking up for only an instant.
“I—”
“No!” Lorian cut him off, not sure if the boy had been trying to spell the word or if he was just responding. “You have no idea.”
“Neither do you,” the boy—he had been a conscript, like so many of the boys on Belusha—snapped. “It’s used in computers or some shit.”
A rough gasp of laughter escaped Lorian. “Computers, yeah. These are time crystals. You know what that means?”
“That you’re making shit up,” the boy said.
“It means they’re resistant to entropy,” Lorian said, knowing the boy didn’t care and not caring himself. It helped to talk, to occupy his mind while his hands went about the menial task. He had started talking even to himself, and there was always the chance that he might drive the boy away with his chatter. “In a normal crystal, the molecular structure repeats in space, makes a repeating pattern, like links in a chain fence, only in three dimensions. In a time crystal, that structure occurs over the fourth dimension: time.”
“No one cares, Pale-Face,” Ram said. “Why don’t you shut up and work?”
“This means the particles in the crystal seem to move without burning energy. The particles in the crystal are essentially looped in time. It makes them perfect for long-term data storage.”
“Computers, like I fucking said,” Ram said.
“The point is,” Lorian said, standing straight as he could but still barely reaching the catamite’s shoulder, “yes, I’m fucking sure it’s ytterbium crystal.”
Ram stared at him, not moving.
Lorian returned to his work, glad at least to be free of interruption.
Every day had been like this since he’d been given this new assignment. Lorian had thought Farside the very deepest, far-flung pit of Belusha’s frozen hell, but Dadan’s pod was deeper. Though the work was nominally the same as it had been with Jeff’s crew, this was worse. Relentless, more hostile.
Still, he set about his work, each day feeling smaller. He had lost so much weight to diet and hard labor, and caffeine alone kept him in motion. He depended on the coffee ration doled out at the start of each shift, however burnt and unpleasant the taste.
His was no great story, he reflected, no tale of heroes. No young children across man’s innumerable stars would play at being Lorian Aristedes, former toady to the traitor Marlowe. Who would want to play at sorting scrap and trading barbs with pouting boy-whores in the snow? There was no glory in his fate, nor even the nobility of self-sacrifice that he had held so close for so long.
He had accomplished nothing, if Breathnach was to be believed.
He felt every second of his two and half centuries, a weight and pain that never vanished, never eased. Often, he would pause to nurse his aching hands, and whenever he did, Ram would sneer and prod him back to work—despite doing none himself. Lorian was older already than his mother ever was, and he was not like to outlive his lord father, not if he lived to see five hundred.
He knew his body was failing him, would continue to fail.
Years of hard labor and malnutrition—of poor sleep and constant cold—had taken their toll.
He had long ago given up his dreams of escape—had not even realized they were gone.
He was of Belusha then. Lorian of Belusha. His childhood on Patmos. His time in the Academy. The drudgery of life under Strategos Beller, the chaos of life under Hadrian . . . all that had happened to some other man, to some creature out of children’s stories.
Not to him.
He was only an old man—a man old before his time—waiting for Death.
She was never very far.
“All alone, mutant?”
The voice was like sandpaper, like a splinter of broken glass lodged beneath a fingernail.
Lorian looked up from his effort stripping gold from the circuit board with a pair of fine pliers to find he was far, far from alone. “Where’s Ram?” he asked.
Fives shrugged. “The boss’s butt-boy?” He hefted the length of steel pipe he carried, half-pointing. “Wandered off like we told him to.”
“I see.” Lorian stood.
There were three of them, Fives included, both squint-eyed and evil-looking as Fives himself, faces chapped and blistered above their masks, lacking as they did the layer of black grease Lorian had learned to smear on his face during his time in motor pool. Better filthy than sunburned. One of the others carried a length of pipe like Fives’s, only his hooked at one end. The other carried a length of chain like the treads of a tank writ small.
“Aldo, Yash—you sure you want to throw in with this one?” Lorian asked, conscious of the gun concealed under his arm—more conscious of the fact it did not work.
Fives tapped his pipe against his hand. “I told them what happened.”
“You got your last pod killed, you did!” said Yash, voice higher than Fives’s by an octave.
“I know what you are,” Fives said.
Unable to help himself, Lorian said, “Do you now?”
“You’re Outborn!” Fives said. “A plant!”
“You got a tracker in you!” Aldo chipped in. “And you’re gonna do it again.”
The accusation was so silly Lorian could not help but laugh. “Outborn?”
“You’ll sell us to your friends,” Aldo shouted. “Your tribe!”
“My tribe?” Lorian echoed, incredulous.
It didn’t matter that the accusation was stupid. It mattered that he was alone, standing atop the sledge with no real means of escape. He could jump down, try to run, but all three of the other convicts were taller than him by two heads at least. He’d be overtaken in seconds, overpowered in an instant.
“So, what then?” Lorian asked, eyes darting from Fives to each of his companions in turn. “You’re going to kill me?”
The men shifted, evidently uncomfortable. Had they not figured on having to talk to their prey? “What’d you get for them?” Fives asked. “What’d they give you?”
“What could anyone possibly give anyone on this rock that’s worth a damn?” Lorian asked. “You’re insane.”
“I’ll tell you what’s insane,” Fives said. “Selling your brothers to the Outies! They’re cannibals, but you know that.”
“We’re brothers now?” Lorian asked, scanning the horizon, looking for any sign of the others returning with a haul. For Dadan or Orem, Vargas or Daru, or even young Ram.
But they were alone.
Of course they were alone.
“Dadan,” Lorian said. “He’s in on it.”
“Don’t want to get what Jeff got, do he?” said Fives, and tapped his forehead. “Outie or not, you’re bad news, mutant. Your mama shoulda strangled you with your cord. Come on!” He seemed to have worked himself up for his bloody work and lurched forward a step. Lorian leaped back, unzipping his coat. His fingers fumbled the false strap he’d made from threaded tape to make a kind of holster, and the gun slipped inside his jacket, but he caught it where it fell against his waist band and snatched it out.
Blood hammered in his ears, and once more he heard Daud’s screams of pain, remembered the man’s legs tumbling down the ramp, cut clean out from under him. Nothing of the sort was going to happen there that day. The gun still did not work.
But Fives and the others did not know that.
A lifetime of grand strategy, of commanding battleships and frigates—whole fleets—of outmaneuvering Cielcin and Extrasolarians alike, and he had been reduced to a single, inoperable firearm. It was the only thing between him and destruction.
A bluff.
For a moment, it worked. For a moment, Fives halted in his tracks, steel pipe drooping like a man’s frustrated organ. He backpedaled a step. Lorian turned the weapon on Yash and Aldo in turn. “Don’t try it, not a one of you.”
“The hell did you get that?” Aldo asked, voice suddenly shrill.
“Never you mind!” came Lorian’s reply.
Fives rushed to his own conclusion. “Where do you think? The Outies gave it to him!”
Lorian didn’t argue. He didn’t have the wit to argue. His mind was racing, ticking through all the available data: three men, all armed, all bigger than him, stronger, less fragile; himself armed with only a dead gun. He could not run, could never have escaped all three of them—would probably not get past his initial leap from the sledge to the loose-packed snow. And at any rate, there was nowhere to run to, nothing for dozens of miles in any direction, nothing but the wrecked freighter they were meant to strip that day and the ruin of other hulks beyond.
Nothing but tundra.
Could he wait? Hold them with the dead gun long enough for the others to return?
But what good would that do? If Dadan himself was in on it, then Lorian was alone . . . alone but for Daru.
Daru.
“What about Daru?” he asked.
“Your accomplice?” Aldo asked. “He’ll get his, too.”
For the briefest instant, Lorian entertained the thought that he should lie as Jeff had lied, confirm their belief that he was an Outborn spy, if only to try and spare the boy. But there was a chance that Daru was already dead, killed in his turn by some other group of Fives’s compatriots. No sense making matters worse for the possibility of zero gain.
He kept the gun aimed at Fives, prayed to the Arthur-Buddha or Earth or Hadrian’s alien god that the man did nothing requiring a warning shot. Of the three, Aldo was nearest, and furthest left, the one best positioned to reach the stirrups at the rear of the sledge and so gain the flat bed where Lorian stood.
“I said don’t try it!” Lorian snarled, giving the fellow pause.
There was no way out, no means of escape, no way to reach the crawler and the dubious safety of its trias of Martian crew. Nothing . . . nothing . . . unless . . .
The sledge itself.
If he could reach the cockpit, get the vehicle to work, he could drive away, return to Farside. But that was fancy, even if he could gain control of the vehicle without Fives and Yash and Aldo stopping him, he had no notion where Farside was, and there was no navigating Belusha by the naked eye. The profusion of solar mirrors echoed across the sky made it next-to-impossible to find the true sun at any given moment—if it was even in the sky. There were those among the prisoners who believed Belusha tidally locked, such that one side forever faced her true sun, while the other was eternally turned away. And worse, Belusha had no moons to figure by—leastways none visible through that multiply reflected sun. As such, there could be no way to orient oneself without a compass—which the sledge at least possessed—and no way to be certain of one’s location without an uplink to the planet’s mapping service, which it did not. That was by design, was why the crawlers had Martian crews to steer them. Without access to the crawler’s map, any mutineers would be lost.
Lost . . . and dead on the ice.
Still, it was better than death at the hands of his fellow prisoners. Crossing one foot before the other, Lorian padded along the edge of the sledge’s heavy bed. More than a hundred feet separated him from the cabin, and he would have to leap down onto the runner before he could reach the hatch. He might make the safety of the pilot’s chair and lock the doors before Fives and the others could reach him, but only if he could contract the distance before they understood his aim.
He might.
“What’d they give you?” Fives asked again. “Gold? Cunt?”
“Is it true they got a way off this rock?” Yash asked.
That was one Lorian had never heard before. He turned to look at the other convict. Yash was darker than either Fives or Aldo in coloring, a bronze-faced fellow with a felon’s clipped nose and the word MURDER tattooed on his brow, just like Daud. He was nearest the doors to the pilot’s cabin, the man most likely to catch Lorian as he turned to open the hatch.
If it was even open.
Ram might have locked it. If he had, all was lost.
“If they had a way off Belusha,” Lorian asked, “why are they still here?”
That gave the ugly fellow pause.
Lorian continued his slow motion along the edge of the bed, gun trained now on Yash, now on Fives. Eighty feet to go. Seventy.
“There’s no getting out of here,” Lorian said. “Not for the Outborn. Not for you and me.”
“Hey, hey!” Aldo said, “Mute’s going for the door!”
He’d been found out.
Lorian lunged for the door, grabbing one of the palings that ran along the edge of the bed to swing himself down onto the runners above the sledge’s quiescent blowers. He slung himself down, still holding the gun in his other hand, sure the fact he hadn’t fired would have communicated the truth to the three men—that the gun was dead as he was soon to be. His feet struck the running board, and pain, bright and clear as the Belushan day, shot up his legs. For a moment, Lorian was certain he’d been shot. For a moment, Lorian wondered if Fives hadn’t had some fourth conspirator waiting in the wings.
But the moment ended, and Lorian understood.
His own body had failed him.
Again.
As it always did.
His ankle had rolled beneath him, footing snapping half out of joint. With a cry almost comic in his own ears, Lorian fell from the runner to the snow, landing face first.
“The gun!” one of his attackers cried. “Get his fucking gun!”
Something hard and heavy caught Lorian in the side of his head, and for an instant, the whole world went gray. Sound ebbed, and Lorian felt someone fumble over him. The gun! He had lost it in the fall.
“Got it!” It was Yash. “Fives, I got it!”
Pain seared Lorian’s side as a boot caught him in the ribs. He thought the bones must be broken, and rolled onto his back, stared past ugly, porcine faces to the mirrored heavens.
“Shoot him!” Fives said.
Yash pointed the muzzle of the dead plasma burner square at Lorian’s face. For the barest instant, Lorian thought the thing might work—prayed it would. Better to die at last and in an instant, to die and be reborn in the eternal dance, than to suffer a final beating at the hands of those three.
But it was not to be.
The trigger clicked.
“Shoot him!” Fives said again, more frantically.
“I did!” Yash snapped.
Tragedy was becoming farce.
“Is the safety on?”
“No, the safety isn’t on!”
“You sure?”
“I was in the Legions, same as you, you cross-eyed, back-birthed inbred!” Yash snapped. “Yes, I’m fucking sure!”
“Give me that!” Fives snapped.
The whole world was spinning. The mote of consciousness that named itself Lorian was floating, detached somewhere and floating in the hollows of his skull, removed a step from the material world, connected to it only by bright threads of pain. His ankle throbbed. His ribs burned. His ears rang.
Three animals—half-apes—bickered over his would-be corpse. Mutant that he was, it was an insult that he should die at the hands of such as these. He was still a grand duke’s son, and an officer in His Radiance’s Imperial Navy. He had directed men to victory against the inhuman xenobites in more than a dozen battles. Had he been a proper man, a whole man, a well man, he might have been a hero.
Like Hadrian, who had abandoned the cause—and abandoned him.
As it was, he was no one and soon would be nothing at all. One way or another.
Fives pointed the broken weapon down at him, squeezed the trigger.
Again, it clicked.
“Shit,” the convict said, looking at the busted weapon. “You weren’t joking.”
“I told you!” said Yash.
“Fucker was bluffing the whole time!” Fives sneered and slammed his toe into Lorian’s side once more. “Threatened us with a busted gun! Earth’s tits. You’re a little fucker, but you got balls, mutie!” He laughed, tossed the weapon to the ground. He raised the pipe he still held.
Something clocked him in the side of the head, and he groaned, vision going gray. An instant later, a red blur leaped through the air holding something long and dark like a spear.
For an instant, Lorian thought that red the red of his own Red Company, the Imperial Red Company that was no more. The rank and file had worn red fatigues not so unlike the red of prisoners. Hadrian had come, had sent men to save him.
Belatedly, Lorian remembered the Red Company was gone, slaughtered in a day by the inhuman servants of the Cielcin Prophet, Syriani Dorayaica. Still, his rescuer rammed his weapon into Fives, bowling him over before Yash and Aldo knew what was happening. Lorian heard the crunch of bone and a squelching, sucking sound.
“Get him!” cried one of the convicts—Aldo or Yash, Lorian was never sure.
Lorian tried to breathe through his mask, but a sudden claustrophobia gripped him, and he clawed at his face, desperate to remove the sucking apparatus, forgetting for a moment Belusha’s thin, unwholesome air. His chest burned, and he coughed—and coughing made it worse.
A man cried out.
Another bellowed.
Pained and struggling to breathe, Lorian Aristedes hardly noticed. He was panicking, might be in shock. He no longer cared what was happening, no longer cared if he lived or died, no longer cared who his rescuer was—if he was Martian or Outborn or fellow prisoner. He just wanted the pain to stop.
Just wanted to breathe.
To breathe.
The cold, unfree air was like an analgesic. He was going numb.
That was bad, though the fact that it was bad was good.
It would be over soon. Soon he would awaken in the next life, decanted from the birthing vats or pulled from the loins of some poor woman, with no memory of the lives that had come before.
All was quiet.
Hadrian called that god of his quiet, didn’t he? The one that had restored him to life when the Cielcin had taken his head? But Hadrian was khandasattva—even if he didn’t know it. His dharma was too important for him to be reborn into another life. That was why he had been restored to the same life. That was why his abandonment of his duties pained Lorian so deeply. How could one seemingly deaf to enlightenment be so near to it?
It did not make sense.
“Lorian!”
The voice was familiar, but he gave no answer.
“Lorian, you all right?”
He looked. Daru was leaning over him, his weight upon a black steel prybar long as he was tall and heavy. Its one spiked end was sharp as any spear and red.
“Dead?” he managed, words very small.
Daru nodded.
“Killed them?”
Another nod.
“Sorry.”
“Lorian, they tried to kill me,” the boy said. “Said we were Outborn spies. Dadan and the others. Tried to kill me. Only Dadan wanted . . .” He fell silent.
Lorian could guess what Dadan had wanted. The thought made him sick, recalling Tamara.
The pain was flattening out. Lorian was certain that two of his ribs—at least—were broken. His ankle only throbbed. “They’re dead?”
“Dadan is,” Daru said. He looked like he might be sick. “The others . . . what are we going to do?”
“You saved me,” Lorian said. It was a stupid observation, but he was in no state to make any cleverer one.
Daru’s plain, square face forced itself to smile. “You saved me, so we’re even.” Again he asked, “What are we gonna do? Go back to the Marties?”
“They could . . . be . . . in on it,” Lorian said, once more thinking of Tamara. “Broke ribs. Head . . .”
“Lorian . . .”
“Leave me,” the little man said. “No good.”
“Shut up,” Daru said. “Give me your arm. What’s the plan?”
The plan.
Something in the word plan forced Commander Lorian Aristedes, chief tactical officer, back into the body of the mutant lying battered in the snow. “The plan . . . .” He permitted Daru to sit him up. Fives’s body lay not two paces from him, an ugly, deep wound in his chest where Daru had plunged the pointed pry bar between his ribs. Yash sprawled near at hand, and Aldo—his head smashed like a melon—lay a little further off. “You killed them.”
Surprise and a better weapon. Most times that was all it took, even against superior numbers. Lorian had to remind himself that Daru had been a soldier, too, and was younger and better fit than the three aging convicts. Fives and his companions had spent years on Belusha, lived years on a prisoner’s poor diet. Daru was younger, stronger . . . and more desperate.
Daru didn’t speak.
The plan . . . .
“The sledge,” Lorian said, nodding at the cabin. “We take the sledge.”
“Take it?” Daru looked at him, dark eyes narrow. “Take it where? Back to Farside?”
Lorian shook his head. “Out.”
“Out?” Daru’s eyes widened. “You mean . . . ?”
“What choice is there?” Lorian asked.
“The Outborn?” Daru’s voice was tight with fear as he helped Lorian to stand, crouching so as to better support the smaller man. “They’ll kill us.”
Lorian shook his head, mask dangling from the straps at his neck. “We’re dead anyway. You want to die here?”
“I killed them,” Daru said, looking at the bodies of the men about them. “And Dadan, he . . .”
“I know,” Lorian said. “I know. We’re dead if we stay. The others will get us—or the Martians.”
“I know they won’t help us,” Daru said, “but . . . the Outborn?”
“There’s gold,” Lorian said. “In the sledge. Not a lot, but . . . ” He had to stop, had to remember to breathe deeply. He groaned and clenched his teeth as white fire filled his chest. There was more than gold. There was palladium, copper, still-working components, and there were the ytterbium crystals Ram had been so dubious of. “Has to be worth something.”
The boy was nodding. “Okay,” he said. Lorian thought he was trying to hold back tears. “Okay. Okay . . . .”
It was so cold.
“Medical kit,” Lorian grunted. “In the sledge.”
“What?” The concrete task snapped Daru back to himself. “Right.”
They were several minutes getting the old ground vehicle to work. Lorian wasn’t sure the range they’d get on a single charge. The sledge relied on fuel cells to drive the blowers, but there were graphene batteries that could power life support for several days, and survival kits in the locker under the bench.
“Won’t the Martians be able to track us?”
“I’ll worry about that,” Lorian grunted, settling into the co-pilot’s chair on the bench beside the young deserter. “You drive.”







CHAPTER 11
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THE COLD
The sledge had no navigational computer, no uplink to the planet’s positioning satellite grid—only a simple compass. At Lorian’s urging, Daru had pointed the sledge almost due west, that being the direction in which the scrap fields were said to have their end. If the Outborn lived anywhere, it was in the tundra beyond, the thousands of miles of endless nothing that was most of the prison planet. For as widely spread apart as the camps were, they were but the barest footholds. The oil fields and scrapyards accounted for the smallest fraction of the planet’s surface.
Mankind had barely trodden upon Belusha. Most of the icy world had never seen the tramp of boot or felt the bite of shovel or mattock.
“You’re sure we’re going the right way?” the boy asked.
His voice had roused Lorian from dreaming, from a dull and foggy sleep. His head throbbed, whole body ached. There had been painkillers in the sledge’s console—Lorian guessed they had belonged to Dadan himself as such things were very rare. They barely helped, and time and again Lorian had to force himself to breathe deeply through his mask, knowing that not to do so was to risk infection in his lungs.
“I’m not . . . sure there is a right way,” Lorian said. “I’m hoping they’ll . . . find us.”
“Hoping?” Daru turned to look at him, still driving the sledge perhaps four cubits above the windswept surface. They were in no danger of colliding with anything—there was nothing but rolling hills all round, save where here or there the thrust of some black rock appeared from beneath the blanket of virgin snow.
Had the boy just realized there was no plan?
“An unguarded salvage sledge, out here by itself?” Lorian said. “If they’re out here, they’ll come running.”
“But how fast?” Daru asked. “Faster than the Marties can pick up our transponder?”
“I told you,” Lorian said, looking at the mutilated console in front of his seat, where a nest of glass wires hung from the open panel, “I bypassed the transponder.”
“You’re sure?”
“You can stop and rip out the antenna yourself if you want,” Lorian said, rolling against the window at his left. He did not have the energy to argue with the younger man—hardly had any energy at all.
Daru, if anything, seemed to feed off that lack of energy, to grow stronger, more frantic in the vacuum made by Lorian’s uncharacteristic lack of personality. “We don’t have a lot of food, man.”
The boy had found a half-eaten case of ration bars under the cabin’s back seat, concealed beneath a glossy quarto whose pages depicted images of young men dressed in women’s underwear.
“Don’t worry about the food,” Lorian said. There were perhaps a dozen ration bars, enough to stave off starvation for the better part of a week. “We’ll run out of power first.”
Both men had hooked their suits up to the charge ports in the sledge at the first opportunity. The suits were more energy-efficient than the sledge itself, and less power-hungry. When the fuel cells ran dry and the engines stopped, when the vehicle’s graphene batteries were depleted and the cabin temperature started dropping, their suits would keep them alive a good while longer. A day perhaps. Perhaps more. Perversely, the suits would keep them warm longer if they moved. The mechanical action of arm and leg helped charge the suit’s energy reserves, but to take advantage of that effect, Lorian and Daru would have to leave the sledge cabin, which was insulated, and would be warmer than the bitter world outside.
“So, what then?” Daru asked. “We just . . . fly in a straight line and hope we get picked up?”
Lorian did not turn and look at the other man but fixed his face in a broad and toothy grin. He knew the smile had not reached his eyes. It was a maniac’s inhuman smile, a dead man’s rictus. Sensing his companion’s disquiet, Lorian said, “There’s nothing we can do.”
“We can go back!” Daru said. “I’d rather take my chances with the Marties than die out here in the cold.”
“Would you?” Lorian turned to look at the boy. His head swam, so swift was its motion. “Would you?”
Daru did not respond, such was the conviction in Lorian’s ragged voice.
“We’re going to die on this rock, Daru,” he said. “All of us. You want to die in the camps or on your own terms?”
“I don’t want to die!” Daru said.
“That’s not an option,” Lorian said. “You were born. Death’s a part of the package.”
Daru hissed, flew on in silence for the better part of a minute. Lorian watched the sunlit snows sail by. Into that unsteady silence, the little intus said, “You asked me, back at camp, if I really believed all that life-after-death shit. You remember?”
Again, Daru did not respond.
“You asked if I really knew the Halfmortal. I guess Fives or one of the others told you.” It was a mistake to speak of Fives, Lorian realized, seeing the shadow pass over Daru’s face. Had he never killed a man, either? For a moment, Lorian thought he saw Daud’s face peering at him out of the window glass.
It should be night, he thought. It really should be night.
“It was Jeff,” Daru said. “Only he didn’t believe it. Said we all lie in here. Even those of us with the brand.” Self-consciously, he rubbed at his own forehead, where the word DESERTION showed in black ink. “But you really did? Know him?”
“Hadrian?” Lorian asked. “Yes, I knew him. He’s why I’m here.”
“He tried to kill the Emperor; he—”
“No,” Lorian said. “But he broke the Emperor’s nose.”
Daru was speechless for the space of several seconds. Lorian winced as he breathed deeply, felt his broken ribs clicking in his chest. There was nothing to be done for them, nothing but to breathe.
“Broke the Emperor’s nose . . .” the younger man repeated, almost numb, as if such a thing were impossible. “You’re serious?”
Lorian only nodded, regretted the motion an instant later, and leaned his head back against the seat cushion. He’d not realized how bone-tired he was, how utterly desolated. Weeks on Dadan’s crew had worn him to the bone, and the day’s horrors had etched that bone to slivers. He wished he could sleep, but knew he could not leave Daru alone, lest the young boy lose his nerve.
The dead gun was in his lap, little better than a paperweight. He gripped the barrel in aching fingers.
“Is it . . . true?” Daru asked finally.
Lorian realized he had been near dreaming and jolted in his seat, winced terribly.
“Marlowe, I mean,” the other man said. “Any of it? Did he really die and come back?”
The little man peered one-eyed at his companion. “Thought you didn’t believe any of that shit.”
“I don’t!” Daru said, instantly defensive. “But you hear stories. Crazy stories. Like how he fought the hundred at Berenike.”
“It was Senuessa,” Lorian corrected. “I was there.”
“You were there?”
“In orbit,” Lorian said. “But I went down to Duke Rathore’s bunker after the fighting was done. I saw the bodies stacked in the hall. They were getting ready to cart them out.” He could remember the smell, the hideous, rotting-meat stink of the inhuman bodies—faces white as chalk and crowned with miters of bone. The Duke’s men had stacked them like cordwood to one side of the cramped hall where they had died. “He was sitting there—Marlowe, I mean—back against a column.
“‘Aristedes,’ he said to me, always so formal.
“And I said, ‘Marlowe.’
“‘You missed it,’ he said, ‘there has been good fighting down here.’
“‘There was good fighting up there,’ I said, meaning in orbit.”
Marlowe had taken a wound, a bloody gash in his side. He had not been wearing his armor. A field medic had dressed him—Lorian had seen the corrective tape beneath his shirt. Valka had stood over him, just behind his shoulder. She’d clasped his left hand in hers as he leaned back against her. So plainly could Lorian recall his face—the peace there—and the way her thumb traced back and forth across his bloodied knuckles.
“‘These aren’t . . .’ I had said.
“‘All mine?’ Marlowe interjected. ‘All mine.’”
“Bullshit,” Daru said. “He really killed a hundred of the Pale?”
“I’ve seen things you’d never believe,” Lorian said. “I was there when he killed the Cielcin General Attavaisa. He reached out his hand and the windows behind the general shattered. The Cielcin were blown out into space.”
Daru’s voice shaded incredulous. “He reached out his hand?”
Lorian raised his own. “I’ve seen him shot in the chest at point-blank range and receive no wound. I’ve seen him take the full brunt of a starship’s orbital laser and keep going.”
“But did you see him die?”
The one-time officer fixed Daru with his sternest stare. The boy glanced at him as he flew, as if trying to catch the lie in Lorian’s face.
“Bullshit,” Daru said once more. It was fast becoming his favorite word. “Bullshit.”
“I am not afraid to die,” Lorian said, “because I know this is not the end for us. We are all of us trapped in an endless cycle of life and death and rebirth. What matters is what we do within that cycle. Right understanding. Right thought . . . Right speech.”
He could feel Daru’s eyes on him.
“Rebirth . . .” the man said at length. “You weren’t talking about Earth when you were talking about the next life, were you? You’re some kind of pagan.”
“Some kind . . .” Lorian said. It felt good to admit the truth out loud after so many years of silence. He felt . . . he felt as though he had been invisible, or translucent—had been made sudden solid.
“You believe . . .”
“I don’t believe,” Lorian said. “I know. I’ve seen it.”
“Well, I’ve seen a lot of shit, too, man,” Daru said. “Dead don’t come back.”
“Suit yourself,” Lorian said. “I’m not afraid to die.”
“You’re crazy, little man—you know that?”
“If you want to go back, boy,” Lorian said, calling attention to the gulf of age and station between them. “Then leave me here.”
For a moment, Daru seemed to think about it—to really think about it. But when he opened his mouth, it was only to ask another question. “Why are you here? Exactly? You officers, you don’t get marked like us.” He tapped his forehead, where his crime stood out in livid black ink. “What was it—treason? You kill somebody?”
“I saved his life,” Lorian said. “Marlowe’s life. They were going to send him here.”
Daru laughed. “You made a shit deal then. They’d never let Hadrian Marlowe out of the Tower if they brought him here. Man like that’d serve his sentence on ice, and here you are, sweating it with us nobodies. Shit man, that’s rough.”
Lorian said nothing, offered no explanation of himself or his actions. He nodded through the window glass at silent and sun-lit Belusha. “We’ll be on ice ourselves before long.”
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He slept before the engines died—though how long he slept, or how well he never could say. Daru had dozed in his chair as well, having brought the sledge to a height well above the lone and rolling hills.
It was the alarm that woke him, a faint, incessant beeping. Sitting forward with difficulty, Lorian peered blearily at the display, squinting through the oily remains of sleep at the instrument panel.
PRIMARY FUEL CELL LOW
ESTIMATED 5% REMAINING
“You should set us down,” he said, shaking the younger man awake. They were not high—perhaps ten cubits off the ground—but anything as weighty as the sledge was bound to take damage falling from even so scanty a height. They would need every second of emergency power to survive out on the ice, and the last thing they needed was damage—either to the battery or to the cabin itself.
“Here?” Daru asked. “There’s nothing here.”
“There’s nothing anywhere,” Lorian said. “Here’s as good as anywhere.”
“How do I set us down?” Daru had never flown the sledge before.
Lorian pointed at the controls. The flier decelerated, blowers kicking up clouds of loose-packed snow as they sank lower.
“Good,” Lorian said. “Slowly now.”
He felt the flier brush earth. Daru cut the drive. Lorian felt a lurch as they fell what he guessed must have been the final inch. Daru squawked in startlement, and Lorian winced as the fall reverberated through his broken body.
The dead gun slid from his lap to the floor.
The two men were silent then for the space of several minutes. Lorian felt certain he had slipped from consciousness for a spell. He was so tired. They both were.
When at last he was lucid once again, Lorian said, “Thank you.”
“For the landing?”
“For saving my life,” Lorian said. “You could have run.”
“I told you,” Daru said. “You saved my life.” The younger man exhaled sharply, peered out through the canopy at the snowy wastes outside. “Course, I’m not sure what I saved it for.”
“You should change us over to battery power,” Lorian said. “That last five percent on the fuel cells won’t be good for much, but we might need it.”
Daru did just that. The quiescent whine of the depowered repulsors cut off.
Another silence stretched.
“Now what?” Daru asked.
“We wait.”
“That’s it?”
Lorian thought long and hard on his answer to that question. There was a flare gun bracketed overhead. For much of the flight, he had weighed the pros and cons of sending up a flare. It might increase their odds of being discovered, but by whom? The Martians might have a patrol flying overhead, and the Outborn . . . well, there was no guarantee the reavers would not simply kill them and take the sledge.
Daru had anticipated this line of thought. “We could send up flares.”
“And bring down the Martians?” Lorian asked.
“Would that be so bad?” Daru said. “Back at Farside’s better than dead, isn’t it?”
“For me, maybe,” Lorian said, thinking of Commandant Carter, of the knowledge that he had been ordered not to let Lorian die. “I was an officer. But how do you think the Martians will react when you and I come back after a second incident?” He fixed the boy with his shrewdest glare. “You think it’ll be just the other prisoners who think you and I are up to something? They’ll remand me back to Downwell, put me on ice, maybe. They’ll hang you.”
Daru’s face went pale as milk. “Don’t they got some way of tracking us? Nago was always saying the Marties put kit in us before they thawed us out. Something to tell them where we are.”
“Wouldn’t that be violating Chantry law?” Lorian asked pointedly.
“You think they care about that?”
“I think the Emperor does,” Lorian said. “But it doesn’t matter. If we’re bugged, we’re bugged. Neither of us is cutting the other one open in here.”
“Fair point.” Daru was looking at the quiet controls. “So . . . what then? We do nothing?”
“How long does the battery say we have?”
Daru squinted, found the readout. “One hundred forty-seven hours, plus a little more.”
A little more than six days . . . Lorian thought. They could stretch the food that long, just barely. Water was no trouble, what with the snow outside, though drinking snowmelt would be to court hypothermia—especially after climate control failed. “We have time to decide,” he said at length, groaning as he breathed deeply.
“You going to die on me?” Daru asked.
Lorian shook his head. His whole body ached. His head still rung from where Fives had struck him, his ankle smarted, and his ribs—each breath fanned new flame from the embers in his side. “I’ve had worse,” he said, not certain it was true. He knew he needed medical attention, if only to be sure his lungs were clear, but he was not likely to get it. Not on the sledge; perhaps nowhere but in the Tower back in Downwell.
It was possible that Fives had killed him anyway.
Only time would tell.
The next eight hours at least did not tell. Lorian slept, and though it seemed to him the sleep of the dead, he returned from it—rather like Hadrian—and found Daru asleep. The man who was little more than a boy shook softly in his sleep, tossed in his chair.
It was a moment before Lorian understood.
He was crying in his sleep.
Lorian could guess what had happened—or what had almost happened—to the younger man the day before. What Dadan had done or almost done. There were many such men on Belusha, as there were many men like Daud. He supposed they were the same sort of man. They feared no justice, having already received the justice of the Emperor. They were on Belusha.
Lorian reflected that such men were better hanged. It would have been better—to his mind—if Belusha did not exist at all, if instead its every occupant had met his or her end at the gallows or the block or the airlock.
But that was easy for him to say. He was a political prisoner.
Should Daru have hanged? His only crime was cowardice—not wanting to die at the hands of his fellow mutineers.
What then could be done? Lorian had to admit that justice was not really his field. He would stick to tactics and consoled himself that Dadan—like Daud—had received some justice. It was Daru that concerned him. Circumstance had forced the boy into his orbit, and the poor fellow had paid for it. He had killed—been raped, or nearly so—might die there in the snow. All because he had been kind to Lorian, because he—alone of all Jeff’s pod—had tried to be his friend. Lorian felt a sudden swelling of affection for the other man.
A friend.
He had no friends in all that world, had no friends anywhere—if what Breathnach had said of Hadrian was true.
Lorian’s eyes went to the flare gun.
It was their best course—their only course.
He had to stretch to reach it, he was that short. It had been decades since he had used one, perhaps more than a century. He could not recall using one since his days in the basic training, when he had been made to use one during orienteering. He checked the gun was loaded, fingers fumbling with the grip.
There was no guarantee that anyone would come—even if he did get off his shot. There might be neither Martian nor Outborn in the area, or they might simply look the other way. Still, he had to try.
Grant me courage and clarity, he thought, and fixed the mask over his face. Wincing with pain, he opened the heavy hatch, leaning against it to fight the scouring wind. He heard Daru startle awake but did not look back. Hefting the flare gun, Lorian aimed it skyward, pulled the trigger. The gun bucked in his hand as he let the flare fly. It soared skyward, a glaring, deep red. Smoke just as carmine trailed after it, erecting a pillar of smoke where it flew, startlingly colored against that world of solid white. The flare itself was faintly radioactive, enough that sensors delicately tuned might detect it. That increased the odds it would be the Martians that found them, but Lorian no longer cared. He had brought Daru to this pass, led him—wittingly or not—to the very abyss of death.
The boy deserved better.
Deserved something.
Lorian watched the flare reach its apogee and begin to fall. The wind tore the column of red smoke to ribbons in an instant. They had five more. Lorian decided he would wait for the winds to break before he tried again.
Daru was glaring at him when he slung back into the cabin. The door seals hissed loudly behind Lorian, and the younger man was forced to repeat himself. “I said, you think they’ll come?”
Lorian looked speculatively down at the flare gun before setting it on the forward console. “If there’s anyone nearby, they’ll have seen the flare,” Lorian said. “Should be able to detect it for a few hundred miles. Someone will find us. The question is when.” He removed his mask, drank from the canteen sewn into his suit. He peered at the sledge’s clock. It was oh-four-hundred standard hours. Early morning. “I’ll fire the next round at zero hour.”
“How much time we got?”
“Heat’s the thing,” Lorian said. “What’s the console say?”
“One hundred thirty-eight hours, fifty-two minutes.”
“That long then,” Lorian said in answer. “Plus however long the elements in our suits last.” He’d made the cabin colder cracking the door to let off the flare. Climate control would have to work harder to make up for the drop. That was sure to shave minutes off the battery estimate. “We’d best get comfortable.”







CHAPTER 12
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PRINCESS OF THIEVES
Lorian was not quite sure what had awakened him. A shadow? Movement? A far-off sound? Whatever the cause, he jolted awake, peered blearily at the clock on the forward console. It was a little after eleven hundred standard hours. Less than seven hours remained on the battery. Scrabbling, he snatched up the flare gun. They had two charges left.
“Daru!” he hissed, and again, more sharply, “Daru!”
The boy opened his eyes a crack, then wide. “What is it?”
Lorian pressed a finger to his lips, straining to hear whatever it was—he was sure now that it had been a sound—that had wakened him. There were no sounds in that lifeless tundra, that desert of dead snow, unless it was the whistle and wail of the inconstant wind.
Tap.
Daru’s eyes widened.
The once-commander turned his head, scanning the drifting snow all round, hoping to see the source of that noise. He knew not why, but his mind raced to the thrushes that lived in the trees that had dominated father’s castle, dwelling in the arboretum. They had hunted snails in the gardens and along the rivers that flowed through the Deepwood beyond. He used to watch them crack their prey open on the steps to the great cistern, using the great flagstones for anvils.
Tap-tap.
But Belusha had no birds, and he banished the silly thought.
Tap.
“Almost sounds like something’s leaking,” Daru said.
“Not in this weather,” Lorian said. There was no fluid the sledge possessed that wouldn’t be frozen solid on contact with the Belushan air, but he allowed that it did sound like the drip-drip-drip of fuel or coolant on metal.
Tap-tap-tap.
“It’s a trap.” The words came out of Lorian’s mouth before he understood that they were right. His thought had been nearer the mark than young Daru’s. Something was knocking, but not a thrush. There was someone knocking on the hull, rapping on the metal with some hard instrument—testing, perhaps, to see if there was yet life within. Lorian had heard of jackers using such lures to pull pilot officers out of parked shuttles, or drivers out of cars.
Tap.
If he was right—if there was someone outside—it was almost certainly not the Martians. They would have had no use for such tactics.
“Outborn?” Daru whispered, asking.
“Outborn,” Lorian said. “Almost a certainty.”
They were testing, testing to see if anyone was still alive, testing to see what anyone still alive might do. If they intended violence, doubtless they hoped the tactic would draw them out, that they might take the sledge intact and as undamaged as possible.
Should he oblige them so far as that?
Tap-tap.
They had no weapons, unless they counted Daru’s prybar, and no shields. Lorian knew that if he stepped out onto the runners, the odds were good he’d be gunned down where he stood.
“What do we do?” Daru asked.
Tap.
Lorian pressed a finger to his lips. They had to communicate their intentions. Their lack of threat, their desire to surrender. “Does the sledge have a broadcast system? Externals?”
“I don’t think . . .” Daru looked at the console. “Reckon Dadan would have used it on us if he had it, rather than send Ram running round.”
“That would have been too easy,” Lorian said.
“We could poke our heads out.”
“Only if you want to risk getting shot,” the little man fired back in answer.
“What’s stopping them shooting us now?” Daru asked.
“They want the sledge in one piece,” Lorian replied. “We’re in the way.”
That silenced the younger man, and his silence provided Lorian a chance to think. They had to be very careful. One wrong move was all it would take. He peered out the side window, certain in the knowledge that its glass was the one thing protecting him from some unseen sniper buried in the snow.
“Open the compartments on the bed,” he said after a minute.
“What?” Daru looked confused. “Why?”
“So they can see what we have on offer,” Lorian said. The sledge’s bed had a number of storage bins along either side, each designed to hold smaller and more precious bits of salvage. The ytterbium time crystal boards were there, and the gold Lorian had been working to strip from the various components. “And so they know we’re alive in here.”
Daru hesitated. “You sure?”
Lorian nodded, shut his eyes.
No weapons. No defenses. No help on the way.
It was nearly their only move.
“Done,” Daru said. “Now what?”
Lorian had already raised a finger, though his body ached in protestation. “We wait.”
He did not drop that finger, but strained to listen, looked round both left and right. Vision out the back of the sledge was sorely limited, confined to a narrow window much occluded by the refuse in the bed.
“Do you hear that?” he asked.
“Hear what?”
The tapping had stopped.
In its place, there was a rattling, rustling, jangling as of loose metal. “They’re going through the hatches,” Lorian said. “Get your hands visible.”
“What?”
“We’re surrendering,” Lorian said. “Hands up.”
“But there’s no one—”
There.
The last word died on Daru’s tongue, for a man came into view, stepping into the frame out Daru’s window like a man sidling onto a holograph display. His face was masked, lost inside a slit-visored helmet of other-than-Imperial design. Snow clung in places to the shaggy fabric of his cape. Here and there the light caught armor beneath. He aimed a plasma burner through the window glass at the both of them, and Lorian was certain that this one worked.
The man tried the door handle, found it locked.
At once he gestured for Daru to get out, brandished his weapon.
Lorian caught the other man’s wrist. “Don’t!”
“But!”
The man raised his gun.
“If he shoots you, he damages the sledge!” Lorian said. “Don’t move! He doesn’t want that.” To the man outside, he raised his voice, and shouted, “We come bearing gifts!”
The man outside brandished his gun again.
“Don’t move!” Lorian said.
“He has a gun, Lorian!” Daru hissed.
“I know he has a gun, Daru, thank you!” Lorian said. To the reaver, he said, “We come from Farside. We want to”—he’d shouted too loudly, and a spasm of pain shot up his left side. In a smaller, pained voice, Lorian said—“join up.”
A shadow fell on him, and, turning, Lorian saw another reaver at his window, similarly clad in ill-matched and ill-fitting armor beneath a cloak of tatty black. Lorian showed the fellow his hands. He did not feel fear as he thought he might staring down the barrel of the man’s gun. A strange thrill ran through him. The plan had worked. Threadbare as it was and desperate, it had worked.
At least so far.
“We surrender!” Lorian said, “We want to enlist!” There was still a chance things might go terribly wrong. They might end up only as slaves, like Nago and the others; might be left for dead there on the snows.
Might be shot.
Lorian was suddenly not even certain they could hear him through the sealed doors, though they surely could read his lips.
“Out!” said the reaver outside Lorian’s window. His voice was artificially boosted, amplified by speakers in his suit. It came in through the window, deep and dark. “Get out!”
“I think we’d better do what he says,” Daru said.
Lorian did not move. “Can we crack the window?”
“Crack the window?” Daru said. “This is Belusha, man! The air outside’s no good.”
The little man let out all his air. What could he do? Every second he delayed, he increased the odds the Outborn—frustrated by delay—decided it was better to shoot anyway and have done.
“Get out!” the reaver shouted once more, voice shaking the windowpane between them.
Lorian was silent a long moment. He would never admit it, but sometimes instinct was the better part of strategy. He knew a moment—half a second, perhaps less—of utter silence. Stillness. Peace. In that instant of held breath, he came to his decision. “I’ll get out,” he said. “You stay.”
“What good will that do?” Daru asked.
“They might still kill you,” Lorian said, “but they’ll have to tear up the sledge to do it. You can die knowing you ruined their take.”
“Oh.” Daru was silent for a beat. “Good for me.”
Lorian paid the boy no mind. One empty hand still visible, Lorian worried at the latch.
The wind had stopped, and the world outside was utterly still.
His broken ribs smarted terribly as Lorian swung his feet down onto the runner.
The reaver drew back, gun drooping in his hand. “It’s just a kid!” he said, shouting for the benefit of his companions.
Lorian felt a pained smile cross his face beneath the mask. He was used to that reaction, used to the laughter and the jeering—used to the surprise. Let it work to his advantage.
Daru slammed the hatch behind Lorian, prompting the man to raise his gun. “No games! Tell your friend to get out, and get out now.”
“If you want the sledge in one piece,” Lorian answered. “It’s yours.”
“Then tell your friend to get out!”
“What guarantee do I have you won’t kill us outright?”
In answer, the reaver aimed his plasma burner at Lorian’s feet and fired. A ball of indigo fire tore through the snow and ice, vaporizing it in an instant, carving through permafrost to the black rock beneath. Steam coiled from the earth and about the muzzle of the discharged weapon.
Lorian understood the message plain.
None.
He had to talk fast, then. That was no problem. “My name is Lorian Aristedes, once-officer in the Imperial Navy. My friend is Daru, a legionnaire. We escaped Farside camp. We seek sanctuary among the Outborn.”
“Sanctuary!” said the reaver that had fired on Lorian. “That’s fancy talk.”
“This kid ain’t no officer!” called another, and turning his head, Lorian saw a third reaver standing on the bed of the sledge. He talked like a soldier. “The fuck kind of story is that?”
It hurt to keep his arms up, but without lowering them, Lorian pointed at the rear left of the sledge. “Good stuff’s in back. Time crystal storage matrix we pulled off a Norman freighter. Twelve-by-twelve arrays. There’s gold in compartment five—not a lot, but it’s yours.”
“Of course, it’s ours,” said the one with the gun trained on Lorian. “It’s all ours. And you’re ours, little man.” The reaver cocked his head. “I don’t think this is a kid, Bevan.”
“What then?” the one on the sledge asked. “Dwarf?”
The one with the gun brandished his gun. “Take your mask off. Real slow like!”
Lorian complied, first tugging down his hood, then pulling the mask from nose and mouth.
The reaver with the gun drew nearer, head cocked even more. He seemed unsure of what he saw.
“Ralla?” asked the man on the sledge. “What is it?”
“He’s a little man!” he said, voice still artificially amplified.
“Shit!” said the other. “We’d have gotten more for a kid.”
The one called Ralla prodded Lorian in the chest with his gun. “What are you, little man?”
There was no sense trying to hide the truth. It could not be hidden. It was written on his face. “I’m intus,” Lorian said. “Misborn.”
“Misborn?” said the one on the sledge. “Mother Earth, Ralla! We won’t get nothing for no misborn!”
“Shut it, Bevan!” called the one called Ralla. Then focusing his attention on Lorian, he said, “You’re injured.” Despite the artificial amplification of his voice, Lorian thought he could sense a softening in the reaver’s tone.
“My ribs,” Lorian said, touching his side gingerly. He regretted the action at once. “The rest of my crew tried to kill me.”
“For trying to steal their sledge?” Ralla asked.
“For being misborn,” Lorian answered. He did not mention the deaths of his previous pod, or the Outborn reavers who had taken the others away as slaves. For all he knew, theirs was the same band. “I’m cursed, don’t you know?”
Was it his imagination, or did Ralla’s gun droop a fraction at his words?
“Ralla?”
“I said shut it, Bevan!” Ralla, clearly the other’s better, said. Without warning, he hefted his gun, pointed it square at Lorian’s face. “You want to die?”
Lorian blinked. “Not today.”
“You’re hurt,” Ralla said. “Hurt bad.”
“It’ll heal,” Lorian said.
“It might not,” Ralla said.
“It’ll heal,” Lorian said again. “You the leader?”
Ralla glanced up at Bevan. Lorian looked round, marked four more of the Outborn standing at a distance. Where had they come from? He couldn’t see a skiff. It must have been on the far side of the sledge. “Sachin’s leader.”
“Which one’s Sachin?” Lorian asked, half expecting the fellow in the handprint mask to appear from under the snow.
“Sachin ain’t here,” Ralla said. “Sachin doesn’t do raids. He’s at Deepstone.”
“Deepstone?” Lorian said. “What’s that, then? Your base?”
Ralla hefted his gun again. “You ask a lot of questions.”
Lorian raised his hands a little more. “It’s what I do.”
“It’s just the two of you?” Ralla asked.
“That’s right,” Lorian said.
The noise of rummaging and of clattering metal sounded from over Lorian’s shoulder. A moment later, Bevan’s voice floated up. “He wasn’t kidding about the time crystals! There’s a whole stack of them here!”
“Where were you taking all this?” Ralla said.
“To you.”
“You can’t have known we were out here.”
“I figured you were somewhere,” Lorian said. “Why do you think we sent up the flares? We wanted to find you.”
“Why?”
“I told you,” Lorian said, “Sanctuary. Our work crew tried to kill us. We took the sledge and ran.”
Ralla hefted his gun again. “What’s to stop us taking it?”
“Nothing,” Lorian said. “It’s yours. I only hoped it might buy our lives.”
“The sledge is ours already,” Ralla said. “You can’t pay us with our own coin, and I have no use for little men.” Something in the way Ralla said little men pricked Lorian’s ears. It made him think of Dadan. He shifted back a step, certain he knew the use Ralla referred to. “You really an officer?”
“I was an officer,” Lorian said. “Commander.”
“Bullshit!” Bevan said. “Legions don’t let muties call the shots.”
Lorian’s eyes flashed, and he spared the reaver a glance. The man was not wrong. Before Hadrian had come along, Lorian had only a long, illustrious career in paperwork ahead of him. Still, the naked doubt rankled. But he did not argue, the man was himself an underling. Only Ralla mattered. Returning his attention to him, he said, “Will you spare us? Take us with you?”
Ralla regarded him, head cocked to one side. “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t kill you here and now.”
“Because I am worth much more to you alive,” he said. “I can help you in your fight against the Martians. I’ve done time in Farside, Snowhead, Downwell itself. I know the layout, their weaknesses.”
Ralla laughed. “Almost any man on my crew can say as much!” he said. “Nearly all of them’s done time in the camps.”
Lorian was careful to note Ralla’s use of the word them. That meant that he had not. He was Outborn, truly Outborn. Born on Belusha, born outside the camps. “But how many of them have military training?” Lorian asked. “I conducted more than a dozen major operations against the Cielcin, ground and space. I fought alongside the Martians at Perfugium. I know their tactics, how they think. I can help you!”
Hearing him speak, Ralla lowered his weapon. There was something in that movement—a tension, a pantherish precision—that gave Lorian pause. Something about the reaver was strange. Off.
“Failing that,” Lorian said, “you can ransom me back to Downwell. The Commandant will pay for my return.”
“Will he now?” Bevan asked, leaping from the sledge. “You Carter’s cock sleeve?”
Lorian ignored him. “I was chief tactical officer on board the battleship Tamerlane. I served under Hadrian Marlowe himself.”
“Bullshit!” Bevan said again.
The name meant something to him, though it seemed to mean nothing to Ralla.
“I know your kind trade with the Marties from time to time,” Lorian said, thinking of Tamara, of the deal that Daud’s guards had certainly helped facilitate—had certainly not stopped. “If nothing else, return me to them.”
“You’re not seriously considering this, girl!” Bevan said, advancing on Ralla. “What will your father think?”
Girl?
Lorian looked at Ralla. “Girl?”
Ralla turned her gun on the other reaver. “Back off, Bevan!” she said. “You forget who my father is?”
Bevan halted in his tracks. In a voice flatter and more formal than before, he said, “No, Sarala.”
Sarala.
Lorian was still reeling. A girl. The falseness of Ralla’s artificial voice rang differently in his ears. All the things about the reaver that didn’t fit—that voice, the slight variations in her movements, the way she tilted her head, the way she had spoken of men and their uses . . . .
“You’re a woman,” Lorian said. He could not remember the last time he’d spoken to a woman. It might have been Tamara. There had been women at Farside, but they were mostly confined to the commandant’s villa, where they cooked and cleaned and were kept safely apart from the general population. There had been a few more during his time in Snowhead, but Lorian was not certain he had spoken to one.
Once, when he was a boy, one of the scholiasts engaged by his lord father primarily to tutor his brothers had recounted the story of the English violet, a species of flower long thought to have died with Old Earth, only for it to be discovered growing wild in the uplands of some far-flung colony world a thousand years later, transplanted by colonists on one of man’s earlier migrations.
It was like that.
Women had ceased to exist in Lorian’s world, had fallen out of it, had died with Tamara on the floor of the crawler. Absurdly, Lorian felt himself stand a little straighter, as if she were his commanding officer and he a lowly soldier on parade.
“What of it?” Sarala asked, rounding on him.
Lorian raised his hands again and winced with the effort. “Nothing!”
Sarala advanced on him, gun pointed then square at his face, but it was Bevan she addressed. “This . . . Marlowe. He some big name up out there?”
Bevan hesitated. “Some dog of the Emperor’s, yeah.”
“So, his friend ought to be worth something?” Sarala asked.
“Ain’t no way this freak’s on the level,” Bevan said. “I told you, Ralla. Empire don’t let muties be shot-callers. Things ain’t like they are down here.”
Sarala overrode him. “We should take them to Sachin. Let him decide.”
“I’m telling you,” Bevan said, “the little guy’s story doesn’t wash. He’s making shit up. We should kill him here—him and his friend—and take the haul back to Sachin.”
Ralla—Sarala—seemed to think on this for a moment, gun half-pointed at Lorian. “He goes to Sachin,” she said.
“But, Ralla!” Bevan said.
Sarala turned and fired at Bevan’s feet. Once more the snow vaporized in a coil of steam. The man jumped, squawked like an upset bird. “Enough!” she said, artificially deep voice hanging over them like a thunderhead. She turned the smoking gun on Lorian. “Tell your boy to get out if he wants to live.”
“And I have your word you won’t kill us?” Lorian said. It was a flimsy shield, but the only one he had. He was acutely aware just how delicate the situation was, how slender was the thread that dangled him above the abyss. For all his brave talk, Lorian had come to realize he was not ready to die.
Some gurram he turned out to be.
“I didn’t say that,” Sarala said. “Said I’d take you to Sachin. But your life is mine, little man. If I choose to take it from you, that’s on me.”
Something in the directness of it, the naked threat and honesty, was a strange comfort.
The girl might have lied, concealed her menace, attempted to lull Lorian into some false security. Besides, what choice did he have? He could no more challenge the girl than he could sprout engines and fly.
“Good enough,” Lorian said, and gently lowered his hands, taking care with his broken ribs. Sarala bristled at the motion, and so Lorian froze “You can’t expect me to keep my hands up all the time,” he said. “I broke my ribs, woman.”
“Get your boy out here,” Sarala said. “Now.”
Nodding tiredly, Lorian ran a hand back over his long, too-white hair. It was caked with grime, and strands a cubit long had come loose from the strip of cloth he used to hold it back. It had gotten so long, each micron another day of imprisonment. He hadn’t cut it, not since he’d been awakened in the Tower. The prisoners rarely cut their hair, preferring to grow it for the meager protection from the cold it represented. Lorian tugged his hood up over his head, touched the mask to put it back into place. Thinking better of it, he signaled for Daru to get out.
It felt good to breathe the free air for once. He had gotten more used to it over the years, and the cold, unadulterated air filled his stinging lungs, though he winced as his cracked ribs flexed with the strain. The air felt . . . clean. Clean and so dry it stung.
The boy hesitated only a moment, then opened the hatch.
Two of Sarala’s reavers closed on him in an instant, one securing the open hatch, the other seizing Daru by the collar. The boy came out swinging, clubbed his attacker with the pry bar. The reaver staggered back, hit the snow.
“Daru, hold!” Lorian yelled, and again, “Hold!”
The reavers had all raised their guns.
“Put the bar down!” said the reaver standing nearest the boy.
Daru held the weapon high, eyes darting from one Outborn to the next.
“I thought we had an understanding,” Sarala interjected.
“We do!” Lorian said. “He’s just a kid. Daru, put the pry bar down.”
Daru hesitated, attention locked on the reaver that held the door.
“I said put the bar down, boy, if you want to live!” Lorian was pleased by the carriage of his voice. He sounded half an officer again. “They’re not going to kill us.”
“You believe them?”
“We don’t have a choice,” Lorian said. “This was always part of it. We have to trust them if we’re going to join them.” Another pause. “I thought you didn’t want to die.”
That seemed to get through the young man’s head. Like watching a dog come down from some state of advanced terror, Lorian saw the man’s knotted shoulders unclench. The arm that held the heavy pry bar drooped, and his weapon fell in the snow.
“On your knees!” the nearest reaver said, brandishing his gun.
“Do as they say!” Lorian said and knelt himself—though no one had asked him to do so.
The man Daru had struck had found his feet, and together with his companion they forced Daru’s arms behind his back and bound his wrists with plastic cord. They forced the boy to walk between them, while a third leaped into the sledge’s cabin and rooted around, questing for spoils.
“Get them on the skiff!” Sarala said, gesturing to her men.
Lorian raised his hands, expected them to be seized and bound, but no one did. Bevan prodded him with his gun, forced him to march ahead across the snow to where a small rise obscured a piece of the horizon, not half a mile off. When they reached the top of that hill, Lorian saw the skiff waiting on the far side. The reavers had set down out of sight, preferring to walk the rest of the way and take the sledge unawares. It was incredible they had been unable to hear or spy the approach, but then the wind howled so often, the noise of repulsors was surely dimmed.
The skiff was cousin to the one that had taken Nago and Rand and the rest of Jeff’s pod, a long, narrow aircraft like a boat, with an open top deck and glassed forecastle where the pilot sat in a control blister. There was no ramp, and Sarala vaulted up the side, called for men to lower ropes for the injured Lorian.
“Just two?” said one of the men of the deck. “And one a boy?”
“Just two,” Sarala said. “And no boy. This one’s witchmarked.”
“Witchmarked?” the crewman made a curious face, peered down under Lorian’s hood. “I guess he is.”
Sarala brushed past her subordinate, moving toward the rear hatch. “I’ll put him in the brig myself. Jurnau’s looking over the sledge. He’ll be a minute. Looks like a not half bad take.” She thrust Lorian ahead of her, Bevan close behind. The other crewmen stopped to see him, and Lorian felt the familiar sense that he was on display return. They were all staring. One of the other reavers was clearly a woman, even armored and helmeted, and Lorian stared back, head turning as Sarala shoved him through the hatch and down the steps toward the brig.
“It’s more than a cycle to reach Deepstone,” she said when he had found his little cell, a dingy, cramped space with a fold-up toilet-sink in one corner and manacle loops bracketed to the walls. “You’re lucky we were so far afield. Otherwise, no one would have found you.”
“Maybe luck had nothing to do with it,” Lorian said. “Maybe it was fate.”
“Fate?” Sarala laughed again, a sound like thunder, artificially dark and deep.
“I’m the best thing you’ve ever salvaged out there,” Lorian said, jerking his head in the direction of the hull.
“Is that so?” Sarala asked. “You’re a funny little man.”
Bevan sneered. “He’s full of shit is what he is.”
“Hush, Bevan,” Sarala said, and—raising her hands—undid the seals that closed her helm. The casque did not fold up as the helms of Sollan legionnaires did, but lifted off entire.
Lorian was ashamed to say his breath caught. He had not known what to expect, had not expected so young a face, or so lovely. Her skin was dark as evening, her hair darker still—cut short as a boy’s. But her eyes—when she turned them on him—were pale almost as his own, a piercing, luminous blue. She smiled, and without warning tossed her helm to Bevan, who caught it clumsily. “And what makes you so good, Lorian whatever-your-name-is?”
“Aristedes,”
Without her helmet, her voice was light and easy, almost without a care.
“Whatever,” she said, still smiling.
Lorian grinned, knowing his smile for the shabby, fangy thing it was by comparison. “Because for however long your people have been a menace to the Martians,” Lorian said. “I can make you a threat.”







CHAPTER 13
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THE SUBTERRANE
Lorian was not certain whence the thought had come, this idea that he might make war against the Martians. Perhaps it had been during the long flight on the sledge or had formed during his time at Farside, after the reavers carried off the remains of Jeff’s pod. But some part of him suspected it had always been there—burned in the back of his mind since the day he had awakened on that hideous world.
No one’s ever escaped Belusha. That was what they said.
If that were true, if he was fated to live out the rest of his days on that frozen hell, then he would have to make the most of it. He was done mending machinery for the scrapyards and the oil fields, done picking through wreckage to sift the gold from the dross. He was tired of the suspicion, tired of the constant whispering, the blows, the same moth-eaten jokes. It was time for a change, time to do something.
Could he truly criticize Hadrian—if his liege had tarried even for a year on Jadd—when he had languished so long himself?
“Where are they taking us?” Daru asked, chained to the wall beside him.
“To their camp,” Lorian said.
“Yeah,” Daru said, “but where do you think it is?”
Lorian didn’t answer.
“Do you think they’ll let us go?”
“You mean, do you think they’ll let us join them?” Lorian said. He thought long about his answer, took a moment to let the pain of deep breathing wash over him. He no longer thought the reavers would kill them, not outright. “I think the chances are very good we’ll be slaves.”
“Slaves?” Daru’s eyes widened with fear.
“You were already a slave,” Lorian said. “Most men are slaves all their lives, if only to themselves.”
“What?”
It was one of the perennial truths. Men formed attachments, and those attachments became bonds, became fetters.
“We’ll be all right,” Lorian said, not sure it was true. His breathing had grown only more labored, and—though he gave no voice to the thought—he was starting to think himself in the early stages of infection. “You’ll be all right.”
He must have slept in the brig, lulled to sleep by the whine of repulsors and the gentle rocking of flight. He awoke to the sound of the grille rolling back, the barred door opening.
“Get up.” Sarala was standing in the door, her helmet under one arm. Bevan stood at her right hand—his own helm removed. Lorian recognized his dented armor. He had a pale, strangely earnest face, with protuberant ears and curling blond hair that made him seem an overgrown boy. “Sachin wants to see you.”
Lorian looked up but feared to rise. The pain had grown worse as he slept. “We’re there?”
“We’re there,” the woman said. “Now get up.”
The effort of finding his feet reduced him to coughing, and he clutched his side, clenched his teeth—but the cry squeezed out anyway, shrieking past his teeth.
Sarala was looking at him with pity but offered no word or aid. She stepped back, gestured for him to go ahead. Bevan followed, prodding Lorian in the back with the mouth of his gun. Two more of the Outborn followed.
“What about me?” Daru called. They hadn’t moved to loose him from his place manacled to the bulkhead.
Sarala stopped. “What about you?” She turned back. “He’s your master, isn’t he?”
That stopped Daru dead a moment. “My master?”
Lorian gripped one of the bars. “It’s fine, Daru. You’ll be fine.”
He permitted himself to be led away, back along the cramped hall of the lower deck to the steep stair that returned to the top. He had to lean on Bevan to make it out and found himself missing his cane for what seemed the ten thousandth time since coming to Belusha. He felt so fragile, prayed all the while that a second cough would not come. When it did, he groaned, but groaning only made the pain last longer.
“It’s my lungs,” Lorian said, looking up at the much taller woman. “They broke my ribs. Must not be breathing deep enough.” He had slept too much and, sleeping, had not been vigilant, not been mindful of his injury.
Sarala nodded, but said, “Sachin doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
The little man put a hand to his head. The world was spinning. He checked the seal on his mask, afraid he’d compromised his rebreather.
“I don’t know why you off-worlders do it,” she said, watching him struggle. “Live like this.”
“It’s a part . . .” He broke off. “A part of the punishment.”
“Even the Martians live like you, though,” said she. “They would do better to leave this place to us.”
“You don’t have to convince me!” Lorian said, voice light as he was able to make it.
Emerging onto the deck, Lorian was not surprised to find a roof of rough stone overhead. He had long surmised that the Outborn must live underground, in caves or tunnels carved by human hands. What surprised him was not the cavern itself, or its tremendous size, but the sheer number of people at work in the space about them. Sarala’s skiff had perhaps two dozen crew at least, but looking round he counted eight skiffs of like size—if unlike design—each standing on landing peds in a row along the floor of the cavern. Still more of the Outborn scurried about them, stepping over trailing power lines and fuel hoses, or else dragging them from one skiff to the next. Men were shouting orders, relaying information to one another.
It was not so unlike the motor pool back in Downwell, with its constant churn and bustle, only here the atmosphere was electric, filled with a hungry urgency not present among the prisoners themselves. There was laughter, and even singing in the remoter corners of the cavern. Lorian felt almost that he was in one of the launch bays aboard the Tamerlane, listening to the men preparing for war.
“What is this place?” he asked, looking round in wonderment.
“Home,” Sarala said, acknowledging a wave from one of her fellows on the ground below.
Staggering in her wake, Lorian asked, “How many people live here?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Sarala asked, turning to look at him, her toothy smile pinned to her face. “Gathering what you can for the Marties?”
“What?” Lorian was a second catching up. “Ah.”
She thought he was a spy.
“You don’t deny it?” They had halted at the gunwale by a stepladder the men on the floor of the cavern below had wheeled up to the side of the skiff.
“Deny what?” Lorian riposted. He wanted her to say it. “What is the charge?”
“You think we’re stupid?” Sarala asked. “You drive a loaded sledge right into the heart of our country, no backup, no ambush—no weapons worth a damn, and you some kind of officer—and you want us to think this isn’t some kind of Marty trick?”
Lorian was nodding along. He’d have thought the same thing in her position, except—
“You think I broke my own ribs?”
“I think your boy broke them for you,” she said.
“My boy?” Lorian repeated, leaning on the gunwale.
Sarala’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “My boys found your literature under your seat. Or was it his?”
Lorian blinked. Remembered Dadan’s pornographic rag too late. “Oh.” He paused. “That wasn’t mine.” He suppressed the urge to explain himself, having learned long ago that any attempt he might make to do so would only confirm the woman’s suspicions and, worse, would make him appear defensive—which was the last thing he needed to appear in that moment.
“Sure,” Sarala said. “And you thought you’d just . . . what? Fly out into the middle of nowhere and wait to get scooped up by the savage Outborn?”
“It worked, didn’t it?”
Sarala said nothing for the space of several seconds. Lorian could practically hear the machinery grinding behind her eyes, gears turning as she struggled to make sense of him. Belatedly, he realized that last, embittered retort made him seem more suspicious than not.
Bevan shoved him, made his side sear with pain. Lorian caught himself on the gunwale, panting through clenched teeth. “Enough talk!” the jug-eared man said. “Get a move on!”
“Careful!” Sarala said. “His ribs.”
“We’ll have Marno take a look at him after Sachin’s had his say,” Bevan said, gesturing with his gun.
Bevan stood more than two whole heads taller than Lorian. The little intus glared up at him, eyes hard. “Big man you are,” he said.
In answer, the reaver shoved him over the gunwale and onto the steps.
Lorian was acutely aware of the attentions of the dozen or so nearest men and women as they turned to look at him, the lone prisoner in red and masked.
“What you got there, Sarala?” called a man with a thick black beard. “A girl?”
“Down, Vasa!” Sarala said. “This one’s for Sachin. He’s misborn.”
“Misborn?” said the one called Vasa. “Thought you were gone reaving for fresh blood. This one’s curdled.”
“He’s for ransom, most-like! An officer!”
“Or so he says!” put in Bevan. “I say he’s a nobody, some lordling’s by-blow.”
“He wants to join up,” Sarala said.
“Reckon he’s for Marty?” asked another.
Sarala answered. “They’re all for Marty ’til they prove otherwise. Where’s Sachin?”
“Down below,” Vasa said. “Said you’d sent ahead. Said we’re to send you down to him.”
“Good enough!” Sarala said, pushing forward. Bevan and the other two chivvying Lorian along in her wake.
They crossed the floor of the hangar-cavern in short order, once or twice stepping over braided cables and fuel lines. The size of the operation staggered Lorian. When he had pictured the Outborn—the clan that had sold Tamara to Daud and the Martians, say—he had imagined a single grubby family living in a house of packed snow, or a lean-to fashioned from the wreck of some flier, or in some shallow cave. He had never pictured this. They seemed almost a proper military operation, if one less organized and standardized. No two were dressed the same, in suits of mismatched plate and homespun cloth. Each was painted differently, each patterned after the will and preference of the owner. There was no cohesion to them, no sense of uniformity, no sense of levée en masse. These were not soldiers, but warriors, each a captain unto himself. Seeing this, Lorian took note.
There was work he could do, something he could offer—if only he could make them see.
Sarala led him into a winding, low-ceilinged tunnel that ran deeper into the earth. A path of metal planks had been drilled into the stone to sure up their footing. Lorian recognized pieces cut from the hulls of starships. Ahead, a door that once had belonged to an Imperial battlecruiser dilated as they advanced. Lamps that had belonged on cargo shuttles glowed where they studded the walls and ceilings.
“You’ve been here a long time,” Lorian remarked, such salvage and installation work had doubtless been the labor of years.
Neither Sarala nor any of her underlings replied. They shunted Lorian along a narrow passage and through another door wholly unlike the first. Beyond, another tunnel ran down. More than once, a face peered out at them from an open doorway—the whole passage was lined with hatches and shutters pilfered from fallen ships and mortared into place. They were people’s homes, Lorian realized with a start.
“There’s a whole city down here,” he said.
“And more than one,” Bevan said. Sarala flashed him a glare.
More than one. Lorian was reeling. So many. The once-commander was beginning to think that he had boasted overmuch when he had said he could make the Outborn a threat to Imperial rule. They were already a threat, scattered though they were.
Divided.
Unfocused.
“Wait here!” Sarala said, stopping before another door. This one, mightier than the others, was set at the end of the hall. A pair of men in repainted Martian plate stood, one to either side. At a sign, the doors were opened, and the girl vanished inside.
“Be easier to kill him,” Bevan said to his companions, speaking as though Lorian were not there. “Don’t see why we’re going to all this trouble.”
“You know why,” said one of the others, voice rough through his helmet.
“Why?” Lorian asked, turning to look at the men.
Not a one of them answered.
Sarala returned a moment later, thrust her head out through the mighty doors. “He’s ready.”
Lorian had expected to find another rough, dimly lit space, but the cavern beyond was lit by wall sconces pilfered from some Imperial battleship. They illuminated a warm, multichambered cavern, its spaces separated by stalagnates like great columns. Thick carpets covered the level planks that had been hammered into the rough stone floor, and steps ran down to a sitting area on the left hand, and up and out of sight on the right and dead ahead. It was toward these forward stairs that Sarala moved, mounting the steps two at a time. Lorian’s eyes followed her, fell as she turned and drew aside.
A gentle breeze floated up the stairs after them, rustled leaves of paper pinned to the metal walls. There must have been a vent somewhere, a flume to carry air up to the distant surface, else the caverns would surely seem stagnant and foul. The chamber at the top of that short flight of stairs was nearly round and lined from floor to ceiling with the last objects Lorian had thought to find on Belusha, in the heart of that warren of the Outborn.
Bookshelves.
In all his years on the prison planet, Lorian felt certain the only literature he had seen was pornographic, rags like the one Dadan kept in the foot of his sledge. But the walls of Sachin’s home—his study—were lined with heavy tomes of all description: great folios bound in leather, paper quartos and little octavos well-worn and peeling. The damp air of the cave could not be good for the paper, Lorian felt sure, but there was something about their mere presence he found a comfort.
Still, his eyes could not remain on them for long, for his attention was drawn to the figure sitting hunched at an escritoire in the center of that ring of shelves. He had his back almost to them as he approached, evidently hurrying to finish some missive. Lorian could hear the scratch of the pen. A great blanket or cloak swathed his shoulders to protect against the cavern’s faint chill. Its black had faded with time and washing until it seemed a muddy green.
“Come closer.” Only the faintest tremor in his voice betrayed his age.
Lorian did so, conscious of the way Sarala circled opposite him, taking up a position by the seated man as though she were his bodyguard.
“You’re Sachin?” Lorian asked, pleased his own voice did not quaver.
The other man set down his stylus with dark-skinned fingers, turned to look at Lorian. His face was lost in the shadows of his hood, but Lorian discerned the glow of one milky eye, and knew he was at least half blind. “I am,” he said. “Satyawan Callan, in another life. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”
Lorian had to admit that he had not.
“I have heard of you,” Sachin said, “if, of course, you are Lorian Aristedes. You know, I was at Comum, I served aboard the battleship Acheron, in the defense of Malki Station.”
Some half-forgotten part of him stirred, and Lorian struck his breast with a fist, raised an open hand in salute. He had served at Comum himself, on and around the planet. Malki Station had been out on the fringes of the system, a Legion refueling station for the Imperial navy. “I recall the Acheron.”
“And I the Tamerlane,” Sachin said. “Were it not for your people, we would have been lost.”
The Cielcin had overrun the system, descended upon Comum with two of their worldships, vast as moons. They had bombarded the planet, bombed the capital to rubble, killed the Count and his family, and carried off millions of the natives for meat and slaves. Only the timely arrival of the Red Company at the head of an Imperial fleet for what was meant to be a chance patrol had delivered the system from disaster.
“We never met,” Sachin said. “I was younger then, much younger, and I was in engineering—no high officer, me. But I heard about Lord Hadrian Marlowe and his crew of misfits. His mutant captain and his friend, the dwarf.” The hooded man turned fully in his chair, right hand clutching the left, which Lorian noted was wrapped in gauze. Lorian noted a marked tremor in that wrapped hand as he raised it to pull back his hood. “I’m always curious when I meet someone else like me . . . .” he said. “Was it your mother who contributed the bent genes that led to your mutation? Or you father?” He removed his hood, revealing a face dark as Sarala’s but misshapen, so that the hooked nose was curved and bent to the left. The milky eye Lorian had already noted was clearly blind, but the other was blue and bright as lightning.
Lorian understood then why Sarala had not killed him on the tundra as she might have done; understood what Bevan and the others had meant in the hall just outside.
Sachin was an intus, a mutant like himself.
“My father was the palatine,” Lorian said. “My mother was one of his knights.”
“Mine was my mother,” he said. “Had a thing for peasant boys, she did. Soon as they could get it up, she’d have them brought. No idea why she didn’t have me killed. Might be she planned to keep me for herself, only I came out like this.” He gestured at his body. “Packed me off for the service soon as she could, and that was that.” Lorian had never been a man easily shocked, but the Outborn chieftain’s story was so vile he recoiled. Sachin grinned. “Now look at me: Prince of Belusha! Mommy would be so proud.”
Prince of Belusha. Lorian said nothing.
Sachin rose unsteadily, rubbed his jaw with his good hand. He towered over Lorian. Whatever his disability, he did not lack for stature. “I heard stories of the Red Offensive. You broke the Cielcin position in and around Comum. Orchestrated the assault yourself. Then I heard you were like me. I wanted to meet you then, only Acheron never put in planetside. When my girl here told me who she’d found out on the ice . . . well, Mother Earth’s a funny bitch.” He settled on the edge of his escritoire, folded his arms to stop the left from shaking. “What’d you do to end up here?”
Lorian’s eyes darted to Sarala’s face, and he marked the kinship between them. The same pointed chin, the same electric blue eyes. Sarala was Sachin’s daughter, that much was plain. At once he understood the respect the men accorded her, despite her sex.
“I saved another man coming here,” Lorian said.
“Political prisoner, was he?” Sachin asked.
“Lord Marlowe,” Lorian said.
Sachin whistled. “Love to have my hands on him, I would.” He sighed. “Me, I took slaves where I shouldn’t. After your lot left Comum, we were sent down to clean up the place. Put down looters, restore order. Couple of my fellow officers got it into their heads to carry off a bunch of girls for ourselves. Only I took the fall for it. Wasn’t even my idea—not that I didn’t partake.” He sighed again, apparently frustrated by the world’s seeming-injustice. It seemed a horror to Lorian that any man could confess such things in the presence of any woman, but to do so in the presence of his own daughter?
“You think me a bad man,” Sachin said, reading what was doubtless written on Lorian’s too-animate face. “But this is Belusha. We are all bad men.”
“That is why I wish to leave Belusha,” Lorian said, wincing as his ribs flared with a too-deep breath.
Sachin snorted, bent over his arms. When he finished laughing, he peered sidelong at his daughter before turning his attention back to Lorian. “Leave Belusha?” he said, “Either my girl here is right, and you are a Martian spy here to waste my time, or you are a mad man.”
“I’ve been called worse than mad most every day of my life,” Lorian said.
The other intus smiled. “Aye,” said he, “I believe it. But it cannot be done. There is no escaping this place.”
“There’s the Tower,” Lorian said.
Sachin laughed. “The Tower? You are mad! The Martians would never let us climb the Tower, and even if they did, there’s a whole station up there filled with Martian soldiers. We’d never make it up there, and if we did, we’d never make it to a ship.”
“That’s why we blow the Tower ourselves,” Lorian said. “The Martians will be forced to shuttle their people to and from the surface, rather than rely on the elevator. We capture those shuttles.”
The Outborn chieftain frowned. The thought had evidently never occurred to him.
“Do you want to be Prince of Belusha, or a free man?” Lorian asked. “You can take your daughter away from all this.”
Sachin glanced at Sarala, clearly mulling Lorian’s words.
“With enough shuttles—the right equipment—we can take the station, take a ship.”
“Who’s going to fly it?”
“Me,” Lorian said. “You. You were in engineering, you said. You must have others. Astrogators, engineers. I’ll warrant you could put a crew together today if you had a mind. You have the men to take the station—I’ve seen it.” His voice grew faint as pain stole over him. “There are more of you than the Martians suspect. Far more.”
Sachin was shaking his head. “It cannot be done. They will have overrides. You were a navy man; you know they can brick those shuttles from space if they have a mind.”
“And you were a navy man,” Lorian said, “so you know those overrides are only software-deep. Again, you must have men capable of performing the bypass.”
The self-styled Prince of Belusha laughed. “They said at Comum that you were a maniac, but I always thought that was the usual pablum.” He pulled a hideous face. “Intus bad.” He turned his back on Lorian, locked eyes with his daughter a moment, then walked round the escritoire. “Seventy-nine standard years,” he said after a moment. “Give or take two or three. That’s how long I’ve been here. Mother may have been a freak, but she gave me her blood. I am . . . nearly four hundred years old, and not like to get much older. Nearly a quarter of my life I’ve lived here, on Belusha. Nineteen kids I’ve had, a mutant like me, and seven wives. Where else in the galaxy would that have happened? You want me to give that up? You see this place? I built this base, helped build a dozen others like it. There are thousands of us out here—tens of thousands. I can’t take them all with me, can I? Let’s say your plan worked and we found ourselves in control of an Imperial transport ship. How many cryonic fugue berths does it have? A thousand? Five thousand? Can we fill them all in time? Before the Empire sends reinforcements? How do I choose who stays and who goes?”
Of all the objections the reaver king might have raised to Lorian’s proposal, nobility had been the last he had expected. Lorian studied the other intus then, his unequally sunken cheeks, his crooked nose. One of his shoulders rose higher than the other under that heavy cloak, lending him a strangely beetle-like quality. Still, there was something of lordliness to the man. Though the palatine blood in him was curdled as it was in Lorian, it was still there, betrayed itself in the man’s eugenically long life, in his posture, his bearing. A bastard he might have been—a criminal, slaver, rapist, and murderer—but he was a lord still.
Noblesse oblige.
In that instant, Lorian could see how this shambling, misshapen old man had built a ragged kingdom in the bowels of the prison planet. The echoes of his mother’s high breeding were in his face, twisted by her poor karma as Lorian’s body had been twisted by his own parents’ malfeasance.
“We are kin, of a sort,” Sachin said. “I felt it at Comum, to learn someone like me had led the offensive. When Ralla told me she’d found you in the wastes, I could hardly believe it. But good things come to those who wait, and Mother Earth spins strange fates for her children, it is said. That you and I—who were almost comrades once—should be comrades now, ah . . .” He rapped his fist on the top of his escritoire. “So exciting! If you are worth even half your reputation, we might do much together.”
“But to what end?” Lorian asked, swaying where he stood, “If not escape. . . .”
“It is the oil that keeps the Empire here,” Sachin said. “If the oil runs dry or is tainted or becomes too difficult to obtain, the Empire will leave. When they go, we will inherit Belusha.”
Lorian swayed again, steadied himself against a bookshelf. “You’re a fool if you think the Empire will leave you be. Planets are never just abandoned. When the oil dries up, the farmers will move in. Belusha won’t be so inhospitable forever, and when it’s outlived its usefulness as a prison, the Empire will scrape it clean. May I sit?”
Sachin nodded, gestured to a seat at Lorian’s left that had once belonged in a starship’s ready room. “You can’t seriously think the Empire will wipe us out.”
Silent behind her father, Sarala’s eyes widened.
“They have higher priorities at the moment,” Lorian said, “with the war. But when they’re finally ready to melt this ice ball, they’ll use atomics.” He directed the words to the girl as much as to her father. “What will you do against those? Dig?”
Sachin had gone strangely stiff. Fingers drummed the top of his escritoire. “It won’t happen in my lifetime.”
“Or in your daughter’s,” Lorian said. “Probably not.” He pressed a hand to his side, forced himself to breathe, coughed, cursed. Did he understand this man, this king of thieves and outcasts? Could he put his finger on the right button? “But everything you’ve built here will pass away. All of this: this warren, your people, your children, your children’s children.”
Sarala spoke for the first time then, saying, “Is he serious, Father?”
“No, girl.” Sachin waved Lorian’s words aside as though they were so much smoke.
“We were both soldiers,” Lorian said. “We both know what the Empire’s capable of, what they’re willing to do.”
“It won’t happen in our lifetime!” Sachin said again, trading “my” for “our” to reassure his daughter.
“You’re right,” Lorian said. “But it will happen. Remain here, do nothing, and all you’ve built will be destroyed. Escape is the only option with an open future.”
“An open future?” Sachin’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “Have you forgotten where we are?”
“I think about it every day.”
“This is Belusha, Aristedes,” said the self-proclaimed prince of that frozen world, “Belusha. There’s nothing open about any of our futures. All we can do is make the best of this and wait and hope.”
“I have waited!” Lorian said and, remembering the other intus had dwelt on that planet for many decades and that his daughter had lived her whole life in prison, added, “You’ve waited long enough. You’ve made a great home for your people, here. Time to make your people great.”
Sachin put a hand to his mouth, propped himself upon his elbow where he sat beside his desk. “What makes you think it can be done?”
Lorian had his answer ready, though he was not certain where he’d found it. “In the fact it never has been done.” He rushed to explain himself. “The Martians are complacent. Bored.” He thought of Carter and his little phony court in Downwell.
“The Martians are His Radiance’s elite legions,” Sachin objected.
“And how did they get their start?” Lorian asked. “Mars was a prison planet, once—just as this. They were bred for violence, just like your people. You have thousands, you said it yourself. Tens of thousands. There cannot be more than twenty thousand Martians on the whole world, and in Downwell—what? Two thousand? Three? You could take the camp by force of numbers alone.”
“And then what?” Sarala asked. “And why?”
Lorian thought a moment about his answer, hand still pressed to his broken flank, feeling the creaking of his bones as he breathed. When he spoke, he could hardly believe the words coming from his own mouth. “Most of the women on the planet are in Downwell,” he said. “Most of the weapons, too. I’m not talking about pocket plasma burners. I’m talking rifles, hand cannons, artillery. I’m talking shield-belts and armor. I’m talking about a raid to end all raids.”
The other intus looked at his daughter, a curiously speculative look on his hideous face. “It is true there are not enough women to go round,” he said, and turning back to Lorian, continued, “The young are violent. They fight every day. Every day, it seems, another one ends up dead. Runaways like yourself bolster our numbers, but they are all men. Almost all men.” Groaning, he stood, paced round to the far side of his desk. His back to Lorian the while, he laid a hand on the nearest bookshelf. “Do you know how long you’ll live, Commander Aristedes?”
The sudden change in topic caught Lorian by surprise. “I think I have an infection,” Lorian said in answer, unable to stop himself. “If I’m not treated, days.”
Undisturbed by this, Sachin waved a hand. “I mean your natural lifespan. Your unnatural lifespan, I should say.” He turned, regarded Lorian with his one working pale, blue eye. “My mother nearly reached five hundred. My father . . . might have lived to see sixty. Seventy, if he was lucky. I always thought that I would die somewhere in between those figures.
Lorian blinked. He had always felt the same.
“I’ve heard stories of some of us living far longer than either of our parents,” Lorian said.
“As have I,” Sachin said, “but do you believe them?”
Lorian was silent. Sarala shifted distractingly in that moment, made uncomfortable, perhaps, by so much candidness from her father. Lorian found his eye drawn to her. Echoes of the father could be seen in her dark skin, her black hair, those piercingly blue eyes. And yet there was no sign of mutation in her flesh, no corruption, no deformity. Lorian had never thought to have children of his own. He had certainly never thought they might be born clean. She caught him staring and narrowed her eyes.
Looking down, Lorian said, “No.”
“I will die soon,” Sachin said. “In ten years. In twenty. When I do, there will be war. Not with the Martians, but among my people.” He turned back to fully face Lorian. “How long would it take for the Martians to reinforce their position in-system? How long is the journey here from the nearest system? Do you know?”
Lorian wracked his memory. He was not certain he had ever seen Belusha on a proper star chart. He had never looked for it. “I’m not sure,” he said truthfully. “Years?”
“Decades?”
“Possibly. I really don’t know.”
“If I can deliver my people a victory before I die,” Sachin said, “break the Martian hold on this world—if only for a few years, enough to see us through my end—and if I can ensure the next generation will not be smaller than the last . . . then maybe we can survive even what the Empire throws at us. Even atomics.”
Lorian was truly silent then, both his hands in his lap. Once more he felt that strange sense of admiration for the man. Here was one faced with an impossible situation, a people desperate and poor, beset on all sides, fated for extinction. And yet he carried that weight, bore it on those hunched and uneven shoulders. He reminded Lorian—for just a moment—of Hadrian, a man possessed by a terrible purpose.
A dream.
What did he, Lorian, dream of?
Of freedom, surely, but what else?
“Will you fight with me, Lorian Aristedes?” Sachin asked. “I can’t offer you escape, but I can offer you a better life than you’ve had in years.”
“I’m not a warrior,” Lorian said.
“But you’re a commander,” Sachin said. “I don’t lack for warriors. I’ve got all the muscle I’ll ever need. But I need men who know how to direct it. I saw what you did at Comum, how you broke the Cielcin line. Do that for me and I’ll make you a rich man. Women, servants—all the wine we can steal.”
That last brought a laugh sputtering from Lorian’s chest, and he coughed and cried out in pain.
“Should have sent him to Marno, first,” Sachin said, looking to his daughter. “Didn’t realize how bad off he was.”
“I can take him now,” said Sarala, stepping forward.
“Good,” said the Prince of Belusha, “See he gets everything he needs. I don’t want him dying on us.







CHAPTER 14
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STRATEGY AND TACTICS
A cheer like thunder went up as the shuttle ploughed into the earth, carving a furrow in the snow and stony soil. Black smoke rose, wavered, was blown to tatters on the wind.
“How did you know it wasn’t shielded?” Sarala asked, crouched near at hand.
Lorian held the binoculars to his face. “Shield draws a lot of power,” he said in answer. “No sense running them if you don’t think you’ll come under attack.”
“You’re sure this is the right transport?”
“It was your father who intercepted the comms,” Lorian said. In a certain sense, it did not matter if they had the right transport. Every transport was a victory. Every transport meant supplies: rations, weapons, armor, other equipment. The artillery itself—the half dozen plasma howitzers that had taken the Martian flier down—had been spoils taken from just such attacks. “Tell the men to move in.”
Sarala turned her head, fingers going to the conduction patch taped behind her right ear. “Bevan, Nihal, close in! Now go! Go!”
As if in answer, another cheer and chorus of raucous shouting rose from the ridge to Lorian’s left, and turning to look, he saw them: the Outborn leaping from the snow like a horde of springing foxes, their armor black and red and white. They rushed down the slope toward the crashed shuttle, waving rifles and energy-lances like bright spears blazing in the infinitely reflected sun.
“I see them!” Daru had come up beside him. More than a year among the Outborn had left the lad with windburned cheeks and a thin, ragged scar along the left side of his face from temple to chin, relic of one engagement with the Martians. “Hatches, starboard side!”
Lorian raised his field glasses once again, found the men Daru spoke of. Half a dozen Martians in red helmets had opened the starboard emergency ports, thrust weapons out. As he watched, a shot from one of the onrushing Outborn struck one of the men’s helmets. Lorian marked the way the shot dissipated, shrapnel scattering in the air before it could strike the Martian’s helms.
“They’re shielded at least,” he said. That was no surprise, but it was ill news. There should have been twenty men aboard the flier, plus the flight crew—perhaps two dozen in all. Two dozen Martians armored and fully shielded might hold a long while against ten times that number, which was approximately all Sarala had under her command.
They did not have a long while.
“Time?” he asked.
Daru answered, “T-minus . . . twenty-three thirty-seven.”
More than a minute gone already.
Their best estimates clocked Downwell’s response time to just around twenty-five minutes from the time their assault began. Twenty-five minutes to clear the flier, liquidate the crew, strip its riches, and load the cargo onto the Outborn’s own skiffs before reinforcements could arrive by air.
All their operations had been thus: in and out, smash and grab, lightning fast. Sachin’s people had their means of tapping into the Martian comms chatter, of ascertaining the flight patterns of supply convoys and prisoner transports. On some occasions, they would find crates and crates of food. Not just the ration bars and dehydrated bromos protein and various false flavoring packets intended for the prisoners, but proper food. Fruits and vegetables produced in the hothouses in Downwell, vat-grown meat synthesized on the station at the Tower’s top, and best of all, real wine imported from off-world, aged in casks during transit. On other occasions they had found weapons: lances and plasma burners, fresh armor, and personal shields. Ammunition, charge packs, even replacement intake fans and heatsinks for the Martians’ sidearms.
One particularly harrowing raid had resulted in the capture of half a hundred prisoners on transfer to Fort Sab. Nearly all of them were men—and nearly all of these Sarala ordered left in the wrecked ship where they were found. But there had been seven women among them, and these Sarala had ordered taken back to Deepstone under guard. Well Lorian remembered the looks of terror in their eyes as they had been led away in chains. They knew the fate that awaited them, and though he had tried to offer them an encouraging smile, his was the face of a monster.
Had he become a monster in truth?
He had refused Sachin’s every offer of what the chieftain called marriage. Most days, he managed not to think about that particular aspect of Outborn culture. On the days he failed, he drank heavily. Slavery was practiced in the wider Empire, and everywhere in the human universe, but it had always been remote from Lorian’s experience. It did not trouble him that men should be made to labor and sweat in chains. For decades, he had ordered men to their deaths without much thought or compunction. Those men had been conscripts, for the most part, and conscripts were little different than slaves . . . as were prisoners, and he had been a prisoner a long time.
But he kept thinking about Tamara, bruised, broken, crammed into that locker.
“Have artillery target the cockpit,” Lorian said, only a heartbeat after Daru had given him the time. They had to be precise with how they attacked the grounded vessel. The aircraft’s fuel cells relied on pressurized hydrogen, and one wrongly placed shot would blow the vessel all to pieces, and if her cargo were explosive in itself—as Lorian hoped it was—they would need to proceed with the utmost caution. “We’ll blast our way in through the fore.”
Daru relayed his orders, and a moment later a barrage of violet fire flashed like ball lightning down the slope from the top of the snowy ridge. The Martians in the shuttle cried out, vanished inside their door a moment as their ruined vessel shook. The Outborn raced down the slope to meet them, hooting and firing their guns.
The Martians returned fire, and Lorian saw three of his men cut down.
“That’s done it,” Lorian said, dropping his field glasses. Turning to Sarala, he said, “Take your team in through the breach.”
Even after more than a year, Lorian expected to meet resistance from the girl. She had challenged him time and again in the beginning—questioned his decisions, his timing. She had ceased doing so.
Lorian watched her go, turned his attention to the shipwreck beneath the ridge. He had picked the spot carefully, relying on the Outborn’s stolen maps of the terrain and the air traffic data they had managed to obtain. Lorian had positioned the bulk of his ground forces along the top of a rocky escarpment overlooking a depression like a broad, shallow bowl. The vantage point gave him a commanding view of the wreck itself—a black streak fouling the snow where the ship had skidded to a halt.
Nine-tenths of victory consisted of preparation, or so they’d taught him at the war college. More than half of that lay in choosing the field of battle itself. In war, the side that had chosen where and when the fighting took place so often had the victory.
Lorian had placed spotters all along the shuttle’s known flight-path, planted his artillery along the eastern wall of the depression, away to his left, where they had a clear view of the vessel’s approach. A well-timed strike on the flier’s left repulsor matrix cut it out of the sky, brought the craft right into Lorian’s net.
As he watched, more of Sarala’s reavers—his reavers—rushed toward the vessel, firing on the men pinned in their hatch. One of the Martians fell, cut down by the beam of an energy-lance as it depleted his personal shield.
Another of the Outborn was slain, fell into the cold, embracing snow.
The slow, persistent hum of repulsors sounded from his right, and Lorian watched from the safety of his position as Sarala’s skiff cut through the air, streaking out across the battlefield. It slewed as it approached the wreck, skidding on the air until it came to a halt almost directly above the smoking shuttle, so close it almost seemed Sarala’s flier tupped the fallen Martian one. The sight put Lorian in mind of two birds in the throes of copulation, wings aflutter. The Outborn flier’s blowers kicked up waves of snow as it sank lower, sank low enough that Sarala and her reavers might leap from the deck of their ship to the top of the Martian craft. Though he could not hear it, Lorian could well imagine the thud and ring of their boots upon the dorsal hull. A hatch opened, and a Martian thrust his head out, fired at Sarala’s people as they scrambled over the hull, moving toward the smoking hole where the cockpit’s canopy had been mere moments before.
As he watched, Sarala herself filled the man’s face with fire and—finding him shielded—threw herself upon him, long knife drawn. That princess of thieves regained her footing, blade red in her hands. She thrust the weapon skyward, and a roar went up from the men about her.
And then they were inside, clambering from the roof of the shuttle into the open breach.
The silence when all was said and done was deep as any Lorian could remember, made deeper by the all-blanketing snow. Such silences belonged to the dead of night, Lorian thought, not to that unending noon. Such silences should not survive the laughter and whooping of men or the discharge of small arms as the Outborn cut open supply crates to find shield-belts and ammunition.
And yet it did.
The Martians had fought almost to the last man, and as Lorian trudged down the hillside to the wrecked craft to find four of the guards kneeling in the snow, Outborn guns aimed at the backs of each head, he heard it—that silence—and knew that no other man could hear it. It was the silence of his own heart, the wordless, damning condemnation of his conscience. Leaning on the cane Sachin’s people had fashioned for him, limping as he trudged through the snow, clad in simple gray and masked, Lorian understood. He had long ago ceased to be the man he’d been, was no longer Commander Aristedes, SCO-Aught-Four, but something else.
The commander had died some time ago. Had died the day he met Sarala, the day he joined the Outborn; had died the day those same Outborn had killed his pod or carried them away. He had never learned what had become of them, or in what pit of Belusha they had met their end, nor had he met the reaver that bore the imprint of the white hand—the imprint of the enemy, of the high king of the Cielcin. Nago and the others were surely dead, had died to delve a hole not so unlike Deepstone itself.
But no, he thought, coming to a rest before the line of kneeling men. The good commander had been dead longer than that, had died with the girl called Tamara, had died the day he’d awoken from fugue in this bitter afterlife.
He was what remained.
“This is all of them?” he asked, studying the four men in their white and crimson livery, each so like the other they might have been Jaddian clones. The Martian phenotype was that strong.
“The ones that surrendered,” Sarala said.
Lorian wasted no time. “Which of you has the command?” Not a one of them bore any badge of rank, as was typical among the rank and file when not on parade.
When none of them answered, Sarala said, “Far left.”
Lorian studied the man kneeling at the end of the short line, his craggy face, his almost-shaved pate. His helmet was in the snow at his feet, and his cheeks were red with cold beneath the dark stubble.
“He said as much?”
“No,” the Outborn woman said, “but he was the only one carrying this.” She held up a hand. In it she grasped the barrel of an officer’s sidearm. Black it was, with silver inlay. Lorian took it from Sarala, studied its design. It was a needler, designed to fire tungsten bolts fine as, well . . . needles. Each bullet was perhaps only an inch long—there might have been hundreds packed into the magazine in the grip—and tapered at either end. Once ejected from the barrel, those needle-fine bullets were designed to wobble as they flew so that they did not simply pierce, but shred whatever they struck.
It would not penetrate armor, leastways not the carbon fiber and ceramic that comprised most Imperial and other combat gear, but it would tear flesh like paper, notch or puncture bone—and the range of it!
That it was an officer’s weapon could not be denied. Studying it with care, Lorian asked, “Centurion, is it?”
“It is,” the man on the far left answered, not denying it. “Centurion Thad Tharsis, Nineteenth Martian Legion, Third Division.”
“Tell me, Thad Tharsis, Nineteenth Martian Legion, Third Division,” Lorian said, leaning on his cane. He gripped the needler in his other hand, did not return it to Sarala. The cold sliced through him where he was not sheathed in Outborn gear. His long, platinum hair floated as the repulsors on Sarala’s skiff disturbed the air, “How many men are in the Downwell garrison?”
“I am Centurion Thad Tharsis, Nineteenth Martian Legion, Third Division.” The man rattled off a serial number.
“Of course, you are,” Lorian said. He had expected this much, expected not to get a direct answer. “Now answer my question.”
“I am Centurion Thad Tharsis, Nineteenth Martian—”
Sarala discharged her gun, fired right next to the centurion’s ear. The man could not help but flinch away. He stopped speaking, and the Outborn woman asked, “How many men?”
The Martian said nothing.
Sarala placed the gun against the man’s forehead.
“Kill me and cover me in glory,” the man said.
Was it all bluster?
“You’d die for so innocuous a question?” Lorian asked, tapping the needler against his thigh. “How many men?”
Tharsis clenched his teeth. Like many of the Outborn, he wore no rebreather mask. Lorian wondered whether it was some feature of his breeding or only long exposure to the airs of Belusha that so liberated the man.
“There is no glory in being taken alive, centurion,” Lorian said. “Mars will not honor you.” His eyes went to the carnage about him, the wreck of the shuttle, the Martians lying dead on the snow, Outborn bodies among them. “How many men are there in the Downwell garrison?”
The centurion ducked his head.
“Two thousand?” Lorian asked. “Three thousand?”
“Answer him!” Sarala brandished her gun.
Tharsis looked at her. “Women should not fight,” he said. “You are weak. Shrill.”
The Outborn woman bared her teeth, and without a word turned her gun on one of the other kneeling Martians, discharged a round clean through the man’s head. He crumpled at once, and Sarala pointed the gun at Tharsis once again. “How’s that for weakness?” the girl asked.
Lorian shut his eyes, could not stop seeing the spray and scarlet mist of blood that had accompanied the shot. He had to remind himself that he was a soldier—had been a soldier all his life. Death was his world, his constant companion.
“You just killed one of your best bargaining pieces.”
Opening his eyes, Lorian saw the look of cold shock in Sarala’s face as she processed what the centurion had said. She looked almost as though the man had punched her.
Lorian checked his chronometer.
Seven minutes, thirty-one seconds.
Behind them, the Outborn men were shouting, laughing as they wrestled with the crates taken from the flier’s hold. A big float-palette had been lowered from the skiff above the wrecked shuttle, and even then, it was half-laden. In an ideal circumstance, they would be gone inside five minutes. It was possible. Barely possible. Tharsis must know how little time they had—must know his own people’s response times even better than Lorian himself.
“I am not going to waste time arguing with you, Martian,” Lorian said. “You have a choice to make: Answer my question, and I will leave you here for your fellows to find. Refuse, and I will have you stunned and stripped to your skin for your brothers to find. I’d wager you’ll be dead before they find you, and there’s no glory freezing your balls off out here.”
There was a flicker of fear in the man then. Sudden death by gunshot was one thing. Death at the hands of an enemy—even a lesser enemy like the Outborn—was preferable to death by exposure, by humiliation. The Martians believed only a glorious death in battle, or a victorious death after a long life of war, could earn a man his salvation. Those who died in service to the Emperor would live as gods when Earth came again.
“Do your worst,” Tharsis said.
Lorian had to admire the iron in the man, and raised the hand that grasped his cane for a signal. At his side, one of the reavers that stood with Daru raised his stunner and fired. The energy wave crackled in the air like ball lightning, and the two still-kneeling others crumpled.
Again, Lorian shut his eyes as he gave the order. “Strip them.”
“Wait!” Tharsis gasped.
The once-commander peered one-eyed at the Martian officer, waiting.
He waited three whole seconds.
“Three thousand,” Tharsis said. “Three thousand two hundred.”
“Good,” Lorian said. The figure was almost precisely what he’d expected. “What about in the station.”
Tharsis didn’t move.
Lorian had raised his cane again at the man’s wait to stall Sarala’s people. He began lowering it, ready to let the Outborn continue their work. “I will send you back to Carter, alone of all your people if you make me,” he said. “You will be disgraced, and only your own blood will wash away the shame of you.” He stabbed the snow with his cane. “Answer the damn questions.”
“Lorian!” Daru shouted. “We have it!”
The little man looked sharply up, saw his young friend standing by the float palette, waving his arms.
“Lorian?” Tharsis echoed. “Aristedes? Marlowe’s lap cat?”
Lorian blinked. He had not expected to be recognized. “I preferred dog at the time,” he said coolly. “But that was some time ago.”
“You’re shorter than I expected,” Tharsis said.
“I get that a lot,” Lorian tugged his hood up over his head, as if concealing his floating hair might somehow undo the fact that he’d been recognized. He ought not have come down to interrogate the men himself.
There was no choice now but to kill them. His presence among the Outborn was a secret. Word should not get back to Carter that he had joined Sachin’s people, lest the Martians grow to anticipate some more sophisticated attack.
And they would suspect something after this.
But it was better if Carter and his little kingdom suspected only some random attack of the Outborn, so much better that they did not know the Red Company’s erstwhile tactical commander was leading that attack.
“How many men on the station?” Lorian asked. He checked his chronometer again.
Four minutes, fifty-one seconds.
“The station?” Tharsis’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. You think you’re going to escape?”
It was Lorian’s turn to say nothing. He but watched the man with his cold, hardly human eyes. Despite his lowly stature, Lorian thought the centurion quailed—and a thrill went through him, a thrill like nothing he had ever known. His heart was hammering in his chest, his brain floating, swimming in its own juices. For a moment, he thought he might laugh, might faint. Unseen beneath his mask, he smiled.
The man had seen through to the heart of him, suspected what even Sachin did not.
Lorian still intended to make his chance. Even if the intus king would not. It would not be hard to convince a small number of the men to join him. Daru would not hesitate, though Sarala might.
But Sarala was a problem for another time.
Another time.
Tharsis laughed instead. It was the last laugh he would ever have. “No one escapes Belusha! Even if you could make Tower Station, you’ll find another thousand men waiting for you. And that’s just the garrison. Any ship in dock has its people. Hundreds, maybe thousands more! Quit while you’re ahead! Know when you’re beaten! Go back to your cave with your bitch here! Enjoy her while you can. It’s only a matter of time before we wipe you inbreds and half-breeds off the map.”
Lorian smiled the whole while, had to smile to stop his face betraying any of the other weltering emotions that threatened to work their way up to the surface. On half-breeds, Lorian’s hand jerked, and by map the stolen needler was in position. Lorian was not dispositionally left-handed, but the weapon had an ambidextrous safety, and he managed it with little difficulty.
“Go ahead then,” Tharsis said, “shoot me!”
In the years to come, Lorian would wish he had shot him faster. The memory of those words, of the broken-glass shine in the man’s pale eyes, would haunt him with Daud’s shade and Tamara’s.
Still, he fired, and Thad Tharsis fell—a ragged hole torn beneath his left eye.
“Kill the others,” he said, brushing his cheek with the heel of the hand that held the shaking gun.
Shots rang out and the violet flash of plasma—like lightning—lit the snows around.
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His shoulder popped out of joint as Sarala hauled him over the gunwale onto the flier, and he was forced to hammer his shoulder against the rail to jam it back into place. That done, he collapsed against the rail, cane across his lap. He still held the needler, found he could not stop holding it. Tharsis had been only the second person he’d murdered with own hand.
Not murdered, he told himself again.
Why could he not make himself believe it?
“Aristedes?” It was Bevan.
Lorian looked up. The skiff had started moving, and the boyish Outborn with the prominent ears was looking down at him. “They have the stuff below deck. Ralla said you’d want to see.” When Lorian said nothing, the fellow added, “Gotta get under anyway. You won’t want to be up here long. We have to get out of here.” He stooped to offer Lorian a hand up.
The little intus speared the deck with his cane instead, rose swaying to his feet, wishing he could stay on deck and let the wind scour him clean. He stuffed the needler into his mostly empty bandoleer, looked up into the taller man’s strangely earnest face. Recognizing something of the disquiet in him, marking the needler still clenched in his fist, Bevan asked, “First time?”
“Second,” he said, meeting the man’s eyes.
Bevan pressed his lips together, said, “It gets easier.”
“It shouldn’t.”
Daru met them just inside the door.
“Deck’s clear!” Bevan called. That cry went on ahead of them, and Lorian felt the repulsors kick as they accelerated. Half-dazed, he permitted himself to be led to the ventral hold, where the float-palette waited, having been lifted up through hatches in the skiff’s belly. Safe in the ship, Lorian removed his mask, and his breath misted the frigid air. Things would warm inside soon enough.
The operation had been a success, he told himself, passing three men working to tend to one injured man on the floor of the lower hall. They had lost sixteen men. Another five were injured, one of those so urgently that Sarala’s people were packing him into a field fugue creche—one of four they kept aboard the flier.
But they had acquired the payload.
“This is it?” he asked, nodding at the banded chests the reavers had lashed to the float-palette, itself nestled in its berth in the flier’s low-ceilinged hold. There were half a dozen crates, each black plastic and reinforced with plain steel bands. Each was perhaps three cubits to a side, each a nearly perfect cube, perhaps a little shorter than it was wide or deep. Each bore the Imperial seal—a twelve-rayed sun, red on white—and the yellow tape that warned away the unqualified. “They’re all here?”
“Just like the intel said,” Sarala said. “Crazy the Marties were just flying them overland like this. You’d think they’d be more careful.”
“It’s going to take a bit of work to make them do what we need them to do,” Lorian said darkly, reflecting on that need and what it entailed. “Work they don’t think we can do.” He bent to study the plaque taped to the surface of the one nearest him, conscious of the weight of the needler in his bandoleer. There was the Red Star Line foundry logo, and the part number and serial number below the item’s name in curling Galstani letters.
Mk. 51 Magnetic Confinement Reactor | IBIS-Class
It was a shuttle’s microfusion reactor. Six shuttles’ microfusion reactors.
In the right hands, with the right modifications, they were six atomic bombs.







CHAPTER 15
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THE DREGS OF EMPIRE
Atomics.
The use of atomic weapons—fusion or fission—was expressly forbidden by Article 2 of the Great Charters, those hallowed and dusty documents that dictated life and civilized warfare between the great houses of the Imperium. To deploy such a weapon against one’s fellow man was to invite like reprisal from the Emperor’s legions, the other houses, and the Sentinels of the Inquisition of the Holy Terran Chantry. To deploy such a weapon against a human target was an act of war so heinous that it merited the use of such weapons in retaliation. The lord of any planet—be he baron, count, or duke—could not use such a bomb without risking the annihilation of his whole world as punishment. The use of atomics was the sole province of the Emperor.
The last—and ultimate—argument of kings.
And yet Lorian intended to use just such a weapon against Downwell, against the Tower itself. For there was no more foul punishment that Carter and his people—or the Empire itself—might visit on him than the ten years he’d suffered in that place. Better to die on the gallows or under the cathars’ knives than remain in that frozen hell another decade.
But he would not remain. Whatever Sachin’s desires, Lorian intended to take his chance. By destroying the Tower, he would sever the cables that tied the anchor station to Belusha itself, send the whole thing careering out of Belusha’s orbit. The Martians in space would be scattered, confused. They would send ships to the surface to attempt to control the situation. Lorian would seize one of those ships, take it back to the tumbling station, and secure any of the interstellar vessels docked there. Damn Sachin and his people to their empire of mud if they would not sail with him. And if he failed . . . then he would not live to be taken by the cathars and throw himself upon the mercy of the cosmos, to await whatever fate and new life his karma had obtained.
When they returned to Deepstone, the atmosphere was one of celebration. The Outborn were forever celebrating their victories. Captains like Sarala would return with spoils and share those spoils with the people, increasing their reputation. The spoils on that occasion were not food, but Sachin ordered stolen wine brought up from hidden vaults and passed round. There was always drinking, and always men would fight one another and disappear with women—free or slave—into chambers deeper still. Always there was the music, and the air of the caves was filled with the laser-sketched ghosts of holographs, translucent images of dragons and of dancing girls and things fabulous and strange.
But the attitude of that particular celebration seemed different to Lorian, at once both more frantic and more restrained. There was an electric current underneath the revelry. Lorian thought perhaps he was alone in sensing it: the sense that they had turned some unseen corner, crossed some unfelt stream.
“You can’t be sure,” Daru had said, sitting beside him against the wall of the cavern, watching the revelry play out on the level space below. “The Martians might think we’re just trying to escape. Use the reactors to repair shuttles or something.”
Lorian shook his head, spoke with force to be heard above the music and the noise of whooping men. “They think we’re stupid, but they don’t think we’re that stupid. Even if we could outfit a half dozen shuttles, there’s nowhere for us to go. We can’t attack the station outright—they’ll have guns—and without warp drive, we can’t go interstellar.” He drank deeply then, not of Sachin’s wine, but of the raw spirit he’d made himself, product of the second still he’d built on Belusha, this time with the help of a couple of Sachin’s men. “Don’t fall into the trap of thinking the Martians are stupid because we’ve beaten them. They’ll suspect we intend to build bombs. They won’t suspect what we’re planning, I don’t think, but they’ll be sweating it in Downwell. Depend on it.”
The boy was silent a moment, watched the men drinking and laughing, pounding one another on the back. Their rough voices echoed harshly off the hard stone walls. “Sachin says taking down the Tower will break the Martian hold on Belusha for a generation,” he said. “That we’ll be free forty, maybe fifty, years.”
Lorian grunted. “Sachin’s a fool. He thinks if he can get a few decades with the Martians on the backfoot, he’ll be able to shore up things here on the surface enough that the next generation will be able to hold the planet. It’s doomed to failure.”
“Then why”—the boy had been drinking, his speech muddied by the prince of thieves’ stolen wine—“are you making it happen?”
It was Lorian’s turn not to speak.
He could hear the gears turning over in Daru’s foggy head. “You’re still going to try for it, aren’t you? Escape?”
Still Lorian said nothing, punctuated his silence with a draught of his harsh liquor.
“You are, aren’t you?” Daru’s face darkened. “You’re running.”
Lorian was surprised at the note of accusation in his younger friend’s voice. “I’d hoped you would come with me,” he said. “You, Sarala, Bevan, and the others. Once we bomb the Tower, the station will be crippled. We’ll be able to steal one of their ships, approach, board . . .”
“If they send ships,” Daru said. “You don’t know they’ll do that! They might just sit in orbit.”
“They won’t leave their people twisting on the ground,” Lorian said. “They’ll send ships to evacuate Downwell once we attack, if only to evacuate the commandant.”
“You want to steal the commandant’s shuttle?” Daru sounded incredulous. “And you think this is a better plan than Sachin’s?”
Lorian bristled. “Sachin’s plan is no plan!” he hissed, surprising Daru by his venom. “His way, you’ll have a few decades without the Martians breathing down your necks, but when they come back, it’ll be to blast this planet to Earth!”
“That’s the difference between you and me,” Daru said. “A few decades is all I have.”
The intus blinked. “That’s your plan? Live to death in this prison?”
“I’m not in prison, am I?” Daru said, raising the canteen he held. “I’m drinking the commandant’s wine.”
Hissing, Lorian turned away. “Shortsighted,” he muttered, perhaps half-drunk himself.
“Short-lived,” Daru said. “I’m not like you, man. You’re what? Two hundred standard, right? I’m . . . I don’t know. Twenty-four? Twenty-five? It’s hard to count down here. I won’t see sixty. You’re the one with the good genes.”
Lorian choked, turned to stare at the younger man. Not once in his life had any man accused him of having good genes. “Daru, I’m misborn.”
“That’s still half lord, isn’t it?” the boy said.
Lorian only blinked at him. He’d never thought of it like that, never thought that anyone would be envious of him, with his damaged nerves and weak constitution, his diminutive stature and fragile bones. He was hardly stronger than a child and hardly taller. But Daru had a point. He had already lived many times the younger man’s total count of years. Daru was plebeian, a common serf. His lifespan was to be little more than the meager sub-century intended by nature’s dharma.
“Have you forgotten how we got here?” Lorian asked. “Forgotten Fives?”
Daru’s face shuttered like a lantern. Belatedly, Lorian recalled that Fives had been the first man the boy had ever killed. “We got here because of who you are, man,” he said finally. “Sachin knew you. That’s why they didn’t kill us. That and because you’re a mute like him.”
Lorian’s eyes flashed, but he let the insult go. What was it Hadrian was always saying? That rage was blindness? Never mind that Hadrian was one of the angriest men Lorian had ever known. Instead, he smiled. “You’re right.”
Daru drank deeply. Lorian thought he must have drained the metal bottle to its dregs. “I got nowhere to go,” he said finally. “Me, my best shot’s here. Out there, I’m nobody. Here, I can be Outborn . . . .” He trailed off. When he spoke again, it was haltingly, almost shyly. “Besides, Sarala’s here.”
“Sarala?” Lorian looked round, alarmed. “You and Sarala?”
Daru raised his hands. “There’s nothing! Only I . . . . Do you think . . . you think Sarala and . . . a guy like me . . . ?”
“No,” Lorian said, dashing the young man’s hopes. “She’d eat you alive.”
Visibly crestfallen, Daru turned defensive. “She’s not all bad . . .” he said.
“I didn’t say she was bad,” Lorian said, “I said she’d eat you alive.”
Daru waved him down. “I dunno, man,” he said, tapping his empty bottle against his knee where he sat. “I love a woman that can kick my ass.”
Lorian snorted. “I’d wager there’s not a woman in the galaxy that couldn’t kick mine,” he said, drinking deeply. “So . . . same.”
“Only I never had a woman,” Daru said. “Never had the chance before I come here, and there was no chance here—leastways not in the camp. You ever had a woman?”
He had, if only once. That had been on Colchis, when the women had come from the fishing villages to meet the gallant soldiers of the hero, Marlowe. She had come to him one night by the great bonfire they had set upon the beach, a slip of a thing, pale and thin, with hair like straw. Namrah, her name had been—Lorian had not forgotten it. She had smiled nervously and hid that smile behind a hand. “They say you are a great captain, my lord.”
Lorian had removed his red beret. “Only a commander, miss.”
“But you command?” She eyed him nervously, him and the men about him—the men of his tactical station.
“Aye,” he’d said, not realizing he should have stood.
“What would you command of me, my lord?” she’d said, so bold.
The boys had roared at that, and young Battula thumped him on the back. They had gone away then, him and the girl, up into the trees above their camp. She had kissed him then and slid his hands up underneath her dress. She had cried afterwards, and it was only then that he realized that she had not wanted to be there—had not wanted him. Her people had put her up to it, as they had all the women sent to the island. She had not come willingly, and if she had, she had not expected her soldier to be a mutant little larger than a boy. He’d felt a fool then, thinking anyone might have wanted him. For just a moment, he had forgotten what he was, forgotten his skeletal face, his too-long hands with their silver braces, forgotten the constant bruising, the aches and pain.
For a moment, he had felt a hundred feet tall—then little taller than an insect.
He had not tried again.
“Lorian?” Daru was looking at him, wineskin in hand. “You ever had a woman?”
“No,” Lorian said and drank.
“Not in two hundred years?” Daru asked. “Shit, man.”
The little man only smiled.
Even as he spoke, he saw a trio of nearly naked girls in among the revelers. They were not slaves, as Lorian first suspected—they wore no collars. He recognized Annika, one of Bevan’s fighters, and the others were fighters as well. As he watched, two of them turned and kissed one another on the mouth to the great amusement of the watching men.
He had a sudden vision then, a picture of all Belusha as the bottom of some immeasurable well. Lorian had heard it said that one might see the stars of any world from the bottom of such a well, even by daylight. He was sure it must be true, and if it were, it would be the only way any man might see the stars beyond Belusha’s mirror-lighted sky—the only way any man might remember the broader universe.
Daru had plainly forgotten it, as had old Sachin.
Sarala had never known it.
They were all lost in the water at the bottom of that well, and, having plunged into its depths, could not find which way was up. Lorian went to take another swig of his harsh liquor, found it only dregs.
Dregs.
So are we all, he thought, certain that here was the bottom of civilization, the absolute dregs of Empire, fit only to be washed away. It did not matter if Daru rejected him, did not matter if he was truly all alone. He could either dive himself—he saw that plain—forget the stars and plunge into inky darkness, chasing after Daru and Sachin and the rest . . .
. . . or climb.
Some of the revelers spotted them and shouted for Daru. The boy leaped up, arms spread, and bounded to meet them. Remembering Lorian, he turned. “You coming?” He grinned.
Lorian shook his head. He was an officer at the end of the day. It would not do for him to revel with the men.
He was still seated there when she found him, his head against the cold stone wall.
“Daru said you were up here.” Sarala stood over him, dressed not in armor, but in synthetics that fit her lean, corded body perhaps too well. “You’re not enjoying the celebration?”
In answer, the little man raised his empty canteen. “I’ve had my fun.”
“Is that so?” she crossed her arms. “That was a good run.”
“We got what we wanted,” Lorian said, looking up at her. She had a very long neck, he noticed, not for the first time. It was a very easy thing to forget since he so often saw her fully armored. “You want to sit?”
She remained standing. “You know, I thought you were full of shit when we met,” she said. “Little man like you claiming to be a warrior.”
“It’s an understandable mistake,” Lorian said, pleased his words did not slur.
“Daru says you’re still trying to leave.”
The words were like bullets, like the fall of the cathar’s White Sword.
Beneath his heavy cloak, Lorian shifted his hand to the Martian needler he’d taken from the centurion. Was she going to kill him?
Lying was not of the path, even if it was good strategy.
But what good was a lie already seen through?
“What do you care?” he asked. “I’m doing what your father wants. What I do after is my affair.” He had to remind her of his usefulness. To her father. To her people. To herself.
“Can you do it?”
The tangential cut of her question stunned Lorian, who had been expecting a fight. Still, he did not take his hand from the concealed needler. Had he really found the bottom of the world? Or were there deeper levels and bitterer dregs? Tharsis’s torn face flickered across the manifolds of Lorian’s mind. Sarala’s joined it, those lovely high cheekbones shattered by tungsten slugs.
Murderer . . . .
“Yes,” Lorian said, jaw tight. “You doubt me?”
“Father says there are other worlds out there,” she said, “places where the Martians don’t rule.”
Lorian did not stand or move. He had drunk deeply of his liquor—perhaps too deeply, trying to drown out the centurion’s broken face—and he was not sure he could move. The way she had phrased her question—her statement, he amended, for it was not really a question—had a strange innocence to it. An intoxicating innocence.
She had never known another world, Lorian reminded himself.
“There are places where even the Emperor does not rule,” he said finally.
“Is that where you’ll go?” she asked.
Lorian did not answer at once. He had not given a great deal of thought to where he would go once he escaped—if he could escape. Some part of him realized in that moment that he has always assumed he would simply go to Jadd, to Hadrian’s side. But if Hadrian was truly craven, had truly laid down his sword, then he could not go to Jadd. There was no point. He could not remain in the Empire—he was a fugitive—and he could not flee, live out the life of a renegade, squat on some abandoned world to await death in peace and relative freedom. That would make him no different than Hadrian.
“I don’t know where I’ll go,” he said. He had half a mind to seek out one of the fordgrons, the temples of the knight-priests of the Arthur-Buddha, his brothers. Devotee of the Path that he was, Lorian had never been to temple. They were forbidden in the Empire, after all, and burned or desanctified wherever they were found. His faith was a wild thing, a weed sprouting between stones—hardy, but wild. Among the brothers he might sharpen himself and, so, attain enlightenment. Doing so would not be a retreat, would not be cowardice, but courage. The goal of the Path was enlightenment, the object of every gurram’s quest. The Holy Grail. Surely if he obtained it, he would know what he must do, what he was meant to do. “Beyond the Empire, that much is certain.”
“Beyond the Empire?” Sarala’s eyes widened, and she went to one knee, the better for her to look into Lorian’s face. “You mean . . . among the Extrasolarians?”
Lorian did not know what to say to that. The Extrasolarians were terrible, the barbarians that dwelt between the stars, men and women who had abandoned their humanity, who practiced every form of degradation: augmenting their bodies with machines, altering their bodies with genetic therapies, exosomes, and the like. They had no lords but those made by might or money, no law, no order.
They were monsters, but he was a monster himself, or at least . . . Belusha had made him one.
“There’s a thought,” he said. There might even be a fordgron among the Extras, other gurrams like himself. There would certainly be demand for a man of his talents, and the Extras would not share the Imperial horror of his condition.
They might, a little voice whispered in his secret heart, even have the means to cure you.
Hadrian had had an arm regrown by one sympathetic warlord among the barbarians. The bones of his left arm were all of printed adamant, carbon fullerenes fashioned into the shapes of ulna and radius, of humerus and phalanges, carpals and metacarpals.
That had been before Lorian knew him. Hadrian’s arm flirted with the boundaries of Imperial proscriptions—flirted with, but did not flout, as Hadrian had been allowed to continue being a part of Imperial society. But it would take far more than a few false bones to cure Lorian of what ailed him, and he was enough the Imperial subject that the thought of what would be required nauseated him. Would he still be himself without the things that made him what he was?
“There’s a thought,” he said again. “Plenty of work for a man like me out there.” He should not have been speaking of such things so openly, he knew. But drunkenness had always seemed to Lorian like sitting beside himself. He was watching himself say too much, hearing his words as though some ill-considered companion were the one speaking. Sarala would go to her father, would spoil everything. Sachin would have him confined to Deepstone, make him direct their efforts from the cold comfort of a cavern cell.
But Sarala did not go to her father. Instead, she reached out and seized Lorian’s hand by the wrist. “Take me with you,” she said.
Lorian knew his mouth was hanging open. He told himself to close it, but it would not obey. This had been the last thing he expected: for Daru to want to remain and Sarala to leave.
At once, Daru’s earlier question echoed stupidly in his own ears:
Do you think Sarala and a guy like me . . . ?
Abruptly, he laughed. Not loudly, not long, but long enough that Sarala’s face darkened with hurt. Seeing that shadow, Lorian said, “I’m sorry. I thought I was going to have to convince you.”
“You thought you were going to have to convince me to leave this shithole?”Sarala asked, posture and tone defensive. She had drawn back and tight at the sound of his laughter.
“To leave your father?” Lorian asked. “Yes.”
“And you were planning on stealing a shuttle from the Martians by yourself?”
“Why not?” Lorian asked. “It’s not the craziest thing I ever did. I ever tell you about the time I broke a key witness in an assassination plot out of Chantry lockup in high orbit over the Eternal City itself?” She looked at him blankly, uncomprehending. “Forget about it,” he said. The story was too wild to be believed anyway. “Why do you want to go?”
Her face darkened, turned down. “Father’s going to give me to one of his lieutenants.”
Lorian sat forward, conscious of the slack angle of his head. Drunkenness dulled his nerves, but not his wits. “Give you?” he asked, knowing what it meant.
“He says it is time I was with child,” she said, “says that fighting is for men. Says the tribe must have its next generation. I know he’s right, but I . . . ” She went silent. “I know the men he has in mind.”
So did Lorian. After more than a year among the Outborn, he had met many heads of other bands and all of Sachin’s lieutenants. They were hard men, brutes little different—and often worse—than Daud had been.
“Surely none of them would dare hurt you.”
She only looked at him.
Lorian hardly saw her. He was seeing Tamara instead, and Namrah—who had not wanted him. He was seeing every woman they had taken as slaves and sold to their fellow Outborn, women Sarala had sold herself. And he saw Valka—Valka, whom he had loved from afar. He had heard it said that often, for men, one woman came to stand for all women in the heart. Typically, it was a lover, sometimes a mother or sister. For Lorian, it was Valka, who had been the first woman not to look on him with scorn. He saw her shadow in the faces of every woman he met. In Tamara, in Namrah, in Sarala herself.
He would help Valka—would have helped her.
“How long until the attack?” Sarala asked.
“On Downwell?” Lorian asked. “Your father hasn’t told you?”
“He doesn’t tell me anything,” she said. She was sitting very close to him by then—Lorian was acutely aware of the size of her, taller than him by a head, as most women were. He felt an acute desire—not for her, but to be touched at all. How forlorn she seemed, so suddenly. How bereft. Lorian had thought her strong, a warrior, and she was, but she was not only such. For the first time, Lorian felt he saw the woman—the girl, really, she could not have been older than twenty-five standard—beneath the warrior.
“Two weeks,” Lorian said.
“So soon?”
“Downwell’s scheduled to receive a fresh shipment. New prisoners, off-world supplies . . . weapons, shields, food for the Martians—luxury stuff. Your father wants to get his hands on it, so we’ll wait until it’s down the Tower.”
Sarala drew her knees to her chin. “And then we blow the Tower?”
“No,” Lorian said, “we do that at the end, once we clear the area, take what we need and wait for the Martians to send down their reinforcements.”
“What’s to stop the Martians bombing the camp in retribution?”
“Hostages.”
Sarala let go a small, harsh ah.
The commandant and the rest of the Martian brass were only a part of it. The Tower was filled with political prisoners, men and women kept in cryonic suspension, filling out their sentences in that deathly sleep. Princes and great lords, plutocrats, rebels and the scions of foreign kings. Hadrian would himself have been interred there had he come to that terrible world.
They were each of unspeakable value to the Imperium. The Martians would never risk their destruction. They were the perfect insurance, the perfect shield.
Once more he felt the sensation of staring up from the bottom of some immeasurably deep well, the stars he had not seen in many a thousand-count of days winking in the black. He was lying in mud, he felt—in shit—and reflected that it could indeed get very much worse.
He had not yet found the bottom of the world.
But he would before long.
“How many men can you get me?” Lorian asked. The necessary question.
Sarala did not turn to look at him, did not answer at once. When Lorian turned to peer at her she was smiling, smiling a savage smile, staring straight ahead, down at the revelry below them both. Not turning, she asked, “How many do you need?”







CHAPTER 16
[image: ]
KNOCKING ON HEAVEN’S DOOR
It had been years since Lorian had seen the Tower. There was no other structure like it on all Belusha, no other structure even close. Hightowers of its kind—orbital lift anchors—were not uncommon sights across the worlds of the Imperium, but to see one standing essentially alone, surrounded only by a few squat towers a dozen stories tall and the sprawl of the prison barracks and of refineries and warehouses, was something else entirely. Nothing so big should exist on its own, Lorian decided. Such structures were the achievements of mature civilizations, mature worlds, and though the Sollan Empire was the former—mature almost to dotage—Belusha was not the latter. Belusha had not earned towers so tall. Should have no towers so tall.
But he had come to knock it down, or rather, to pull it up by its roots.
“They’re bringing the payload down,” he said, spying through his field glasses.
Sachin was beside him, watching through the entoptics in his helmet.
At their distance—hunkered down behind low hills some miles from the Downwell camp perimeter—it was not possible to see the nanocarbon cables that ran from the Tower’s crown up into heaven. Each cable was little more than a cubit in diameter, each thousands of miles long. But they could see the carriages, like little towers themselves, working their way down each of the Tower’s twelve great lines.
“It’s low,” Lorian said in reply, “but we have a few hours. Are your men in position?”
“Tadek’s raiders, you mean?” Sachin asked, turning from his own observation of the camp. Lorian heard the hiss of seals as Sachin removed his helmet. “Aye, they’re in position.”
The raiders were meant to comprise the first wave of their ground assault, following on the initial bombing of the perimeter towers on the eastern side of the camp. Each of those towers had a gun emplacement on the top, designed especially to repel assaults from Outborn cavalry. With those guns disabled by air assault, Tadek’s men would be able to swarm the eastern perimeter, relying on their skiffs and air-chariots to drop men in among the streets of the camp itself. Their mission was to break open the prison barracks, not to liberate the men there confined, but to sow chaos.
The Martians knew they ruled over an army in chains. Sachin’s plan was to loose that army on the Martians, on Downwell itself. While the Martians were busy struggling against a riot, they would pick their targets.
The Outborn had several goals short of the annihilation of Downwell: the seizure of hardware, weapons, vehicles—most especially fliers; the capture of medical personnel; the taking of women. Sachin had given orders that no looting of the Tower depot was to take place until he could inspect the storehouses himself. The very best of what was intended for Carter’s court and the rest of the Martian brass was to be his for the taking. And then there was the capture of Carter himself. Sachin wanted him alive. The Martian-world commandant was their best hostage—their best insurance against reprisal from orbit.
“Do we have any idea what kind of firepower they have up there?” Lorian asked, lowering the field glasses.
The other intus turned his hideous, concave face down to look at Lorian. “At least one battlegroup—a capital ship, maybe two—three frigates, a handful of destroyers. Enough.”
Enough to turn this planet to glass, Lorian finished the thought.
“But they’ll expect us to try and climb the Tower,” Sachin said. “They think us fools. They think to let us climb halfway there and cut the power, wait for life support to fail. They think we want to escape. The thought that we should try and take Belusha for ourselves has not entered their minds.” He grew silent then. “I know you dream of escape, my friend,” he said when a moment had passed, “but it cannot be done. Our freedom lies in driving our jailers away for a century. In living our lives here as we see fit.”
Lorian shook his head, checked his mask as it slipped a little on his face. “Then you do better to do nothing,” he said. “Forget orbital bombardment. What’s to stop the Martians affecting a land invasion of the planet after we destroy the Tower?”
Sachin’s hideous face affected a more hideous smile. The prince of Belusha wore no mask, he no longer needed one. “Let them come!” he said, defiant, and clapped Lorian on the shoulder, sparing a glance for the men about them. “We know every cavern, every pit and tunnel on this planet. The Martians will die in the cold.”
The smaller was forced to acknowledge this point. The Outborn would have the advantage in guerilla war, unless . . . “And if they destroy the mirrors? Or simply angle them away?”
“And reverse centuries of terraformation?” Sachin’s smile turned sly. “They wouldn’t dare.”
“But what if they did?” Lorian said. He knew the man’s answer, knew there was no reasoning with him, but he felt that opposition was his duty—for Daru’s sake, if no one else’s.
True to form, Sachin said, “We dig deeper, down where it’s warm. We live like the Cielcin, huddled about the cores of their worldships. Every day we live outside their camps is a victory, Aristedes. Surely you see that.”
“Victory is victory,” Lorian said. “Surely you see that.”
Sachin’s bandaged hand flashed across Lorian’s face, and he fell backward, dropping his cane. The blow had knocked his mask loose—that was the real insult, there was no true hurt—and Lorian scrambled to put it back into place.
“Not in front of the men,” Sachin said. “Never in front of the men.”
Shock more than anything stopped Lorian’s tongue. He found his cane with a grasping hand, speared the earth with it to better find his feet.
“Do not think our common affliction means you can gainsay me,” the other mutant said. “I am prince of Belusha, I am king of the Outborn. You will not challenge me again.”
Sarala was looking at him, he realized. Lorian was not sure when she had come up from the ravine behind, the canyon where a portion of their cavalry lay in wait. Bevan stood beside her, grinning between those jug ears of his.
Lorian had never felt so small.
“Fine,” he said, and nearly spat, remembering the mask just in time. “Fine.” He looked to Sarala. Her lips were pressed thin as leaves. “We’ll do it your way.”
Sachin had already turned his back, moved to restore his once-Martian helmet. “Sarala, you will lead the assault on the Tower depot as planned. I will take my people and attack the commandant’s villa. Once Carter is in my hands, we rendezvous at the Tower.” As he spoke, the lord of the Outborn moved along the ridge over the ravine behind. “This will be a day to sing of,” he said, stopping to survey his army.
It had been a great trial finding a place near enough to Downwell to stage their assault without being so near as to be visible from the Tower. The orbital lift commanded an incredible view of the flat land around, and there was no darkness they might use to their advantage. They’d had to rely on the snows instead. A great wind had blown in off the mountains, carrying the dry snows that lay upon their peaks out across the valley. They were yet miles from the camp itself, out among the oil rigs and winding pipelines.
No one had advanced to help Lorian regain his feet—not even Sarala. He clambered to his feet alone, watched Sachin go. He did not follow after him, did not speak again. It was better that he remain silent, better he fade away. It was easy enough to do. No one was looking at him. No one wanted to.
“Today, we take Belusha for ourselves,” Sachin said. “For our lives, for a generation at least!” He threw back his cloak, raised a hand. Lorian followed in his wake, a walking shadow. Below the ridgeline, two dozen skiffs waited, each as large as Sarala’s and capable of carrying a hundred men. At the sight of their leader on the rock above, several of the massed fighters halted, raised faces to the sky. Lorian could see unmasked men, mirrored helmets, faces daubed with grease or colored paint. Men nudged their neighbors, pointed. They had heard Sachin’s voice, and Lorian wondered if they expected a speech.
They got none.
“My finest wine to the man who brings me the commandant!” he said, and a cheer went up.
“And a woman!” called one of the men below.
“Two women!” said another.
Lorian felt Sarala shift uncomfortably not far from him. Had he misjudged her?
It did not matter. She was his accomplice now, and he needed her.
“Two women!” Sachin replied, voice booming with a jocularity Lorian had not expected to find in the man. His agreement drew a boiling enthusiasm from the crowd.
Listening to them and to Sachin as he spoke of the promises of their new and transitory freedom, Lorian felt a shadow on his heart. They could not win. Not forever. Not for long. They were doomed, every one of them—or would doom their children. If the Martian battlegroup in orbit did not retake Belusha or turn the mirror grid from the planet’s face, then the force the Martians sent to reclaim the planet would.
And they would be sent.
The Emperor and his logothetes could never abandon the planet’s highborn prisoners. They were too valuable as ransom, too important as game pieces. Lorcan Breathnach, to choose one example, had been director of the Legion Intelligence Office. That he had been thawed out at all was a shock to Lorian. The man knew so much—too much—about the deep secrets of the state. If Belusha were left unguarded, its position discovered by enemies of the Imperium, what was there to stop the Extrasolarians or the Lothrians from seizing such important personages?
Sachin and his people imagined they were riding to victory, but a poisoned victory it would be, a temporary victory. Still, Lorian reflected, all victories were temporary. Death was inevitable—for all men save Hadrian, at any rate. Nothing was forever. And so, was he wrong to criticize the other mutant? Was Sachin’s victory good enough? Was there wisdom in the man’s course?
Less, perhaps, than in his own.
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The faint sound of distant thunder rolled across the heavens.
The first bombs had fallen.
Not the atomics—those the Outborn would hold in reserve, would use to blast the crown off the Tower, or against a Martian battleship should it come to ground—these were mining explosives taken in the sack of Farside.
“That was the first perimeter tower hit,” Lorian said, standing on the deck of Sarala’s skiff. He had his hand pressed to the contact patch behind his ear, was listening to the Outborn comms chatter. “Tadek’s in position. Once tower two goes down, he’ll have an approach vector.”
Lorian and Sachin had planned the assault meticulously, relying on maps taken from downed Martian fliers. Downwell’s core was a perfect circle, spread out across the snowy plain, surrounded by twelve watchtowers that doubled as anchor points for the cable lines that buttressed the Tower itself. In destroying two, the Outborn could create a wedge in the perimeter’s overlapping fields of fire, allowing Tadek’s reavers a way into the camp. Once in and among the buildings, the watchtowers could no longer use their artillery to combat the Outborn—not without compromising the facility itself.
The Martians would have snipers, men on the towers and upon the lower ramparts of the Tower itself, but theirs would be small arms. MAG rifles and particle beams. And those the reavers’ stolen body shields could turn aside. There would be bloody fighting once the reavers hit the streets of the camp. Much of the combat would come down to the blade, to clubs and cudgels, once the prisoners were free to join the fray.
Lorian found himself wondering if Duke were still alive, still on base. Him and old Gowan, Hari, and the rest. For an instant, Lorian entertained the thought of rescuing the old poddy. Duke had been good to him, as few on Belusha had been. But Lorian pushed the thought aside.
Their job was to wait until the riot started, until Tadek’s boys filled the streets of Downwell with freed prisoners. Then they were to strike, slicing across the empty miles between the ravine and the camp city in minutes, beelining the Tower. From there, in the center of it all, Lorian would be best able to coordinate the ground assault, while Sarala’s people worked to harden control over the lift depot and seize the fresh shipment come down from off-world.
He would play his part, and Sarala hers, until all was said and done. The capture of Downwell had to play out in accordance with Sachin’s plans. It was only after the Tower was severed that their plans would begin to diverge from those of Sarala’s father.
“Tower’s down!” Tadek’s voice cracked over the comms, drawing Lorian’s attention. “All fighters, follow me!”
Lorian looked at Sarala; at Daru, who had come up from below decks. Both their faces were drawn, jaws clenched. “Not long now,” he said, and Sarala nodded.
In his mind, Lorian saw the snowfields and the tangled skein of pipelines and roads that spread from the main camp like a fungus, carving up the virgin snowfields. He saw Tadek’s raiders, riding skiffs not unlike their own, slicing through the air about that tangle as though it were not there. There were a thousand men in Tadek’s vanguard. Enough to strike at the heart of Martian strength, enough to sow their seeds of chaos. The distant crack of guns sounded across the air above the ravine, and with it the roar of engines, the whine and hum of repulsors like the droning of ten billion bees.
“Contact! Contact!” shouted one of their lieutenants, voice hissing on the command channel.
“Kanti! Drop your boys and go!”
“Prisoner barracks, on your left!”
“Move! Move! Move!”
Looking round, Lorian could sense the tension in the Outborn upon the deck of their skiff. He could almost feel the way Sarala gripped the gunwale, the way Bevan and the other men clung to their guns. He could practically hear the drip-drip-drip of adrenaline into blood. Certain of the greener men looked as though they might be sick.
Lorian had hardly ever felt more alive. This was what he lived for. This was why he was made. His dharma. His purpose. Everything was in place. He had placed it. Him and Sachin. They had planned this assault for weeks, ordered the assault with delicate care, taken stock of the men, their kit, their artillery, and air support. Sachin had spent decades amassing Martian guns, Martian hardware. They had salvaged and repaired shuttles and lightercraft, modified them until they had a respectable little fleet of airships.
The battle played perfectly in Lorian’s mind: he could see every vessel, every ground troop, every piece upon the board. His work—the work of grand strategy—lay mostly in the planning. In the moment, there was nothing for him to do but wait and listen and react when the time came.
His own adrenaline was like wine in him, like a fever. He could not help but smile, and so was glad of the breathing mask and the snow-goggles he wore to hide his delight. Lorian kept a finger on the contact patch behind his ear, not because it needed it. On some sub-rational level, he felt that doing so brought him closer to the action. He had no malaros, no prayer beads. All his life—since discovering the Path when he had entered the war college—he had not dared to carry any. He counted the mantras on his fingers instead, tapping segments of his fingers with his thumb. Nine sets of twelve. One hundred and eight repetitions.
Grant me courage and clarity . . .
Grant me courage and clarity . . .
Grant me courage and clarity . . .
“We’ve blown a hole in prisoner block A-7!” The voice was Tadek’s.
“It’s time to go,” Lorian said, heart leaping to his throat. This was a proper battle, not the desperate scramble of men-as-beasts, as on the day Fives and his cronies had tried to kill him.
This was war.
“Let’s move!” Sarala shouted, hurrying toward the steps to the bridge belowdecks. “Gunners, take positions! Everyone else, get down!”
Lorian was already moving, stumbling as he hurried down the steps. The skiff was rising, blowers kicking up ribbons of swirling snow. All about them, still more ships were rising. The Outborn were pouring from the ravine, rising like a volley of arrows above the green fields of Earth when man was young.
The airship lurched, and Lorian threw out a hand to steady himself against the bulkhead. Daru caught him, stopped him falling. “Thank you.” Lorian turned to face the younger man, his only real friend in all that frigid world.
There was fear in the boy’s wide eyes.
“We really doing this?” he asked.
Reaching up, Lorian clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “Brave heart, Daru,” he said. “We’re over the top now.”
Grant me courage and clarity, that I might know right conduct . . .
They were pressed in all around him then, the men of Sarala’s skiff, huddled together like the ancients in the belly of their wooden horse. He could smell the metallic tang of horror in the air—the stress—even through the mask. This was no common raid, no triumphalist assault against one crashed flier. This was Downwell, heart and fortress of Imperial dominion on Belusha. There were not two dozen Martian warriors out there waiting for them, but thousands.
Lorian’s heart was in his mouth, but still he could not stop smiling. Still his fingers ticked through their count of the mantras, words tumbling unspoken in his mind like the prayer wheels of a fordgron. They were drawing closer, he could feel it in his belly, the lift and listing of the ship. They would follow Tadek’s attack vector almost precisely, stream in through the breach in the perimeter and beeline the Tower itself.
A squeal from the comm heralded Sarala’s voice from the bridge. “First wave, on deck! Get ready!”
Men rattled past Lorian on their way to the steps.
“We’re slowing down,” Daru said. “We’re there already?”
“Must be,” Lorian said.
“I never been in a proper battle before,” Daru said.
“You were at Tegris,” Lorian said, confused. “You fought the Cielcin before you deserted.”
Daru shook his head. “We were police action. Clean up.”
“You’ve fought the Martians before,” Lorian said, changing tracks.
“Yeah, but this ain’t us knocking down the odd flier, man!”
“Second wave, on deck!” Sarala’s voice sounded.
Lorian pressed himself against the bulkhead as this latest wave of men surged past, Outborn warriors in ill-fitting, mismatched armor. He was to decamp with the last, with Sarala when the skiff set down outside the Tower depot, after the first three waves dropped and established a perimeter.
Outside, the sound of fighting had begun. The whine of the repulsors deepened until Lorian could feel it in his chest. They had slowed almost to a halt, and so no lift was generated by forward motion, the repulsors held the ship aloft alone. Shots resounded all around, and an explosion rocked the ship off its starboard side.
“Rockets,” Lorian explained, seeing the whites in Daru’s eyes. “The shields will hold.”
The cry for the third wave went up a moment later, and the last of Sarala’s berserkers who were not to remain behind with the rearguard rushed forth. Lorian felt the repulsors downshift, felt the skiff sink as another explosion rocked the vessel entire.
Sarala reappeared from the bridge a moment after, flanked by a quartet of her men. Bevan had led the first wave onto the ground, and so these were other men, men handpicked by Sarala herself. As she drew level with them, her eyes found Lorian’s, and she nodded. “Let’s go.”
Lorian drew the centurion’s needler, thumbed the catch on his belt that conjured his body shield. The barrier coalesced near-invisibly about him, muddying all sounds not piped into his head via the pilfered comms patch. The shield would stop any high-kinetic energy impact in its tracks. Shatter bullets, dissipate plasma fire, even scatter laser light—though beam weapons could burn out a shield in mere seconds of exposure. It was the introduction of the shield that had driven man back to the sword. No man could swing a sword fast enough that a shield might turn its edge.
Lorian had no sword—could not have used one to great effect in any case, not in his condition—but Sarala did. She drew it as she reached the deck, a short, two-edged gladius of the type wielded by the Empire’s legionnaires: squat, leaf-bladed, meant for hacking at a man’s limbs or for thrusting between the plates of his armor. She drew a pistol in her left hand. That gun-and-blade style was the hallmark of officers the Empire over. She must have learned it from her father.
Daru carried an energy-lance, a spear capable of projecting a high-energy beam from its head, just above the bayonet. They were the standard weapon of heavy infantry everywhere from Marinus to Jadd.
Lorian’s giddy elation at the prospect of battle died as he reached the deck, transmuted to simple terror. They had come right under the shadow of the Tower, to a place Lorian had but seldom been. The whine of the skiff’s repulsors down-shifted as they reached the gunwale, and Lorian felt the whole aircraft settle on its landing peds as the shocks took the vessel’s full weight. They were not alone. A trio of other landing skiffs had alighted at intervals before the gates of the Tower, forming a cordon about the yard that helped to wall off the various streets the Martians might enter by.
Theirs was a tenuous position, Lorian knew, surrounded on all sides. There would be Martian defenders in the Tower as well as Martians in the street. Lorian marked them by their armor—violently red—their helmets smooth planes without apparent visor or eye-slits. Small knots, groups of three or six or nine, engaged with the Outborn reavers.
There were fires burning in the streets beyond their landing zone, and everywhere the sounds of guns, of roaring voices. A measure of Daru’s own unbelief resounded in Lorian’s chest, interrupted his mechanical recitation of the mantras.
We’re really doing this.
This was Downwell, the very heart of Imperial power on Belusha, the linchpin that yoked the planet to the stars. Looking up, he beheld the Tower itself, rising like a splinter of black bone from the earth, a mile almost to its uttermost crown, whence rose the braided cables up beyond the lowering clouds. Black lines they were, at this distance fine as hairs, each one carving the day.
A shot impacted the skiff’s shield-curtain just above Lorian’s head, making him recoil. Looking up, he saw the Martian gun emplacements on the ramparts of the Tower, a hundred feet or more above the level of the yard. They had to get out of the open, and quickly. So long as those gun nests were a threat, they could not remain in the landing field.
As if some god had read his mind and moved to assuage his fears, a great roar filled the air, and turning his head, Lorian saw another of the Outborn skiffs slash the air above the camp, its own guns striking against the Tower. Red flame blossomed like a terrible flower where one of the gun emplacements was hit, and rubble and the remains of dead men fell from on high.
“Forward!” Sarala shouted, suit once more darkening and amplifying her voice until it seemed the voice of a man. She waved her sword like a baton, thrust it toward the bay doors that opened on the lift depot.
Sarala leaped over the gunwale, slid down the hull to the waiting tarmac. Lorian followed more carefully, stumping to the ramp that had been lowered off the side. He felt the absurd need to crouch as he went, to duck his head against the crash of gunfire and the roar of airships overhead. Sarala’s men had formed a cordon around the grounded skiff, and gunners still on her deck fired on the Martians below. Lorian did not shoot, but gripped his needler tightly, as though it were a rope.
Grant me courage and clarity, that I might . . .
When the fighting was done, he would tell himself that he did not shoot because he knew the enemy was shielded, knew his shot would do nothing but waste ammunition. The truth was that he could not have pulled the trigger if he tried.
A Martian spear took one of Sarala’s Outborn guardians in the flank and he fell. Sarala wheeled to avenge her man, sword flashing as she parried the Martian lance. The spear was mightier than the sword, but the lens of its beam emitter was at the end of its haft, and Sarala was already too close. As Lorian watched, the daughter of that prince of thieves rammed the mouth of her gun against the throat of the Martian that assailed her. She could never have overpowered the man, never matched him in strength of arms.
The gun made them equal.
She pulled the trigger at point blank range, and the man’s throat turned to bloody ribbons.
For an instant, Lorian froze.
Only for an instant. Daru was right behind him, driving him forward.
“The doors!” the younger man was shouting. “We have to make the doors!”
Dead men fell in their path, fell all around them. In the air above, the crack of Martian artillery breached the shields of one still-airborne skiff, and the vessel plunged from the sky. A short, gradual ramp led up from the yard to the doors themselves. Martians fired down on them; men crouched in the shadow of open doors. Shots pinged off the tarmac about their feet, one catching Lorian’s shield.
That would have killed me, he thought. He had no armor, for none could be found to fit him. One of Sarala’s men seized him by the scruff of his neck and shoved him to one side, out of the line of fire. The great bay doors were grinding shut even as Martians streamed from them, man after man, with lances blazing. The gunners on the deck of Sarala’s skiff behind them turned their attention on the gate. Shots rang over their heads, and the Martians ahead fell back under the onslaught, arms raised to shield themselves as their own fields held a moment, faltered, then failed. Men fell, but those still standing fell into formation, moved mechanically aside, firing on the reavers as they fought and died for square feet of pavement.
Lorian, who had still not fired a single shot, looked round with wide eyes, taking it all in.
His fey mood was gone, black delight replaced with shock and numb terror.
This was a proper battle. This was war.
But the war he’d known, the clean, bright game of strategy—had only ever been this. This . . . desperate chaos. It was one thing to lay one’s careful plans, one thing to move pieces on a board.
Quite another for the pieces themselves.
Lorian had been in danger before. Not only at Perfugium, but in a dozen battles and more from the bridge of the Tamerlane. But there he had been ensconced at his console, giving orders, issuing directives—acting, reacting all from the physical safety of his chair. Certainly, the great battleship might have been vaporized at any instant, but he had not felt the heat of plasma discharge singe his face.
A heavy shot struck the tarmac not three cubits from Lorian’s location, and the blast of impact hurled him from his feet. He struck the ground in a tumble, and for a moment all sound was driven from the world so that he seemed to move as through a haze. He rolled onto his back but found he could not make himself move. He was stunned. Not shot—not that he could tell, he could not remember his shields failing—but frozen by shock. Someone grabbed his arm, started dragging him up the ramp.
“You’re lucky you’re a little guy!” He didn’t recognize the voice. It was one of Sarala’s men. Lorian twisted as the man dragged him, and he felt his shoulder pull, tendons and ligaments slackening as they did. With a horrible pop and shout of pain, his shoulder fell out of joint, and he pulled his hand away. The pain brought him back to himself and he found his knees. The man who’d tried to save him looked round in startlement. Lorian was sure the man must have felt his shoulder dislocate.
Grant me courage and clarity . . .
Some part of his mind was still praying, still reciting.
They’d reached the top of the ramp. He pressed the hand that held his needler to his shoulder, let the injured arm hang limp, and cursed the day his mother spread her legs. Had he been rightly made, born like John and Constans and Leontes from his father’s blood, his genome woven on the looms, his infant self gestated in the birthing vats, he might have stood fast against the enemy—not followed after his own people like some hobbled dog. What did it matter that the whole operation had been his to plan if he could do nothing in the midst of it?
He was baggage, little more.
Men were shouting on his comm, and it took all his composure to focus on just what they were saying.
“Dead!” The cry was taken up, repeated over the command channel, turned into a question.
“Dead?”
“He’s dead?”
“Marties got to him.”
“Not possible, there’s no way.”
“We just got here!”
Lorian’s eyes swept the space ahead of it, taking in the warring Martians and Outborn reavers, the shuttered gates to the Tower, the dead men.
Dead.
There was Sarala, blade dripping in her hand. Lorian had an impression then of her as a figure carved from some improbably soft stone. From ice. From sand.
The softest rain might have worn her all away.
“Sachin’s dead!” came the word from one of his lieutenants. “Marties got him at the commandant’s villa! Knocked him out of the sky!”
Sarala’s voice—not the amplified booming of her suit, but her true voice, the voice of the girl she was—broke over the comm channel. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sorry, Ralla,” said the lieutenant—Lorian didn’t know his voice. “He’s gone.”
The princess of thieves sagged where she stood, as though a wave had washed her down. But there were Martians hard upon her—a wave in truth.
Some unknown puppeteer yanked on Lorian’s strings, and he raised his hand, needler aimed at the man nearest her. His finger squeezed the trigger and a tungsten rod little larger than a sewing needle spat at the man, tumbling, cutting through the air to smash uselessly against the hoplite’s shield. But it was enough to halt the man’s advance, to turn his faceless helm and unseen eye on Lorian, to give Sarala an instant to recover.
She did, roaring to life as she parried a Martian lance.
Daru leaped to her defense, and two others, thrusting with their own spears, beams flashing, invisible save for where they caught in the coiling smoke.
What were they to do? The great doors were fully closed to them, and if Sachin was dead . . . if Sachin was dead, the Outborn could not hold together. They were no true army, would shake to pieces without an anchor holding them all together. Sachin had been that anchor, the star at the center of the Outborn solar system. If he were truly dead . . . it would be as if someone had plucked the sun from the lap of space and left its planets to scatter in the outer dark.
Unless something took its place.
Unless someone took his place.
“Hold together!” a hard voice roared on the comm. “Stick to the plan! Tadek, you and yours get those barracks open! Arm the prisoners! Capture the commandant! Secure the sleepers! We’ll capture the depot and make ready for the bombs!”
A moment passed before Lorian realized the voice he was hearing was his own.
“The fuck put you in charge?” asked Varnu, one of Sachin’s lieutenants.
“That the dwarf?” asked another.
“You have a problem with it, kill me later!” Lorian hissed, grasping his aching shoulder, teeth clenched. “We’re in too deep to change course now! Do your jobs!”
“We should fall back!” Varnu said. “Regroup!”
“You’ll never have another chance like this!” Lorian shouted, pleased his voice was steady.
“We have the bombs!” Varnu said.
“If you think the Martians will let this go unpunished, you’re a fool!” Lorian snapped, hurrying to press himself against the base of the Tower, secure behind Sarala and her men. “Mark my words, if you go back to your caves now, it’ll be to die there! There’s no way out but through!”
Silence on the line. In the world around, nothing but the roar of guns.
“We can’t stay here!” Daru shouted. “Not like this!” He put a hand on Lorian’s shoulder.
Lorian yelled, pulled away.
“Fuck this!” Varnu said. “I’m out! Pull out!”
“What’s wrong with your arm?” Daru asked.
Lorian waved the man to silence with his good hand. “Varnu! We need your men!”
“Sachin needed my men!” came the lieutenant’s reply. “And Sachin’s dead!”
On the words Sachin’s dead, Lorian looked at Sarala. He fancied he could see her face through her impenetrable helmet, stricken by shock and grief. Her father was dead.
“Varnu’s right,” came another voice on the comm. “We should pull out. Take what we can and run.”
It was Tadek. Despair welled in Lorian’s chest like pus from a sucking wound. If the captain of the raiders had himself turned against the cause, then the battle was lost already. The loss of Tadek and his men meant the loss of prison breakouts. The loss of prison breakouts meant a loss of chaos in the camp. The loss of that broader chaos meant the Martians would be able to focus their efforts on defending the Tower itself, which meant that Lorian and Sarala and their people were as good as dead.
The battle had only just begun, and it was already over.
Lorian could scarcely remember so great a failure in the whole of his career. Only Padmurak was worse—and he had been in stasis at Padmurak. Unconscious. Powerless.
Grant me courage and clarity . . .
Snarling, Lorian cut the comm. Rounding on Daru, he said, “Take my hand!”
“What?”
“My left hand!” he said. “My shoulder’s gone out of joint! Take my hand and pull the arm out straight.”
Daru hesitated. “Man, you sure?”
“Just do it, damn you!”
The boy moved to obey. Lorian winced, yelled as Daru tugged on his arm and he felt the humerus slot back into the glenoid cavity. He swore, flexed the aching arm. “Sarala!” he shouted. “Sarala! The bombs! We have to use the bombs!”
“Against the Tower?” Lorian could almost hear the widening of her eyes. “We’re not even inside! We don’t have the hostages!”
“Not against the Tower itself!” Lorian said, pointing out toward the perimeter with his stolen needler. “The anchor towers! If we blow the anchor towers, we can still throw the station into deep orbit. The Martians will have to send reinforcements by shuttle! We can still get out of here!”
“Get out of here?” Daru asked.
Sarala had not moved, stood there with dripping sword against the base of the Tower. She seemed to have forgotten the battle raging about them, forgotten her men, the very men that stood all around them even then.
“What do you mean get out of here?” Daru asked again.
Lorian could sense the tension in the men closest to them—and in Sarala herself.
“We’re running,” Lorian said.
“Now?” Daru shook his head. “You mean . . . abandon the others? Right now, in the middle of all this?”
“There are no others!” Lorian shouted. “You heard the comm! Sachin’s dead! Varnu’s in full retreat!”
“So, we’re supposed to do the same thing?” Daru asked.
Lorian hissed, turned to face Sarala. “We can still hit them where it hurts and hold here until they send down reinforcements.”
“We’re not even in the Tower!” Daru protested.
Lorian ignored him. Keeping low, he pressed toward Sarala, safe for the moment behind an outcrop in the Tower wall. “The men on the bombs,” he said, grabbing her wrist with his free hand. “Are they loyal? Will they listen to you?” When she did not answer at once, Lorian shook her. “Will they listen?”
As if in answer, a terrible roar filled all the sky above them, and, looking up, Lorian beheld the black wing-shapes of fliers, Imperial Sparrowhawks with their single wings like sails tacking against the frigid winds. They might have been stolen Outborn vessels—save that no Outborn flew in such tight formation or with such precision. Recognizing the harmonics of long training in the movement of those airships, Lorian’s heart sank.
The Martians had gotten their men in the air.
“Target the fliers!” he said, toggling channels to broadcast on all comms. “Target the fliers!”
But it was too late.
A great sliding wail filled the air, and an instant later a rosette of blue fire erupted from the yard below their place before the foot of the Tower. Dropping the needler, Lorian thrust fingers into his ears, wishing he had a helmet and hearing protection like Sarala did. He felt the blast wave strike him and knock him backward, felt the heat a moment later.
Then another blast came—its heralding wail lost in the ringing of Lorian’s ears.
A hundred years passed before Lorian sat up. When had he fallen? Surely, it had been mere seconds before. For an instant, he saw Sarala’s skiff—pristine, untouched, still whole beneath its shimmering shield.
Then another bomb fell and it was gone. Gone, and their artillery with it.
Varnu’s men were supposed to have shelled the camp’s hangar bay, burned their ships, prevented precisely this from happening.
There was no going back.
“Sarala!” Lorian shouted, casting about for the girl. “Sarala!” He could not hear his own voice over the ringing in his ears. He found her then, struggling to her feet against the base of the Tower. He found his needler a moment later and pushed himself to his feet. His shoulder ached in complaint. “The bombs! We need the bombs!”
“—have to get inside!” came her reply, voice amplified. Her men were all about her, variously back on their feet. “If we’re going to do it . . .”
“There has to be a side door!” Lorian shouted, pointing the way. “Something we can cut through!”
They had moments before the yard was overrun by the enemy and no hope of reinforcements—unless it was from whatever scanty prisoners Tadek had freed from their barracks.
Understanding this, Sarala said, “This way!”
She staggered as she turned and led the way along the curving wall of the Tower’s base, here and there pausing to lean against the black metal. She was flagging, Lorian could see. Those bombs had taken the fight from her as they had taken the fight from him. He wanted nothing, nothing more than a soft bed and rest and a warm meal. But there would be no rest, no food if they failed. Only the firing squad or the noose—they would not waste the White Sword on the likes of him—that is, if they did not run him through before the fighting was done.
“There they are!” came the voice of a Martian trooper—amplified, like Sarala’s, by speakers in the armored cuirass.
Shots charred the wall at their right, and through the wreckage of the blasted skiffs, Lorian saw a squad of Martians advancing. Of crimson was their enameled gear, and snow-white their cloaks. Lances long and keen were aimed at them, and the man in front—a decurion, by his gear—leveled a plasma rifle at the lot of them.
“Door!” It was Daru who shouted, calling out the narrow portal as they nearly passed it by. The door was black as the Tower itself, but fringed in brass after the usual Imperial style. The boy reached it first, but the palm-lock would not cycle at his touch.
“Plasma burner!” Sarala shouted. “Which one of you has a plasma burner?”
“Me, Ralla!” said Bevan. Where had Bevan come from?
It had all gone so wrong so quickly. Had Sachin really been the only thing holding the various Outborn bands together? Or had their intelligence been bad? Were the Martians more and better prepared than Lorian had been led to believe?
Ultimately, it didn’t matter. How one arrived at any given moment was a matter for historians, for armchair generals. All that mattered then and there was survival. Each step, each breath was a victory.
Bevan trained his gun on the door, opened the intake vents to full stretch. A gout of blue fire blazed from the plasma rifle toward the door. After a moment, the steel began to bubble and run like wax. A staff beam strafed Lorian’s shield, and he hurled himself behind a grounded float-palette. His injured shoulder burned as he struck it, his shield-belt blaring alarms. Looking down, he saw the yellow glow flickering against the tarmac, the tell-tale sign his shield was nearly spent.
Lorian heard a heavy metal clang. Bevan had managed the door. “Ralla!” he called, “Inside!”
Sarala waved her sword in reply. “You first! Go!”
Bevan did not argue, hesitated only a moment. He vanished inside, two of the others with him. Lorian counted his erstwhile companions. They were seventeen. There had been ninety-eight aboard Sarala’s skiff when they made landfall.
“Lorian!” Sarala shouted. “Go!”
“Leave him!” cried one of the others, firing over a loader at the oncoming Martians. “He’ll only slow us down!”
To Lorian’s surprise, Sarala seized the man by his gorget. “Are you stupid? He was a ship man, an officer! He’s the only one we got that can fly us out of here!” She shoved the man toward the door, but a Martian beam caught him. Lorian saw his shield flicker, fade. Then a hole blossomed in his chest, and he fell.
“Sarala!” Lorian shouted, rising from his hiding place.
Too late. The same lance beam—all but invisible in the smoking air—tracked across Sarala as she moved from cover for the door. Lorian lurched toward her, saw her shield-belt flicker yellow. Body shields were not made to endure seconds of sustained laser fire. One spidery hand caught hold of Sarala’s wrist, and he pulled her down, but even as she tottered toward him, the lance beam broke her shield and pierced her shoulder.
Her arm—the arm that held her sword—came free in his hand.
He dropped it, caught Sarala as she fell.
“Get her!” shouted one of the reavers, surging to join Lorian in dragging her to the door.
“Grab her legs!” That was Daru, hurrying forward.
“She’s losing a lot of blood!” said a third man.
Her blood was all over Lorian. On his coat. In his tangled hair. Everywhere.
“Get . . . to the Tower!” Sarala groaned, teeth clenched. “Move!”
Lorian pulled away. His heel struck something. Looking madly down, he saw what it was. Sarala’s sword. Scrambling, he took it up—it was too long for him—and pelted toward the door, Daru and two of the others carrying Sarala between them.
“Bevan!” Lorian was shouting, casting about for the reaver man. “Bevan, the door! Can you weld it shut?”
“Not fast enough!”
“Then we have to keep moving!” Lorian said. He had no notion what the interior of the Tower was like. He hadn’t been inside since the day they’d brought him down from the medica, and then they’d not traveled through the freight depot at all. “The bombs!” he said, “Sarala! You have to call in the bombers!”
But Sarala’s head was lolling on her shoulders, and she did not reply.
No.
Lorian froze, his heart and breath caught. “Dead?” he asked.
Daru touched her neck. His face was pale. He shook his head.
“Dead?” Bevan repeated, voice rough. “Dead?”
“The Martians got her,” said Daru, looking up at the senior reaver.
For a moment, Bevan didn’t move. Daru and the others lay Sarala’s body on the floor. Every man of their fractured company was lost. Lorian’s first thought was that it was something that Sachin had not lived to see his daughter die. That was a small blessing, and that alone.
It was Tamara again, and Valka—always Valka.
He had wanted . . . had hoped to save Sarala, to take her away from this world, this terrible place, this planet of Belusha. Had some part of him thought she might be grateful? Might love him?
Do you think Sarala and a guy like me . . . ?
But she was gone.
“If we can get her to a ship,” he said, desperately, “get her in fugue. On ice . . .”
But they would never find a ship in time, not before brain damage set in.
He had wanted to save her, imagining himself the gallant knight, the hero. Belusha was a horror for men and doubly for women. He had thought if he could save someone, anyone, only one . . . it would be something.
But he was not a hero. He was not Hadrian. He could not even do that.
“This is all your fault!” Bevan roared, rounding on Lorian. “This was your plan! You mutant rat! You brought us here to die!” He raised his plasma rifle, pointed it at Lorian’s face.
There was no time for argument, no time for reason or idle words.
Lorian’s own hand jerked up in answer, the needler cracked in his hand.
Bevan fell before he could fire.
His own shield had failed.







CHAPTER 17
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TOWER OF THE GODS
“Don’t!” Lorian said, taking aim at one of the others nearest him. The man had twitched to raise his weapon in defense. “Don’t! You heard Sarala!” He turned the needler from one man to the next, found more than one weapon trained on him. “I can still fly us out of here! We call in the bombs, we take one of the Martian landers up to the station. We still have a chance!”
“You’re mad!” said one of the others.
“We can’t stay here!” Daru interjected. “The Martians are right behind!”
“Bevan was right,” said the man nearest Lorian, the one with the rifle trained at the little man’s barely shielded face. “The mute’ll only slow us down.”
Daru shouldered forward, lay a hand on the stock of the man’s gun, shoved it down. “He’s an extra gun, isn’t he?” the boy asked. “And if he can get us out of here!”
“He can’t get us out of here!” said one of the others. “Bombs ain’t coming, not without Ralla! Not without Sachin!”
There were guns aimed at Daru then, and the boy pointed his own weapon at the others, standing not quite at Lorian’s side. Lorian kept his needler trained on the man nearest him, the one with the rifle. He was shielded, but Sarala’s sword was still in his hand. There was a chance—slim though it was—that he might run the bastard through before his own shield ran out.
“We’re cooked!” said a voice from the rear. “Don’t you get it?”
They were twelve—thirteen if Lorian counted himself. Thirteen against the entire Martian garrison, against the Tower and the station and the fleet in orbit.
They were dead men, every one of them. Every one.
“The motor pool,” Lorian said. “If we can make it to the motor pool, we can seize a skiff. We can fly it out of here, make it back to Deepstone.”
“If!” said the man with the gun, snarling through his helm. “If! You know, I seriously thought we could pull this off?”
“Shoot him, Rast!” said a man from the far left. Lorian’s eyes darted to try and find the speaker but failed.
“Shit!” came the voice of one nearest the door. “The Marties!”
A shot streaked through the open portal, struck the wall above their heads. “Kill him!” said one of the others.
“I’ll kill him!” said another.
The man who had spoken last stepped forward, hefting his energy lance like the White Sword of an executioner, prepared to bring the heavy bayonet down and slay Lorian where he stood.
“No!” Daru leaped forward, dropping his own gun in his haste to catch the man’s lance in both his hands. That action saved Lorian’s life—and cost Daru his own. Seeing this onslaught from the much larger man, three of the reavers turned their guns on Lorian’s savior—twice savior—and fired. His shield held for perhaps five seconds, then plasma blue as the enamel of Emperors washed over the boy called Daru.
In that precise instant, the silent, almost unseen beams of Martian lances clove through the open door, drawing the attention of the reavers. Two of the men in the rear fell at once, their shields fried and their flesh.
Lorian lingered only an instant—had only an instant to mourn Daru. Daru, who alone in all that world and all the years he’d spent a prisoner on it had been his friend. His final act had been of friendship, his final choice a sacrifice.
Not knowing what to do next, but knowing he could not squander that sacrifice, Lorian turned and fled. Fled the reavers and their bloodlust, their vengeance and frustration. Fled the Martians and the justice of their guns. He did not know where he was going—did not know what he could do, but he knew he had to run.
The lights in the walls and ceiling flickered, and Lorian guessed that the Tower’s power grid had been damaged in the fighting. Camera eyes watched from the walls, little black lenses. Lorian streaked past them, the only sound that registered his own ragged breathing. Even the ringing of his heels seemed far away. The noise of battle—of fighting in the door behind—raged a moment, the loud guns of the reavers battling the silent lances of the Martian Guard.
The silence won.
There was a door open in the hall to Lorian’s right, and he darted through it, coming into a vast and open space. Huge as any hangar it was, its domed ceiling more than a dozen stories overhead. He stumbled only a moment, looking up in awe at the roof, at the great hatches in it where the Tower’s lifts ran down. Each of the dozen lift carriages—great as towers—were on the floor of the depot, and from the array of massive crates and loaders and movers and float-pallets on display, Lorian knew the Martians had been interrupted in the hard work of unloading the orbital payload.
A dozen braided cables ran from the base of the Tower to high orbit, each wound of carbon fullerenes stronger than any steel. Each lifted a carriage ten levels high at least, each as huge as a landing freighter, a ship in its own right. They looked like towers, like the turrets of some mechanical castle lowered to the warehouse floor, without windows or crenelation. Each had been lowered through airlocked chutes in the roof above, would ascend through those chutes when they returned to the station. It had been those cables Lorian intended to cut with the stolen atomics, those cables that anchored—literally anchored—the orbital station to Belusha itself.
He had never seen them so closely before, not even when they brought him down from the Tower, then he had used a smaller lift, one of the personnel carriers on the Tower’s outer wall.
He was so close, and yet had never been farther away.
He was a dead man—would be a dead man before long.
“Modar!” Lorian said, pressing the comm patch to the bone behind his ear. Modar was the name of the man with the bombs. “It’s Lorian! We’re overrun! Strike the Tower!”
No response.
“Modar!” Lorian shouted.
Was he dead?
No . . . Lorian realized.
He wasn’t coming.
All his efforts, his years serving Sachin and the Outborn, his years of slavery and toil for the Martians, his sacrifice for Hadrian’s sake . . . had all been for naught.
For nothing, and worse than nothing.
Sachin was dead and Sarala was dead, and with them gone, the Outborn would fracture and fade. He may as well have been an instrument of Carter’s, may as well have been a Martian spy. He had destroyed any resistance to the Martians on Belusha.
He had failed utterly, had saved no one, helped no one.
Every decision creates ripples, it was said, like stones dropped in still water. The greater the impact, the larger the waves. But he was only one man, and a very small man at that. He had hoped, in sparing Hadrian the horrors of Belusha, to maximize his own impact. But Hadrian was retired on Jadd, and so he had hoped to make his impact felt upon Belusha, and he had. But he had made an anti-impact, had struck the surface in a way that canceled out his waves entirely. The Outborn would splinter, would die singly in the cold, one band at a time—and before long there would be no one to remember his name, not even to blame him for the part he’d played in their undoing.
Lorian had never feared death, per se. He had feared dying, feared to meet his end—but death itself had held no terror for him who knew he would be born again. But in that moment, he feared death for the first time, not as an abstract thing, but as a real and present threat. He had failed to uphold his dharma, his purpose, and so would not merit a greater dharma in the next life.
His next life would be worse, and this life had been hard enough, conceived as he was in sickness and in sin.
But he wasn’t dead yet.
Slowly, he became aware of the fact that he had stopped moving, was standing stupidly in the middle of the door, gawking up at the gantries and catwalks that surrounded the towers of the mighty lift carriages. He could not stay where he was, not without being discovered.
He could not go back.
He might conceivably lose himself in the riots. Don the garb of a common prisoner and vanish into the pods, or else throw himself on Carter’s mercy—not precisely as Carter had intended, but nearly so. But the idea was repugnant for him. Surrender, surely, was lower than death. Surely it was better to die fighting, to die with honor, and accept whatever fate was to be his in samsara. Surely his yoke would be easier if he did, his burden lighter.
It had been so heavy.
His whole body ached. Not just the shoulder he’d dislocated in the fighting. Every cord and sinew burned from the effort of running. The rush of his adrenaline had ebbed, and in its place, there was only pain.
Sarala was dead.
Daru was dead.
The bombs were not coming. The Outborn were scattered, might never again cohere.
He was as close to escape as he had ever been—there in the depot—but he had never been further away.
The sound of feet and of shouting in the hall behind brought Lorian’s soul slamming back down into his body. He looked over his shoulder, saw no one. No one yet. Could he even escape the depot without being detected? Surely he had been seen on the cameras. Though perhaps no one was watching them there and then, with the prisoners that Tadek had freed before his flight rioting in the prison outside.
There was nowhere to go.
Still, he went anyway, darting across the floor, moving against a line of stacked crates three times his height marked RATIONS.
Sarala was dead.
Daru was dead.
There was shouting in the hall behind.
“Do a sweep!” came one amplified Martian voice. “Make sure that was all of them!”
Lorian knew that he was panicking, felt the hammering of his own heart as a constant, throbbing pain. He sprinted for the shadow of a parked loader, its chassis enameled red—the same red as every prisoner’s uniform. He was near the base of one of the lift towers. It was huge as any of the watchtowers that encircled the camp, a vessel in its own right. A dozen levels high at least and round in cross-section, with the cable threaded precisely through its center line.
The Martians had entered the depot then, had followed him—unknowingly—through the same door. These were doubtless the men who had slain the last of the reavers. They would find him before long. Their helms’ entoptics were equipped with thermal imaging. So long as he was behind the loader, Lorian knew he was safe. The uninitiated always believed thermoptics possessed the ability to see through walls and heavy objects, but it was not so. So long as he did not move, so long as no one came up behind him, he was safe. He would wait until they were gone, wait and make a break for the far side of the lift tower. There was no plan, no strategy—only a vague notion of escape. There was no point trying to board one of the carriages. Even if he could make it aboard, he would never escape detection. It would be days before the carriages returned to orbit—perhaps weeks, considering the attack. He would be discovered for certain.
He had to run, to throw himself at Carter’s feet and beg for clemency, though the words choked him half to death.
It was his only chance. He would escape the depo, and make a break for the commandant’s villa. It was not far—just a few blocks up the main radial avenue from the Tower itself. He had passed it every day on his walk to the motor pool from his barracks when he was newcome to that terrible place.
The Martians searching for him had a choice. If they turned left, they would move toward him, following the outer wall clockwise and sweeping the perimeter. If they proceeded straight, toward the nearest lift tower or turned right, they might miss him. They were professionals, Lorian knew, and professionals would clear the room from its edges. They would turn right first, or they would turn to him, or they would split. He could see their crimson helms, faceless visors turning.
They turned away, if only for an instant.
In that instant, Lorian ran, pelting down the aisle in such a way as put a line of crates between him and his Martian adversaries. He made it a dozen paces before his foot caught on something. A power cable socketed into one refrigerated crate. He’d smacked the ground face first and lay there, head spinning.
Lorian was never sure how long he lay there. Asked in later years, he might have answered several minutes or seconds, maybe . . . seconds . . . It was impossible to say. But something happened then, something he—for all his faith—could never explain.
He heard the sound of bootheels ringing on the poured stone floor.
At first, he thought it was the Martians drawing near—thought that they had found him.
He lifted his eyes.
The Martians wore heavy boots, greaves, and sabbatons of plasma-proofed ceramic enameled red and white.
These were black, soft leather, polished to a mirror’s shine.
“Is this it, then?” came the dark, familiar voice.
Slowly as a glacier dragged across mountain vales, Lorian raised his head and looked into a face sharp, austere, and white as Death. Despair welled up in him.
“You can’t be here . . .” His voice was barely more than a whisper. “It’s not . . . possible.”
“What is it I always say, Aristedes?” asked Hadrian Marlowe, crouching before him. The Devil of Meidua was dressed all in black, as was his custom. His trailing officer’s coat puddled about his heels. He offered Lorian his hand—his left hand, the hand he had lost fighting the Cielcin and had been restored by the King of Vorgossos. “Always forward . . .”
“. . . always down,” Lorian breathed, completing the quotation.
“Or up, in this instance,” Hadrian said, and flexed his gloved fingers.
Lorian took his hand, felt the artificial bones beneath the flesh and glove leather, so solid it must be real. “You can’t be here, Marlowe,” Lorian said.
The old lord only smiled his broken smile, strangely self-effacing.
Then he was gone.
Lorian was on his feet again, staring up at the hull of the lift carriage towering a hundred feet above his head.
Up.
What did it matter if he would most likely be caught? He would be caught trying, trying to escape.
The carriage tower’s primary loading ramp was open, but it was wide enough to have admitted one of the massive crawlers such as the one he had crewed out of Farside for so many years. He could make it up the ramp, but there would be nowhere to hide, not on approach, not on the ramp, not in the massive hold that made up the tower’s lowest level. Instead, he cast his gaze upward, following the trajectory of Hadrian’s pointing finger.
The catwalks.
There was a ladder running up a metal column to the level overhead, and Lorian spied where those catwalks connected to upper levels of the carriage tower, to crew quarters and maintenance levels, to storage holds higher and smaller still.
There would be hatches, open doors.
He found himself remembering his last conversation with Hadrian—the real Hadrian—in his cell aboard the Tempest before he had sprung his lord out of lockup.
How did you do it—his lord had asked—rescue that lieutenant from the Chantry and reach the Imperial Council?
I’ll tell you another time, he’d said—his way of letting Hadrian know his life was far from ended. The truth was his capture of the treasonous Lieutenant Casdon from the clutches of the Imperium had been a little thing. The answer was smaller than the question. Trifling. Obvious.
Some things were better left unexplained.
Lorian sensed that this would be another such tale—if he succeeded. No record of heroic deeds or great victories. But then, he was no hero—and he had lost, had failed to win the day in the Battle for Belusha. He was only one man, and a little man, cunning and desperate.
Cunning and desperate and—for the first time—touched by the barest glimmer of hope. Not the false promise of Sachin’s hollow future, nor the distant abstraction of reincarnation, but a present, visceral hope—the kind of hope that makes the future, not merely welcomes it.
Seeing his chance, he darted for the ladder knowing that to climb was to increase the risk of being seen a hundredfold. But the column half-concealed him, and, abandoning Sarala’s sword, he went hand over hand, his shoulder burning with every odd rung. But pain was Lorian’s oldest companion. He clenched his teeth. He had to keep moving, and to move swiftly. He was glad of the faint machine hum of the chamber—it served to mask the faint clattering of his boots. He kept expecting to hear a shout, a shot.
He never did, though, and gained the rail and the walkway above. Crouching—for all the good it did—he darted along the path toward the lift carriage tower. Its outer hull was the same black metal as the Tower itself, its smooth surface interrupted by vents and portholes, by hatches and access panels fringed in Imperial brass. Huge, peeling letters stenciled in fluorescent white—each several times the height of a man—announced that here was BELUSHA IMPERIAL PRISON TRANSPORT 11.
The service hatch at the end of the gangway was open.
“You hear that?”
Lorian froze, not five paces from the door. His heart was hammering in his chest, and it took every nerve he had to stop his breathing. His ribs were like the bands of some wooden barrel packed fit to bursting.
“What?” another voice, a Martian’s, artificially amplified. It sounded precisely like Sarala’s voice, subject as it was to the same modulation.
“Come out with your hands up!” shouted the first Martian guardsman.
They didn’t know where he was, Lorian realized. Looking down—moving only his head—he could see half a dozen of the armored hoplites searching the rows of crates laid out on the floor below.
They had not looked up.
Slowly, exquisitely slowly, Lorian took another step, knowing that the barest flicker of movement, the faintest shimmer of warmth on the Martians’ thermoptics—a blur on the margins of their visions—would be enough to bring the hammer down. There was nothing between him and their guns, nothing to stop them spying him save the ordinary human failure to look up.
He took another step.
Another.
Another.
He gained the hatchway.
“You see something, Tal?”
“Heard something.”
Lorian passed inside, heart fully in his mouth.
He was in an airlock, a cramped, low-ceilinged space hardly large enough for two men to stand in abreast. The wall at his left was dominated by an instrument panel that housed the door controls. The inner door—a slab of blackened steel with a thin, vertical stripe of window—was closed. That gave Lorian pause. The minute he cycled that door, a record of its opening would be sent to the lift carriage’s control center—and possibly to Downwell traffic control and up to the orbital station as well. It might go unnoticed in the chaos. It was such a little thing, after all: a single service hatch cycling in the middle of all that chaos, there were any number of explanations for it. A frightened tech. A Martian performing a security sweep. An electrical fault or errant command from someone in control . . . .
But it might not, and he could not remain in that vestibule forever. There was nowhere to hide, nothing to conceal him should the Martians climb the ladder to that second level.
And worse . . . Lorian peered up at a camera overhead, a black dome like the eye of some terrible fish.
They would have seen him already, and not only on the one camera. Sensors in the Tower depot outside were sure to have spied him. If the Martians followed standard procedure, they would put a call in to control, ask them to play back all the recorded feeds from the depot to ensure none of the Outborn were still skulking about. Imperial law forbade the use of machine daimons to scan the footage, and so a team of techs would be required. But they would find him, would see him climb the ladder, would see him enter this airlock.
Lorian had heard it said that among the primordial men of Earth’s past that there was a tribe that worshipped a virgin goddess of wisdom who emerged from her father’s skull full-formed, as from an egg. That had always seemed backward to him. Wisdom did not spring out of one’s head but sprang into it. Might that tribe not have also worshipped a second goddess, one who climbed into the heads of men as a courtesan climbs into bed?
He had not had the idea. It had simply appeared. He was following the plan as it had come to him, full-formed as that virgin goddess. He had not formulated it, had not strategized—had not thought at all.
Had he achieved the mushin no shin, the no-mind that was the goal of the gurram?
Had he become a knight of the Path at last?
Grant me courage and clarity . . . he had prayed ten thousand times.
Courage and clarity had been granted him.
He raised the centurion’s stolen needler, fired at the camera. The gun cracked awfully in that close space, summoning the Martians. Lorian keyed the airlock door, felt the outer door at his back slam closed. The inner opened, admitting him into the room that offered his salvation. He had seen it through that window, the first step in his desperate, mad plan.
Lorian had traveled by hightower many, many times in his career. Cargo for the old battleship, Tamerlane, was always lifted by cable car to the orbital dockyard before it was shuttled to the great ship, and oft as not Lorian rode with it, preferring the slow, gentle ascent up the cable to the stress of hard burn. He was well familiar with the design and layout of the standard lift carriage. Though he had rarely entered through the crew airlock as then, he had done so on occasion and knew what to expect beyond.
The locker room held bulky environment suits of the kind intended for extravehicular maintenance. Intended for much larger men, they towered over him, hanging in their cradles. They were not the sort of suit worn by soldiers, close-fitting as medieval armor, but the outsized suit of a laborer—as much a vehicle as a piece of survival gear. The helm was a dome of polarized alumglass that allowed the workers to turn their heads and, more importantly, to see all around while affecting repairs.
They were to be his salvation—but not yet.
Lorian shot the camera by the door and scrambled out into the circular hall. It ran around the circumference of the lift carriage, creating a loop from which opened doors to crew bunks, washrooms, storage, and lifts that ran up and down the carriage’s many decks. The journey from surface to ground was long—much longer than the descent. It was more than twenty thousand miles to geostationary orbit and would take days to reach the station, so the crew needed to be made comfortable.
There would be no comfort for him, he knew.
He had very little time.
He shot another of the ceiling cameras—it took two rounds—and another.
The whole plan was madness. Idiocy. It depended too much on faith, on luck, on trust in the stolidity of the very Martians who had been his jailers for so many years. If they impounded the lift carriages or took too long to reload them, Lorian was as good as dead. And what a death! Slow and hideous, not quick as it would be if he were caught by his pursuers. He found the lift door, punched the controls, let the lift’s system flag the buttons as pressed.
He did not get on it.
Instead, he crouched by a grate at the base of the wall beside it. Years working in the scrapyard had all paid for that moment. He removed the grate and left it hanging open. Inside, the ventilation shaft plunged straight down. Lorian guessed that it emptied out into the hold below. Let the Martians think their quarry had gone that way, got caught in the vents and died or else escaped back out the hold.
They would search the ship, but—finding no one—they would not simply clear the vessel for launch. Lorian knew the naval protocols for stowaways and other fugitives.
They would pump all the air out of the lift to ensure their quarry was dead. If they could not find a body—if nothing began to smell when they resumed operations—they would be forced to assume their problem had escaped while the lift was still docked on the surface.
But Lorian would not have escaped at all.
He would be hiding in the last place anyone would ever think to look.
A place only he could hide.
This entire jaunt—through the locker room, into the hall to the lift and grate—had taken up less than the space of a minute. He had, at best, only a little longer. The Martians would not at once have ascertained the precise location of the noise of Lorian’s gun. The echoes in the dome of the depot outside might throw them off, or they might take a moment to finger which level it had come from.
But they surely knew he was above them.
They had not gained the gantry by the time Lorian returned to the locker room. He could hear them shouting outside, voices muffled by the shut doors. It sounded as though they’d gone a level higher, taken some other ladder nearer them to another of the catwalks that radiated from the carriage’s moorings like the spokes of a wheel.
“Food . . .” Lorian whispered to himself. “Food, food, food . . .”
There had to be a ration kit somewhere, had to be something he could steal—and fast.
There it was, tucked on a shelf with the emergency blankets. Lorian tore it from his place, numb fingers tearing at the plastic. He left the ready meal in its tin, the packets of stable, foul-tasting sauce. He took the two ration bars and the little puck of dehydrated meat in its foil wrapping. He shoved them into his pocket and hurled the rest of the kit out into the hall, praying it would lend the impression that he had torn it apart as he ran for the grate.
Two ration bars and a pack of old pemmican was hardly a feast, but it was better than starving.
Praying it would be enough, he turned and faced the hanging environment suits. He picked the likeliest one, one of the two not visible from the window in the inner door.
His life raft.
Or his coffin.
Mindful of the sounds of the Martians overhead, Lorian undid the seal on his chosen suit. It was the standard model. He had worn a much smaller version ten thousand times. He knew the seals, the hookups. He had no skinsuit, and thereby no means to attach the waste elimination system.
“This is going to smell,” he muttered to himself, and hauled himself into the open suit.
The plan was so desperate, so unremittingly awful, that the Martians would never see it coming. Small as he was, he could fit himself inside the thorax of one of the bulky suits. His feet would reach barely past the knees, the crown of his head not quite reach the flange at the neck that separated the domed helmet from the suit.
The suit would appear empty.
No ordinary man could have hidden inside, not without his head being visible.
For once in his life, Lorian Aristedes was very glad that he was no ordinary man.
He shoved the needler back into his bandoleer, shifted uncomfortably where the suit’s inseam bit into him. The suit would seal mechanically, but he could not activate its air supply without alerting the lift’s controllers. But he did not need the suit’s air supply.
He had his rebreather.
The mask that had for so many years been a symbol of his imprisonment and exile would become his salvation. He could breathe the paltry air inside the suit for days with it, if not forever. And he could always open the suit a crack after the Martians finished fumigating the carriage.
The sound of heavy feet rang on the gangway outside just as Lorian closed the final seal. He could see nothing, pressed down inside the suit like he was, was forced to peer up at the faint reflections in the glass of the helmet above him and listen.
The airlock doors cycled and a red blur smeared across the dome overhead as the Martians stalked into the room. Lorian stilled his breathing, pressed his lips shut. His heart was hammering again, its beating the stamping of a platoon.
The red blur moved across the bent glass above him.
“Got something,” said one.
Inside the suit’s chest cavity, Lorian’s hand went to his needler, for all the good it would do him. The suit was insulated, and so was proof against the Martian thermoptics. Still, they might have noticed something. Lorian tugged the needler slowly from his bandoleer, turned it outward. He would not fire until he was certain, until it was all but too late for him.
The risk was worth everything. He had nothing left.
“Got something,” came one Martian voice. “Over here.”
They had seen the torn ration kit.
“Looks like we got a runner,” said another of the soldiers.
“Damn fool,” said the first. “We’ll find him, and if we don’t, he’ll wish we had.”
“Camera’s shot,” said a third.
“Here, too,” came a voice from farther off. One must have gone into the hall. Lorian took in a slow breath through his rebreather. There were four men at least. Lorian knew he could not kill even one, but if he had to die, he would die fighting.
It was impossible to distinguish the Martian voices from one another. “He’s in the vents.”
Another of the Martians swore. “We’ll never find him, then.”
“We can send a drone,” came one reply.
“This vent goes straight down!” said one. “Bastard will wash out in the hold. Ping Kan, tell him we have a runner. And seal the doors! Bastard wants to go to space so bad, we’ll give him a taste of the black.”
Inside the suit, Lorian bared his teeth in a vicious smile. They were doing everything by the book, just like he knew they would.
The clangor of armor and tramp of heavy boots retreated as the red reflections of the Martians passed across the dome above Lorian’s upturned face.
Then they were gone, and Lorian was alone in the Tower.







CHAPTER 18
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TO CRACK THE SKY
If he came out of this alive, Lorian knew that this would be another story he would never tell. If he succeeded, he would be the only man ever to have escaped Belusha—leastways the only man he had ever heard of—but his escape was no tale of courage or derring-do, and while it was perhaps clever, there were two kinds of cleverness. One was a soaring thing, neat and clean, high-handed, high-minded, impressive. Cunning as a hawk is cunning. The second sort was a mean, crawling thing, slinking beneath the notice of the proud. Cleverness of that second sort was the cleverness of a snake, of a spider waiting, waiting—always waiting.
Lorian watched the minutes—and then the hours—tick by on his chronometer.
The battle outside must have ended, the riots put down.
Varnu and Tadek and Modar—all of Sachin’s lieutenants—must have fled. They would find their way back to Deepstone before long, Lorian knew, content to squat below ground until death found them. Lorian prayed that Carter and his men would find them there, and cut their traitorous and cowardly hearts from their chests.
His own heart ran to Sarala, to Daru dead upon the Tower’s floor. To Tamara, whose ghost would be forever with him. More than once, he turned his head in the closeness of his prison, and fancied he saw her staring back at him with those wide and half-dead eyes. She had been his inspiration, his muse, in a terrible way. It had been to her hideous fate that his mind had run when Hadrian’s shade had vanished, crammed into a locker aboard the crawler by Daud and his evil men, left broken in her own filth.
How strange that she had saved him from beyond the grave when he had failed to save her. Was it karma? Justice for him, for the vengeance he had given her? He had killed Daud and, in doing so, given her memory more than any other had.
Was this her way of repaying him?
It was some twenty-nine hours before they sealed the carriage. Alarms sounded, sirens flashed red. Lorian watched the lights dance through his little porthole to the world above his head. He must have fallen asleep where he hung, his body numb from the unnatural posture, his back and hips afire. There came a rushing as of wings uncounted, and the alarms went first faint, then silent as the air vanished from the room beyond his suit. Once more—foolishly—he held his breath. An hour passed thusly before air was restored to the lift tower. Despite his aching body, his dry throat, his cramping stomach, he smiled and, reaching, up pulled the water tube down from the neck flange and sucked of the recycled moisture, acrid and flat-tasting.
It was hardly enough to keep him going.
He waited until he thought his hunger would drive him mad to eat the first ration bar, nearly two days after they pumped the air from the lift. On the third day, a man came and installed a new camera in the ceiling of the airlock. He did not notice anything strange about the suit in the corner, though he worked there the better part of an hour. Lorian could scarcely believe the man could not smell the hideous stink of him, the reek of filth and unwashed humanity . . . but the suit was sealed.
He had spent four days in the suit already, four days on little water and less food, four days befouled and stinking, four days almost without movement, unless it was to shift uncomfortably in the suit. All the while, he heard crew filter back and forth, heard the noise of loading below as the great hold was filled with oil barrels and pallets of gold and copper and other things stripped from the hulks of the distant scrap fields.
He felt the tower lurch, begin to move, and his heart lurched with it. He had eaten the pemmican by then—it had been all he could do to stop himself vomiting it back up, his belly cramped so foully. He had ceased to mark the stench of that little space, but his body knew with senses other than smell how unwholesome his environment had become. Still, he knew he had days of travel ahead of him. Though the lift ascended fast as the fastest tram, accelerating as the atmosphere thinned and wind resistance lessened, it had so far to go to reach the station.
Lorian pictured the carriage rising, one of twelve, each a bead upon its string—as on an abacus—rising toward the station high above the world.
They had not found him. Against all odds, they had not found him.
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The clang and shudder of docking clamps woke Lorian from his dreams-like-death, and he jolted where he hung.
It had been so long since he had felt the artificial pressing of a suppression field, the false gravity like an invisible blanket cast over head and shoulders alike.
He had made it. He was back among the stars.
In that moment, it did not matter that his stomach burned with hunger, that his throat was parched from drinking the same recycled pint of water from the suit’s osmotic capture system. He did not care that his back ached, or that his groin pained him where the juncture of the suit’s two legs had cut into him, nor did he care that he had soiled himself half a dozen times.
He had done it.
He had won.
He had escaped Belusha.
He had yet to escape the station.
And so, he waited, waited until the carriage was unloaded, and the crew disembarked. He heard them laughing as they went, trading pleasantries with the duty officer just outside the airlock.
“It true you all had a rat?” the man asked.
Lorian hunkered down at the words, held his limbs as still as he could. It was more easily done than one might expect, the suit was so heavy.
“If we did, he did a runner. In and out,” said a woman’s voice—one of the crew. “Tern’s boys did a sweep with map drones, didn’t find anything. Tern thinks the Outie got cold feet and went back out to take his chances.”
“How is old Tern?” the duty officer inquired. “I always liked the man . . .”
The crew’s voiced retreated, vanished out the airlock. Lorian waited, waited. When he could bear it no more, he reached up, pulled his head up through the neck flange, just far enough to see.
The locker room was empty, and the airlock beyond had closed, as had the door that opened back onto the hall. He knew he could not remain in the suit must longer, but still a part of him whispered that the moment had not come.
But it must come. He could not remain, not and live. The stench was killing him, as was the pain of being held upright and resting on the seam of the suit legs. And there was the hunger to consider, and the thirst.
Grant me courage and clarity, he prayed, invoking the universal sound.
He was not certain there was courage in any of the things he had done. Madness, yes, and desperation. But courage?
Knowing the new camera was in place, Lorian undid the seals that had held him in place for so many days. He fell forward, struck the deck with hands and knees. Filthy, stinking, sweating, he crawled to where the other emergency kits were waiting. Wasting no time, Lorian tore two apart, ate a ration bar, a block of pemmican entire. His throat was dry, but he choked it down.
No alarm had sounded. That should not have surprised him—security was bound to be more lax up here, where no conscious prisoners should be. They were awakened below, in the Tower medica, as he had been. But the crew would be about, and Mother Earth only knew how many men there were on the station itself. He needed to change, needed a disguise, needed to blend in. He stripped off his Outborn cloak, kicked off his fetid boots, and shoved them in a locker, pausing to seal the wretched suit that had been his life preserver and jail. It would be discovered in time, but any time he could win for himself was worth winning. Lorian had spent a great portion of his life on Imperial stations, but he would need all the time he could get to formulate a plan of escape.
But he did not go barefoot into the station. Instead, he turned back to the inner hall, back to the crew quarters, needler ready in his hand. He hurried along the hall, not halting to shoot the cameras again. His hope and safety were now in speed. He had to find clothes, ones not of obvious Outborn manufacture, ones not soiled from having been trapped so long in the suit. His muscles cramped as he went along, forcing him to hobble, but he gritted his teeth and forged ahead. He had come too far to let pain stop him.
It wasn’t far before he found what he was looking for and opened one of the crew dormitories. It was empty, and he proceeded to the lockers. The odds of his finding a uniform that fit were next to zero, but there had been a woman’s voice among the lift crew. If she were sufficiently low caste, she might be near enough his size, near enough that he might not seem too, too out of place.
He opened the first locker, checked for boots. Finding none, he proceeded to the next, found the boots too large. Too large again.
In the fifth compartment, he found what he was looking for. A set of women’s undergarments hung from a hook on the back of the door under a junior officer’s dark red beret. There were boots in the bottom of the locker, and a space where a second pair had been. Lorian checked the sole against the bottom of his foot. Still too big, but close enough. He skinned out of his stinking clothes and wadded them into the locker. There was no time to wash, so Lorian tugged the stolen trousers on, leaving the undergarment. He found a shirt and tunic jacket, which he buttoned and belted on. His hair was far from regulation—it fell halfway down his back by then—so he pulled it up and tied it, hiding it beneath the beret.
The clothes were still too big for him, the boots loose, chafing at the outer edges of his feet. He tucked the needler into his waistband and was pleased to find that the looseness of the coat hid the gun well enough. Everything else he abandoned: his shield-belt, his bandoleer.
As he turned to go, he caught sight of himself in a mirror that hung above a dressing bench between the lockers.
He hardly recognized himself.
He had seen his reflection every day in windows and mirrors back in Deepstone, but there was something about being back in uniform that heightened the contrast between his self-image—the memory of the man he’d been before—and the man he was. At first glance, so dressed, he seemed a credible officer in his black uniform and dried blood cap. It would be enough to minimize attention—though his diminutive stature must necessarily attract it. But closer inspection revealed the lie. There was dry blood—Sarala’s, most like—on one cheek.
The uniform did not fit him—would never fit him again.
The woman whose clothes he’d stolen was only a junior lieutenant, but the cut and style were identical to the clothes he had worn for so much of his life. It struck Lorian then—staring at his own reflection—that if he could escape the station, he would never wear that uniform again. Whatever version of Lorian Aristedes won free of the prison planet, it would not be the ship’s commander, the chief tactical officer, the sworn armsman of Lord Hadrian Marlowe.
He was someone else, had become someone else.
Just who that someone was, he was not sure. He feared finding out.
The disguise would offer him coverage from the security cameras—if he could get clear of the lift carriage and lose himself on the station. There would be hundreds of personnel, thousands. What was one more? Every second he lingered was a second he ran the risk that the lift crew might see him on their cameras.
He needed to go.
The airlock cycled under his hands. Two Martians stood at guard, turned to look at him as he emerged. Lorian’s heart leapt at once into his throat, but the two men seemed not to notice.
“Gentlemen,” Lorian said, touching his cap.
The Martians saluted.
Deciding it was better to say nothing if he could, Lorian began moving. He kept expecting the men to call him back, kept expecting every step would be his last.
But they let him go. Lorian could feel their eyes on him as he proceeded down the corridor. He gained the lift at the end of the hall and keyed the controls. The lift came, and Lorian punched in the commands that would convey him to the dockyard several levels above, was relieved when the lift requested no code clearance. Turning back, he looked back at the checkpoint and the guards through the shuttering doors. They had turned away, were speaking one to the other.
Only when those doors were closed did Lorian allow himself a relieved smile.
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The dockyards lay at the lowest level of the orbital station, near to where the lift carriages entered through shafts in the bottom of the station. The station itself—viewed from above—would have looked like a great snowflake, with six great arms proceeding at intervals from the central mass. It was along these that the various incoming ships were moored. Prison transports and troop carriers, supply ships and couriers—military vessels of all description.
Lorian knew what he needed to find and stalked determinedly along the terminal in search of it. He watched every black-clad officer, every block of Martian soldiery marching in formation, waiting for the boot to drop.
It never did.
Once, an ensign touched his cap as he passed and said, “Lieutenant.”
Lorian nodded, hardly daring to speak. “Sailor.”
All the while, he kept thinking of the cameras watching him, beating down upon his head. To them, he should appear as little more than any other officer. But he would not have long. The odds that his soiled clothing would be discovered—or that his emerging from the cocoon of the heavy workman’s suit be found by security—ran more and more against him with every passing instant. If he could not find the right ship fast enough . . . if his presence were discovered, they would lock the station down.
Still, he could not help but wonder if he had come already farther than any man before him. No one had ever escaped Belusha—everyone had said as much—but had any made it so far? Despite the pain, the loss, the exhaustion—despite everything—Lorian Aristedes felt a sharp, untrammeled joy. The adrenaline rush of success—of the bleeding edge between success and failure—was once more like a fire in him, like a fever burning away the pain of his aching body. He needed water and proper food, needed rest and time and a good, long shower.
More than any of these things, he needed a ship.
“You, there!” Lorian’s ears pricked, certain the voice had addressed himself. “Boy!” Feeling those words like a knife in his back, he turned to face the speaker.
The man who might have been his destroyer wore the black tunic and trousers of an officer, the silver stars at his throat marking him for a ship’s captain. His face was the copper complexion of many a lesser nobile, his dark hair combed back and oiled in the common fashion. Seeing Lorian’s face, the man recoiled. “You’re no boy,” he said. “What are you, homunculus?”
Lorian fixed his eyes on a point over the man’s shoulder as was expected of a junior man before his superior. He did not have to fake his discomfiture, “I am misborn, sir.” He could feel a single bead of sweat working its way along the back of his neck. Surely the man would mark the shabbiness of his appearance. Surely he could smell him, at the very least.
“Misborn, is it?” the man studied Lorian’s face. “I guess you are. Which way is it to the station commandant’s office, boy? We’re newcome from out-system.”
Lorian had to think quickly. He thought about pretending to be from out-system himself, but surely some feature of his stolen uniform marked him as part of the tower crew.
Of course, he could simply lie. If the man was from out-system, he would not know a true answer from a false one.
Lorian pointed. “Back down to center, up the lifts to the top level, about a quarter turn around the main hub.”
The captain nodded, saluted. “Very good, lieutenant.”
Protocol dictated Lorian return the salute and so signal that the conversation was at an end. Instead—madly—he asked, “Sir, perhaps you can help me?”
The captain frowned. It was not appropriate that Lorian should venture so. “I am to deliver a message to one of our fast couriers. Did you happen to see where it was moored?”
“They didn’t give you the gate?” the captain’s frown deepened.
“There was some confusion on the part of my commander, sir,” Lorian said, not taking his eyes from that point over the man’s shoulder. “I was told Terminal C. It’s an urgent matter. The trouble on the surface.”
The nameless captain studied Lorian’s face. The intus shifted uncomfortably, felt another bead of sweat sprinting for his stolen collar. “Heard about that,” the captain said, “nasty business. Were you down-well for it?”
Lorian shook his head. “No sir, but the Outies are nasty pieces of work. Only the worst of the prisoners can hack it out in the wilds, you know.”
The captain nodded, turned his head—evidently distracted by his own concerns. “I think I saw a courier flagged at C-17.”
“C-17. Thank you, sir,” Lorian said and saluted at last.
As he turned to go, the captain called back, “Boy!”
Lorian halted, reached halfway to his hidden needler. Had the man clocked him? He could shoot him, but the terminal around them both was swarming with men, shipmen and soldiers, Martians and common legionnaires in from off-world, techs and stevedores and dock workers.
“Tell your commander to sort himself out,” the captain said. “Ridiculous, having your people running around without instruction.”
Lorian touched his beret. “I’ll try, sir.”
It was only after he turned his back that Lorian found his hands were shaking, and he balled them into fists at his side to make them cease.
“C-17,” he muttered, checking the nearest gate. It was C-11. He had a little farther to go.
The terminal was built in the classic Imperial style, black metal walls and floor polished to a mirror’s sheen, heavy metal doors slightly narrower at the top than at the bottom, accents and instrument panels done in brass. Lorian proceeded along the terminal, keeping his head down, doing his best to hurry without appearing to hurry, to move without exacerbating the injuries and the knotted muscles so many days cramped in the suit had incurred.
And there it was, the door to docking bay C-17. It was round, and opened on an umbilical whose walls were woven nanocarbon, circular in cross-section itself and designed to accordion as the umbilical extended to lock onto the hull of the ship outside. Lorian halted in the vestibule, where a porthole little larger than his head looked out on the ship itself.
It was exactly what he’d hoped to find. He checked the holograph plate beside it.
ISV MARATHON-137A | RCO-73455
POINT-OF-ORIGIN: GODODDIN, GULF OF CENTAURUS, VA-59:17 KS-311D
DESTINATION: FORUM
The Marathon-137A was little longer than a common shuttle, a rapid courier more engine than anything else. It was designed for one purpose and one purpose only: to carry its messenger across the light-years as quickly as possible. Lorian knew the Marathon-class well: its warp drive was capable of reaching speeds as high as 1.3 Kc, thirteen hundred times the speed of light. Even at such tremendous speeds, it would take years to cross the breadth of the Imperium.
Decades.
Such vessels usually possessed a crew compliment of fewer than ten men, could operate with as little as a man alone—and often did. Messages could be transmitted instantaneously between the stars, thanks to quantum telegraphy, but the transport of particularly sensitive material, or of hardware, required these small, fast couriers.
It was the perfect vessel to commandeer.
Lorian took a step along the umbilical, halted, distracted for an instant by a sight he had almost never thought to see.
Belusha itself shone below, visible through the porthole like a great, white pearl. The mirrors that so reflected its paltry sun hung at the same altitude as the station itself, but so small were they and dim—without the scattering of the atmosphere to aid them—that they were invisible. The planet gleamed alone, white and black and perfect, a priceless jewel in the night. There was nothing of its horror visible. At this height, it might have been any snowbound world, might have been anything other than what it was.
A prison.
He looked for some sign, some touch of green, or of blue waters, to herald that the changing climate its masters sought was near at hand, that with it the planet’s role as a prison would cease, and all Belusha flower for a people new-brought and free.
There was nothing but ice.
Drawing his needler, Lorian advanced along the umbilical, and stole through the hatch within. He sealed the door behind him, heart hammering in his chest, knowing that violence lay ahead of him, knowing what he would have to do.
The faint beep of instruments sounded from ahead, and Lorian turned right, facing the direction of the bridge.
“That the door?” a man’s voice sounded from up ahead, and the man himself appeared an instant later, emerging from a side chamber.
Lorian raised his gun and fired, shut his eyes as the needle struck the man in the side of his face. In that instant, Lorian prayed the man was the only one of the crew aboard, but it was not to be.
A scream arose from the same side chamber, and Lorian’s heart sank.
It was a woman’s scream.
Grant me courage and clarity . . .
Lorian stepped forward, turned to look into the room. The woman—thin, golden haired—wore officer’s blacks. A lieutenant, by her collar tabs. She had been seated at a table, the remains of a meal between her and the other officer. “How many aboard?” Lorian asked.
She swallowed, could hardly move. By her age, Lorian guessed that she was a junior officer, green and newcome to the courier service.
“Just you and him?” Lorian asked, pointing the needler in her face.
She nodded. She had not hesitated. Lorian felt certain that if she had tried to lie, she would have hesitated. It was no confirmation, but he brandished the gun. “If you lie to me,” he said, not believing his own words. “I’ll kill you. Understand?”
Again, she swallowed, nodded.
“You’re going to fly us out of here,” Lorian said, keeping the needler trained on her face.
“We . . . we’re not cleared for launch—”
Another man spoke with his voice, another will shook the gun in his hand. “Do I look like I care about that?”
The woman blinked, flinched back.
“Are you fueled?”
No answer.
Angling the gun, Lorian discharged a needle into the bulkhead. It shattered where it struck the blackened titanium. “Are you fueled?” he asked again.
“Y—yes!” The woman’s shoulders contracted in fear. Drawing back, she stammered, “You . . . you’re . . .” she could hardly breathe. “You’re a . . . prisoner.”
It seemed another will peered through Lorian’s eyes, hard, brittle, cold. Lorian himself wanted to cry. He did not want to hurt this woman, had not wanted to hurt the man. But it was too late for that. The man was dead at his feet, bleeding from the hole Lorian had put in his face.
“I don’t want to kill you,” Lorian said. “You do as I say, I’ll put you in fugue. I’ll jettison your pod where someone will find you. You’ll never see me again.”
“You escaped . . . ?”
“Move!” Lorian shouted. “Bridge! Now!” His own voice was shrill in his ears, shaking with a fear like hers. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you give me a reason, I will. You know the clearance codes to decouple?”
She nodded. She had jumped to her feet when he shouted move, but it was only after he asked the question that she began coming round the table.
“Keep your hands where I can see them!” Lorian said, tugging his cap from his head, so that his hair fell back in a greasy rope. He tossed it aside, forced the woman to walk ahead of him, to step over the body of her companion. “How many crew?”
She hesitated. “Five.”
“You’re lying,” Lorian said, marking that hesitation. “It was just the two of you. You’re alone.”
The terror in her eyes as she turned to look at him caught in him like fishhooks. How she recalled Tamara in that instant, so frightened, so alone.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Lorian said.
“Like I’m supposed to believe that,” she said, voice small. “You killed Allander.”
“I’ve had to kill a lot of people,” Lorian said, thinking not only of Daud, of Tharsis, of Bevan and the reavers, but of Daru, of Sarala, of Sachin . . . of all the men and women who had died—unwittingly—to bring him to this pass. So many people. So much death. All so that he might stand where he stood: upon the deck of a courier ship high above the surface of Belusha.
All so he might be free.
Abruptly, he thought of Hadrian, thought of his lord’s capture by the inhuman Cielcin, and how Otavia Corvo and Bastien Durand, and Pallino of Emesh and Karim Garone and all their Red Company had died that Hadrian and Valka might live. He had become another Hadrian, in his way. A little Hadrian. Ninety thousand had not died that he might live.
But enough had died, and more soon would.
The Martians would not let the assault upon Downwell go unpunished. They would hunt Varnu and Tadek and all of Sachin’s lieutenants, track them to the remotest corners of Belusha, hound them to the last. The embers of rebellion that had smoldered in the bowels of that frozen world would be blown out. Thousands would die. Not for him, but because of him. Was it not then incumbent on him to do whatever was necessary to ensure they had not died for nothing? Must he not do whatever was necessary to escape that terrible place?
No.
“I’ve had to kill a lot of people,” he said a second time. “I don’t have to kill you.”
He prayed this small mercy might count in his favor when his soul returned in the next life. Still, he forced the woman at gunpoint into the cockpit and into the pilot’s chair. At his behest, she bypassed the vessel’s pre-flight checks. If there were some error, he would have to fix it on his own. As she worked, he found he could not stop thinking about his boots and the soiled clothing he had hidden in the dormitory on the Tower. It was only a matter of time before the locker’s owner found them, only a matter of time before Tower security saw him on camera and raised the alarm.
They had to leave now.
“Marathon-137, this is Belusha Tower Control,” a voice crackled over the main console overhead. “We’re picking up a spike in your ion drive. You’re not cleared for departure; what’s your status?”
The woman made to respond, but Lorian caught her wrist before she could press the blinking comms key, kept the needler aimed at her face. Through the cockpit’s alumglass canopy, Lorian could see Belusha twinkling below, a shimmering jewel.
He shook his head.
“Marathon-137, this is Belusha Tower Control,” said the operator, more sharply. “What’s your status?”
“Disengage the clamps,” Lorian said.
“Marathon-137, status report!” They had stopped asking.
Lorian bent over the console and pressed the comms key. In a light, clipped tone—the voice of the career officer—he replied, “Belusha Tower Control, this is Marathon-137. We experienced an unforced error on the part of our junior officer here. She failed to put the console into diagnostic mode before running her checks.” He took his finger off the key, looked the woman in her face. “The clamps.”
“They’ll know you’re lying the second I do.”
“I know,” Lorian said, settling into the copilot’s seat. At a glance, he found the vessel’s shield controls. The odds were high the station’s guns would open fire the instant they tried to win clear without authorization. There would be only the barest window to effect the jump to warp.
Unless he could outmaneuver the Martians.
Lorian knew he would have to take the yoke. He was no helmsman, no great pilot, but he couldn’t leave operations to the girl.
“Unforced error?” the flight controller echoed. “Understood, Marathon-137. Stand down. We’ll dispatch an inspector. Please comply.”
The woman looked at Lorian with wide, bright eyes.
“I already sealed the hatch,” Lorian told her, and those eyes dimmed. She turned back to the console, head down. “The clamps.”
She didn’t move.
“The clamps!” Lorian said again, gun to the woman’s head.
“Marathon-137?” the flight controller intruded once again.
Lorian should not have pressed the key, should not have bothered to respond at all. “Tower Control, this is Marathon-137. Apologies. The situation is in hand. Repeat: the situation is—”
“He’s got a gun!” the woman shouted over Lorian, voice high and shrill as carrion fowl, “He killed the commander!”
Lorian shut his eyes, pulled the trigger.
No.
In the silence that followed, Lorian permitted himself only the space of a breath to mourn. For the woman dead in the chair, for the man in the hall—for Daru and Sarala—and for himself. It was possible to disengage the clamps without the proper clearance. It was only that doing so would put the station on high alert, but they could hardly be more alerted than they already were. He found the manual release and pulled it, killed the comm as the flight controller started shouting over it. Warning alarms blared on the console as Lorian felt the ship rattle free.
That freedom could not have come but a moment too soon, for surely the men in Tower Control had moved to lock the ship in her moorings. But fast as their response had doubtless been, Lorian’s had been faster. He punched the ship’s sublight drives—not the little ion engines, the full fusion torch. The little courier ship rushed out of its narrow bay like a needle from the barrel of his gun, and Lorian was away.
Despite the corpse beside him, he felt his heart buoy at the sensation of gravity like a weighted blanket pressing him into this seat. He punched the shield controls, set a vector to carry him up and away from the planet at full burn. He had to strain to reach certain of the controls from his chair, but he managed it, keyed the sequence to initiate the jump to warp.
The creation of a warp envelope around any starship required the folding of local spacetime, with the result that local space was momentarily subjected to immense tidal stresses. It was for this reason that the jump to superluminal speed was not typically performed near to planets or planetary stations. The potential for damage and loss of life was simply too great. The larger the vessel, the greater the distortion.
But the Marathon was very small, a hundred feet perhaps from end to end. Lorian prayed he was far enough away from the station for the jump. Desperate as he was, he did not want to kill everyone on the station.
A shot flashed in the darkness, burying the stars.
That had been a direct hit. An explosive kinetic round, he guessed, from the color of the light. They had been hoping to catch him unshielded.
The next shot would be a maser beam, designed to deplete his shield as rapidly as possible. Then they’d fire another explosive round, or rod him with a MAG cannon.
He had seconds. Seconds . . .
Seconds were all he required.
There were stars in the darkness ahead: a thing he had not seen in he knew not how many years. He had forgotten how beautiful they were, cold and bright and distant.
Beautiful, but Lorian always thought the stars were terribly sad.
The universe whose image shone through the canopy before him was already over. So many of those stars were already dead. No matter how far he flew, or how fast, he could never truly reach them. He looked at the dead woman in the seat beside him, blood running from her torn throat.
The little man punched the controls, and the stars stretched and blurred, ran blue as lapis lazuli. He blinked, felt tears on his cheeks.
There was no going back.
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