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author’s note


Several parts of this story take place before the events depicted in Act of Atonement Book I, Caine Black Knife.


Other parts of this story take place after. Still other parts take place before and after both. Some parts may be imaginary, and some were real only temporarily, as they have subsequently unhappened.






Around the hero everything becomes a tragedy; around the demigod everything becomes a satyr-play; and around God everything becomes—what? perhaps a “world”?


— FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Beyond Good and Evil


A powerful-enough metaphor grows its own truth.


— DUNCAN MICHAELSON
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“The gods exist beyond the reach of time. When we draw Their Eyes, They brush us with Their Power.”







— ANGVASSE, LADY KHLAYLOCK, 463RD CHAMPION OF KHRYL





And in this My Dream, Beloved, you know Me.


Through your eyes I watch your blunt and broken hands scrabble upon the marble stair: spiders maimed and bleeding on frosted glass. The blood in your beard and hair carries a hint of the peat from the incendiary brew spewed from the ragged gape of your late friend Tyrkilld’s throat when you took his head. As you creep up through the mouth of encircling stairwell, out upon the final spiral span that leads upward to the Purificapex of the Eternal Vaunt of the Knights of Khryl, I wish again—as I always have and always will—that I might make you look to the side here. You don’t, you never have and never will. Still, in My dream, you cast wide your gaze over the limitless slaughter that is the work of Our Hand, and find it to be good.


The icy lash of sleet on your bare back. The reek of burning hair twisting up from the fires in Hell. Sawing of broken ribs in and out of your punctured lung. The blaze of the mines, the smoke and haze from the burning city, the storm of battle among the estates. Screams in the distance. Thousands in agony and terror. Tens of thousands to follow. Then millions. Perhaps billions, but We will never know; they will scream long after We have vanished into eternal nothing. After you take Us there, My demon of blessed grace.


My angel of the damned.


I dream this dream though I do not sleep. I have dreamed this dream though I have no past, and will dream this dream though I have no future. This I dream forever.


I dream that you truly knew the bargain you offered. I dream you were willing, even happy, to pay the price of My Love. That you joyously offered up all you do as well as all done to you. As a gift. A wedding present.


A dowry.


All this is to be savored. It is well that We will share eternity.


When the stone stair gives way to the vast cap of platinum, when you find the summit of the Eternal Vaunt to be icebound under half a span of freeze, when another man would be defeated by unclimbable ice, by a punctured lung, a broken hand, and a compound fracture of the leg … you reach down for your last dagger—the one you had used to secure the tourniquet above your knee—and with your one half-working arm you chip handholds to pull yourself up.


And so, here at the end of days, you are as you have always been. Willing to die. Not willing to quit.


And this is the death for which you were chosen, Beloved. From this place you cannot flee, and there is no life for you beyond Our Consummation; not even I can save you now, should I somehow decide your life outweighs My death.


No, Beloved. Never. I have waited a thousand years for this—and each second of these My thousand years outlasts the age of the universe. Here it ends. Here you give your life to take Mine. Our own private suicide pact.


My infinite millennium forever ends with Our lovers’ leap.


I feel the lick of flame along your nerves, and I feel the shreds of discipline that no longer entirely lock this pain outside your consciousness. I feel the numb burn of frostbite settling into the toes on your good leg, and the fingers of your broken hand. I feel the seductive chill of the ice you climb, how it cools the fire in your nerves, and I feel your overpowering lust to let go, to lie flat and sleep, to fall forever …


But you won’t. You never do. You never have, and thus you never will.


And now you struggle to the platinum altar and try to rise, to go out on your feet. The effort gathers darkness in your eyes and you sag back down, helpless. Hopeless.


Defeated at last.


With your final exertion of will, you reach up to the hilt of the Accursèd Blade and ignite its power within the altar. With the touch of your hand, the Accursèd Blade becomes again the Sword of Man, and now the first spastic twitch of your tattered arm will slash the Sword free from its platinum grave, to bring the Eternal Vaunt itself crashing into ruin that destroys My Body as well as your own—to make of yourself and Me an ending that cannot be unmade.


It is for this I have created you, Beloved. To set me free.


It is for this I Called you here to Me with dreams of Black Knives and murder. It is for this I created the Smoke Hunt and unleashed its hunger upon the innocent.


It is for this I brought you down from the cross.


With your hand on the Sword, the moment stretches ever closer to the infinite, an agonizing extension of eternity. Have you always waited so long to do what you were born for? Has it ever been thus … or …?


Is this—against all possibility, against the weight of Reality itself—somehow new?


And here then, now, for the first time forever, you cough your throat clear of the blood from your punctured lung. Scarlet sprays across your useless legs. You gasp against the ripping within your chest, and now, impossibly—


“I know … what You are … fucker.” Your voice is rusted barbwire, yanked up your throat one word at a time. “Who You are. You … hear me … fucker? You understand? I know.”


You know Me—? O Beloved, is this yet merely My Dream …?


It must be. You don’t say this. You don’t say anything. You never have, and thus you never will.


You can’t.


“Dunno … if You understand. Dunno if You can … even hear me … uh. Fucking listen … anyway. I know You’re not just … the Smoke God. I know how Panchasell Mithondionne Bound You to this place, and I know why. I know You chose me for Your Unbinding … and there’s something I gotta say.”


Had I breath, it would be held for this …


“No.”


What?


“You hear …? Y’understand? No, fucker. No. Terms … terms of my bargain … a universe of pain … our own Caine Show … uh. Nothing in there says I have to … kill you. Not like this. Not at all.”


This is not possible. This does not happen. This cannot happen. This has never happened and it never will.


“It’s not … the people who died here. The Pratts. T’Passe. Kierendal. Not the people I murdered. Khlaylock. Tyrklld. It’s not even that I … shot Angvasse in the face … blew her fucking head off … when all she was trying to do was help …”


How should I care why you choose to defy Me? How can you even delude yourself that you have choice at all?


“It’s just …” You shake your head, and now tears roll free from your shuttered eyes. “It’s everything. It’s the fucking world. It’s that slave woman in County Faltane … the one who died in the fire …”


I set My Will upon you: Draw the Sword. Give your life to Unbind the prison that is My Body. Now and forever, My Will be done.


And beyond reason, instead of the clench of hand and arm to Draw the Sword, I feel your lips pull back from your blood-salted teeth. “I felt that …” you murmur. “So You’re listening after all. Well, all right, then.”


Impossibly now strength returns to your shattered limbs, and you use the Sword to pull yourself upright, and climb to your feet, balancing on your unbroken leg. “Pirichanthe: by Name I conjure Thee: Hear my word. Pirichanthe: twice by Name I conjure Thee: Understand my word. Pirichanthe: by Name thrice I conjure Thee: Believe my word.”


Panting, coughing, hacking up gouts of blood into the storm winds and thunder, your voice is scarcely a whisper, but I hear, and I understand, and I believe …


“You want me to draw this Sword and send you back to whateverthefuck Outside nonplace you came from? Okay. I can kill you. Happy to. But I’m a professional, fucker. I get paid for this shit.”


Paid …


Your hand upon the Sword to Bind Us in the permanent now, you lift your blood-smeared wolfen grin to the burning sky.


“I want to make a deal.”
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“What the life you’ve chosen to lead will cost you, I can’t begin to imagine.”







— DELIANN, THE MITHONDIONNE, 2ND ANKHANAN EMPEROR AND 3RD PATRIARCH OF THE ELKOTHAN CHURCH
Blade of Tyshalle





Simon Faller adjusted his tie for the hundredth time. All his collars were too big for him now; his appearance had become a compromise between leaving his collar half-open like a drunk and cinching it tight like a Temp in secondhand clothes. His image in the palmpad’s default mirror grimaced back at him. Swipes of exhaustion black as dried blood underlined his eyes. His hair—where he still had hair—straggled behind his ears. His lips had gone grey as his suit. When the door beside him slid open, he flinched and almost dropped the palmpad.


The aide was barely a third his age. “Professional? The Director will see you now.”


Faller tucked the palmpad securely into one armpit and followed the aide through three layers of outer office. The new Director’s personal office was unimpressive, as was the new Director, a small nervous man with a permanent frown who was directing that frown toward his deskscreen. He made a shooing motion with one hand without looking up. The aide discreetly evaporated.


“Professional Faller. Don’t bother to sit.”


Faller forbore to mention that the Director occupied the only chair. “Yes, Administrator. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, sir.”


“And don’t bother toadying.” The Director turned that frown toward Faller. “You were born Professional, I take it.”


“I, ahh, I mean, yes. Yes, sir.”


“My family have been Artisans for more than a hundred years,” the Director said severely. “I was the first elevated to Professional. I am the sole member of my family, ever, to rise as high as Administration. Ordinarily I enjoy obsequy as much as the next Administrator, but this is not an ordinary day.”


“Yes, sir. That’s why I asked to see you.” Faller licked his lips and extended the palmpad like a serving tray. “This—I mean, have you seen this? What I’m supposed to show him?”


“Of course.”


“Please, Administrator, you must understand—this will not persuade him. Or intimidate him. It’s exactly the opposite of how—”


“Only a moment ago I was onscreen with the Board of Governors making precisely that argument. The Board isn’t interested in argument. They aren’t interested in our opinions. They’re interested in our obedience, and they will have it.”


“Administrator—” Faller almost dropped the palmpad for the second time in five minutes. He set it on the Director’s desk and backed away. “I’m not sure I can do this.”


“And I’m sure you will.”


“But—please, sir. I thought you knew him. I can’t threaten his family—do you know what happens to people who threaten his family?”


“You won’t threaten his family. Neither will I. Our task is to convey information. Specific information, conveyed as specifically directed.”


“That’s a—” Faller thought he was about to laugh; what came from his mouth was instead more of a despairing bleat. “Do you think he’ll care about fine distinctions?”


“You’re frightened.”


“Of course I’m frightened,” Faller said. “Have you not seen footage of the fire at Marc Vilo’s estate? Have you never cubed For Love of Pallas Ril?”


The Director lifted a hand as though to massage a headache. The hand trembled, just a bit, and instead he wiped away pale sweat that had beaded above his eyebrows. For a long moment he sat, eyes closed, resting his head against his sweaty hand, then abruptly huffed a sigh and rose. “Professional Faller, the analysis I am about to share with you is speculation, nothing more. Despite it being nothing more than speculation, should you repeat this conversation in any context whatsoever, I will not only deny it, I will see you downcasted for corporate slander. Do you understand me?”


“I, ah—yes, sir. I mean, I understand, Administrator.”


The new Director rounded his desk and perched himself informally on one corner. “I was a porter and part-time nurse’s aide when Arturo Kollberg came to be Director of St. Luke’s Ecumenical in Chicago. I found ways of bringing myself to his attention, and made myself useful in any and every manner he might so much as mention. He found me sufficiently useful that when he was hired by the Studio, he brought me with him, and sponsored my upcaste to Professional to serve as his private secretary, which I did for more than a decade. After Chairman Kollberg’s breakdown, I served in the same capacity under the new Chairman, Administrator Hari Michaelson. Because the Board of Governors considered Chairman Michaelson to be unreliable and potentially treasonous, they requested I provide periodic updates on the Chairman’s activities. My compliance with their orders led me to find myself this close—”


The Director shoved his hand so close to Faller’s face that he could smell the man’s sweat on its palm.


“This close to Hari Michaelson’s face—close enough to count his nose hairs—while he advised me to remind the Board that the only thing he’d ever been good at was killing people with his bare hands.”


Faller took a step back. He’d been that close to Hari Michaelson a couple of times himself. “What did you do?”


“I did my duty,” the Director said though his teeth. “As I always have. As will you.”


Faller noted for the first time that the new Director’s eyes were underlined almost as darkly as his own, and that his chiton and chlamys both showed damp below his armpits.


The Director pushed himself to his feet again, and moved toward the window. “We’re ready for him,” he said. “As ready as anyone can be.”


Faller joined him at the window. The blasted wasteland of the badlands around was pocked with artillery emplacements, bunkers, and hardpoints of all descriptions. In the far distance of the hard blue sky, five stars flickered silver as they fell into a curve that would bring them to the rooftop landing pad. Faller swallowed. His dry throat tried to stay closed.


Some of the field pieces and SAM units tracked the falling stars. The rest maintained their prescribed kill vectors. Four of those stars would be the latest generation of riot cars, packing enough firepower to take a serious chunk out of the emplacements outside. The other—the star in the center—would be a specially modified detention van.


All this for one man. One man who wasn’t even conscious.


“You’ll forgive me, Administrator, for feeling that the entire armed force of the planet could be out there and do us no good at all. We’re bringing him in here. In here with us.”


“The division isn’t there to protect us from him,” the Director said, bleak as a granite headstone. “It’s to make sure he doesn’t get out.”


Faller stared. “That’s …”


“I believe you’re here for the same reason I am. It’s not so much that we know him—there are doubtless thousands, perhaps millions, of fans and researchers and historians who know him better than both of us together ever could. My best guess is that we’re here because he knows us.”


The Director turned to him, his eyes soft with unexpected sympathy. “He knows us, and he doesn’t like us.”


Numb horror squeezed Simon Faller’s throat. “So this—” He coughed, waving weakly at the palmpad. “—this information … the Board wants you and me to …”


“Because they believe if he gets loose, he’s going to kill someone. Likely several someones,” the Director said simply. “Ours are the faces he will associate with this … information. My feeling is that this is in accord with the Board’s plan. I believe the Board has calculated that as long as he’s trying kill us, he won’t be trying to kill them.”


“So—how are we supposed to—”


“Don’t whine at me, Professional. You were an Actor. You know how this works.”


Director Keller spread his sweaty hands. “Win or die.”
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This is the axe from Kor.


This is the arrow from the Teranese floodplain.


This is the spike from my cross, and this the burn from Crowmane’s god.


This is the alley knife from home, and this the brick, and this my father’s fist.


— “CAINE” (PFNL. HARI MICHAELSON)
Retreat from the Boedecken





A week or two after my seventh birthday, my father beat my mother to death.


I remembered it. All of it. Finally.


I remembered the way it was. The only way it’ll ever be.


Listen to me.


Yes, you. Pay attention. This is important. This is the whole story right here. Everything else is just context.


Listen:


The Mission District’s Labor free clinic … Dad and me and the old guy with the scars …


Dad and me, we sat together on a plastic bench, shoved up against the mildew-stained wall a couple meters in from the age-smoked armorglass of the street doors. A girl hunched next to me, twelve or thirteen probably, because to me she looked practically grown up. She was talking, kind of under her breath, and most of the time I couldn’t understand what she was saying and the rest of the time she didn’t make much sense. She was rocking back and forth with one knee hugged to her chest while her other leg jittered and bounced and kicked out sometimes and she didn’t seem to notice.


On the other side of her was some ancient ragface, probably Dad’s age even, lying on his side on the bench, snoring with his head on a bundle of rags, blowing pinkish bubbles of bloody vomit out his nose.


On the other side of me was Dad.


Elbows on knees, hands dangling limp between his thighs, he stared straight ahead, barely even blinking, and I knew he was looking at something inside his head instead of in the room. He got like that after an episode. Like he was dead, except for moving and breathing and stuff. He hadn’t made a noise since we sat down. Over an hour.


Me neither.


The clinic waiting room was bigger than our whole apartment. Cleaner, too. It was late morning, so there were only fifty or sixty Laborers waiting to see the practitioner. Slowest part of the day. Most of them just had the flushed faces and thick gluey coughs that meant they’d caught the wheeze, which had started early this year. It wasn’t even fall yet. The wheeze could be cured by taking a pill every day for a week or two, but somehow there were never enough pills. Nickles Porter, a kid about my age who lived on our floor in the Temp block, had told me his dad had come home from the clinic worse off than when he’d went in, and that the old man had spent most of the night choking to death.


I remember thinking, when Nickles told me about it, how it’d be pretty neat if my dad would come down with the wheeze, because once he was gone, Mom could maybe get us recasted to Professional, and she could teach and we’d go back and live in our real house, the one on Language Arts Drive at the faculty compound in South Berkeley.


I sort of figured that Nickles and his mom must have done something like that, because a couple weeks later he wasn’t around anymore. I thought this because I was still new. A few months along, I’d have a more direct understanding of how and why Labor kids disappeared from the Mission District.


Sitting there on the bench, I didn’t worry about Mom dying; I wasn’t that new. In the Temp blocks, you don’t worry about what’s coming so much as about living through whatever it turns out to be. If she died, it’d be one thing. If she lived, it’d be something else. Nothing I could do about anything either way. Except sit and wait. And try not to think about the rest of my life.


So that’s what I did until the old guy showed up.


He came in through the street door like he had someplace to be, walking with one of those hollow plastic crutches tucked into his armpit, even though he didn’t look like he needed it. Except maybe for being old. He looked older than dirt. His hair was mostly grey, and his eyebrows too, and his face was the color of an old paper bag. His nose was crooked and the scar that slanted across it was the lightest-colored thing on his face. He headed straight for the inner door.


“You can’t do that.”


He stopped and looked back at me. “What?”


“You can’t go in.” I pointed over at the vented armorglass reception window. “You check in with the window-lady, then sit out here until somebody calls your name.”


“Sure, kid. Whatever. I’m not here to see the … oh.” He’d looked from me over to Dad, and he stared the way you stare in nightmares when you can’t quite figure out what you’re afraid of, and he sounded like somebody was choking him. “Fuck me …”


He kind of pulled himself together, rubbing at his eyes with his free hand, but he’d gone pale except for that scar across his nose, which had turned dark red, and he didn’t look too steady on his feet.


“You better sit down,” I said. “If you fall here, there’s nobody to pick you up.”


“Yeah.” His voice had gone hoarse and breathy. “Yeah, I remember.”


I didn’t know what he meant by that, so I didn’t say anything. He looked at Dad some more, then he looked at me and he got this expression like he was mad but was about to cry anyway. Then he got over that, and just looked sad. “You’re having a tough day.”


I looked up at Dad, but he was still vacant, like an old building nobody lives in anymore. “I guess.”


The old guy came over and lowered himself onto the bench between me and the muttering girl. He leaned his forehead on the crutch, like this was why he carried the thing, because he was too tired to hold his head up. “Your mom, huh?”


I looked at the floor. He knew stuff he shouldn’t, and I knew better already than to talk to undercover Social Police.


“My mom’s back there too,” the old guy said.


I knew to keep my eyes on the floor, but I never learned to shut up. “You got a mom?”


“Everybody’s got a mom, kid. And everybody’s mom dies.”


“My mom’s not gonna die.”


“Maybe not today. Remember what she says to you? About your dad?”


I remembered. Lying on her cot in the living room, all sweaty and bruised and still bleeding a little from the corner of her mouth. I remembered how her hand would shake when she’d grab my wrist, and how her grip had no strength anymore. “Take care of your father,” she’d say. “He’s the only father you’ll ever have. He’s sick, Hari. He can’t help himself.”


She used to say stuff like that a lot. About how it wasn’t his fault, how Dad really loves us and never wants to hurt us, even though he did anyway. Sometimes bad enough you couldn’t walk much for a day or two. It never made sense to me; who cared whose fault it was?


She also used to say how sometimes he’s just not himself, which never made sense to me either, because if he wasn’t himself, who was he? If Dad was just sick, why didn’t he ever get better?


And who cares why? What difference does why make? A punch in the mouth is a punch in the mouth. Why’s got nothing to do with it.


But Mom seemed to think all this was important for me to understand, so I always nodded and played along, because that was the only way to make her quit bugging me about it.


The old guy watched me like he was listening to my mind. “For there is nothing good or bad, but thinking makes it so, right?”


I looked down at the floor again. “I think you shouldn’t be talking to me.”


“Got that right.” He leaned toward me just a little, tilting his head down and lowering his voice like he didn’t want Dad to hear, which made me wonder if he might really not be Soapy after all, because if he was, he’d know who Dad was and what he was like after an episode already, and he’d know Dad couldn’t do anything right now even if you shot at him. “Listen, kid, I want to …”


He stopped and shook his head, and I could tell he was making a face even though I wasn’t looking at him. “Just one thing, kid. One thing and I’ll leave you alone, okay?”


I didn’t answer because I was looking at his hands.


He sat forward on his elbows, the crutch leaning on one shoulder, hands dangling between his thighs. Which was kind of funny, because that’s exactly how Dad was sitting, but his hands didn’t look anything like Dad’s hands, which were wide and strong and hard as a brick—when he’d start in on me, he’d knock me down without even trying. Without even making a fist. He was working on the docks, and we were still eating okay, and it seemed like he was stronger every day. Stronger than people are supposed to get. Dad’s hands were scabbed and scarred and rough with callus, but they still looked like hands.


The old guy’s hands looked like hammers.


Not deformed or anything—he still had fingers and stuff—but they were covered in scars and some kind of weird stripe of skin across the knuckles and along the sides, skin that was dark as old bruise, thick and rumpled until you couldn’t even really see his knuckles at all. There might not even have been knuckles under there—even when he made a fist, all you could see was that the patch over the joints behind his first and second fingers was thicker and darker than the rest.


His hands were made to hit.


“Ugly, huh? That’s what happens when guys like me get old.” He turned them over so I could look at the scars and calluses on his palms too. Looked like his fingers didn’t really work too well anymore; they were crooked and stiff and bulged at the joints. “It’s a little late for me to take up guitar.”


I felt like I ought to say something, and even though I knew I shouldn’t even be talking to the old guy, I didn’t want to be mean. All I could come up with was, “You sure have a lot of scars.”


“Yeah. You too.”


I didn’t have any scars, not like his, just some nicks and cuts from fights after stickball and stuff. He was making fun of me. “Making fun of a kid is an asshole move.”


I didn’t know exactly what an asshole move was, except that the older kids said that when you were mean to somebody for no reason.


“I’m not teasing you, kid. There’s scars, and there’s scars.” He sounded so serious, and so sad, that I looked up at him, and his eyes were extra-shiny, like they were a little more wet. He shrugged and he coughed and he looked down. “These on my hands here, they’re one kind … well, hell, look here for a second.”


He twisted around and tugged the collar of his tunic down off his neck, and he had a real scar on his shoulder, jagged as a lightning bolt, rippled and weirdly smooth and white as spit.


“Wow.” I couldn’t take my eyes off it. “How’d you get that one?”


“Guy hit me with an axe.”


“For real?” I could just barely imagine it. “That is so cool!”


“Not at the time.”


“He could of chopped your arm off!”


“Except he was aiming for my neck. Whatever. But look—” He held his arm out and kind of twisted his shoulder in a little circle to show that everything still worked. “That’s one kind of scar. It’s there mostly just to remind you something happened. Where he broke my collarbone here? It’s stronger than the bone on either side. A lot of scars are like that. They heal back tougher than they were before.”


“Cool.”


“But if, like you said, he cut off my arm instead …” He shook his head. “That’s another kind of scar. You can live through it and learn to work around it and whatever, but for the rest of your life you’re gonna be a little bit broken. Or a lot.”


I got the idea, but I didn’t get what it had to do with me, and I said so.


“Not all scars are on your body, kid. But some of them leave you broken just the same. My mom … she died when I was about your age. You don’t get over that kind of shit. Just … listen, kid. Don’t ever miss a chance to kiss her good-bye. You never know which time is the last time.”


“You’re not a very good liar.”


“Huh?”


“Your mom died when you were my age? How come she’s in the clinic here, then?”


He looked uncomfortable. “It’s complicated.”


“My dad says if you’re gonna tell lies, you better remember which lies you tell,” I said.


“And he’s right. But you better remember the truth too.” He shook his head again, a little shake, irritated with himself, like Dad would do when he found himself talking off in the wrong direction from whatever he was wanting to say.


“Here’s the gristle. You’re gonna see me again someday. A long time from now. So long that you won’t remember meeting me, or having this talk or anything, right up until you see me. It’ll come back to you. When it does, there’s something I want you to remember, all right? One thing.”


I looked back down at the floor. Somehow I felt like I was in one of those fairy tales Dad liked to read to me off the net—the kind where if you agree to something, it’s a trap and everything goes wrong forever. But still I couldn’t help asking. I had to know. “What’s that?”


“That I’m sorry, kid.” His voice was slow. Heavy. “That I said I was sorry.”


“For what?”


He looked down too, like he wanted to see whatever it was on the floor I’d been looking at. “Everything.”


“I don’t get it.”


“You will.” He shook his head and his lips flattened into a straight line. “I’d make things different if I could.”


I frowned. “Make what things different?”


“Nothing. Everything. Fuck it anyway.” He gave a heavy sigh and pushed himself to his feet. “Forget I said anything.”


My ears started to get hot. “I don’t think that’s right.”


“Yeah, okay. Whatever.”


He went toward the inner door, and I jumped up, fists trembling against my thighs.


“What’s that even mean? You’re sorry but you’re not gonna do anything.” I felt myself blush, like always when I get mad. The blush climbs my neck like I’m a bottle filling up with angry. “Everybody’s fucking sorry!”


He stopped like I had him on a leash, but he didn’t look back. I knew I was in trouble, because fuck is a bad word even when you say it to other kids, but it’s worse when you say it to a grown-up. Since I was already in trouble, I wasn’t worried about getting in trouble, so I stood there and screamed at him.


“People were sorry Dad got soaped and people were sorry we got thrown out of our house and Mom is sorry I get in fights and Dad is sorry he beats Mom until all she can do is lie on the floor and bleed and nobody ever does the first fucking thing to make anything different!”


Now everybody in the waiting room was looking, and I was shaking and tears were streaming down my face, because I get too angry to do anything but cry, and then I’m crying because there’s nothing else I can do.


“If you were really sorry you wouldn’t even have to say it and the only reason you say it is so you don’t feel bad about not doing anything! Saying you’re sorry doesn’t do anything except make you feel like you’re not such a fucking useless fucking rotten fucking fuck!”


I felt Dad move next to me like a sculpture coming to life, and his hand found my shoulder. “Hari?” His voice had that kinda blurry sound, like I woke him up in the middle of the night and he’s not sure what’s going on. “What’s wrong, Killer?”


But by then I had the full waterworks going, and I couldn’t even tell him because I couldn’t get my breath. So I just stood there and shook and cried and wished I was big enough to beat that old guy the way Dad would beat Mom. Till all he could do was lie on the floor and bleed.


Then Dad looked up and saw the old guy, and his face went white as foam. “You …”


The old guy nodded to him. “Duncan. Guess I don’t have to ask how you’ve been.”


Dad got a funny look on his face, like he was worried and scared and mad all at the same time. “You can’t be here—you can’t be here …”


“But I am.”


“You’re supposed to be dead.”


“So I hear.”


Dad’s hand on my shoulder clutched tight so suddenly that it shocked me right out of sobbing, then faster than I’d ever seen a man move, Dad was on his feet and had dragged me behind him to put himself between me and the old guy.


“What do you want here?” Dad growled in his tell me before I pound you to paste voice, and he was a lot bigger than the old guy and he was younger than the old guy and stronger than a person ought to be and had those hands like bricks, and the old guy didn’t look scared at all. Just kind of sad, again.


“What if …” he said slowly. “What if you could take back the worst thing you ever did?”


“What?”


“Would you? If you could unring a bell, just one time. Would you?”


Dad kind of leaned toward him and bent his knees a little. “Stay away from me. Stay away from my family.” I could hear the clench in his jaw. “If I ever see you again—”


He didn’t say I’ll kill you, but he didn’t have to.


“I wasn’t exactly expecting to bump into you two today,” the old guy said. “It won’t happen again.”


He leaned around Dad’s shoulder and met my eyes. “Remember what I said. And always kiss your mother good-bye, kid. Don’t forget. Always.”


“What you said?” Dad’s voice went all thick, like he was getting mad so fast it was choking him. “You … were talking? With my son?”


His hands went for the front of the old guy’s tunic and I knew what was coming next: Dad would lift him up and shake him, hard, and if that wasn’t enough, he’d hold on to the tunic with one hand while he used the other to beat the old guy bloody, because that was what happened when Dad got angry enough to put his hands on somebody. Except this time.


Before Dad could grab the guy’s tunic, the old guy said, “Don’t.”


And Dad didn’t.


The old guy looked about as harmless as an old guy can look without being actually broke-down, but there must have been some magic in that one quiet word because it stopped Dad cold—real cold, frozen, hands in front, close enough to grab or hit or whatever. But he didn’t.


“Duncan. Pull your shit together,” the old guy said. “You’ve got problems more serious than me.”


When I think about that moment …


Dad and the Social Police. Dad and the Studio. Dad and the Board of Governors. Dad and the Leisurefolk and Investors who rule the Earth, and the Businessmen and Administrators who run it. Dad and Mom. Dad and me.


Dad.


Because now, all these years later, I understand what I saw that day.


In the book Kris Hansen wrote about me, he had Tan’elKoth tell the Board of Governors how to beat me. We must teach him to think of himself as a defeated man.


My father had been more than defeated. He’d been crushed. He had poked his head up out of the grass, and the boot of human civilization had stomped him flat.


Slowly.


And through it all, his degenerative neurological disorder had been inexorably transforming him into exactly the kind of man he had given his life to fight: stupid, erratic, and violent. And he knew it.


He never even got to forget.


All those years … every time he looked at me, he remembered every time he had hurt me. He remembered choking me. Remembered hitting me with his hands, or other things. Books. Chairs. Frying pans. Once, memorably, a pipe wrench.


Sometimes he had blackouts. Not many.


I’m pretty sure he remembered beating Mom to death.


We never talked about her. Never. But you could see it in his eyes. The memory would hit and his eyes would go empty. Wet marbles. Nothing there at all. Not sadness. Not even regret. He’d lose the thread of whatever we were talking about, and he’d be just gone. Gone like he used to be after one of his rages. Not like he’d go dead. Like he’d been dead all along, but once in a while he’d forget long enough to dream he was still alive. Or maybe the dream was that he’d died the way he wished he could have: that he’d given his life to protect her.


I have failed people I love. Failing them destroyed me. What it did to Dad … I can’t even imagine. I don’t want to imagine.


I know why he took it, though. Why he didn’t kill himself and skip forty years of living death. I figured it out a year or two after I got him sprung from the Buke and moved him into the Abbey with Shanna and Faith and me. I figured it out from seeing how he looked at me.


Mom would come to him like Banquo’s ghost, and he’d go dead … and when he’d come back, there’d be this look. When he looked at me. After a while I realized where I knew it from. I recognized the look because when I think about Faith, I see it in the mirror.


Every time he’d drag himself back from that dead place, he was making a promise. Not to me. That look in his eyes came from silently reminding himself that no matter how crushed he was, how helpless and sick and guilty he was, even if I denied him and spit on him and cursed his memory … there was still the thinnest shaved-bare chance that someday there might be something, no matter how small, he could do to help me. There might even come a day when I’d actually need him. The look was him swearing to himself that if such a day should ever come, he would be there. No matter what it cost him.


He’d be there to save me.


Even if I never needed saving. Even if all his endurance, all his suffering, if the rot chewing away his brain and the guilt clawing through his heart turned out to be for nothing. Even if there was never one goddamn thing he could ever do.


Because there would always be that chance …


Dad in the Mission District Labor Clinic, on his feet, a barbwire tangle of fury and terror. Because he saw in front of him a bad man. A casual killer who takes lives the way most people take showers. Dozens of lives. Hundreds. A man who could slay faster than Dad could blink, and for less reason. Knowing that any slightest twitch might, without warning, drop his bloody corpse on the waiting room floor, he had something he thought was worth dying for.


He got in front of me.


In that one long stretching eyeblink of violence gathering like a thunderstorm around us, the clinic’s inner door opened behind the old guy, and one of the practitioner’s aides stuck his head out. “Laborer Michaelson?”


The old guy turned like he thought the aide was talking to him, but of course the aide was talking to Dad. And me. The old guy just pushed the door a little bit farther open and walked on through. I’m not sure Dad even noticed him go.


Like the old guy said, we had problems more serious than him.


“Yes? I’m Prof—Laborer. I’m Laborer Michaelson,” Dad said. “How is she?”


“Can you come with me, Laborer?”


All the anger drained out of Dad and didn’t leave anything behind to hold him up. He swayed a little and caught himself by grabbing my shoulder. “I’m here with—this is our son …”


“It’s very crowded back here, Laborer. Your son has to stay in the waiting room.”


“You can’t let … we can’t even go in together …?”


But I knew the look on the aide’s face. I shrugged out from under Dad’s hand and sat back down on the bench, because I could already tell what was coming next.


“Maybe after you come out, Laborer,” the aide said. “Sorry.”


Sorry. Yeah.


It is only now—literally now, as I compose these words on the far side of decades that feel more like centuries—that this finally strikes me as incongruous. That Dad could stare violent death square in the eye without so much as a blink, but couldn’t stand up to a goddamn nurse’s aide. At the time, it was obvious. Natural. It was the primary lesson of my life.


You can fight a threat. You can’t fight the way things are.


That’s what got us buried in the Mission District Labor ghetto. Because Dad had tried to fight the way things are. By the time we stood together in the clinic, the scars he carried from that brutal beat-down had him too broken to even raise his voice.


So I went to the bench and sat, and waited for Dad to come out and tell me Mom was dead.


And the old guy? He was right. I forgot all about him until I saw him again.


Which was—to the surprise of absolutely fucking nobody except my own dumb ass—in a mirror.


The mirror was an old mirror, almost as old as I felt when I dragged myself out of bed that morning. Bent nails clipped it onto a splintered wall over a rust-crusted washbowl in a crappy village wayhouse where everything was damp and the whole place smelled of mildew. Including the mirror: half the silver had peeled off the back, and black stains rimmed the patches remaining.


Every week or two I’d hit one of these crappy wayhouses in whatever crappy village we happened to be closest to, so I could pick up any supplies we needed, and then spend the evening in front of a fire wherever the locals gathered to jawbone, buy a lot of drinks, and find out if the world had blown up yet. And sometimes the horse-witch would come with me, because even she liked a bed once in a while. As a change of pace.


And because, as she never gets tired of reminding me, I’m not getting any fucking younger.


That particular morning, I woke up alone even though I hadn’t gone to bed alone. And she’d been gone awhile even though it was barely dawn; her side of the bed was cold as a tombstone in the rain. And I hadn’t felt her go, which was kind of weird just because of who I am, but also because I hadn’t slept well. At all.


I had finally drifted off sometime midway between midnight and dawn, and even then I wasn’t resting easily; I had a nightmare. Well, not really a nightmare. By then I could tell the difference. It was a sending.


I should say, a Sending.


In the nightmare/sending/whateverthefuck, I was Orbek. I was up in the Boedecken and I blew the brains out of some old hunchbacked ogrillo named Kopav, then adopted his son into the Black Knives. I mean, Orbek adopted him.


Just like he adopted me.


So I’d had a shitty night, and morning without the horse-witch looked to be worse, and then I mopped my face with the rotting rag that passed for a hand towel and saw the old guy in the mirror.


I had to stare for a while before I could make anything make sense. I’m not sure how long. Sometimes I’m fast with shit—usually how to hurt people, but let that go—and sometimes comprehending shit takes me roughly twice forever, and I don’t even remember which flavor of shit this had turned out to be. For the longest time, I couldn’t get my head around how the old bastard hadn’t been lying to me.


His mom really had died when he was my age. She really was in the back of the clinic that morning. Too.


I didn’t give the sonofabitch enough credit. Whatever else anybody can say about him, that old fucker was an honest man.


It was raining weird all over the damn place. Except this wasn’t so much raining weird as it was a hurricane of fucking impossible. There’s a reason it’s not called the 2nd Guideline of Thermodynamics.


Because if that was possible—shit, more than possible, considering it actually happened—what else is possible?


What isn’t?


I remember thinking about everything I’ve done. Everything I’ve seen. Everything I know. And I remember a wave of wonder breaking over me when I finally realized what it meant.


That’s when I started to smile.


That’s when I looked at my reflection in a ragged patch of silver and thought, Fuck you too, old man. Everybody’s fucking sorry.


The difference between him and me?


Hard to say. He obviously didn’t expect to find Dad and me in the clinic, which means I’ll never be him, because he must not have had that memory. So my future won’t be that. The horse-witch would say he wasn’t me. He was somebody who looked like me. Somebody who had my scars.


But, y’know, the horse-witch isn’t always right about everything.


Kris—Emperor Deliann, who also isn’t always right about everything—would say that each of us is the sum of his scars, which is what has always made the most sense to me. Even if I never find my way to the clinic on the day my mother died, that old guy was Hari Michaelson. Caine. Jonathan Fist. Dominic fucking Shade, even.


If you have my scars, you’re me too.


But being me didn’t mean I’m him, or that I ever will be. You neither. Shit, I wasn’t the same guy I’d been the night before. I’m not the same guy I’ll be after I go back to the Boedecken. That’s part of why the horse-witch has her thing about names. Sometimes your name is just a dodge to fool yourself into thinking you’re the same guy you were ten years ago. Six months ago.


Yesterday.


Funny thing, though: the old guy didn’t remember us meeting. That means at least something about his childhood had unhappened. His childhood had been warped by a Power into my childhood. He’s who I would have been.


So—stick with me here—his childhood, the one that led him to that morning in the Mission District Labor Clinic, never existed. But I still remember him. I remember all of it. Even though he will never exist. He can’t. He himself has unhappened, but he still exists as a feature of my youth. Existed. Language fails.


That scene couldn’t have happened; it’s an acausal loop, a self-canceling sideslip of history. Couldn’t have failed to unhappen.


Except it did.


Time-binding is not accomplished lightly. There have been, according to Monastic Vaultbound Histories, only two human beings who could do it at all. One of them was Jantho of Tyrnall, called the Ironhand, who crafted the Covenant of Pirichanthe, created the Vaults of Binding, and founded the Monasteries. The other was his twin brother, Jereth.


He’s the one we call the Godslaughterer.


That white plastic crutch … those things are hollow. And the old bastard didn’t need it for walking. I really wish I could ask him what was inside.


I guess, unlikely as it seems, there’s a chance I might find out.


And there was another difference between him and me. The big one. The biggest there is: I had something I could do about shit he’d been just sorry for.


Which was good because, y’know, save the world one goddamn time and it’s your fucking job forever.
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“Do this one thing, and there will be agony beyond Your imagination. Only grant my one small desire, and I promise You a universe of pain.


     “Just get me off this cross.”







— “CAINE” (PFNL. HARI MICHAELSON)
Retreat from the Boedecken





My cell in the Buke had no way to measure time. Night was when they turned off my lights. Day was when they turned them on. Meals were delivered through a feeding tube attached to a nozzle just behind my collarbone, minimizing solid waste, so I couldn’t even track time by how often I have to shit. It was actually kind of relaxing. Though still, it wasn’t the kind of place I thought I’d miss, until I woke up somewhere else.


Apparently food isn’t the only thing delivered through my feeding tube.


Some things haven’t changed. I’m still stripcuffed to a restraint bed. I still have no feeling below my waist. The room décor is still general-purpose cell, just with walls of institutional green instead of white, and actual furniture instead of molded extrusions of the floor. There’s even a window—or at least a very convincing imitation of natural light—behind me where I can’t see, but low enough to cast my bed’s shadow on the wall. And I can tell time here. When the steel doors slide open and Simon Faller’s standing there with a jumbo economy-size palmpad, I know exactly what time it is.


Half-past the rest of my life.


He’s in the same grey suit from before. The fit hasn’t improved. He looks drawn, nervy, round-eyed. A fawn scenting wolves. From the look of his collar, he’s lost more weight and isn’t really keeping up with his laundry. He flicks me half a glance from the doorway, then steps aside to clear the lines of fire from me to six Studio Security spec-ops guys, who block the door open and cover me with smartgrip power rifles.


Six. That’s almost respect.


Spec-ops secmen. Y’know, it never really struck me how weirdly wrong it actually is to have highly trained, highly motivated special-operations troopers—we recruit from the Social Police—to keep order in an entertainment company. On the other hand, considering the specific entertainment we produced, maybe it’s not weird, or wrong either. These particular guys wear the shimmery cardinal-red body armor and the silver moiré helmets of Artan Guards—anti-magick gear.


Interesting. Because if you think you need a defense …


Before I can fully parse the various implications, a couple of Workers roll in a cart that carries a small console with a screen and I.V. stands, like a morphine pump, except I have considerable experience with narcotic painkillers and I know for damn sure that a standard morphine solution doesn’t look anything like the iridescent black goo that fills the four bags on the cart, and it’s only when one of the Workers plugs a line into my feeding tube’s shunt that I finally click on what that shit reminds me of.


Fuck me inside out.


“Simon?” He’s out of sight in the corridor. “What’s going on? Are we still on Earth?”


Because if that’s what it looks like, it shouldn’t even exist … but the secmen carry power rifles, which don’t work on Home …


This is beyond me.


“Uh—” A wet-sounding cough as he comes back in. “Yes. Earth. Mostly.”


I roll my eyes up at the bags of black goo. “And what’s that shit?”


“I … have been told, I mean, they said you’d know what it is.” My eyes roll closed and my head drops back onto the pillow. “This just keeps getting better.”


“I know it’s upsetting—”


“Fuck upsetting. I thought I might be useful for something more than firewood.”


“I—we, ah, I mean, nobody wants to do that. It’s not supposed to kill you. It’s not supposed to even hurt.”


“Yeah, tell me another.”


Faller gives a resigned nod that’s barely more than essential tremor. He comes over by me and picks up the hand unit. “Here. You control it. Nobody else.”


It really is like a morphine pump—just a handle with a button switch that’ll dispense a measured amount of black shit into my bloodstream. “So, what, it’s an assisted suicide thing?”


Faller gives me an exhausted shrug. “I don’t know, Caine. Hari. I don’t know anything. I just do what they tell me.”


“And how’s that working out for you?”


“Could be worse.” He smiles, just a bit. “I could be the cripple stripcuffed to a restraint bed with a crude oil I.V.”


“There’s crippled and there’s crippled, Simon.” He doesn’t ask me to explain, so I don’t. “What happens now?”


Another sigh. He’s barely vertical, bracing himself on my bedrail. “Right. Ah, that offer you made to the Board of Governors—guaranteed permanent Overworld access in exchange for amnesty and a job—”


“Yeah, I was there. What about it?”


“Well … this is, uh—I guess you’d call it,” Faller says reluctantly as he turns my bed so I can see out the window, “their counteroffer.”


“Wow.” I blink, and then I blink again, but it’s all still out there. “I mean, wow.”


The landscape’s grim: blasted hills and rock bleached white enough to hurt my eyes and not one living thing except for about a division of Social Police manning hardened bunkers and pointing everything from radar-directed sea whiz cannon to railguns to turret-mounted sixteen-fucking-inch guns out over the dead moonscape or up into the empty sky.


Honest-to-fuck artillery.


And the sky isn’t empty. Not when I really look. Way up high, it’s actually kind of crowded, what with all the shiny pinpoints that are probably the latest generation of riot cars.


Faller coughs behind my head. “The, ah, Social Police are, I guess, hoping to deter a rescue attempt. Or, ah, escape.”


“Somebody did mention to them that I can’t walk, right?”


“They—uh, they like to be thorough.”


“And escape to where? Jesus, look at that shit.”


I nod out toward the ragged hills rising in the middle distance: only the colors of stone and dirt. “There’s nothing out there. Not even sagebrush or cactus or any other goddamn thing. What the hell is this, the Korean Peninsula?”


“Ah, no. No, we’re in North America. We, uh … this installation is in the Dakota Badlands.”


“Holy shit.”


“Yes.”


“I’ve heard—but I never thought it could still—”


“It is. Even now. Hotter than the provincial authority has ever admitted. That’s why all the slavelanes divert south. There is nothing alive here that we didn’t bring with us.”


“I better knit myself some lead underwear.”


“Better knit yourself a tank.”


Wait … the Dakota Badlands … holy shit again. Holy shittier. “It’s the dil. That’s why this fort’s here. That’s why I’m here. This is the Earthside face of the dil T’llan.”


He shrugs. “No reason to deny it now. Neither of us is going anywhere.”


Well.


Well well well. Explains the anti-magick shit. And the black oil.


Back outside the window some guys are walking by—what the fuck? No armor … and they’re huge … and that color isn’t cammo, it’s their fucking skin …


“Holy shit …” I can’t seem to get my breath. “Ogrilloi …? On Earth? Are you pulling my fucking dick?”


“The, ah, Overworld Company has been employing ogrilloi at this facility for, ah—” He coughs harshly, and again, and he wipes his mouth with a handkerchief stained with what looks like blood. “For a while. They, ah, are very reliable. And they need very little upkeep. Mostly meat and beer.”


“Has anybody told them how all their little grills are getting slow-roasted every time they take a step out there?”


“Apparently some factor of their genetics makes them resistant. About the worst they can get here is sunburn. And I’ve never seen an ogrillo with a sunburn.”


He’s got a point, but—


“And you give them weapons? Jesus, what are you, suicidal?” Then I get it. How much damage can ogrilloi do with small arms out here in the Badlands? Kill a few Social Police, maybe an Administrator or two, and that’s about it. But heavily armed ogrilloi on Home is a different fucking story. “Orbek’s pistol … he really did get it in town.”


Faller nods tiredly. “Relations have been … strained … with the Order of Khryl for a long time. Ever since we first opened the gate, in fact. The Board of Governors has been preparing, ah, a contingency plan … and following your, ah—the death of the Justiciar—well, as you can imagine, we anticipate that the Order intends to shut down our Homeside operation. Possibly even close the gate—the dil—if they can.”


“So you cut a side deal with the grills?” It actually makes sense. Too much fucking sense.


The only reason anybody bothers to deal with the Order of Khryl in the first place is their military occupation of the dil T’llan. We have to play nice, because they’re in place and they have power and they are not to be lightly fucked with—but a few thousand ogrilloi with state-of-the-art training and Home-friendly firearms could kick their armored asses right the fuck off the Battleground.


I don’t care how much God loves you. Getting shot in the face with an anti-tank rocket is gonna leave a fucking mark.


With the Order gone, taking with it all that whole Justice and Truth and Knightly Virtue shit that must put a serious cramp in the Company’s operation … Jesus, we don’t even need ogrilloi to work the mines; once we have full control of the dil T’llan we can ship a billion Laborers—five billion, more—there practically overnight. No wonder they think they don’t need me.


Well, fuck. This could be going better.


“So what’s the deal?”


Faller hands me the palmpad. “The docs are in memory. You can read the details for yourself.”


“Soon as somebody unstrips my cuffs.”


His eyes shift, and his right hand fiddles with a loose button on his jacket, and for a second it’s twenty-five years ago and we’re waiting for the Black Knives and he’s playing with that fucking platinum coin. “Maybe not just yet.”


“It’s that bad?” I twitch the pump’s hand unit. “Worse than this?”


He sighs, scrubbing at his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


“Don’t. Just … don’t.” I hate when people say they’re sorry. “Save that shit for the kiddie matinee.”


He nods distractedly. “That story—that whole yarn you spun out for me to feed to the Board of Governors, about what happened in Purthin’s Ford—was any of it true? Any at all?”


“Every word. True as fucking Gospel. Maybe truer. Whether that’s a word or not.”


He’s too tired to even pretend to believe me. “All right. Um …” He drifts off toward the door. “Uh, Director? He’s ready for you.”


I look down at the palmpad in my lap. Somehow seems too damn light to carry news this bad. Which is when it finally occurs to me to wonder just how bad this news will be.


Something tells me we won’t part as friends.


“Uh, Caine? This is the Director of Operations for this installation. I understand you know him.”


I look up, and it’s Gayle fucking Keller. “Son of a bitch.”


Gayle fucking Keller in a full-on formal chlamys-and-chiton, no less. Expensive too. The price of his sandals alone could feed a Labor family for six months. “Administrator Keller, is it now?”


“Hello, Hari. I won’t pretend I’ve missed you.”


I’ll give him that one for free. “You used to be afraid of me.”


“I still am.”


Huh. “That’s … unexpectedly forthright.”


He clasps his hands together behind his butt and spends a second or two staring at the floor like he’s being sent up for life. “I know you disliked me, Hari.”


“I won’t deny it.”


His eyes come up just long enough to register a small, slightly rueful smile. “I know you’ve publicly registered opinions of me that range from smug weasel to unctuous lying little fuck. But I don’t think even you ever thought me to be stupid, or disloyal.”


“You weren’t fucking loyal to me.”


“I didn’t work for you. I was employed by the Studio and the Board of Governors—you may recall discovering you didn’t have the authority to fire me. But even though I wasn’t employed by him, I was loyal to Arturo Kollberg, because he recognized and rewarded loyalty. He valued me as an assistant and a friend, whereas you—”


Different words, same tune. I wave him off. “Been practicing this conversation for a while?”


Again the oddly sincere flicker of rueful smile. “Almost three years.”


There’s something off about him that I can’t quite capture. “Is it as fun as you expected?”


“Not even a little.” Keller sighs. “I won’t try to tell you this isn’t personal. I know you too well to hope you’ll take it any other way. Please understand that I am acting under orders, and that it’s not my intention to cause you distress.”


“Nobody gives a fuck about your intention.”


“I don’t expect you to,” he says. “You told me once that the only thing to which any man is absolutely loyal is his conception of the obligations of manhood.”


“Did I say that? Deeper than my usual.”


“Probably quoting someone smarter. But the idea stayed with me. I understand you, I think. In this context at least. Your absolute obligation is to those you love, yes? It’s well known. Mine is … well, my absolute obligation is to my duty.”


He visibly gathers himself. Deep breath, set jaw, white lips. “I have been given a position of considerable power and advantage, bringing wealth and social opportunities beyond my most fanciful dreams. This position also includes certain unfortunate necessities. The fact that these necessities are unfortunate in no way affects my obligation to accomplish them to the best of my ability. To do my job well is worth my life. It’s the only thing that gives my life meaning, or even value. Does this make sense to you?”


“You’d have made a pretty good Knight of Khryl.”


“I know you don’t mean that as a compliment, but I take it as one.”


He gives me a straight-on level stare, rigidly solemn, like he’s clenching to control an impulse to flinch. “I’ve never been a brave man. That hasn’t changed. Not much, anyway. Violence terrifies me. I’m afraid to be hurt. I’m afraid to die. Especially in ways you have hurt and killed other men.”


“So okay, you’re right about not being stupid.”


“The Board of Governors has full confidence in the Social Police—more perhaps than the Social Police have in themselves. They are confident that you are no longer a threat to anyone, much less me.” Again he sighs, and now he looks down. “They don’t know you like I do.”


Ah, I get it now: he’s telling the truth. That’s the thing that’s off about him. Somebody gave him an integrity transplant.


Huh again. “Careful, Gayle. Keep that shit up and I might decide I don’t hate you anymore.”


“That’s … sort of what I’m hoping for.”


“What, you’re worried I’ll think badly of you?”


“I’m worried you’ll kill me.” He starts coughing and looks away, out the window somewhere until he pulls himself back together. “That’s why I wanted to talk this through before we go any further. Because you once told Professional Faller, ah, I’m not gonna wreck you just for doing your job, man … mm, verbatim. I believe.”


“Like that, is it?”


“I have no authority to make any threat or offer any relief. I am here to fulfill the directives of the Board and the Leisure Congress. As soon as I discharge my duty here, I’ll go back to my office and do whatever is necessary to carry out the task I’ve been given.”


“I told you, I get it. Look, Gayle, for what it’s worth, I really won’t kill you just for doing your job.”


He catches his breath. “Thanks. Thank you, Hari. Even though I know you might find another reason. Or that there need not be a reason at all.”


“I thought that was understood.”


“Apparently it was.” His smile is weak and kind of blurry, but it seems real enough. “Professional? Go ahead, please.”


Faller moves close to my bed and touches a control surface on the rim of the palmpad. The screen lights up with a page of standard-looking contract shit. “Like I said, the documents are in memory. The Board of Governors has directed us to summarize it for you, and confirm that there is no misunderstanding. The summary is, well—the Board of Governors have … um, their counteroffer is, basically … no.”


“I worked that out for myself.”


“You will not be given the title of Director of Overworld Operations. You are, as of this notice, stripped of the title and privileges of Administration, and downcasted to Labor. You will not receive amnesty or immunity from prosecution for any activity you have performed in the past or may perform in the future. You will not return to Overworld—er, Home. Ever.”


“That’s a ballsy opener.”


“The Board presented their resolution to the Leisure Congress. It was approved by acclamation.”


“So much for my fan club.”


“You closed Overworld,” he says apologetically. “Even your fans want you hurt.”


“There’s more?”


He nods. “Laborer Michaelson, you are directed to consult on, and cooperate with, any and every Overworld Company operation that requests your attention until the Board determines you have successfully concluded your assignment. If at any time the Board judges success to be impossible, or that you have engaged in deliberate obstruction or sabotage of this project, or that you no longer have anything of value to contribute, you will be remanded to the Social Police for trial, followed by summary execution for Forcible Contact Upcaste in the murder of Leisureman Marc Vilo.”


“A trial? Seriously?”


“It’s a formality.”


“Oh, that makes it okay, then.” I look over at Gayle. “Don’t these idiots remember what happens when they try to bully me?”


“I’m sure they do,” he says. “I believe they don’t expect you to be intimidated; I believe they only wish the parameters of your situation to be entirely clear. I believe they expect that once you understand, you’ll choose to join them. Of your own free will.”


“Seems unlikely.”


“It’s not my plan.”


I’ll give him that one too. “I’ve had more attractive offers. Slavery and execution kind of leaves out the whole idea of, y’know, sweeteners.”


“My understanding is that it’s not supposed to be attractive. Just the opposite. It’s supposed to make the alternative attractive.”


“Oh, there’s an alternative now?”


“There always has been, Hari,” Gayle says solemnly. “Here, though, it’s a little more straightforward. You might say, unexpectedly forthright. Because the laws of physics here are just a bit different from most of the rest of Earth. Do this one thing, and everything Professional Faller has detailed goes away. We can all be friends.”


“That seems more unlikely.”


“The switch in your hand, Hari.” Gayle nods at the I.V. pump. “All you have to do is press the button.”


Eventually I manage to pick up my jaw. “You are batshit fucking insane.”


“No. And I’m not joking.”


“Do you know what this shit is?”


“Not precisely. Neither do you. I suspect our superiors have a more complete comprehension. I know what it does. And I have been told that if you don’t accept it—that is to say, if you hit the button without fully consenting to the terms—the substance will kill you. In a spectacularly painful fashion. The specific phrase was, if he does not say yes. Do you understand?”


“Oh, sure. I get it. You know, the first time I saw this shit it was burning Ankhana to the ground.”


“I’m familiar with the history.”


“They want to make me into … whatever the fuck Kollberg was.”


“One more thing you’ll have in common.”


“This was what you were talking about all along. You weren’t talking about enlisting … you want to make me part of that sick hungry mindless fucking thing—”


“Your father called it the Blind God, yes. It’s not, though. Blind. Not at all. Nor mindless, unless we allow it to be.”


“It’s not? You’re not. That’s what you mean. I can fucking smell it on you. It’s in you. You’re in them.”


And that’s the integrity transplant right there: he has no fear of shame, no fear of humiliation, no self-pity, none of the resentments and weaknesses that defined his life. Now the only way to hurt him is to hurt him. Physical fear is the only one he has left.


Kris said each of us is the sum of our scars. Dad used to say we are defined by what we fear. “Jesus to fuck and back again, Gayle—did you somehow miss what happened to Kollberg? How could you do this to yourself?”


“It was my duty.”


“Holy shit.”


“I’m not entirely sure why it frightens you,” he said. “You don’t get lost in it, Hari. I’m still me. But I’m part of something greater now.”


“Tell it to Kollberg.”


Even this Gayle takes with only a thoughtful nod. “Administrator Kollberg is not a … representative example. The events surrounding his breakdown left his mind, ah, fragile. Exceedingly fragile.”


“It wasn’t too sturdy before.”


“The belief was that his expertise in Studio operations, and intimate acquaintance with your career, would on balance make him an asset. But—” He turns up his hands. “—everyone makes mistakes, yes?”


I turn the switch over in my hand. I imagine my face must look like I’m holding a handful of radioactive weasel shit. “The more I think about this, the more I’m liking the slavery-and-execution option.”


Gayle nods to this too, with a tiny sigh of regret. “Professional Faller, if you don’t mind—?”


“This is … the rest of their offer.” Faller’s grey as his suit. Dark swipes underline his eyes like smears of dried blood. He touches a control surface on the palmpad’s casing. “Look at this.”


The screen changes. At first I can’t make sense of it. A tangle of tubes and wires go into and out from some kind of mannequin, a Halloween decoration–looking thing, a plastic ghoul, shriveled and corpse-white, hairless parchment skin glued over jutting bones, empty eye sockets sprouting twists of cable like fiber-optic tears. “So?”


“Look again. It’s not easy to see,” he says faintly. “Because … well, you don’t want to, you follow?”


I look again. After a second or two, I catch motion: the image isn’t a still—faint color-shifts flow along a tube here or there, and the white plastic eye sockets … twitch … the echo of a blink pressing flesh around the cables …


Acid creeps up the back of my throat. “It’s alive.”


“Yes.”


“What the fuck is this thing?”


“It’s a Worker.”


“Yeah?” Workers aren’t good for anything complex; the cyborging shorts out higher brain function. “What kind of work does anybody get out of that?”


“Data processing.” Faller’s voice goes thick, like he’s trying not to gag. “I was told that … this unit … is part of the Social Police signal-filter complex.”


My mouth’s so dry I can’t even swallow the up-trickle of acid. “This is the stick, huh? Wire me up so I don’t have a choice?”


“It’s worse than that. Michaelson … Hari …” Faller’s voice falls like he’s praying. Maybe he is.


Maybe his god is kinder than mine.


“You’re still not seeing. Because … because like I said, you don’t want to. It’s your mind, not your eyes.”


“What, some kind of, whateverthefuck, psychological defense mechanism or some fucking thing? Because if I ever had any, they broke a long time ago. Burned down, fell over, and sank into the swamp.”


No answer. No response at all. The face on the screen …


There’s something about the way the hairless brow arches down to join the cheekbone … if those wires weren’t in the way, I would have seen it already. This Worker used to be somebody I know.


It’s not all that easy to pick out a face, not when it’s somebody dead. Who you think is dead. Someone whose head’s been shaved, even the eyebrows and eyelashes. Somebody whose flesh has melted away with age and starvation and whose eyes have been ripped out to make room for cables, and my fingers go numb and my legs, they go numb too and their weight drags at me, hauls me down through the bed, through the deck, freefall into the earth. Into the bedrock. “Him? That’s him? That?”


“I’m sorry.”


When the Social Police came for him the final time, that night at the Abbey … standing on the marble threshold of my marble archway, helpless in the moonlight, watching them load him into the back of a detention van on my front lawn …


No good-byes. The digivoder that had been his only voice lay in pieces on the floor beside his bed, crushed under a soapy’s boot heel … His nurse at my shoulder … I remember asking, faintly, my lips numb and clumsy—


How long do you think he has?


Bradlee Wing, faithful Bradlee, who I haven’t thought of in forever, maybe not since that same night—He probably won’t even survive the cyborg conversion.


Yeah.


If he survives the operation, though … they’ll probably hardwire him for data processing. He might live for years.


One apologetic cough.


Not that you’d, uh, want him to, y’know. Not like that …


Out on my lawn, in the grip of the Social Police, he had rolled his head toward me. He had lifted his twisted hand—his last voluntary function, not quite destroyed by his disease—and he had touched his head, and made a weak patting motion, and then walked his crippled fingers slowly up the chrome bedrail of his travel couch. The last thing he ever said to me.


Keep your head down, and inch toward daylight.


He hadn’t kept his down far enough, and now wires come out of his eye sockets.


“He’s alive. Sort of,” I murmur, numb and stupid, knocked flat sideways by the way shit seems to come at me from all over at once.


“Oh yes,” Gayle says. “I have been instructed to emphasize to you that the network into which he is wired is the Social Police global data mine—that his brain is being used to filter electronic chatter and flag potentially seditious communications.”


This time I can’t make my mouth form my fading mental echo of holy shit …


Using Dad to track down everybody who is anything like what he used to be. It takes my fucking breath away. It’s like Raithe. Like Raithe and Shanna. Worse.


It’s a stroke of evil motherfucking genius.


Gayle nods as if he can read my mind. “You should understand that the ingenuity of their malice is functionally infinite.”


I don’t answer. I can’t answer.


“While surrender is painful and humiliating, refusal will be worse,” Gayle says. “Do you understand? They know your, ah, your absolute. Your obligation of manhood. And they are willing to use it in any necessary way.”


This pulls me back up to the surface of the swamp in my head. “So, what, if I screw with them, they kill him? Some threat.”


“No. If you don’t cooperate …” He looks at me then, and his eyes go as dead as mine feel. “If you screw with them, they won’t kill him.”


Oh. Of course.


That makes more sense.


“In fact,” Gayle says gently, almost delicately, just like Vinson Garrette, “they’ll wake him up.”


Sure. What else?


Didn’t matter. None of it mattered. None of it changed anything at all. Except …


Dad.


Of course Dad. It’s always been Dad. How could I think it would ever be anyone or anything else? He was right: I am defined by fear.


My fear is him.


Not fear of him—I got over that before I was ten years old. Fear I might be him. Sick. Crazy. Locked inside a body that doesn’t belong to me anymore.


Alone with my rage.


Maybe that’s why I never gave a shit about tossing my life into whatever the next fight was. Is.


People who say there’s no such thing as a fate worse than death should try telling that to Dad. I don’t know if his ears still work, but if they don’t you’re out of luck. It’s not like you can draw him a fucking picture.


Funny how they understand me so well.


I take a deep breath. “Okay.”


Faller blinks. “What?”


“I said okay. Need me to spell it? Here, watch.”


I jam my thumb onto the switch. Black oil rolls down toward my feeding tube.


It doesn’t feel like anything at all.


“Hey, I’ve got one last question.” I look from Faller to Gayle and back again. “Who’s your favorite character in To Kill a Mockingbird?”
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“I have this dream, y’know? More like a fantasy. That once, just once, somebody I care about is in trouble, and when I show up to help, they’re actually happy to see me.”







— DOMINIC SHADE
Caine Black Knife





He walks through a universe of white.


Snow …


He can’t remember the last time he saw snow.


It falls gently as a child’s kiss. Flakes twist and tumble and alight with the hushy whisper of raindrops on tiptoe. With each footstep, he feels a crunch too discreetly crisp to make sound.


He feels this crunch because his feet are bare. His legs as well, and groin and chest and head—entirely naked—yet he feels no chill at all. A dream, then. He understands how this works. No matter how cold this landscape, he’s warm in bed somewhere entirely else.


Obviously a dream. It’s been more than twenty years since he last could walk.


He might so easily lose himself in the glorious play of muscle and bone and blood and breath, but he’s dreamed of walking for years; he can’t pretend he doesn’t know what waking will inflict.


He’s been walking a long time, and has come very far. How long and how far is, in the way of dreams, impossible to know, but now a shadow looms in the white before him and becomes a silhouette—a cottage-size round with a conical top.


His experienced eye automatically identifies it: a yurt, too tall and the roof too steeply pitched for Mongolian, and as he approaches it comes clearer and he nods to himself. More west-central Asian, Khazakh perhaps: lucky. His graduate study had required a thorough grounding in Old Turkic and its linguistic descendants; he can make himself understood to speakers of more than a dozen north-central Asian languages, from Altay to Uyghur, while the Mongolic group always seemed to trip him up.


The yurt rotates, or he circles it; either way, he understands that this has been his destination all along.


To end something, or begin something, or both.


The entryway moves into view, and night has fallen without his noting the change. Now his only light is sanguine fireglow leaking through a gap in the layered felt. Not Khazakh after all; no upland nomad would be so careless with his home’s warmth on a night such as this.


He discovers he’s looking forward to seeing who’s within.


He draws breath to announce himself, but hesitates, obscurely embarrassed to speak before he knows what language is appropriate. So instead he reaches for the thin slice of light; the interior furnishings will tell him everything he needs to know.


“You can’t go in.”


He stops, frowning. The voice had been low, a flatly affectless growl, close behind his shoulder, but he doesn’t startle. The frown deepens. He hadn’t startled because he’d already known he was not alone.


Slowly he turns toward the infinite night. “You speak English.”


“So do you.” A shadow assembles itself from the darkness. “Come over by the fire.”


The shadow shifts to his left. Beyond it now he sees what had limned this silhouette: a small fire within a ring of stones, beneath a hide canopy to shield it against the snow.


“I apologize,” he says. “I did not intend to trespass on your land, nor to presume upon your hospitality, nor to give offense of any sort.”


“You haven’t.” A shadow backhand lazily waves in the yurt’s direction. “That’s your place.”


“Mine?” Again he frowns, as he considers this; it seems he had somehow known that too. “Then why can’t I go in?”


“Because I said so. Come on.” The shadow beckons him toward the fire. “Put on your clothes.”
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