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Dedication


































For my parents.








Prologue






Reaper


/ˈripər/






noun




  	a person who cuts and collects crops by hand.


  	the Grim Reaper.


  	the angel of death.
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Myrioi [μύριοι]


/ˈmiɾʝi/






numeral




  	ten thousand


  	numberless, countless, infinite; an uncountable number
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To kill an Emperor






The Empire spans a thousand planets and has lasted ten thousand years.






On breadbasket colony worlds like Ockham, every family must give back to the Emperor a portion of their yearly crop, according to the Contract.






Half of the grain to feed the Emperor’s table, 
a quarter to Market to clear any debt, 


and a quarter for field and table.






Half of the livestock to fill the Emperor’s stable, 
a quarter to Market to advance on the year, 
and a quarter to keep the family fit and able.






A son or a daughter, 
nine and nine with a fallow between, 
to enter the Emperor’s Service. 

With the second fallow, 


ten-year is granted


to serve our final purpose.






Trysk and her twin brother Brem were supposed to be Fallow and stay on Ockham to pick up the yoke of the Emperor’s Contract for the next twenty years. They were to become breeders, to keep their farm table full and the fields also, preparing for each year’s Harvest, when the Emperor’s Counters came to collect His due.






However, Brem had touched Harvest to follow his new wife off-planet. Following a cryptic riddle from a very strange boy that Trysk struggled to remember, she had touched her brother’s hand. And all those of age who touch Harvest, become Harvest.






The strange boy, Tristan, had been Harvested too. A boy with strange powers, and whom everyone forgot soon after meeting him, if they noticed him at all. Trysk had apparently forgotten about meeting him twice before Harvest, in fact.






But she needed to remember him or she would soon die, the threads of her life cut short. And without her, he would stop existing entirely. But he barely existed as it was, with one of his other-feet planted firmly in the past, and the other in the future. 






He was an anomaly, and all anomalies needed to be adjusted.






Brem and his wife Mabel were dropped off to colonise a new breadbasket world with supplies and livestock, including ten thousand humans. Brem had been unexpectedly assigned the role of Governor by touching the tablet the Counter gave him. 






Now, it was his blood that the Emperor’s Counter had taken to sign the Contract, with the first Harvest due in fifty years. 






Meanwhile, the Universe—and the Emperor’s Counters—were closing in on Trysk and Tristan. They had escaped the Harvest ship and near-certain death with a herd of Kleps that were sent to slaughter on planet Zamir, but Trysk was captured and thrown into the arena for blood sport.






A fight to the death, and she won—but nobody leaves the arena fighting grounds alive, or intact, after the Kerzatz feeding frenzy.






Except for Trysk.






Left for dead, her corpse was sold by the body-men to a local doctor, who received body-parts from the arena every week, like clockwork.






Against all odds, Trysk awoke, stitched up and topped up with blood, including some of Tristan’s. Healed by a Flesh-Talker named Herman, who hid the reality of his gifts by becoming a surgeon.






Trysk and her companions fled into the desert and were pursued off-planet by two of the Emperor’s Counters—a Tracker and a Soul Eater—who wanted nothing more than to end Trysk’s life.






For she has Awoken bearing her mother’s blood and her gifts are many, including the mythical Finder-Mover in one person—who can go anywhere in the galaxy, and take others with her. A clear and present danger to the Empire and the Emperor, who controls the activities of the gifted closely, even as he uses the breadbasket worlds to breed them.






Helen, a Seer who lost her life on the Harvest ship had previously told Trysk that the Emperor must die. Now a ghost, she serves Trysk’s mysterious mother, an ancient born ten thousand years ago but both living and dead in Trysk’s time. As a living Stepper, Trysk’s mother has the ability to travel through space and time as easily as breathing, and as a Weaver, she can manipulate possible futures.






Trysk has manifested only a few of her mother’s gifts so far, but her blood is not yet her own, and who she will become is yet to be seen. Finder-Mover, yes. Sensitive, definitely, although oddly not with a transfusion of her mother’s blood. Her other primary gifts include Flesh-Talking, with the ability to mend flesh, talk to the dead and more. 






A handy combination for a would-be assassin. She’d taken a blade to her heart and fixed it up herself, no problem at all. 






But it was Tristan, with his strange ability to phase his body through time and space, who had killed the Emperor. 






However, at the very moment they thought they’d won, they found out that they were just getting started. 






Each Emperor is a clone of the original, with ten thousand years of memories transferred to the new body each time he dies.






The Emperor is dead, long live the Emperor.






But not if Trysk and her team have anything to say about it.






And Trysk still hasn’t met her mysterious mother. Hopefully she will, before she dies too many times.






How her brother weaves into this tapestry is yet to be revealed. Unity and Julian, a Mover and a Finder, are fugitives from the Emperor, now working with Brem and others to solve the cryptic riddles left by Farina. 






Farina who?






Trysk’s mother—and thus Brem’s too. But how and why they were born on Ockham a mere eighteen years ago, when both were conceived twenty-six years after their mother, is just one of many mysteries to be solved.






But for now, they must kill the Emperor.






Again, and again, and again…
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The Gifts
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Emperor
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Awakening






The Emperor arose from the ReGen sarcophagus in a barely controlled rage, congealed flesh, blood and ground-up bones sliding off his bare skin. He tapped his feet impatiently as jets sluiced the worst of the gore out of his skin and hair, the fingers of his left hand curled inward to ensure the ring remained in place during the cleansing. As soon as the water shut off, he stormed toward the private shower, ignoring his aides. He would deal with them later. 


The Emperor paused at the shower curtain. They had performed flawlessly, unlike the previous pair of technicians who had failed him. It took time to train replacements, and they had done well in a relatively short period. Perhaps that was the key—train them up closer to a ReGen. Which should have been seventy years from now, as his prior ReGen had been—


“How long?” the Emperor turned to face his assistants.


The shorter of the two assistants blanched. “Cessation of life occurred two weeks, four days, eighteen minutes ago. Your body was injected with Klep blood, per protocol, as soon as the team arrived in your quarters following your unexpected death. The ReGen itself took seven days, six hours, three minutes, four seconds, allowing for the additional time calculated since your previous ReGen. The additional days were required to—”


“No.” The Emperor waved a hand in annoyance. “How long since my previous ReGen?” There was something off about this new body, something not quite right. The muscles were lean and lacked the requisite tone and depth.


The short assistant swallowed. “Four weeks, six days, three hours, twenty-one minutes.”


“What physical age is this body?”


The taller assistant licked his lips nervously. “Nineteen. Emergency Protocols dictated that—”


The Emperor ignored the pair and stepped into the shower, yanking the curtain closed behind him. He inspected his too-young body, which lacked the commanding twenty-five-year-old profile he expected when waking from a ReGen. It felt awkward, uncomfortable, and poorly fitting by comparison.


Prior to a scheduled ReGen, they only prepared one clone, as per protocol. Under normal circumstances, it would be decades before another clone was required. This allowed time for careful cultivation of the clone, with guided growth and neural and musculature stimulation in just the right amounts. All designed for the clone to be responsive to the spoken word before the transfer, and for the resulting body to be at its physical prime for the Emperor to enjoy.


Emergency Protocols. He shook with fury.


Accelerated growth chambers were only used under the Emergency Protocols. And those protocols did not provide enough time to prepare a new clone to his exacting specifications. Instead, it was minimum maturity, which meant nineteen.


The Emperor sighed and looked down at his gangly frame. He had hated this stage when he went through it the first time, ten thousand years ago. It galled him that he would have to suffer through it again, one day at a time. Somebody would pay for this, of that he was certain. But not, he decided, the technicians. He would have them train their replacements in sixty or seventy years. Anything sooner would be unthinkable.


He recalled a nothing of a girl—he had Controlled her like the rest of the puppets he took to his bed. But she hadn’t made it that far. The Emperor frowned. Details were fuzzy, perhaps due to his dead body being saturated in Klep blood and chilled for so many days while waiting for the clone to grow to readiness. Short-term memories can begin to degrade in that amount of time. But she—yes, she had died. A knife through her heart, a uniquely crafted long dagger, her hand completely under his control. He had felt her heart stutter and fail once her pitiful attempts to Block him had ceased. But afterwards—she had pulled the knife out, and the wound had closed of its own accord. Then he had felt her heart start beating once more. 


A Flesh-Talker, in his rooms? Completely unacceptable. His staff knew that Flesh-Talkers had long been banned from his imperial palace on Jintzen. Someone would pay dearly for that transgression.


The Emperor fell still. He remembered a little more. He had been holding the disruptor she’d brought with her for the pitiful assassination attempt. His finger had been on the stud, ready to end her insignificant existence. But then, inexplicably, he had died instead. 


How had he died? 


She had done something … with her hand. A clutching gesture of some kind. 


He had prohibited surveillance of activities within the sanctuary of his rooms, so there was no way to tell exactly what had happened; there were no witnesses who might have observed the event. Only his cooling body, waiting to be prepared for ReGen by the medical team. They would have arrived shortly after his death, with multiple alarms being triggered by the cessation of his heartbeat.


The Emperor threw back the curtain to find the technicians holding out his robe and slippers, per instructions. The Emperor let them slide the robe over his shoulders and tie the sash over his nakedness before he asked the technicians something he should know, but did not. And he had to know, without delay.


“You!” The Emperor pointed at the short assistant.


“Yes, Emperor?” The assistant trembled.


“How did I die?”


“Emperor?” The assistant paled. “You were murdered. Surely you remember touching your body, and the heart that lay outside your chest, during the ReGen preparations?”






The heart that lay outside my chest? 






For the first time in millennia, the Emperor felt fear.








Healing
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Trysk






Trysk settled down into an overstuffed chair, perched on the deck of a rustic log cabin overlooking a large, picturesque lake. The single sun hung low in the sky, golden rays reflecting off the rippled surface. In the distance, loons sounded out their mournful cry.


She drew in a deep breath and turned towards Tristan. “How are you feeling?” 


Tristan stared out across the lake. “Which ‘me’ are you asking about?”


Trysk sighed. “You-you. Please try to separate from the Emperor’s memories for a while, if you can. They make you bitter.”


“Sometimes I wish I wasn’t one of those Listeners who can read flesh memories. But his flesh is in my hand. Which means he’s part of me.” Tristan turned his right hand back and forth in the glow of the setting sun.


“Just try to ignore it.”


Tristan stuck his right hand between the cushion and the side of the chair. “There. All gone.”


“Very funny.” Trysk shook her head. “If only it was that easy, right?”


Tristan pulled his hand out and stuck it in his jacket pocket. “Yeah. If only.”


“Tristan—” Trysk reached out, but he flinched and leaned away from her. She let her hand fall into her lap. “I’m only trying to help.”


“Sorry.” Tristan sighed. “I know you are.”


“We don’t have to kill him again right away. We can take some time—”


Tristan stood and walked over to the wooden railing that wrapped around the deck. 


Trysk rose with a sigh. Boards creaked as she crossed the deck to stand a metre to his left. She rested her hands on the weathered wood, which was badly in need of repainting. 


The land fell away below them in a graceful green curve of uninterrupted grass until it touched the deep waters of the lake below. Wild-flowers bloomed in artful patches along the periphery, then mingled with broad-leafed foliage that merged into the darkness of the forest canopy that crept right up to the lake on her right. Birds chirped, and a cooling breeze drifted off the lake, making her shiver.


All the while, Tristan stood perfectly still, staring at nothing.


“I’m going to make us some dinner,” Trysk announced, pushing herself away from the railing.
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Tristan






Tristan swatted a mosquito, then sighed and looked back out over the lake, alone with his thoughts.


But he wasn’t actually alone in the deepening twilight. In fact, he might never be alone again. 


It had been three weeks since Tristan had removed the Emperor’s heart with his bare hand by phasing the vital organ out of the flow of time. Part of the Emperor would always be with him now, the phasing having integrated some of the Emperor’s tissue into his own flesh. He looked down at a pair of mosquitoes slowly drawing blood from his right hand. 


Tristan watched as their abdomens swelled with blood, then he squashed them with his left hand.


If only it were so simple. Tristan sighed as he wiped the blood off the flaking paint of the railing. “The Emperor must die. But the memories of his previous deaths are inside me, right now. What’s a few more if he keeps coming back, again and again?” 


Tristan lingered on the deck long after dark. He looked in through the large windows at the sparse interior. Seating for six—eight, if you brought in the two chairs on the deck. But it was only Trysk and himself sharing the main part of the cabin. The others were nearby, though. Timothy, who was still Masking everyone here, had settled into a small lean-to built against the back of the cabin. Herman had chosen to stay in a small outbuilding to give Trysk and Tristan some time alone. 


As a Watcher and a Listener, Tristan was usually surrounded by other people’s thoughts. But thanks to Timothy, Herman and Trysk all Blocking, in the gifted sense he was deaf and blind right now, trapped within his own thoughts, with only echoes of the Emperor to taunt him.


And those echoes took him to dark places. 


Tristan stared out over the inky black waters of the lake, reflected stars shimmering on the rippled water. A soft splash in the distance told of a fish breaking the surface, then submerging once more. Timothy’s cabin, a summer retreat he used most years, was a quiet place, peaceful in its own way. 


Where were they, exactly? Well, that wasn’t important. They were in hiding, naturally. Killing the Emperor put a big target on your back. 


But the Emperor had technically killed Trysk twice. Some might call that a fair exchange, even if it was the Emperor’s proxies who were responsible for her first death. Counters had thrown her into an arena on Zamir and made her to fight to the death. She had come out of the blood-sport arena on a body-cart. 


Or, more accurately, on a cart full of body parts, her soul tethered to her body by traces of Klep blood. Tristan had grieved, then. He had Promised himself to Trysk, for now and forever. Which meant until death. And she had well and truly died. 


After that, things had become more and more complicated. Herman brought Trysk back to life. Fleeing Zamir, Trysk’s first Move through space was to a particularly unfriendly location. Getting a transfusion of her long-lost mother’s blood had filled her with powers. But Awakening into her mother’s powers seemed to bring the loss of some of her own, especially those she’d begun manifesting back on Ockham.


And more odd things, each odder than the last. Being Found by a Counter and his brother—a Tracker and a Soul Eater—in the middle of nowhere, out between the stars.


Escaping, finding Timothy the Masker—somebody who, by definition, cannot be Found. Training for Tristan and Trysk in using their collective gifts by a band of gifted, all of whom had promised Trysk’s long-dead Stepper mother to help Trysk in any way they could. And all, apparently, who shared the goal of ridding the Empire of the Emperor. What was supposed to happen after that? Tristan had no idea. 


All he knew was that somehow Trysk’s mother, born ten thousand years ago, had been orchestrating the threads of people’s lives in a complex Weave of possible futures. A Weave that spanned millennia, and perhaps a good part of the galaxy as well. How many others had been called upon, how many had promised to help, should Trysk stumble across their paths in some possible future? They would probably never know, because those futures had never come to be in the present they were currently experiencing.


Tristan shook his head. All of this effort, all of this planning, to kill one man? It seemed like madness. But everyone here, including Tristan himself, was committed to the task. The Emperor had killed Trysk’s mother and millions, possibly billions, over the last ten thousand years.


Yes, the Emperor deserved to die. But he’d been assassinated many times before, so what would make this time any different? It was hopeless, completely hopeless. Tristan remembered each of the Emperor’s deaths and each ReGen afterward, when the clone became the Emperor again, smothered in the prior Emperor’s finely ground-up remains.


Memory is in the flesh.


Power is in the blood.


History is in the bones.


Churning over the clone’s panicked screams for more than a week, the slush and gore of the old Emperor facilitated the transfer of his memories and identity to the new host. He had no clue what happened to each clone’s soul—if it ever truly had one—after the Emperor overwrote it. But it was the Emperor himself who arose from ReGen, time after time, and not just a copy.


Tristan secretly enjoyed the racing of the Emperor’s heart, his sense of panic, each time he was killed before the clone’s eyes. Those memories were the strongest, while the rest were only scattered glimpses of a life too long lived. It was as if the heart stored memories of the strongest emotions, fear foremost amongst them all. As for love? It was entirely absent. Fear, anger and a cold ruthlessness coursed through the memories that were now bound into the flesh of Tristan’s right hand.


But the one thing he didn’t want to remember, the thing he wanted to forget, was a memory that was uniquely his own.


The memory of the Emperor commanding Trysk to stab herself through the heart with her own long blade, one slow centimetre at a time. Trysk falling to the floor. Tristan hoping she’d been faking it, somehow. Trysk not getting up to stab the Emperor, instead bleeding out onto the carpet.


So Tristan had taken the Emperor’s heart.


And then, miraculously, Trysk had recovered, and they had escaped.


But the memory of her lying motionless on the plush red carpet, the same colour as her blood, was burned into his mind.


Trysk had died—twice now—and he hadn’t been able to stop it either time. Well, there were two times during practice where Tabitha had pierced Trysk’s heart, but they had fixed that up quickly, so she hadn’t technically died those times. Not for long, anyway.


But what would happen if—what if the next time she didn’t get up? What if she didn’t smile at him afterwards and take his hand? What if this life—here and now—was all they had left? That, more than anything, was what ate at him, day after day. Timothy had brought them here to use it as a place of healing while they hid out and made their plans. But the whispering breeze and joyful birdsong were drowned out by his own dark thoughts, and memories of the most evil man he could ever imagine.


The Emperor and Tristan were entwined, now. He would never be rid of it, of him.


Not until the Emperor and all of his clones had breathed their last breaths.


Then he would cut off his own hand, tainted with the last remaining memories of the Emperor, and burn it.


Tristan entered the cabin, blinking at the brightness as he closed the door behind him.


Maybe Trysk could grow him a new hand after that, perhaps not. But until then, he would bear the pain, the anguish, the fear, the … the uncertainty that gnawed at his very soul.


Kill the Emperor? Ha! 


One hundred and sixty-eight memories of unnatural resurrection told him it was futile; a hopeless quest.


But he had to keep going. He had to stay strong, in case other memories helped their cause. If not for himself and the billions who had died at the Emperor’s hand, then for—for—


“Pancakes?” Trysk smiled and held out a steaming plate. “I may not be a Sensitive right now, but I don’t need to be one to know that my love needs a little extra syrup. I know it makes you happy.”








Unity
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Tea






“Good morning.” Unity yawned and reached out across the double-width folding cot. But instead of finding Julian, her right arm landed on the thin mattress.


Julian opened the tent flap and came inside, carrying a steaming mug of tea. “Couldn’t sleep,” he said, sitting down on the edge of the cot and handing her the mug. 


Unity took a sip, then rested her hand on his back, kneading his tight muscles with her fingers. 


“You’re worried about Trysk. I am, too.” She put her hand on his back and slowly rubbed his shoulders.


“It’s been three weeks since Farina’s riddles hinted that Trysk had gone off to kill the Emperor. Brem and I both felt her for a few minutes, and then she was gone again.”


“She might just be Masked. She’s probably safe.”


Julian shook his head. “We don’t know that. Anything could happen while she’s Masked. She could be injured or dead, and we wouldn’t know the difference.”


Unity shook her head. “There are a lot of riddles and cryptic verses that refer to ‘her’ that we haven’t figured out yet. So she’s probably just in hiding.”


“If you say so.” Julian puffed out his cheeks. “And as for the Kleps, well—”


Unity leaned forward. “What about the Kleps? Are they suddenly sharing their secrets with you?”


Julian sighed. “Not even close. They’re not going to interfere, remember? They’re still holding to whatever promise they made, even though somebody else broke their side of the promise.”


“The Emperor.”


Julian sighed. “That’s what we assume, but they won’t confirm it. A promise was broken, and the Emperor must die. That’s it. Like two sentences that you think go together, but maybe they don’t.”


“Maybe it would be interfering if they were that direct. So, we need to fill in the blanks. But those are pretty easy blanks to fill. So, let’s just assume they’re connected. The Emperor broke some promise, and because of that, he needs to die.”


“Maybe he needs to die for other reasons. He’s killed billions.”


“Maybe.” Unity sipped her tea. “But I think it’s pretty clear that the Emperor broke some promise, and it’s a pretty big deal. So, maybe they are helping, a little.”


“If they are, it’s very limited. But, yeah. They’ve been helpful with everything else on this planet. Brem has his hands full learning to govern a new colony. The Kleps have helped manage the other livestock while the first farms get established. So yes, they’ve been helpful, but not with anything relating to Farina, or the Emperor. It seems like the Kleps can’t actively help by telling us what to do.”


“They seem to be perfectly fine telling us what not to do, though.”


“Yeah,” Julian snorted. “Backwards-helping.”


“Still, it’s something. Like working the puzzles. It all fits together. We just don’t know exactly how until it just—does.”


Julian rubbed his cheeks. “Puzzles upon puzzles. And the Kleps are very good at letting me and Susan Listen only to what they want us to hear. So it’s highly unlikely we’ll get any clues or help that way.”


“Keep trying.”


Julian laughed. “They Blocked this entire planet once we arrived, remember? They’re tremendously powerful. Things might change when more people start Awakening, but I expect the Kleps will hold fast to their non-interference rule.”


“Except for the telling-us-what-not-to-do part.”


“It’s better than nothing.”


Unity’s brows furrowed. “Blocking a planet seems like it might be interfering. And Brem said that the first time Trysk disappeared from his senses, the Kleps pantomimed that she was okay. But how did they know? And isn’t that interfering, too?”


Julian sighed. “Look, I don’t know what rules they follow. They’re not human, they’re Kleps. Several hundred kilos of three-eyed, split hoofed, four-legged creatures that eat just about anything. Better behaved than cows, for sure. Back on Ockham, we thought they were just livestock that were raised for the Emperor’s table. But now we know they’re a lot more than that.”


“I wonder if the Emperor knows about them?” 


“I asked the Kleps about it the other day, and they just gave me a non-answer.”


“What did they say?” Unity drained her cup and set it on the ground.


Julian sucked in air between his teeth, then spoke. “He that is, and was, sees not the world before him; blinded by hunger and desire of what should not be.”


“What does that mean?”


“I don’t know.” Julian shrugged. “But maybe a non-answer is a kind of cryptic answer, like Farina’s notes. She can’t be direct, because it would affect her Weave.”


“Right.” Unity stood up and stretched. “Well, one thing I know for sure is that I’m hungry. Time for breakfast, and then we’ve got our regular morning stand-up with Brem to review what we’ve puzzled out since yesterday.”


“It’s not much,” said Julian.


Unity slipped off her nightclothes and picked up her clothes off the floor. “The verses about ‘her and him’ and ‘united once more’ may be of interest to our overworked planetary governor.”


“So, you’re assuming that refers to Brem and Trysk?”


Unity adjusted her collar, then leaned down to pick up her mug. “We have to make plenty of assumptions. Until something starts happening, we won’t know for sure. That’s the way it’s worked, so far. We need to riddle through these cryptic scribbles. Suddenly, something we read becomes clear, and then we need to act—or, in the case of Trysk going to kill the Emperor, not act. But we’re getting better at it. Farina’s notes seem to be about being ready, more than anything.”


“If you say so,” said Julian. “Mostly, they make my head hurt.”


Unity grinned. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t ask Farina to write out the instructions for repairing a tractor.”


“She wrote pretty simple instructions for launching a ship into space, though.”


Unity nodded. “Yeah. After reading those simple instructions on the consoles, sometimes I think she’s got a real mean streak.”








Emperor
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Scene of the crime






The Emperor toyed with his ornate gold ring as he paced the apartment, unable to relax. Each circuit of his rooms, each crossing of the parlour and kitchen, ended at the same spot. The location of his most recent death, where a young girl, a nothing—trying, like so many worthless others, to take his life—had died, her blood soaked into the blood-red carpet. And yet somehow, lying on the floor at his mercy, she had killed him. Unless—unless there was an accomplice? But there had been no-one else in his apartments—he would have sensed their presence. 


Sensed—but little more than that. In some ways, it was a curse that he had gained so few gifts from the Tree. His twin had been favoured with more gifts, of course. The imbalance, the … unfairness of it all galled him still. To think that the timing of when one’s first breath was drawn could make that much of a difference … but it had. Somehow, his twin had received more of everything. More parental affection. More opportunities. More friends. And, ultimately, more gifts from the Tree. 


But the last laugh was his and his alone, for his twin was now long dead. And that only went to prove that quality—and not quantity—was what mattered when it came to the gifts. What did he have now? Everything. And that was how it would always be.


He had survived against all odds through cunning, technology, and making the most of the gifts he possessed. Throughout the galaxy, Control was his and his alone. Active filtering and elimination of undesirable gifts as part of the breeding programmes made certain of that. He compensated for any shortcomings by selecting staff with carefully cultivated sets of gifts. He then achieved absolute Control by Binding them to his will. On his own, he was Sensitive to the emotions of others, and he put that to good use. To a degree, anyway. He sometimes wondered if his gifts were fading with each ReGen, but his Control remained reassuringly absolute. It would have been useful to have had the Watcher or Listener gifts, instead of having to rely on others for them. It was a weakness, having to work through others. But as long as his Control remained strong, it shouldn’t be a problem.  


The Emperor resumed his pacing. He circled back to the scene of his most recent death and paused. Something was off. True, it often took a few days after a ReGen for him to feel fully integrated into his new body. But this time, something was different. Like he was not wholly himself. Like he was almost …other.


He had studied the report of his most recent death a dozen times. It was clinically dry; even the note regarding his heart being found outside his body had been recorded with emotionless detail, a minor footnote annotating the end of his most recent life. The report expressed no curiosity about that most unusual aspect of his death. That, in itself, was unacceptable. 


Because he wanted to know how such a thing was even possible. Perhaps the method of removal itself was the cause of his current unease, or the flashes of sensation that came and went of their own accord.


It was almost as if … somebody else’s flesh memories had somehow mingled with his own. His eyes widened. Perhaps there had been some cross-contamination when handling his cooling body? Strict protocols existed precisely to prevent such possibilities, but that must be it. One of his handlers must have not worn appropriate protection. If that was so, the transgressor would be swiftly found and dealt with.


The Emperor leaned back into the sofa and stared at the ceiling as he again contemplated the unexplained removal of his heart. He, alone, was witness to his death. He furrowed his brow in concentration. There had been no accomplices. Therefore, the girl must have been responsible for the removal of his heart.


His frown deepened. She had done something with her hand, a clutching gesture. Like she was willing his heart out of his body. He dragged his fingers through his too-short hair. No ability like that existed on the Tree of Gifts. Not even the branches he had forcibly excised over time had held such power.


The technicians had confirmed again and again that there had been no wound or hole in his chest. Just his heart, somehow removed and discarded on the floor next to his corpse. 


Somebody had to know something. Of the girl herself, there was no trace save the blood that had soaked into the self-cleaning carpet. Which meant there was no trace at all. He had nothing to work with, no place to start. She had not been the first to kill him; many had done so over the years. But she was the only one to kill him and not suffer the consequences.


Yet.


The disruptor that she had brought with her and left under his corpse had shed no light on the situation. It had been reported missing from inventory over twelve hundred years ago. That meant that either this assassination attempt had been in the planning for quite some time, or that the disruptor had simply been found in a drawer and meant nothing at all.


 But the girl had been a Flesh-Talker. She must have been powerful, to resurrect herself from a mortal wound. It was not impossible, but certainly rare. 


The Emperor allowed a few of the restricted gifts to ‘escape’ the Counter’s screenings each year; you never knew when you might need one. But being fewer in number also meant they were easier to find. And hadn’t there been a report from—where was it, Zamir? The senior Counter on that backwater world had submitted a late filing, in itself unacceptable. Discipline would need to be tightened up, punishments meted out.


At first, the report had barely caught his attention. A corpse missing from an arena following blood sport. Certainly nothing to trouble the Emperor with, and especially not in a late report of little substance. But there had been one thing, a footnote, that had sparked his ire. Two of the Counters had dragged in the body of a Flesh-Talker, her burned head separated from her body. This was not his killer, but something about it was off. The Emperor moved to his study and, with a few gestures, brought up the report on his vid display.


A body taken from the arena. Female, young, perhaps eighteen. But they were all young and of a similar age, fresh off the Harvest ship to keep the populace entertained. A note about the body-men. Why would he care if one of them used to be a hairdresser?


The Emperor flicked to the next page, and his hand involuntarily rose to his throat.


The female corpse was reportedly intact, an anomaly of the highest order. Suspected reanimation by Flesh-Talkers, the body not recovered. A ship had been hired in order to locate and detain her. The names of the two Counters assigned to the case were listed in a footnote.


A thin smile formed on the Emperor’s lips. The Counters, twin brothers, had been demoted from his palace staff decades ago. They had been sent to Zamir, the armpit of the galaxy, as punishment. But they were now on the trail of this female corpse, possibly reanimated. It might be a coincidence, but the Emperor hadn’t ruled for ten thousand years without gaining an inherent distrust of coincidences. He knew them for what they really were—anomalies. And anomalies needed to be adjusted, preferably in the Klep troughs. Not that there were any Kleps on Jintzen. They were primarily distributed across the breadbasket worlds, where he had found, through trial and error, that their presence improved the yield of the various gifts that had been gradually diluting over the millennia. And the Kleps had complied, of course—all he had to do was show them his ring.


The Emperor dismissed the report with an impatient wave of his hand. It was swiftly replaced by the face of one of his many personal assistants.


“How may I serve today, Emperor?” asked the young woman with a courteous smile.


“Find, and bring to me, the two Counters called George and Herbert.”


The woman blinked. “We currently have two thousand, three hundred and sixty Counters with the forename of George. We currently have—”


The Emperor silenced her with an impatient gesture. “Let me be more specific. George the Tracker, and his idiot brother, Herbert the Soul Eater.”


“Oh.” The woman licked her lips. “That might help narrow it down, but—”


The Emperor drew in a sharp breath. “Herbert, who zombified my favourite dog by eating its soul as a midnight snack.”


The woman’s eyes went wide. “Oh, them. Of course, Emperor.”


The Emperor narrowed his eyes. “Bring them here to Jintzen, but only George is to meet with me in person. His brother is still banned from setting foot on this planet.”


“I will see to it at once, Emperor. I shall locate a suitable Finder, and—”


“Just make it happen,” the Emperor growled. “And quickly.” 








Kitchen
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Trysk






“I’m sorry about earlier,” Tristan sighed as he scrubbed the frying pan in the sink.


“That’s okay.” Trysk smiled brightly. “I know that wasn’t really you. I mean, you’ve got a lot on your mind.”


“That’s putting it mildly. I don’t like his memories, Trysk. Even though they may help us.”


“Maybe if you try not thinking about them?” Trysk smiled hopefully.


Tristan shook his head. “Trying to not think about something makes you think about them more. And I’ve had far too much time to think since we’ve been here. There aren’t that many distractions.”


“I thought the walks along the lake were nice.”


“They were. But there’s still plenty of time to think.”


“I could knock you out, maybe?” Trysk cocked a fist.


Tristan rolled his eyes. “Given how Tabitha’s trained you, I think that might actually hurt. If I didn’t phase out of the way, of course.”


“Of course.” Trysk dried the edge of the plate and set it down on the counter. “So, we need to distract you, is that it? Maybe we could do some proper training. Tabitha’s not here, but—”


“No.” Tristan shook his head. “That would bring back memories I don’t want. To see you lying there on the floor, dead or dying—”


Trysk put a hand to his cheek. “I’m here, and I’m fine. And it was only twenty seconds, maybe thirty.”


“But you had a knife through your heart. And he—he made you do it,” Tristan hissed.


Trysk picked up another plate from the wet stack and began drying it. “We know what to expect now. He has the gift of Control. There has to be a way to work around that.”


“How?”


Trysk shrugged. “Maybe I won’t carry any weapons next time. Then he can’t make me use one on myself.”


“But we need to kill him. And I don’t—I really don’t want to—put my hand inside—” Tristan’s face fell, and he stared down into the soapy water.


Trysk lifted his chin with a finger. “You could just hold them for me until I need them.”


“Oh.” Tristan puffed out his cheeks. “Right. Yeah, that could work.”


Trysk leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “You saved my life by doing what you did. But there have to be a lot of other ways to kill him.”


Tristan smiled as he lifted the pan. “I could hit him with one of these.”


Trysk laughed. “Sure, why not?”


Tristan nodded. “This could actually be fun, you know? Playing ‘How many ways can you kill an emperor?’”


Trysk’s face grew serious. “And as many times as we need to, to get the job done. But that might mean me dying a few more times. You realise that, right?”


Tristan fell still. “I don’t want that. If you’re dead-dead in some way that you can’t heal yourself, how can you Move us back up to Herman to heal you?”


“Ah. Good point. I’ll do my best not to end up dead.”


“Thank you.” Tristan rinsed the pan and handed it to her. “I’d really prefer it if you stayed not-dead.”












Brem


[image: Separator]


Meeting






Unity, Julian and Susan were busy studying Farina’s cryptic notes when Brem walked into the meeting room and took a seat close to the door. 


“Apologies for being late. Unfortunately, this will be a brief meeting today.” 


“That’s okay.” Susan smiled. “You’re a very busy man.”


Brem gave her a guilty look. “I never wanted to govern or lead people. I’d rather be on a farm, tilling the soil, or in here, helping you three solve these puzzles.”


“We all have our burdens to bear.” Susan smiled. “The Kleps want you to do well, and so do we. The Kleps will continue to help as much as they can, but in the end, it will be you, and your team, leading the people, Governor. The people know what to do, day-to-day. We’ve got carpenters and builders and electricians and farmers and merchants and all the rest of it. They can build houses and fences, set up the farms, and make them thrive. But the people need someone to look up to, to support and lead them. That’s you.”


Brem’s shoulders sagged. “I’m in way over my head.”


“Mabel and Sadie and the rest of your administration think you’re doing a fine job. But you’re all learning, and they know you’ll make mistakes. You’ve got a good heart, Brem. You want to do what’s best for your people. That counts for a lot.”


Brem flinched, his eyes narrowing. "Flattery doesn't make it true."


Susan tapped her temple with a finger. “I don’t Listen to just Kleps, you know. I hear thoughts from everyone around me all the time. So, believe me when I tell you that you have the trust of your administration. Not just their words to your face, because you’re the boss. I know what they’re thinking.”


Brem drew in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “That’s going to take some getting used to, people listening in on other people’s thoughts.”


“People who can Block will still have privacy.” Susan shrugged. “And the Kleps said that you and Trysk communicated with each other like this growing up. A twin-thing.”


“That’s right.” Brem nodded. “Knowing where the other one was, and what they were feeling.”


Unity smiled. “Early signs of a Sensitive, pre-Awakening. And Trysk was uncomfortable around too many people. Am I right?”


Brem nodded. “Yes. Right now, I can sense who is around me, and something of what they feel. But it’s nothing like what you can do.”


“At least not yet.” Susan smiled. “The Kleps look forward to your Awakening, as do I.”


Brem straightened up in his seat. “Any idea when that might happen?”


Susan gestured to Unity and Julian. “Ask the experts.”


Unity blushed. “We’re hardly experts. We’ve just spent more time with these maddening verses than most.”


Brem nodded. “So, what do we know? About my Awakening, or anything else useful?”


“Maybe.” Julian picked up a well-handled piece of paper. “Depending on how you interpret this one, it might mean you will Awaken after you meet your sister.”


Brem’s face lit up. “When is that?”


Julian picked up another piece of paper and scanned the words. “When a blade cuts deep.”


“What blade?”


Julian sighed. “We don’t know.”


“That’s not very helpful.” Brem scowled.


Julian picked up a piece of paper. “This one seems to be related, though.”


“How?”


Julian turned to Susan. “Do you know if you’re a Speaker to the Dead?”


Susan blinked. “A what?”


“Can you talk to ghosts?”


Susan laughed nervously. “There are no such things as ghosts.”


“Of course there are.” Unity cocked her head. “My cousin’s family have gifts from that branch of the Tree of Gifts, and some of them talk to ghosts.”


“Really?” Brem laughed nervously. “You’re serious.”


“Yes.” Unity nodded. “And according to these notes, we’re going to need a Speaker to the Dead.”


Brem’s forehead creased in thought. “If your cousins can do this … does anyone in your family have this gift—this ability?”


Unity shook her head. “Not that I know of.”


Brem turned to Susan. “Do the Kleps know what your gifts are?”


Susan nodded. “Listener, of course.”


“Anything else?”


Susan closed her eyes for a moment, then looked at Unity. “They said … a touch of Nudger.”


“What’s that?” asked Brem, eyebrows raised.


Susan swallowed. “It means … I’m supposed to be able to suggest things.”


Brem smiled. “Well, we value your opinion. You can make any suggestions you want.”


Susan paled. “It’s … a little more than that. They say it’s like … encouraging someone to believe something, or to—” She eyed Brem nervously. “Think something.”


“Oh.” Brem leaned away from her. “That sounds dangerous.”


Susan’s face crumpled. “I wouldn’t!—I mean, I don’t!—I—”


Julian interrupted. “The Kleps said not to worry, Brem. There are three levels of gift on that branch. Nudger is the least powerful. Controller is the strongest—and therefore the worst. Then Pusher, then Nudger. And Susan only has a touch of it. So don’t worry.”


Brem looked Susan up and down nervously. “So, what could she do to me?”


Susan folded in on herself and fell silent.


Unity took a breath. “Nudge. Just—nudge. If someone was uncertain about something, she could encourage them to choose one thing over another. But not create the thought of what to do. Just influence choices.”


Brem’s eyes narrowed. “Would I know if she was doing that to me?”


Unity paused. “Probably not.”


“Holy Klep-poop,” Brem breathed. “That sounds scary.”


“No.” Unity shook her head. “Nudgers are relatively harmless, for the most part. But a Pusher, on the other hand, could put strong suggestions in your head, and make you think they were your idea.”


Brem paled. “What about the other one, the Controller? You said that was worse. How much worse?”


Unity licked her lips. “Complete lack of free will. People would be like puppets on a string.”


Brem slumped back into his chair. “Nightmare stuff. I never knew any of that existed. What else is on this Tree of Gifts?”


Unity pulled out a fresh piece of paper and quickly made a sketch. “This is the gist of it, from what I learned on the Harvest ship. But some of them are so rare, they may not exist anymore.”
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Brem studied the diagram. “Can I take this with me?”


Unity gestured. “Sure. But you notice the ones I’ve shaded? Those are negation gifts. Blocker—that’s a common one, it can keep your thoughts private from Listeners. But I don’t seem to have that.”


“You’re getting better.” Julian smiled. “Kind of like a light haze.”


Unity gave him a thin smile. “Thanks.”


Brem pointed. “Masker—we know that one. The person who is hiding Trysk is one of those.”


“Yes,” said Julian. “That’s the only thing that makes sense.”


Brem traced his finger across the page. “But ‘Chaos Bringer’? Tell me that doesn’t really exist.”


Unity shrugged. “Elementals are a thing of myth. I’ve certainly never met one.”


“So they’re not real?” 


Unity shook her head. “They’re real. Just rare. If they’re on the Tree, they’re probably somewhere out there in the galaxy.”


“What could a ‘Chaos Bringer’ do?”


Unity drew in a sharp breath. “I guess a ‘Chaos Bringer’ could undo, or cancel out, the Elemental gifts. Or simply wreck things. It’s kind of in the name.”


Susan put her finger on another branch. “So that’s what you were talking about—Speaker to the Dead. Right under—Necromancer, and beside Reader of Bones?”


“What about Soul Eater?” asked Julian. “That sounds pretty ominous.”


“But…” Susan frowned. “Do we really need a Speaker to the Dead before Brem Awakens?”


“It seems like it.” Unity gave Julian a hopeful look. “We could just ask the Kleps which one of us is, or will be, a Speaker to the Dead. They just told Susan she’s a Nudger.”


Julian shook his head. “They won’t say who has that gift.”


“Of course they won’t,” Unity sighed. “That would be helping.”


“You said there were ghosts back in that cave on Zamir.” Julian gave Unity a knowing look.


Brem straightened in his chair and looked closely at Unity. “How did you know?”


“Just a feeling.” Unity nibbled her bottom lip.


“Unity.” Susan cleared her throat. “The Kleps want you to explain how you Move the Harvest ships.”


Unity blinked. “Um … okay? I’m not sure what that has to do with speaking to the dead.”


“Humour the Kleps,” said Susan. “They can’t help directly, as much as they would like to.”


“Right.” Unity drew in a sharp breath, then let it out slowly. “To Move, you need a Finder, like Julian. Or possibly Brem. You can tell where your sister is, anywhere in the galaxy, right?”


“Yes, except when she’s being Masked.” Brem nodded. “But so far, it’s just Trysk. Twin-thing.”


Unity gave him a thin smile. “Well, once you’ve Found who—or where—you want to go, you need a Mover. And the Mover, they—well, the best way to describe it is that we short-cut the space in between. Imagine pulling in all the thread between two people, over whatever distance, and then pinching it together. And then you Move a little bit, but it’s actually a long distance. Like … I don’t know, it’s as if you can somehow fold space, so the two places touch.”


Brem picked up a piece of paper, then folded it over. “Like two dots on a page, and you match them up like this?”


Unity smiled. “That’s kind of the idea, but it’s lives and threads—including any places people have been which have been touched by threads. But okay, like folding paper, if that visual works for you. A short-cut, anyway.”


Brem smiled. “That sounds very convenient.”


Unity took a breath. “Sure, but there is always a price to pay. To the Universe, I mean. To the Prime Weaver. Because what we do … disturbs things.”
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