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CHAPTER 1


BEHOLD A PALE HORSE


SILENCE.


The silence about the Solar Throne filled the great hall like water, like the deep dark of the sea. Not a soul stirred. From my place amongst the courtiers, I watched the two common soldiers where they knelt on the mosaic. They had crawled the length of the hall, proceeding down the central aisle flanked by members of the Martian Guard like scarabs in their formal blacks. How long had it been since two persons of so low a station had come to that exalted place? The white vaults had stood like Olympos atop the clouds of Forum for more than ten thousand years, and save for the artisans who had crafted them—creatures whom the nobile people about me would have spurned like insects despite the beauty they had wrought—I was prepared to wager my good right hand that fewer than a hundred serfs had knelt before our Radiant Emperor in all that time.


That they were in that place at all was a signal—clear as the changing of bells—that the world had changed. That they would speak in that place of gold and carnelian, that hall of ivory and jet, was a sign that the change was terrifying.


Both soldiers knelt at attention, eyes carefully fixed at the base of the dais where fifty-four steps rose toward the gleaming throne flanked by the Knights Excubitor in armor of mirrored white.


By the stars at her shoulders I saw that one of the soldiers was a ship’s captain, but it was the other who spoke, rough tones betraying him for a common legionnaire. He had been prompted, coached on what to say by logothetes and by the eunuch homunculi who served the Imperial presence. But fear floated off the man in waves, and for a tenth and unnecessary time he bowed and pressed his forehead to the tile. “Your Radiance,” he said, voice breaking. “Holy Emperor. I abase myself before you. I am Carax of Aramis. I have been your faithful servant for nearly eight hundred years.” His tongue tripped over the words, and I could tell that he’d tried to rehearse them. “I were at Hermonassa, Radiance. Were on the Inviolate when it fell.” From the reports I’d seen of the battle, I knew the Inviolate had been the flagship of the defense fleet at Hermonassa. It had died nameless, for once violated it was the Inviolate no more. The woman beside Carax had been its captain. By rights, she should have ended her life after so devastating a defeat. Perhaps she intended to do just that when this audience was ended.


Carax spoke, describing the Cielcin attack on the flagship. “The Pale come aboard. Cut through the hull and swarm in. Ship’s leaking air. Life support’s compromised. I don’t know a thing about the battle outside, but the captain’s ordered retreat and we’re pulling back to decouple the bridge section when—”


“Get to the point!” snapped the slippered eunuch at the soldier’s side. At a gesture from the androgyn, one of the Martians advanced to chastise the legionnaire with the haft of his energy lance.


“Let the man tell his story in his own way,” came the voice Imperial, halting the androgyn and the Martian in their tracks. Carax and the captain at once pressed their faces to the floor as a child hides from the thunderbolt. Caesar’s words resounded from the throne, amplified by speakers hidden in the filigreed vaults above so that he spoke God-like from every corner of the hall. When he spoke again, it was not unkindly. “He has traveled far and seen much that interests us. We would not have his tale hurried.”


Spluttering thanks, Carax straightened, still on his knees.


“But you wanted to hear about it.” Almost I thought I could hear Carax swallow. “About the Pale King.” I guessed the man had given his official report when the survivors from Hermonassa had arrived on Forum, and from that report had been selected to come before the Emperor.


I glanced sidelong at Pallino where he stood beside me, but my old friend and bodyguard did not so much as blink.


I felt a shadow stir in my mind, but listened carefully as Carax continued. “My decade were left to guard the airlock. Last line of defense. On the Inviolate the bridge section’s got to by this long hall, and Thailles—he was my decurion—Thailles had sealed the door. A foot and a half of solid titanium, only they got through.” His voice shook on the last word, and he hunched where he knelt, eyes downcast. “Cut its way in with a sword like those our knights use. Highmatter. Cut through the bulkhead like it weren’t nothing, Radiance. Lords and ladies. Only it weren’t like no sword I’d seen. It were too big. And all … twisted. Cut through the bulkhead like it weren’t there.” He seemed to realize that he’d repeated himself, and his face darkened. “Cut through the men, too. I never seen one of the Pale so big. Had to stoop in the corridor as it came at us. All black and silver it was. And when it see us standing at the end of the hall behind the prudence shield it bares its fangs at us. Smiling, like.


“‘Surrender!’ it says, and Honorable Caesar I swear by Holy Mother Earth it spoke our words.” He rubbed his arms. “Said our lives were forfeit. That they’d taken the shipyards. Broken the fleet. We fired on him, but they had shields. Never seen that before, neither. Pale with shields. They just laughed at us, and their king, he said he was …” The man struggled with the name.


I hardly heard him.


I knew the name.


Syriani Dorayaica.


The Scourge of Earth.


The soldier’s words seized in me, and once again I beheld a vision I had twice seen. First in the darkness beneath Calagah, and again in the cold clutches of the Brethren of Vorgossos. I saw the Cielcin arrayed across the stars, rank upon rank, file upon file, ship and soldier and swords uplifted, scratching at the sky. And at their head there came one taller and more terrible than the rest. Black its raiment and black its cloak, and its horns and its silver crown were terrible as the glass fangs in its lipless mouth.


“Did it wear a crown?”


Silence again.


I realized a moment later that it was I who had spoken, I who had disturbed the air and perfect order about the Solar Throne. The courtiers about me drew away, leaving Pallino and me alone on a little island beneath pillars tall as towers. Someone giggled nervously, and I felt the eyes of the Martians pick me out through their suit optics, their faceless masks dispassionate.


Carax turned, and our eyes met. His eyes widened. Did he know me? I did not know him.


“We will have order!” cried a sergeant-at-arms.


Because it was expected of me, I went to one knee and bowed my head. I did not press it to the floor as the soldiers had. I was palatine, and distantly a cousin of our Emperor. Caesar’s eyes were on me, twin emeralds in that alabaster sculpt he called a face. Was it my imagination, or had one corner of his mouth turned upward in ironic amusement? Whispers burbled around me.


“That’s Marlowe, isn’t it?”


“Hadrian Marlowe?”


“That’s Sir Hadrian Marlowe, the Knight Victorian.”


“That’s the Halfmortal?”


“Is it true he can’t be killed?”


The sergeant-at-arms slammed his fasces against the tiled floor, brass tip ringing against the stone. “Order! We will have order!”


The Emperor raised a hand, and order was restored. A moment later, His Imperial Radiance, William XXIII of the House Avent, spoke in a voice that brought to mind the touch of fire and the scent of old wood. “Answer our servant’s question, soldier.”


Attention returned steadily to Carax and his captain. His eyes stayed fixed on me as he answered, ignoring Caesar where he sat amidst gold and velvet. “A crown?” The words seemed alien to the man, and he mouthed them stupidly. “A crown? Yes. It were silver.”


Alone, this revelation proved nothing. Prince Aranata had worn a coronet of silver. The Cielcin had dozens of princes, perhaps hundreds, each the master of a nation fleet that plied the waterless seas of space. I had no reason to believe that Syriani Dorayaica, whom the Chantry called the Scourge of Earth, was the creature from my visions.


And yet, I knew.


But Carax was not finished. “He called himself a king,” he said, and turning broke the inviolable protocol of the throne room by looking up upon the face of the Emperor. “He said he was coming for your crown, Honorable Caesar.” On seeing His Radiance enthroned atop the mighty dais, the soldier’s voice broke, and he prostrated himself once again, lying almost flat against the tile. No longer the center of attention, I stood again, peering over the shoulders of the richly dressed personages before me. “Your Radiance, he let me live. Killed everyone else in my decade.”


The smell of incense burning in golden thuribles above filled the air, but I smelled the smoke of fires and burning men. I saw the corridor in Carax’s tale as he spoke. The Cielcin king—if king it was—striding relentless, pale sword flashing. I imagined plasma fire and bullets breaking against its shield as its sword fell like rain. How bright the flashing of that blade! How terrible its glass-toothed smile! And when its work was done it seized Carax by his throat and plucked him one-handed from a floor slick with blood and strewn with the limbs of dead men. How clearly I saw that moment then: Carax alone against the enemy. I pressed my lips together in pity. I had a vision of boots dangling useless above the floor, and of the Cielcin lord holding this man calmly in its grip.


“Tell your master I am coming,” it said, and Carax shuddered to repeat the words. Then it threw the man down like a child’s doll and turned, vanishing into the wreck it had made, and was gone.
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“I don’t like this one bit, Had,” Pallino said when the audience was over.


“I know, Pal.” I rubbed my chin, leaned my head back against the pillar behind me. The Martians had chivied the courtiers from the Sun King’s Hall after the Emperor made his departure, his massive throne carried on the shoulders of a hundred men and flanked by the Knights Excubitor. The vestibule outside the throne room was larger than many palaces, so high one could confuse the vaulted ceiling fifty stories above for the sky. Indeed, I’d heard it said there were mechanisms in the ceiling designed to suck all the moisture from the air, lest clouds form within and rain fall upon the nobility.


My lictor crossed his arms. “The bastards are getting smarter. Or this one is.”


“Dorayaica.”


“That’s the one,” Pallino said, then said again, “I don’t like this one bit. The Pale are animals. They’ve always attacked without warning or order, burned cities and carried off people for food. In and out. But this bastard … Hermonassa was a military target. He didn’t even raid the planet, just torched the shipyards and crippled the fleet. I bet it was him that did for the Legion base on Gran Kor, too.”


Still rubbing my pointed chin, I added, “And Arae.” Pallino had been at Arae with me, had seen the unholy mixture of Cielcin and machine the Extrasolarians had bred beneath the mountains on that arid and airless world.


“Could be. You think he’s allied with the Extras, too?”


“It,” I corrected. The Cielcin were not male and female. “And I hope not.” An alliance between the Cielcin and the barbarians who dwelt between the stars would be a hideous thing. I shivered. Even after nearly a hundred years of waking life, the memory of my imprisonment in the dungeons of Vorgossos lay on me like a film. “It’s bad enough facing the prospect of a Cielcin chieftain who understands our warfare without dragging Kharn Sagara and his ilk back into the mix.”


Pallino grunted, and at last I lowered my gaze to look at the man who had come with me out of the fighting pits of Emesh, one of a mere handful of people who remembered me as Had, as only Hadrian, and not as Sir Hadrian, the youngest man not of the Imperial family ever to be named a member of the Royal Knights Victorian; nor as the Halfmortal.


My friend.


When I had first met Pallino, he’d been an old man. Hoary, white-haired, and one-eyed. He’d lost the eye fighting the Cielcin at Argissa a lifetime before. Old as he was, he’d been strong after the way of old soldiers, and when I had asked him to enlist with me, to leave the life of a coliseum myrmidon for life as a mercenary, he had not blinked the one eye remaining him.


He had two eyes now, and the hair on his head was black again, though not so black as mine, and the skin of his face and hands—which once had been spotted and leathered with age and use—was smooth again and youthful, though shot through with a tracery of fine scars like silver wire, the mark of the surgeon’s knife and fingerprint of the gene tonics that had remade his body and elevated him to the patrician class. He’d received a new lease on life, and a second youth, all because I had asked it, all because I had named him my armsman and a member of my house when the Emperor knighted me.


He narrowed those eyes then, and made a warding gesture at the sound of Kharn’s name. “You think they’ll send us out again?”


“We’ll know soon enough …” I said darkly, watching the brightly clad nobiles flock in the shadows of those impossibly high columns. I felt shabby by comparison in my black tunic and high boots, the tall collar of my greatcoat close about my jaw. I leaned back against the pillar, hands behind my back.


“Lord Marlowe?” a low voice interrupted.


I looked round, expecting to see a servant in the Imperial livery. But the man who spoke was not suited in the servants’ white, but in blacks more worn than my own.


It was the soldier, Carax.


Before I could answer, the man took a halting step back, mouth half-open. “It is you. God and Earth and Emperor …” He sketched the sign of the sun disc then, touching forehead, chest, and lips in rapid succession. “It is you.” His hand lingered on his chest, touching some amulet through the front of his uniform jacket. “I thought it were you in there. When you spoke to me, I … I almost didn’t believe you were real.” He glanced round at the nobility flowing around us. At the logothetes in their black and gray suits, at the guards in white and Martian scarlet. He had the air of a man who yearned to be invisible, which was impossible in the Eternal City. Ten thousand eyes were watching us, and ten times ten thousand. Cameras and microphones, hoverdrones and spydust and sensors of all descriptions kept their ceaseless vigil, spying on and protecting the Emperor and the cream of the Sollan Empire from treachery and death.


No one was invisible. Not even a lowly legionnaire.


“I’m real enough,” I said, stepping away from the pillar.


Unheard by all but myself, Pallino muttered, “Enough to be a real pain in the ass.”


I threw the old soldier a glance, and he flashed a rueful grin. “You spoke well today. I’ve seen many a great lord do worse.” We stood opposite one another a long moment, neither speaking. The legionnaire was bald as any enlisted man, and I could see his identification tattoos standing out black against the dark skin of his neck. More than once he seemed on the verge of saying something, but he kept stopping himself. I had grown familiar with his affliction in the years since I’d risen to knighthood. Offering the fellow my best, most crooked smile, I said, “They said your name was … Carax, wasn’t it?”


“Yes, sir! I … lordship.” He stood a little straighter, leaped almost to attention. “Carax of Aramis, sir. Triaster. Second Cohort of the 319th Centaurine Legion, sir. Lordship. Sir.” Only then did the fellow remember his salute and press a fist to his chest.


Returning the gesture I said, “Just sir will do, Carax. We are both soldiers.”


When had that happened? When had I become a soldier? I hadn’t set out to be one. I’d left home to study languages—to become a scholiast. Not to fight. Certainly not to kill.


To die.


“Is it true?” he asked. I knew what he wanted to know, but I let him ask it anyway. “They say you can’t be killed.”


Mindful of the cameras all around us, I knew I couldn’t tell him the truth. Even if I could, whatever I said would not be believed. If I said yes, he would think me a fraud, and if no—a liar.


“That is what they say.”


Carax nodded as if I’d answered his question. “They say you killed one of their kings with your bare hands.”


“Princes,” I said, raising two fingers. “Two of them. Though I had a sword.” I caught myself toying with the ring on my left thumb, the ring I had taken from Prince Aranata’s hand after I killed it. I clenched my fists to stop them fidgeting. I had taken the prince’s head after it had taken mine. I could remember the sight of my own headless body toppling before the darkness took me. Before I came back. I felt Pallino stir beside me. He had seen it all. He knew the truth.


“Will the war end soon, sir?” Carax asked, eyes downcast, as if he feared to look at me. “Only … I’ve been on the Emperor’s dole since before the war began. So much time on the ice, you know? Not been home in … I don’t know how long anymore. Seven hundred years? Reckon I’m a grandfather a hundred times over. Family won’t even know me when I get back. Lot of lads like me in the service. Lads never going home. Lads got no home. Just want the fighting done.” His hand tightened on whatever it was he wore beneath his shirt.


Something in me broke for the poor soldier. Just how long had he spent in cryonic fugue, slumbering between the stars? His was the fate of many soldiers: to be locked away in an icebox to await their day, to serve their tenure piecemeal. A month—two months every decade. It wasn’t just, but then, the universe is not just.


“I don’t know,” I said, and took a step nearer the other man.


He stepped back, as if afraid I might burn him. “But they say you can see the future.”


“They say a lot of things,” I said. I couldn’t. I had only been shown the future. I had no power in myself. They say a man should never meet his heroes, and I feared I was letting this poor soldier down, but I could not tell him the truth. I stood in the Emperor’s favor, and that offered me some protection, but to talk too freely in that place was to court disaster. “But the war will end, Carax. One day. And perhaps we will meet again when that happens, eh?”


I had expected the man to slump, defeated by my lack of a proper response, but he brightened and stood a little straighter. “Wanted to give you something, sir. If you’ll let me.” He spoke as if the thought had just occurred to him, and at once he drew a slim chain from around his neck and offered me the little silver medal on his outstretched hand. “I were at Aptucca, sir. Fifty years back. I only wish it were something better, but I don’t have much.”


It was prayer medal with an icon of Fortitude embossed on its front. I took it and held it in my palm, trying to keep my feelings from my face. I did not and do not believe in the Chantry religion. But I smiled. “Thank you, soldier. I’m glad you were at Aptucca, I—”


“How did you do it?” The words came spilling out of him. “How did you get the Pale to retreat without firing a single shot?”


“I …” My words trailed off as I turned the medal over. It was a small thing, no larger than the end of my thumb and round as a coin. On its back side was the Imperial sunburst, twelve rays twisting. But over it—carved as with the point of a knife—was a crude trident, a pitchfork such as a devil might carry. Such as the pitchfork embroidered on my greatcoat in crimson thread. Its shaft passed directly through the heart of the Imperial sun precisely as the one on my chest pierced a pentacle. I shut my fist and hid the thing at my side. “I killed their prince, too.” I smiled, though it was not the whole truth. They had taken me aboard their vessel when I challenged Prince Ulurani, and the Prince had accepted, that it might avenge the death of its fellow prince, Aranata. While I’d distracted them with the duel, Pallino and Lieutenant Commander Garone had managed to place charges throughout the interior of their ship. We had held them to ransom, and they had fled.


The Cielcin were not human. They could not be reasoned with like humans. I’d learned that on Vorgossos with Aranata nearly three centuries before.


I realized that Carax was looking at me, hoping for a story. I shrugged, trying not to think about the treasonous, blasphemous amulet he had given me. “The Cielcin don’t have laws exactly. They have rulers—and if you kill one, they don’t know what to do. When I defeated their prince at Aptucca, they retreated to choose a new leader.”


“A bloodless victory,” the soldier said, grinning ear to ear.


“Nearly bloodless,” I said, but it was Aranata I thought of, black blood staining the pale grass in the gardens of Kharn Sagara.


“Would you bless me, sir?” Carax stammered. “Lordship? I thank Earth every day she sent you to us. I’d have died at Aptucca, I know it. I had dreams about it for weeks. But you saved me. Saved all of us.” And then he went to one knee, head bowed as one about to receive knighthood, hands clasped above his head.


“Oh, get up,” Pallino mumbled, but Carax did not hear.


“Halfmortal Son of Earth, protect us.”


The edges of the medallion pinched against my hand. I had known for a long time that there were those in the legions who thought of me this way, but none had come to me before. My own men knew me well enough to know that I was a man, though many of them had seen my death with their own eyes. But the legend of me had gone beyond me, traveled with Bassander Lin and his soldiers back amongst the wider legions.


There were always cults among the soldiers, though worship of any gods save Mother Earth and the God Emperor was forbidden. As in Rome so long ago, when the soldiers worshiped Mithras and the Unconquered Sun, so our soldiers worshiped the Cid Arthur and—like my friend, Edouard, and the Romans before him—the ancient Christ.


This lonely soldier worshiped me, and I had no power to bestow blessings, and no hope to give.


I felt at once very, very tired.


So I took his hands in mine. They seized me with a fervor I had not expected, nor felt in any person save Valka for more years than I could recall. “Get up,” I said, and pressed the medallion back into his hands, imagining that to him it gained some special significance because I had held it.


It was a relic now.


There were tears in the soldier’s eyes when he stood. “They say it’s hopeless, master. The war.”


Master. The word echoed in my ears.


“They say a lot of things,” I said again, and drew back. “There is always hope.” And I clapped the man on the shoulder and sent him on his way. He looked back the whole while, bumping into court logothetes and women dressed in bright gowns, until at last he was lost in the throng of people and swallowed up.


I never saw him again.






CHAPTER 2


THE FIRSTBORN SON OF EARTH


A FULL TWO DECADES of the Knights Excubitor marched around me, ten to either side, such that I walked at the center of their column. I must have looked out of place amongst their mirrored armor and red capes, a grim shadow amidst all that bright finery. As was their custom, they marched with highmatter swords active and held in both hands before their faces, ready to kill me if I made any sudden moves. I was acutely aware that I had no weapon myself. My sword had remained on my ship, and they had not even permitted Pallino to accompany me, and no wonder.


We marched down corridor after gilded corridor, over patterned carpets thick as the centuries, beneath Rococo scrollwork and baroque images old perhaps as Earth herself. Golden light streamed through crystal windows, revealing in narrow slices the shining towers and the infinite, bottomless sky beyond.


Perhaps you’ve seen it, if only in a dream? The Eternal City: her fair towers gleaming in the sun. Her halls great as cities rearing their mighty faces through banks of rosy cloud. Colossal statues looming like shadowy giants over windy streets and airy plazas. Hanging gardens as in Babylon of old flowering from terraces above a sky ten thousand miles deep. The Eternal City: old and venerable as sages, proud and beautiful as any queen. She was the heart and eye of the galaxy. The axis about which all our worlds turned.


We passed beneath an arched window, and far below I saw the knife-edged shape of wings where lighter craft patrolled the skies below. They sailed beneath the arched shadows of a white aqueduct that carried water from one floating isle to the next.


I would have stopped if the Excubitors would allow it.


They would not allow it.


The Emperor was waiting.
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The approach to the Imperial apartments in the Peronine Palace brought us in time to the Cloud Gardens, where silver fountains played beneath misty boughs lit even in daylight by glowspheres like distant stars. I had walked there but once before, on the day of my investiture, when His Imperial Radiance had made me a knight and restored me to the nobility. Before I had been outcaste, disowned by my father, without title or name.


The memory of that other day dogged my steps as I went. It had been right after I’d first arrived on Forum, fresh from my confrontation with Prince Aranata aboard the Demiurge. Nearly three hundred years had passed—eighty for me. So long ago, and yet still I heard the ringing of His Radiance’s voice beneath the dome of the Georgian Chapel.


“In the name of Holy Mother Earth and in the light of her sun, I, the Sollan Emperor William of the Aventine House, the Twenty-Third of that Name; Firstborn Son of Earth; King of Avalon; Lord Sovereign of the Kingdom of Windsor-in-Exile; Prince Imperator of the Arms of Orion, of Perseus, of Sagittarius, and Centaurus; Magnarch of Orion; Conqueror of Norma; Grand Strategos of the Legions of the Sun; Supreme Lord of the Cities of Forum; North Star of the Constellations of the Blood Palatine; Defender of the Children of Men; and Servant of the Servants of Earth, call upon you to kneel.”


I sank to my knees as I was ordered before the steps of the altar. Incense burned and votive candles, and in the niche above the altar fey shadows danced against a statue of the God Emperor triumphant, one foot crushing a marble cube. His living descendant stood over me, holding in his hands an ancient sword. Not highmatter, but common steel and so black with age that at first I thought it raw iron. The pompous grandeur of his titles still ringing in the air, Caesar stood a moment, and behind him a panegyrist in robes of sable and cloth of gold sang out in Classical English, saying, “In the name of Holy Mother Earth and in the light of Her Sun we pray! May the Mother bless her servant.”


The soldiers and courtiers at my back—my friends and enemies together—murmured the benediction, “O Mother, bless us all.”


Then Caesar spoke. “Do you, Hadrian Marlowe, pledge yourself now and forever to our service? To the service of your Emperor and of the Empire which he serves?”


Knowing what was expected of me, I said, “I do.”


“Do you believe in our Creator, the Holy Mother Earth? Do you believe in the God Emperor, Her firstborn son and heir—our ancestor? Him who crushed the Mericanii and the machines and delivered the universe once more into the hands of men?”


“I do,” I said, but I did not believe it.


“Do you pledge your sword, your possessions, your powers and faculties—your very life—to the defense of our Empire?”


“I do.”


“Do you swear to forgo reward, to seek justice for its own sake?” I kept my head bowed all the while, hiding my face, afraid something of my uncertainty or disquiet might show there and be read by His Radiance.


“I do.”


“To live with temperance through feast and famine?”


“I do.”


“To act with prudence in matters great and small?”


“I do.”


“To show fortitude in the face of tribulation?”


“I do.”


“To safeguard the honor of your fellows?”


If they have any, I thought, but said only, “I do.”


“And of your betters?”


I hesitated only an instant, thinking of my lord father, of Balian Mataro, and the lords I had met in the vestibule of Vorgossos. Then I thought of Valka, of Pallino and the rest. My friends. My family. And so it was not a lie when I answered, saying: “I do.”


“Do you swear to respect the honor of any person: man, woman, or child?”


“I do.”


“And to defend it?”


“I do.”


“To never refuse the challenge of an equal?”


There were so many oaths. Too many, and I confess that I have had to find a book on the shelves here to get them all down correctly. But I answered, “I do.”


“Do you swear to despise cruelty, deceit, and injustice?”


“I do!”


“Do you swear to see to its end any course begun?”


I have rued that oath more than all the others, though I thought little of it as I answered, “I do.”


“And do you swear to keep faith with your oath, from this day, until your dying day, in the name of the Emperor, and of the God Emperor, and of the Earth who is Mother and Victim of us all?” And here His Radiance made the sign of the sun disc, holding his saber vertical before him as he touched forehead and heart and lips, and I sensed that everyone behind me moved with me as I mirrored the gesture, moving in a silence deepened somehow by the clink of jewelry and the rustle of human action that disturbed it.


As I made the gesture, I said, “I do.”


The Emperor lowered his sword and—laying it first against my left shoulder, then my right—dubbed me, saying, “Then rise a knight, Sir Hadrian, and Lord Marlowe in your own right.” He offered me his left hand then, and I kissed the ring upon his thumb, the one which bore the twelve-rayed sun that was the emblem of his house.


There is a strength in ceremonies, a power in ritual that is whether or not we believe in the principalities upon which those rituals are founded. So despite my cynicism, I could not help but feel a warm flowering of love in my chest as I stood and the swell of pride. I was a knight, and no mere knight, but a knight of the Royal Victorian Order, one of the Emperor’s own.


There are not many people in the galaxy who can claim to have visited the Peronine Palace, that palace within the greater palace of the Eternal City where the Royal Family makes its home. There are even fewer who can claim to have visited more than once.


On that second visit, the great doors swung open soundlessly, and within, the mechanisms of a great clock chimed. Upon crossing the threshold, the pace of the Excubitors changed, flowing seamlessly from a brisk march to a slow and steady goosestep. The ringing of their boots on the tile aligned with the ticking of the clock whose pendulum swung free and mighty above the pointed arches ahead.


We came at last by many turnings to a water garden built of the whitest marble. Bright fountains played on waters thick with pale lotus blossoms and the azure blooms of nenuphars. Two women sat in one corner softly plucking at harpstrings while His Radiance sat in a humble seat beside a small table. Four of his Excubitors stood near at hand, watching me through mirrored masks. I bowed as my guard saluted, right hand over my heart, the left thrown wide. “Your Radiance,” I said, “I am honored to have been summoned.”


Caesar William rose from his seat—setting aside a small, black book he’d been reading—and approached me with a jovial wave and a warm smile. “Sir Hadrian! It is good to see you again.”


I looked down at my feet. “I wanted to apologize, Radiance, for speaking out of turn at the soldiers’ audience earlier.”


“It is forgotten already, cousin! Please! Stand upright that we may see you.” The Emperor smiled as I stood and gestured to dismiss my escort. The Excubitors retreated backward, folding away between painted columns, leaving me with the impression that they were not truly gone, but waiting invisibly amongst the pillars. “We have not yet had occasion to thank you for your service at Aptucca. That is two of these Cielcin princes you’ve put an end to.”


Bowing my head, I said, “Again, you honor me, Radiance.”


“The honor is yours.” The Emperor waved one velvet-gloved hand, rings glittering, indicating that I should walk with him. “Would that all our servants were so effective.”


I had no response to that and so said nothing, but walked in step with His Radiance around the pools, our shadows leading the way. The Emperor was taller than I, and though I knew him to be more than four times my hundred years, there was no silver in the red of his hair. But for the red velvet of his long gloves and slippers, his suit was of the most brilliant white silk, chased with gold. If I had felt underdressed outside the Sun King’s Court, I felt insignificant in Caesar’s presence. His rings alone might have fetched the price of a planet—not for their gems or their craftsmanship, such things could be manufactured cheaply enough—but for their age. I did not doubt that each of them had come out of Old Earth before the fall.


“They are singing your praises throughout the Empire, you know? Defeating the Pale at Aptucca without spilling a drop of human blood.”


“Would that it were so,” I said soberly.


The Emperor stopped his steady pace. I could feel his eyes upon me, burning a hole in my cheek. “It is so. We have decreed it so, and you would do well to stand by the official tale.”


“As you say, Radiance.” I dared not turn and meet his gaze, risked only a sidelong glance. His Imperial Radiance William XXIII was frowning, a slight furrow slashed between his eyes. Then it was gone, expression returned to one of pharaonic calm. Recalling that expression makes me hesitate even to this day. Aptucca was a stunning victory, but the lies the propagandists in the Ministry of Public Enlightenment piled atop the truth made it shine out all the more.


“You’re certain the prince is dead?” Caesar asked, resuming his orbit of the pool.


I glimpsed one of the Excubitors between the pillars, watching through the hollow eyes of his mask. “Quite certain, Your Radiance. I killed Ulurani myself.”


His Imperial Radiance nodded, traced the line of his jaw with one velvet-wrapped finger. Something plainly was weighing on the Imperial mind, but we walked on in silence a moment, passing delicate frescoes on the walls of the quadrangle depicting fantastic tableaus of nymphs and angels.


“Tell me something, Hadrian,” the Emperor said. Something in his tone caught my attention, and I turned to look at him. “Are you my man?” He had abandoned the royal we, and in doing so revealed himself—though it is blasphemy for me to record these words—as only a man, and one exhausted by the crown and station he bore upon too-narrow shoulders.


I did not know how to answer him. “Your Radiance?”


“Enough of that. Answer me. Whom do you serve?”


Had he seen that treasonous medallion Carax had tried to give me? Did he believe I plotted against his throne and family? I felt my knees begin to bend and cursed myself for it. To kneel would be to appear contrite and so guilty. So I did not kneel, though I sensed a great many things hung upon my answer, my life not least of all. “I am a soldier of the Empire,” I said. What else could I say? I had not wanted to be, but few is the number who live the lives they wish for.


His Radiance huffed through his nose. “The Empire … very good. In that case, I have a job for you.” His irritation fading to amusement, he turned his back on me and examined the nearest fresco. It depicted an icon of Beauty rising from the sea, high-breasted and golden-haired. “Have you heard about this business on Gododdin?”


“Gododdin?” I echoed, not sure I’d heard the name correctly.


It was the first time in my life I’d heard the name. The name of the planet I would one day destroy. How insignificant it seemed to me in that moment! A meaningless word, a meaningless world.


“It’s a primary Legion base between the Sagittarius and Centaurus Arms of the galaxy. We’ve been using it to stage troop deployments across Centaurus as the Cielcin advance. Intelligence dispatched a Legion to Nemavand in Ramannu Province, but it never arrived.”


Something cold turned over in my stomach. “Another lost legion?” More than a dozen had vanished in the last century, convoys hit while traveling at warp, the soldiers taken or slain in their icy sleep. I had been sent to locate the 378th Legion on Arae decades earlier, and but for a few survivors, I had failed. “The Cielcin?” It had not been the xenobites on Arae, but the Extrasolarians.


“Quite possibly. Ramannu Province is badly in need of supplies and reinforcements, and the loss of the caravan may cost them dearly. We do not wish to lose another province, cousin. We require that you make all possible speed for Gododdin, ascertain what has happened to our legion, and return them if possible.”


I felt the jaws of the trap close around me. It was an impossible task. On Arae, at least, there had been a planet nearby, a place worth searching. Though our chances had been slim, we’d had a trail to follow. They may have been singing my praises throughout the Empire, but they sang too loudly. I had flown too close to the sun—and standing so near the Emperor, the Firstborn Son of Earth—that thought nearly brought a smile to my grim face.


The sun, indeed.


I was meant to fail, that I might return humbled and be made to abase myself before the Solar Throne, to crawl the length of that interminably long hall beneath the eyes and nervous laughter of the high lords and ladies of half a billion worlds.


But something was missing. The Emperor would not have called for a private audience to tell me what any of his servants and logothetes might have done. I looked again around the garden, at the lotus blossoms and nenuphars and the icon of Beauty reclining upon her shell. At the Excubitors and the eunuch functionaries lurking in the shadows, always waiting for the Imperial order to approach and be useful.


I looked at the Emperor again, and because it was expected of me, said, “As you command, Honorable Caesar.”


His Imperial Radiance did not reply at once, but remained standing with his back to me. “For more than seven hundred years now we’ve been at war. Too long.” He raised a hand, two ringed fingers extended, like a priest issuing a benediction. “We are going to tell you something, Sir Hadrian. Something that is not to leave this garden.” And here he turned, hand still raised, eyes narrowed. “Assuming, of course, that you are truly our man.” I knew better than to say anything, to interrupt that most exalted personage. Still His Radiance waited as if in expectation of a reply. But I had stood before the throne of the Undying in Vorgossos, where the hours fell like seconds and were lost. I had learned to out-sit Kharn Sagara. I could out-sit the Emperor. His placid face twitched in the smallest smile I have ever seen. “Very good.” He let his hand drop and, without preamble, said, “I am old, cousin. I would see this war end before my reign does.” The royal we was gone again, but he amended the breach as he continued. “You are thinking that we do not look old, but you are palatine. You know how quickly the end comes for us when it does. We must think to the world we wish to leave our children—and to the children we wish to leave our subjects. And so we have a request—one we will not require of you.” I did not believe that for a second, as the barest request of the Emperor was ever the gravest command. “In your travels to Gododdin, you will take our son, Alexander. He is an admirer of yours and in need of seasoning.”


You will take our son, I thought. A request indeed.


“As you wish, Radiant Majesty.”


“Nemavand lies on the border between Centaurus and the Norman Expanse. We are not willing to lose this province, Sir Hadrian, or to risk the Cielcin spilling from the frontier into the mass of our Empire,” the Emperor said, looking back over his shoulder. He clasped his hands behind his back, the red of the long gloves standing out bright against the white of his coattails. “We trust the Halfmortal-Hero-of-Aptucca will not fail us.”


“Of course not, Radiant Majesty,” I said, shutting the trap about myself. To fail now was to lie to the Emperor. And to lie to the Emperor was death. I bowed my head, hoping the angle and my fringe of ink-dark hair would hide my face. Was the Emperor threatening me? Or only mocking?


The Emperor waved one hand glittering with gold. “Then go. Our logothetes will inform you as to the particulars of the Gododdin mission, and a messenger will be sent to find you when you must collect Alexander. You are to be careful with him, but to treat him as you would any squire.”


“As you wish, Radiant Majesty.” Aware of the Excubitors, I dared, “May I ask His Imperial Radiance a question?”


The Holy Sollan Emperor replied, “But of course, cousin.”


I inhaled sharply. “I have had a request for access to the Imperial Library on Colchis pending for the last fifty years.” Fifty-three, in point of fact, but that was not the moment for pedantry. “I would very much like access to the archives.”


His Imperial Radiance frowned slightly. “The archives? Whatever for?” Access to the Imperial Library at Nov Belgaer was limited to the scholiasts who staffed it. Not even my position as a Knight Victorian could open the doors; only a writ of approval from the Imperial Office could do that.


How could I answer the Emperor? I could not tell him the truth, that I sought answers about what had happened to me aboard the Demiurge. About the howling Dark beyond death. About the Quiet. Kharn Sagara had told me the Mericanii machines believed the God Emperor of old had been aided by the same forces that had delivered me from death. It stood to reason that somewhere, buried in some forgotten corner of that most ancient library, there yet remained some clue, some scrap of evidence to further my quest. But to acknowledge there were alien forces in the universe older and perhaps greater than man was a heresy punishable by death. Even to admit my knowledge of the Quiet would have been enough to invite disaster—and not only for myself, but for Valka, for Pallino and Crim and all the others who knew the stories of Hadrian Halfmortal were not stories at all.


But the Emperor’s eyebrows were rising with each passing microsecond, and I had to say something. “On Vorgossos, the Undying said the Cielcin have been raiding our worlds for far longer than we believe. That this war is only the full-scale invasion following centuries of smaller attacks like the first battle at Cressgard. The Colchis library is meant to keep a copy of every text in the Imperium. It is possible some account of these earlier raids exists, but lacking reference to the Pale directly has been overlooked. I am not only a knight, Radiance, but a scholar. If there is something in these accounts which might aid the current war effort, I think it worth the cost of a few years of my time to uncover it.”


“Do you?” the Emperor asked, and clasped his hands behind his back again. “It is for us to decide what the years of your life are worth, Sir Hadrian.” He bit the words off sharply, and it seemed that some shadow passed behind his mask-like face. “But perhaps … This request of yours is new to us! It had not been brought to our attention these past years,” he said. That, I thought, was a lie. A request from one of his Knight Victorians—particularly his youngest and most well-used—would have crossed his desk at once. He had ignored it. “We will consider it upon your return.”






CHAPTER 3


THE EMPIRE OF THE CLOUDS


“WITH RESPECT, MINISTERS, THIS isn’t much to go on,” I said, steepling my hands before me, elbows on the polished, black glass table. I surveyed the eclectic mixture of military and ministerial personnel gathered for the briefing, high palatines and upjumped peasants alike.


In snide aristocratic tones, Sir Lorcan Breathnach replied, “I am quite confident the great Devil of Meidua will prove equal to the task.” This elicited titters from the older men on the bench, among whom I was disheartened but unsurprised to find Lord Augustin Bourbon, the Minister of War himself. “We all sleep more soundly at night, Sir Hadrian, knowing that you are guarding the door.”


As well you should, I thought, but only offered my tightest smile. Breathnach had been Director of Legion Intelligence for more than three hundred years, and despite the scars still visible on his neck and hands, his patrician life extension was running out. There was gray in the brown of his hair, a rime of frost at temples and forelock, and the craggy lines of his face seemed worn, as by countless winds. He was—or so I guessed—the sort of self-made man who despises such as I, we sons of ancient houses accorded positions which he believed we did not deserve.


“I am glad, sir, that despite the many labors crying for your attention you still find time to sleep at night,” I said. It was unbecoming of one in my position, but as a Knight Victorian I did not answer to Sir Lorcan.


Breathnach’s jaw tightened, but before he could reply, one of his junior aides interrupted. “The caravan’s beacon data hasn’t hit the datanet yet. Once it does we’ll be able to narrow our area of search.”


“Assuming the beacon transmitted at all,” said Otavia Corvo from her place at my right hand. My Norman captain gestured at the starmap holographed above the conference table, indicating the crimson line that stretched from Gododdin system toward Nemavand on the Norman frontier. “We’ll have to retrace their flight path exactly and just hope we catch something on our sensors.” She pressed the fingertips of one hand against the desktop to underscore her next thought. “I’m sorry, but why are we doing this? This is a job for interstellar patrol, not a special company.”


Before Breathnach or one of the others could answer, I said, “Because the Emperor ordered it, captain.”


“And you will do your duty!” snapped Lord Bourbon.


“As you say,” I said, trying to take the council’s ire from my officer onto myself. “But gentlemen, you must understand. You’ve given us little by way of intelligence. Peace.” I held up a hand for calm, studied the map once again. For more than sixteen thousand years the Sollan Empire had been expanding, its influence spreading across an ever-widening and lengthening wedge of the galaxy, spreading along the spiral arms until at last some brave pioneers made the leap across the gulfs that separated one arm from the next. Perseus at the outer rim; then Orion, where Earth lay in smoking ruins and mankind was born; then Sagittarius; Centaurus; and at last to the source of the Norma Arm so near the core where we had first encountered the Cielcin. Gododdin glowed brightly red, a lonely mote in the midst of the emptiness between the mighty shoals of Sagittarius and Centaurus. I followed the lost legion’s progress: a blazing thread woven across the gulf into Centaurus and across it, moving almost straight toward the core and galactic north. Their destination, Nemavand, lay on the far edge of the Centaurus Arm near the core, near the frontier and the freeholds of the Norman Expanse wherein I had spent so much of my youth. Somewhere in that distant country—nearly twenty thousand light-years from Forum—was Emesh at the very edge of Imperial dominion. And beyond that were Pharos and Rustam and Nagramma. Even with the Tamerlane, which was by design among the fastest ships in the Empire, we would be gone for decades, perhaps even a century.


Even if I succeeded at this dreadful task, I would have been removed from court life and the attentions of the Imperium for so long that to return would be like being born again. A lot could change in a hundred years, especially when one slept the frozen sleep of the sailor and did not change oneself. Whatever friends I had at court and whatever momentum my celebrity had won for me at Aptucca would be gone. I would never gain access to the Imperial Library, and all my efforts in the Imperial service would be for naught.


It was a kind of death sentence, and I did not doubt that one or more of these fine gentlemen had suggested it to the Emperor. Bourbon, perhaps? I could see the old minister’s full moon face whispering at His Radiance’s side. How Bourbon could manage to be so exalted a palatine and yet so corpulent was a mystery, yet corpulent he was: as round of body as he was of face, with thick sideburns and a thicker mustache that recalled some species of walrus or manatee such as swam in the royal aquaria. He was a man of evil reputation, treacherous and venal. I’d heard it said that Augustin had sold out his own father, Philippe, when House Bourbon turned against itself centuries ago, backing his uncle—Prince Charles LIV—for the throne. He whispered then, muttering some comment or other to the gaunt man at his side—a senior logothete I could not name.


Sir Friedrich Oberlin, the junior logothete who had intervened with Breathnach moments before, cleared his throat. “Nemavand is crucial to the defense of the Centaurine border. Until Hermonassa, the Cielcin had not crossed the gulf in force for nearly four centuries, when they raided as far south as the Sagittarius.” He indicated a belt of systems far closer to Forum and the heart of the Empire. I remembered those raids. They had come when I was just a boy on Delos. One of those attacks had destroyed Cai Shen, a Consortium mining colony, and made my father far wealthier than he had already been. “Since then the bulk of their efforts have been concentrated in the Norman Expanse, we think because they have territory there.”


I nodded. That had been the consensus, though in seven centuries of fighting we had not found a single Cielcin colony. The xenobites did not establish colonies. They lived in migratory starship clusters, plying the dark and waterless seas between the stars, falling into solar systems long enough to suck of the stars for fuel and of our worlds for meat. And then they were gone, vanishing into the Dark like wolves in the misty forests of night.


“I know all this,” I said. It was possible the Cielcin had planetbound colonies somewhere in the Norman Expanse or the Veil of Marinus, or perhaps it was in those regions of space the greater part of the nomadic hordes sailed between the stars.


“There is more,” Breathnach said, tone almost grudging. “Give him the rest, Friedrich.”


The young officer cleared his throat. “Yes, sir.” He called up a set of schematics depicting half a dozen vessels, two troop carriers and four smaller battleships, each graceful and pointed as an arrowhead. “The convoy we sent to Nemavand was fifty thousand strong. Two legions: the 116th and the 337th Sagittarine. But they’re not the first we’ve lost in that region.” Two more red lines flowed out of Gododdin on the map, crossing the gulf into Centaurus before diverging to disparate points in the farther arm. The man Friedrich pressed on. “As you can see, we’ve lost two others in the last century. One forty years ago and the other about ninety. Their paths diverge rather dramatically once they reach Centaurus, after they refuel here, at Dion Station.”


“So you think they’re being hit somewhere between Gododdin and Dion,” I said, finishing the man’s train of thought.


“The Cielcin would have destroyed the fuel depot if they’d found it,” Corvo said, meaning the station.


“Bloody likely,” said one of the legion brass, a woman nearly so tall as Corvo.


“Unless they know exactly where Dion is,” I said, staring at a spot on the table before me. “Unless they like us sending our convoys straight toward it time and again. Why would you keep sending them if you’d lost four legions this way?”


I saw the answer a moment before Bourbon gave it to me, “Because there’s not another road into Centaurus for a thousand light-years east or west. Look at the map, boy!”


Not for the first time, I was glad my hands were in my lap. I twisted Prince Aranata’s ring on my thumb and scowled at the fat man. “Nevertheless …” I let the word drag across the air between us before continuing. “So you think the odds are good our convoy vanished somewhere in the gulf between Gododdin and Dion.” I studied the map of the galaxy hanging above us. “That does narrow things down a bit. But even still by the time we get there I rather doubt there’ll be anything left. It’ll take years just to reach Gododdin, to say nothing of how long it will take to sweep the gulf. Gentlemen, I’m afraid those men are already dead.”


“Very likely,” Breathnach agreed. “But you’re just the man for the job, Marlowe.”


Beside him, Augustin Bourbon made a low, wet sound that passed for laughter. “Just do try and bring them back alive this time, if at all possible. We were so disappointed after the Arae affair … So few survivors. And the barbarians escaped as well. Such a pity.”


Unbidden, my fists clenched in my lap. The soldiers we had been sent to rescue on Arae had been dead when we arrived, converted into mechanical puppets by the Extrasolarians. Rage is blindness, that part of me that yet spoke in Gibson’s voice whispered. When I spoke, my tone was calm. Steady. I did not argue. Lord Bourbon and the Director were not the sorts of men one argued with. “I’m confused, honorable gentlemen,” I said, and paused to allow Breathnach or Bourbon the opportunity to insult me again. To my surprise, neither man did, but I supposed the bait was too obvious. “On Arae, we discovered intelligence that the Cielcin have partnered with certain agencies among the Extrasolarians. Was something about this discovery unsatisfying to you? Or would you have preferred to learn about it only when the enemy was at our gates?” Having found enough forward momentum, I stood, palms pressed flat against the table. “With respect, none of you was at Arae. None of you saw what was left of those men, and none of you wishes more than I that they were still alive. So don’t insult me.”


Despite Bourbon’s hand on his arm, Breathnach stood to match me. “Are you quite done, Marlowe?” The fat minister had been right to try to restrain the craggy Director. The question would have been more commanding if he hadn’t lost his composure to ask it.


Not quite, I thought. Still in the same even tone, I said, “The Emperor has ordered me to Gododdin, so I will go. And with your leave, I will go now.” I extended one hand in salute before plucking the storage crystal from the table before me.


I did not wait for permission to leave.
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“They mean for us to fail,” I said to my companions once we regained the relative security of our shuttle. I looked from Pallino to Otavia and back again, never minding the pilot officer and the four Red Company soldiers who’d accompanied us as something of an honor guard. “What we did at Aptucca’s frightened the politicians. They’re afraid of me.” I twisted Aranata’s ring again. Through the small portholes on the shuttle the Legion Intelligence offices fell away, white columns and painted capitals and domes glittering in the sun. I watched the Eternal City roll beneath us. Forum was astonishingly temperate for a gas giant, the winds milder than they had any right or reason to be—and their worst excesses were curbed by the weather satellites that kept the storms at bay.


From our height, the Eternal City blossomed from the clouds like the palace of some fairy queen, like Olympos of old. Here among the clouds, humanity had worn the trappings of godhood for so long they had almost forgotten they were animals, though still they snarled and bit.


“Would it really be so bad?” Pallino asked. “Maybe they’d let you go.”


I almost laughed at that. “Let me go? Go where, Pal?”


“Wherever you like,” he said, and crossed his arms. “Back to the Veil, back to mercenary life. Hell, you could slip off and be a scholiast if that’s what you really want. You and Valka.”


Valka. There was a thought. Valka had not left the Tamerlane since we’d returned to Forum two years before, fresh off our latest mission. She was Tavrosi, and the machine implanted in her head—though it was a secret known only to a few of our company—put her in danger. The Chantry’s Inquisition would not have looked kindly on someone carrying the dreaded machines into the heart of the Sollan Empire. I was not sure her diplomatic status could protect her here, where security mattered more than justice.


From the perversion of the flesh, O Mother deliver us.


But if I was dismissed from the Imperial court in disgrace, we might go anywhere, might see the Marching Towers on Sadal Suud, climb the mountain to the Temple of Athten Var, visit all the ruins the Quiet left littered across the galaxy. Might forget the war. It was tempting.


“You know we can’t do that,” I said. I could still see the blood and the way Raine Smythe and her soldier had been torn apart by the Cielcin, could remember clearly the way one held her severed arm aloft before feasting on it. And the visions I had seen … the Cielcin burning across the stars, billions dead and dying or enslaved.


I squeezed my left hand with my right, feeling the faint ridges on the artificial bone. I had lost the arm when I lost my life aboard the Demiurge, and even after almost a hundred years, the arm did not feel truly mine. It had been a gift from the Undying King of Vorgossos, from Kharn Sagara himself. I had saved his life—both his lives, for he had splintered, his consciousness transferred into both the clones he kept near at hand to protect his immortality. It was a permanent reminder of what I had lost, what I had given to the fight.


“But it will be good to get the hell out of this place,” Captain Corvo said, staring down at the city through hooded eyes. I wondered what she saw when she looked down on the gilt spires and soaring domes, the cataracts pouring from the clouds and vanishing only to fall upon some terraced garden suspended far below. There was nothing like it in all the universe. No city so fair … or so terrible.


We banked round the ivory finger of the great clock tower that overshadowed the Campus Raphael. Despite myself, I felt a longing for my own home, for the black fortress of Devil’s Rest on its acropolis overlooking the sea. For all its faults—and they are numberless—I felt a sudden affection for the Empire of my home, for Delos where I was born, and even for the Eternal City. How much worse the world would become if that beautiful city fell! How much poorer. And though the men who ruled her were terrible and venal and cruel, no city or empire was made great by its rulers. Or by merely its rulers. Rome of old was not loved for its greatness, so the poet wrote. Rome was great because men loved her, as I loved my Empire in that moment.


“When do you pick up this prince we’re taking with us?” Pallino asked.


I forced myself to stop fidgeting with my hands and look Pallino in the eyes. It was still strange seeing him like this: his youth and eye restored. I leaned back in my seat. “Not for three days. He’s being prepared, as I understand it. Medical exams and the like. RNA indoctrination.”


“So he’ll at least know how to lace up his boots, then,” Corvo put in, brushing floating, bleached curls from her dark face.


“Or buckle them, at least,” Pallino said with a snort. “Strange they’re saddling us with a princeling for a punishment detail like this. Isn’t it?”


“Not at all,” I replied. “This way he won’t be in any danger.”


“You’ll forgive me if I don’t complain about that either,” Otavia said, the trace of a frown touching her lips. “Be nice to not be fighting for our lives for once.”


Pallino leaned forward, hands still tucked into the crooks of his arms. “I take it you didn’t get access to the archives like you wanted, eh?”


“No.” I turned away to look out the porthole and propped my chin against my fist. “I asked the Emperor, but …” I made a vague gesture with the other hand. That thought did not need finishing. We flew on in silence a while after that. I watched the city marching on and the play of aircraft threading the towers.


“If we fail, the Emperor may dissolve the Red Company,” I said, still not looking at any of the others. I wet my lips. “You’re sure this shuttle’s not bugged?”


Corvo nodded. “Ilex went over it personally. Even had the doctor give it a once over.”


Valka, I thought. Well, if Valka had cleared it. “I think that either the Emperor or someone very near him thinks I’ve grown popular enough to pose some kind of threat.” I thought about Carax asking me to bless him and the medallion he had offered me. “Maybe they think I’m going to make a play for one of the ministries. War, maybe. Maybe that’s why Bourbon hates me—thinks I want his job—or maybe it’s more than that. They can’t possibly think I want the throne. The Emperor has … a hundred ten children? A hundred twenty? I couldn’t get close if I wanted to. Even if this whole city fell out of the sky today, half that brood’s offworld. Besides, I’m not another Boniface the Pretender.”


“You really think someone’s out to get you?” Corvo asked.


“I think they’ve got me,” I said coldly, fixing Otavia with my sharpest glare. “How long will it take us to reach Gododdin?”


The captain shrugged, shaking off the force of my evil eye. “Twelve years at full warp to cross the Sagittarius Arm.”


“That’s twenty-four years minimum I’m away from this place. By the time we get back, I’ll be irrelevant, especially if we return empty-handed—which we are intended to do.”


Now it was Corvo’s turn to cross her arms, an impressive gesture with her physique. “You’re sure we’re meant to fail?”


My eyebrows shot up. “We’re being set up. I’m sure of it. I can’t blame them. I’d do the same … The only question is: who’s behind it? Was this mission the Emperor’s idea or has someone been whispering in his ear?” Augustin Bourbon came to mind. The Minister of War sat on the Imperial council. He had the Emperor’s ear. It would have been no difficulty to suggest that the troubling upstart Hadrian Marlowe be sent on a fruitless expedition to the edge of forever just until things settle down.


“Does it matter?” Pallino asked.


“Of course it matters,” I said, a little too sharply. I sat up straight, extending one hand, palm up. “It’s bad enough if it’s Bourbon or some other minister behind this, but if it’s the Emperor himself …” That was another thought that didn’t need to be finished.


I squeezed my fist shut.






CHAPTER 4


CHILDREN OF THE SUN


THE GRILLED GATE OF the tramcar rolled back and allowed me to disembark. I followed the androgyn servant in silence, hands behind my back. So vast is that baroque pile of metal and stone that it has its own tramways—like the largest legionary dreadnoughts—to ferry the servants and soldiers and members of the nobility from place to place. Intricately wrought iron bristled all around, imitating the flowering vines with which it wove. I was struck by just how much plant life there was in the palace, so that it seemed as much a garden as a castle. So much beauty and design had been lavished on the palace that it staggered the heart.


The ironwork and the ivy gave way to stone walls, and beyond an arched portal rich wooden panels drank the warm light of sconces. The round-vaulted ceiling above showed images of the sky—not the rosy color of Forum’s heavens, but jewel-blue as Earth’s was said to be, the clouds white and golden.


The homunculus stopped outside a door and knocked to announce us. The door sprang open almost at once, and I was astonished to find an attendant had opened it. No mechanism, unless one counted the tinkling of silver bells to announce the door had moved.


“Sir Hadrian Marlowe, Lord Commandant of the Red Company, Your Majesty,” the androgyn said in high, angelic tones.


“Majesty?” I echoed the word dumbly, then went to one knee at once as I understood.


The woman seated in the chair before me was perhaps the loveliest I had ever seen. Cold and terrible as a winter storm was she, but warm and rich as autumn. Her hair was red as the Emperor’s—for they were cousins—and fell in a braid thick as my arm, bound with golden cords. She might have been cast from ivory, from marble. Her gown was pale as she and slashed with crimson to match her hair, and gold was her belt and gold the bangles that dripped from ears and throat and arms. All the art that the geneticists of the High College could contrive was in her body, and the strength of empires was in her eyes.


“Your Majesty,” I said, “it is an honor. Forgive me, I was not expecting to meet you.”


The Empress Maria Agrippina raised a hand in greeting, and remembering that I should not stare, I looked down at the thick carpet that covered the floor. “Please stand,” she said. “We wished to meet you before you take our son from us.” She smiled, but the light of it did not reach her emerald eyes. She offered a hand glittering with rings.


Formal protocol would have had me approach that hand on my knees, but the Empress had commanded me to stand. It may have been a kind of test, but I despised kneeling, and so stood to take her hand and stooped to kiss it.


“Alexander will be with us shortly, but I wanted to see the Hero of Aptucca for myself. Sit, please!” She indicated a chair opposite her. “Tea?”


I did not care for the stuff, but would not refuse the Empress. “Please.”


She gestured, and another of the androgyns emerged from an arras to pour the drink into a cobalt teacup. I accepted it graciously and took a sip before setting it down, knowing that that had likely been enough to satisfy courtesy.


“Do you have children, Lord Marlowe?”


I blinked, surprised by the question, because I felt certain the Empress must have known perfectly well that I did not. “No, Majesty. My … paramour is Tavrosi.” I could have said more. That Valka did not want children, that Valka did not wish even to be married, that I suspected the High College would not approve of such a union anyway, pairing one of the Imperial Peerage with a foreigner.


“I had heard that,” the Empress said with the sort of interest that suggested what I said was some species of terrible scandal. “I didn’t think it was true. A Tavrosi witch? And you keep company with homunculi and other degenerates. Fascinating.”


“I’m afraid that what they say of me is more true than not, Majesty.”


“I see …” Her voice trailed off. “That makes you something of a rarity. Most men are smaller than the stories told about them. You should be careful. Grow too tall and someone will take an ax to you.” Warning? Or threat? Maria Agrippina leaned back in her chair, and I was struck by how perfect her posture was: every line and motion precise as a dancer’s, as some elf queen of antique fable. I think she frightened me more than the Emperor himself. “But this is interesting!” she said, and smiled another smile that did not touch her eyes. “You must be careful with my boy, sir.”


“Of course, Your Majesty.”


“If something were to happen to him,” she said, lifting her own teacup from its saucer, “I would be obliged to see that something happened to you. Are we clear?”


I took up my teacup again to give my hands something to do. “Perfectly,” I said. “Although where we’re going should be quite safe. It’s only search and rescue.”


Her Majesty set her cup back on its saucer. “All the same. He is a prince of the Empire. A child of the Sun, and my son, and you will look after him.”


“I will,” I agreed, and smiled despite the visions of torture and torment in the dungeons that I felt certain must lurk beneath this holy city in the sky. Nervous, I spared a glance for the androgyn servant standing now beside an antique-looking red figure vase on a stone table. It was trying its best to appear a part of the furniture, bright eyes fixed on the ground. The palace servants were all identical, or nearly so. Intelligent but not creative, they were perfectly loyal and obedient, rapier-thin and long-faced. They frightened me, but I pitied them. They had not chosen to be born as they were.


The Empress’s tea table stood beneath the apex of a glass dome overlooking part of the Cloud Gardens. Leaves so green they were almost black brushed against the glass and the ironwork.


“I cannot remember the last time a mere knight drew such a following,” she began, and I sensed she was working toward some pronouncement or point. “To have fallen so far … to be outcaste and to rise again … I mean, you’re practically patrician.” She said this last word in a tone that suggested patricians were little better than goats. I held my face still in a rare moment of near-scholiast blankness. The Empress was the product of the finest genetic tailoring in the universe: a living icon. Had I shown her image to some Achaean shepherd, he would have fallen to his knees in worship, mistaking her for Demeter. Small wonder she held those of lesser blood in contempt! What else could a goddess feel for a goat? “Nevertheless,” she continued, “you’ve found yourself quite the following. You’re a true hero.”


Was she mocking me? Like her Imperial husband she had too fine a control of her face, and nothing of her emotions that she did not expressly allow showed in her expression.


“Mother!”


The voice came from behind me, so I had to set the tea down again and turn to see the young man standing in the door of the solarium.


He looked precisely as I imagined. A boy of perhaps thirty standard years. Red-haired like his parents and green-eyed, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. I’d expected more of the Imperial white, but the only white he wore was a collared half-cape over his left shoulder. His tunic and trousers were black as my own.


“Alexander! Come in!” The Empress rose in a swishing of skirts. “Come meet Lord Marlowe! He’s been waiting for you!”


“Not very long, I hope,” the prince said, stepping into the room, and it was only when he did so that I saw he was not alone. A woman followed him, and so like was she in form and color to the Empress that I knew she must be one of the woman’s own daughters.


I was not certain whether or not I’d seen the prince before. The Imperial princes and princesses were all of so strong an archetype that I could not have told one from another without careful study. I did not kneel, which ordinarily would have been appropriate, my being only a knight and a petty lord without holdings before two of the Imperial children. But I was also, by Imperial decree, the knight appointed to train this young prince, and so I confined my salutation to a simple nod, shifting my posture to stand at attention. I fixed my eyes on a spot on the wall and said, “Sir Hadrian Anaxander Marlowe, at your service.”


The prince smiled nervously, teeth flashing. “Yes, you are!” And to my astonishment, he bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Sir Hadrian, sir.”


“Your father has requested and required that I train you,” I said formally. “With your royal mother’s permission, we plan to leave Forum at fifteen hundred standard.” Directing my question at the servant standing behind the prince, I asked, “I trust the prince’s effects are already aboard my ship?”


“The Tamerlane?” Alexander asked. “Father said we’re going to Gododdin. I’ve never been offworld. Have you? Been to Gododdin, I mean.” He looked down at his boots and seemed to chew his tongue.


I shook my head. “I’ve come in along the old core routes more often than not, returning from the Veil. This’ll be a new adventure for both of us.”


To my surprise then, the young prince took a step forward, jaw gravely set. Solemn-faced, he did something I have never seen a member of the Imperium do before. He thrust out his hand for me to shake in the peasant fashion. So surprised was I that I took it unthinking. In a voice grave as his expression, Prince Alexander said, “I have heard stories about you since I was a boy.”


What could I say to something like that? In its way, it was almost as incredible a line of conversation as my encounter with Carax in the great hall. Unable to help myself, I felt the crooked Marlowe smile bleed across my face as I said, “I hope you did not believe all of them.”


Alexander gave a short, hollow laugh and released my hand. “Oh! I should introduce you!” He stepped aside. “Sir Hadrian, this is my sister, Selene.”


The princess offered me a hand, and as she wore no ring upon her slim, white fingers, I kissed my thumb instead as I took those fingers in mine. “Highness,” I said, looking up at her. I found I had no other words.


For I had seen Selene Avent once before. In a vision given to me by the daimon Brethren in the dark waters below Vorgossos. The vision the Quiet had left with them for me to find. A vision of my future, or one of many futures. In that vision I sat on the Solar Throne with a circlet on my brow, and this princess sat at my feet in a gown of living flowers. Other visions I had seen of a life we two might share, and though we had not met, I remembered the perfume of her hair and the taste of her lips and the way she moved beneath me. Struggling with all this, I kept my eyes downcast in what I hoped was a respectful manner. I could still feel where her hand had touched mine, and thinking of Valka, I made a fist at my side. I did not like to think about that future, or any future without Valka in it.


“My brother speaks most highly of you, sir knight,” the princess said, and the sound of her voice was like a half-remembered melody playing in a distant room. “We are fortunate to have men like yourself defending us.” Her smile was like the first blast of sunlight around the limn of a planet from orbit, and again I averted my eyes.


Haltingly, I answered, “That is kind of you to say, Highness.”


“Will we be leaving now, Sir Hadrian?” Alexander asked. “Directly, I mean?”


“That is my intention.”


“Good, good.” He looked round at the solarium as if he’d never really seen it before. I knew the look well. It was a look more closely kin to fear than people really believe. A fear born of the fact that though we may come back to a place at the end of our journeys, we never really return, for we are not the same person who departed.


Watching this, I could not blame the prince, I who have survived several such transformations myself. So I smiled instead. “We’ll spend a year or two awake on the journey. See what you know, what you can do. See to your training.” The prince brightened visibly at the news, though I sensed the shadow of distaste from the Empress at my brusque tone.


“Please take care of my brother, sir,” Selene said, and clasped her hands before herself.


“I will, Highness,” I said, and I did bow then. “You may depend on it.”


“Should we go now?” the prince asked, eyes still wandering around the old solarium.


I told him we didn’t have much time to linger, and stepped aside as young Alexander said his goodbyes. He knelt before his mother and took her hand in both of his and swore he would return. I remember smiling at this gallant display, thinking that in that moment he seemed everything a prince of the Sollan Empire should be. How little I perceived the weight hanging on his shoulders, or the desire to prove himself. He was one of the latter-born, the one-hundred-seventh child of the Emperor’s impossible brood. A living spare, destined to live out his days in the Peronine Palace, studying statecraft and diplomacy to sit a throne that would be never his, that would go to Crown Prince Aurelian or to Princess Irene, the second-born. He would be denied marriage and children by the High College and his own father to keep the Imperial clan from swelling to too unmanageable a size. The Kin Wars had taught their bloody lesson and left their mark burning across a million worlds so long ago, when the days of the palatine were counted in years and not in centuries.


Alexander needed desperately to become something. To become someone. To matter. Thus it is for all men. We are nothing until we have accomplished something. Even for the young prince it was so, though his rank gave some identity. Recalling the Hadrian ignored and belittled by his lordly father, I felt a pang of sympathy for the boy.


A thought occurred to me, and I asked, “You’re traveling alone? You’re not bringing servants or guardians?”


“Is your sword not guard enough, Sir Hadrian?” the Empress asked, arching one perfect eyebrow. I felt an echo of Bourbon’s tone in her question. Surely the great Devil of Meidua can keep one little boy safe?


I matched the ice in the Empress’s eyes with flint. “You may depend on it, Majesty.”


“We will,” she said tartly, and I noted the royal style of that reply.


What was said as we departed I do not now recall. I remember the princess’s nervous smile and the Empress’s hard-eyed gaze. So similar were they in appearance and dress. So different in substance. And the boy beside me? The man? There was little of the warrior in his step, little of the commander in his bearing.


How little I guessed of what he would become.
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Our shadows raced ahead of us as we descended the steps of the palace, my coat and his cape fluttering in the wind. The Martians saluted as the prince descended, and I turned my collar up to shield my face. As we passed the fountain, he stopped, and I went on for three paces alone before turning back.


The prince leaned against the rim of the fountain, one hand flat against the marble.


“Sir Hadrian, I know my father did not offer you a choice in taking me, but … I am grateful.” The boy would not look me in the face. “I won’t fail you.”


I crossed my arms. “Good.”


What did he see when he looked at me? The Hero of Aptucca? The man who had slain not one but two princes of the Cielcin? The man who they said could not be killed? To the boy I was like a character from a storybook—not a man at all. He looked at me as I might have looked at a dragon had one crawled off the page and curled itself around the Galath Tree.


“I want to be a knight. Like you.”


“This isn’t a field trip, you know.” I did not wait for a reply, but turned and continued onward, moving back toward the strand where my shuttle waited to carry us to orbit and the Tamerlane. I did not hear footsteps on the path behind, and after a moment I stopped, turning back. Prince Alexander still stood there, hands balled at his sides. How small he seemed! How narrow those shoulders bred to wear the mantle of empire. Strange to think of him as that young man again, after all these years, after Gododdin.


After he ordered my execution.


“Are you coming?” I called.


The prince stirred. “I … yes!”


“Right then,” I turned away, “let’s be off.” But I stopped short, for something just off the path had caught my eye, white as snow on the mossy stones. I knelt. It was a Galath blossom, so bright it glowed. The wind must have tugged it free of those sacred branches, for it was said that the flowers of the Galath tree never fell. I am not a superstitious man, but the sight of that pale blossom in my fingers sent a chill stealing over me, as though it were the Empire that had fallen.


Or a star.






CHAPTER 5


TAMERLANE


FORUM SHONE BENEATH US, rosy and golden and so vast it filled half the universe. Through the porthole at my ear, I watched the ocean of clouds roil below. Already the Eternal City was lost to sight, its high towers and shining domes swallowed by the empyrean. Ahead, the lonely flames of stardrives flickered like candles against the Dark. When they imagine the black of space, the storytellers imagine starships crowded close enough for men to shout at one another from the rigging.


It isn’t so.


In the Eternal City it was often said that ten Martian legions orbited the gas giant, ever vigilant, boasting enough firepower to unmake a planet ten thousand times over. I never saw them. Once or twice I spied the glow of ion drives or the flash of a fusion rocket, but the red-gold orb of Forum hung quiet and proud in the night amid its archipelago of moons.


“There it is!” I pressed closer to the window and pointed out into the black to where a lonely arrowhead gleamed. At this distance, it was no bigger than my thumbnail, but it was growing fast.


Alexander craned his neck to look past me and asked, “The Tamerlane?”


“Home,” I said. The young man squinted, then reached across me and pressed his fingertips against the glass, made a spreading motion as if to magnify the image. Nothing happened, and laughing, I said, “Just alumglass. It’s a real window. No need for tactical displays in a passenger shuttle.” I leaned back against the slick upholstery, the better to allow the boy to see the ship that had been my home for many decades.


The Tamerlane.


The Eriel-class battleship had been a gift from the Emperor, granted to me in lieu of a planetary fief when he named me a knight and re-legitimized me as a lord of the blood palatine. From engines to bow-cluster she stood more than twelve miles long, pointed and flared like a knife blade from her prow to the convex arc of ion engines above the three huge fusion cones. The heavy armor on her dorsal side gleamed glossy and black in the sunlight, weapons clusters concealed beneath hatches outlined in gold, and beneath that armor the bays and fuel tanks and crew decks hung like an inverse city of towers or forest of trees swept back in a gale. More than fifteen thousand men lived aboard, and nearly seventy-five thousand slept the long and icy sleep of the soldier in great holds high above beneath the dorsal hull.


I could not hear the pilot officer through the bulkhead, though I guessed she must already be in communication with the deckmaster to clear our landing. Speaking to the two hoplites sitting across from us in their Red Company uniforms, I said, “I’m sorry to take you both away from the City so quickly.”


One of the men tugged on his restraints as he leaned in. “Truth be told, lordship, I’m happy to be away.” Only belatedly did he remember he was speaking in front of a prince of the Imperium. I could practically hear the fellow blush through his black visor. “Meaning no disrespect to the young master.”


“I’m your prince!” Alexander said sharply, taking the hoplite aback.


“I didn’t mean any disrespect, my prince.”


Sensing that this could get out of hand and quickly, I put a hand between Alexander and the soldier. “It’s Baro, isn’t it?”


The man puffed out his chest. “Aye, sir.” I’d recognized the peeling decal of the naked woman on his armor’s left thigh. It wasn’t regulation, but I’d encouraged my centurions to ignore such things unless it was for dress uniforms. She had a snake wrapped round one rounded thigh.


“Baro here has never met one of the Imperial House, Alexander. You must forgive him! He’s a good man.” I let my hand fall. “You made decurion recently, didn’t you? I thought I saw a notice …”


“After Aptucca. Thank you, sir.” He tapped the single red stripe running down the outside of his right arm to mark his rank. “I’m honored you remembered.”


Keeping my attention fixed on Alexander’s face, I said, “You’ve earned it.”


Outside the Tamerlane grew closer, black hull bright in the yellow sunlight. A fueling station still drifted to one side, connected to the ship’s reservoirs by an umbilical. Preparations for departure were still underway, it seemed. That was well. As we drew nearer our shuttle slid upward, accelerating to rise and catch up to the Tamerlane’s higher orbit.


“Is it always like this?” Alexander asked. His eyes were screwed shut, and he’d tucked his chin against his chest. It looked like he might be sick. I had grown so used to the zero-gravity environment aboard such shuttlecraft that I’d not even noticed it.


“You get used to it.”


We landed not long after, sliding into a smaller hold fore and high up, nearly at the level of the dorsal plate. I felt myself sink into my seat as the Tamerlane’s suppression field kicked in, artificial gravity pressing down on me like a damp blanket.


“It’s heavy,” the prince remarked.


“One-and-a-half standard gees,” I said in answer. “We run heavy. It keeps you strong, prevents loss of bone mass.” When Alexander did not look reassured, I summoned up what pity I could muster and said, “You get used to that, too.”


The Eternal City flew above the sea of liquid metal at the heart of the gas giant at an altitude where the atmosphere was at tolerable pressures and where the planet’s gravity was as close to Earth standard as could be found. The prince had lived his entire life in an environment tailored for human habitation, made as much like our lost and ruined homeworld as any place could be. He was in for a rude awakening.


A moment later, the docking booms magnetized and clamped onto the exterior of the shuttle, pulling us into a dock. I heard the hiss of pneumatics and the whine of atmospheric seals depressuring, and the door folded out and downward, becoming a ramp. Standing, I offered Alexander a hand. “Welcome aboard, Your Highness.”
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The crew that waited to greet the prince on the gangway was as motley a collection of Imperial officers and mercenaries, of palatines and plebeians, of homunculi and other misfits as could be contrived this side of Jadd. Captain Otavia Corvo, a Norman mercenary herself, stood at the fore in her black deck uniform. Despite her low birth, Otavia was a giantess. Nearly seven feet tall, musclebound, broad-shouldered, and coffee-skinned, her curling blond hair floated about her head like a halo.


Behind her was her First Officer, Bastien Durand, wearing his wire-rimmed glasses and his usual, put-upon expression. At his shoulder was Tor Varro, the Chalcenterite scholiast in his green surcoat, bronze degrees glittering on his chest like a soldier’s medals. Behind them were gathered a smattering of the ship’s more senior officers. There was Crim—Karim Garone—a Lieutenant Commander now and ship’s Security Officer, and behind him was the dryad, Ilex, green-skinned and mossy-haired. Then there were my myrmidons, my armsmen. Pallino, Elara, and Siran stood near the back. The women each had been raised to patrician, standing when Pallino had been, and looked as hale and young—younger, even—than they had the day we’d met on Emesh centuries ago. Nearly four hundred years had passed on Earth since I’d left Delos, nearly a hundred of which I’d faced in the waking world.


Further down were a smattering of other officers: Luana Okoyo, our Chief Medical Officer; the navigator, Adric White; and Helmsman Koskinen, among others. And bringing up the rear was young Aristedes leaning on his cane.


Only Valka was absent, which was no surprise. What use had she for princes?


“We have our marching orders, boss?” Crim asked, hand waving in lazy salute.


“Off to Gododdin,” I said airily, seizing Crim by the forearm to shake his hand. Pivoting, I positioned myself to stand between Crim and Corvo and the prince following on my heels. “Otavia, Bastien, Crim—this is Prince Alexander of the House Avent. My prince, may I introduce Captain Otavia Corvo, Commander Bastien Durand.” I gestured to each in turn. “And this is Lieutenant Commander Karim Garone.”


“Call me Crim, Your …” he glanced sidelong at me, “Excellence?”


“Highness,” I corrected, then to Alexander said, “He’s Norman.”


I took Alexander down the line, introducing those present one at a time.


“The prince is with us at the Emperor’s personal request!” I said, raising my voice. The sound of it rebounded off the distant ceiling and the arches and pillars that held up the gangways that ran to the various shuttlecraft. “You are to treat him with every courtesy. He’s our guest.” I put a hand on Alexander’s shoulder for emphasis. “The Emperor has asked us to season him. He’ll be squiring for me and bunking with the junior officers.”


“What?” The prince flinched, turning to look at me. “You’re not serious.”


A piece of me had expected this from the young nobile, and I was ready. “Quite serious.”


“That’s … outrageous! It’s not fair!”


“Fair?” I repeated. “You’re my squire. A squire is a junior officer, so you will bunk with the junior officers.” The prince’s face had hardened, and he darted a glance at the officers, some part of him perhaps aware that he was making a spectacle of himself. I had suspected this, despite his assurances that he would not let me down.


Alexander set his teeth. “I am your prince!”


“You are my squire,” I said calmly. “You told me you wanted to be a knight. This is the first step. Did you think the road would be easy? Do you want it to be?”


A frown folded the corners of Alexander’s mouth, and almost I thought I could hear the sound of little gilded gears turning in his skull. “I suppose not.”


“We will talk about this later,” I said before rounding on Elara, who had taken up the role of Quartermaster when we’d been given the Tamerlane. “Would you get him sorted and see that his effects find his cabin?” As I spoke, those very effects were being unloaded from the shuttle: three heavy composite crates fronted in dark wood richly carved. They looked incongruous on the metal grating of the gangway and against the spare lines of the shuttle and the hold. Like their owner, they did not belong. Still looking at them where they stood at the end of the pier, I said, “Alexander, I will send for you as soon as I’ve seen to our departure. We’ve much to discuss.”


Mollified, the young man permitted himself to be led down the catwalk and through the heavy doors to the ship’s tramway beyond. The more junior officers went with them, leaving me, Corvo, Durand, Crim, and my myrmidons. I waited a few seconds, half-afraid the boy would come charging back in for a final word. When he did not appear, I let out my breath in one great rush and sagged against the railing. “Earth and Emperor,” I swore, staring down level by level toward the cargo storage at the base of the vast hold, “this is going to be harder than I thought.”


“It could have been a lot worse,” Crim said, and though I did not look back to face him I heard the smile encircling those words. “Valka could have been here.”


“That’s not funny,” I said, watching a trio of workers servicing another shuttle two levels down.


Crim barked a short laugh. “It’s extremely funny.” Despite myself, I pictured Valka slapping the prince for his behavior the moment before and almost laughed. Perhaps it would have been funny, after all.


Siran’s low voice slid into the silence. “The pup didn’t look like much.”


Turning to face my officers at last, I said, “Pups never do.” I undid two silver buttons on my greatcoat and let the garment swing free. Thinking of the Empress and of Emperor William, I added, “You should see the wolves.”


A high, aristocratic voice answered. “Do you think he’ll work?”


For a moment, absurdly, I thought it was Alexander returned, though I knew better. The speaker sat slumped against the wall of the hold, thin hands wrapped around the shaft of his crutch, serious face looking up at the rest of us. When I did not answer him at once, young Lorian Aristedes went on. “It would be good to have an Imperial prince in our camp.” All was quiet for a moment after, and the little commander realized that all eyes were on him. “That is the plan, isn’t it? The Emperor’s pawned one of his spares off on us, and we’re trying to win him over?” He grinned knowingly, pale eyes darting from my face to Corvo’s and the next.


“Are you all right, Aristedes?” I asked, indicating his place on the floor.


“Leg gave out, that’s all.” He slapped the offending limb with the flat of one hand. Young as he was—he was less than half my age—Lorian Aristedes had his problems. His father was the Grand Duke of Patmos, his mother a patrician knight. He had been born out of wedlock, and being the child of a palatine, into a cursed life. Lorian was an intus, the result of his parents’ encrypted genes mingling without the consent of the Imperial High College. By rights his mother should have killed him before he was born, but Lysandra Aristedes had refused. She had chosen life for her cursed little boy, and against all odds Lorian had survived. He was small—no more than five feet high—and frail. Even in his padded uniform jacket he seemed half a ghost, a wasted skeleton left to rot against the wall. His one leg was lame and at times whole limbs would paralyze and go numb for reasons no doctor had ever adequately explained. His mother had begged his lordly father to find a place for Lorian at his court, but the Grand Duke—mindful of the constant scandal his deformed son brought upon his name—pushed Lorian into the Legions instead, where despite his infirmity he had ridden one desk and another until he found his way into my service.


Lame Lorian might have been, but his mind was sharp as any sword, and three times as fast.


Standing over him, I said, “Who said anything about trying to win the prince over?”


“Well, you wouldn’t have scolded him, otherwise,” Lorian put in. “And you’d definitely not be quartering him. You’d have popped him right into fugue and not disturbed him until after work was done on Gododdin.” He grinned wolfishly. “Am I right?”


Matching his smile, I asked, “Did your leg really give out? Or were you looking for an excuse to ask that question?” Aristedes’s smile did not waver. Laughing, I shrugged off my greatcoat and tossed it over the rail. Thumbs tucked into my shield-belt, I leaned beside it. “You should have joined the scholiasts, Aristedes.”


“My father had a cruel sense of humor,” Lorian said. We had that in common.


“You think he’ll work with us?” asked First Officer Durand, giving up the game. “He seems a bit too …” Durand had the courage of a scribe, and so trailed off.


“Arrogant?” Crim suggested, stroking his pointed chin. “I don’t think he’s ever come down from heaven to walk with the rest of us mortals.”


I said nothing to this. I could sympathize with Alexander’s culture shock, for I too had been raised in a castle, and I knew all too well—as did Lorian—that the privilege of one’s birth is no privilege at all, only another kind of cage.


Alexander had some growing to do.


I prayed it would be less growing than I had been forced to endure, for his sake, and reassured myself that he at least would not be scraping a living from the underside of Borosevo’s streets.


How long ago that was! Years running and cowering in the wretched warrens of that awful city, the ziggurat castle of House Mataro staring down like the specter of some unearthly judge, daring me to rise up.


I had risen, and had not fallen again.


“He’ll be all right,” Pallino said. “A few weeks in the ring with me will knock some sense into him.”


“We’ll want that,” I said. “But he’ll be all right. He’s lived his whole life on Forum. He won’t know who he really is until he gets away from home.”


“No one ever does,” Corvo agreed. “I need to make the final preparations for departure.”


“And I need to see Valka!” I said, sensing the curtain closing on our impromptu meeting.


Ever the professionals, Corvo and Durand made to leave at once, bootheels rattling on the catwalk. Siran moved to let them pass before falling back into place.


“There is one thing I don’t understand, Marlowe,” Aristedes said. No preamble, no Pardon me, lordship. Straight to business. In truth, it was one of the things I liked most about young Lorian. He did not waste time. “What is this in aid of?”


“Alexander, you mean?” I took my coat up and folded it over one arm.


The young officer shook his head. “That’s part of it. I mean all this trouble with the court. Surely there must be those on Forum who think you look too ambitious. They must wonder what it’s all for.”


“I’m not hearing a question, Aristedes.”


“They’ll think you’ll make some play for the throne. Marry the prince, perhaps.”


“Marry the prince?” Pallino repeated, clearly surprised by this new wrinkle. But Lorian was right. I could imagine the logothetes and politicians spinning their fantasies about the upstart knight seducing the impressionable princeling, filling his head with lies so that he begged his royal parents to marry the knight, who would then have climbed from nothing to the role of prince-consort, and so advanced another step up the political ladder.


Lorian raised one bony hand. “It will have crossed their minds.” He turned his pale eyes—so blue they were almost white—on me. “They’re wondering what your game is—what our game is. What we’re going to do.”


I matched the young officer’s wolfish smile with a bemused one. “There is no game. We’re fighting to end this war. One way …” I paused, and once again the blood from Raine Smythe’s dismembered body splashed against my brain, “… or another. This isn’t about politics.”


“Try telling them that,” Crim drawled, looking down over the railing at the levels below.


“You’re right,” I said to Lorian, “that is what they’re expecting.” Unbidden, my mind raced back to Princess Selene, and past images of her unclad and lovely as the day to the vision I had seen of us seated together on the Solar Throne. “That is not what I want.” And certainly I did not want such a thing with Alexander, though it would have been the more convenient route, assuming I was the thing the Imperial socialites no doubt accused me of being.


The young officer bobbed his head and lay his cane across his knees. “It’s not me you have to convince.”






CHAPTER 6


ALONE


THE CABIN DOOR HISSED shut behind me, and briefly I heard the whine of air systems.


I was alone at last.


I left Hadrian Marlowe the Halfmortal’s coat in a compartment by the door and hung the Devil of Meidua’s belt on a peg. Stooping, I unfastened Sir Hadrian, Knight Victorian’s boots and left them in a bolt-hole underneath the coat. Unshod and unbelted, whatever was left of me crossed the vestibule. The inner doors were only wood, and opened at my touch.


Home.


My suites aboard the Tamerlane were large by the standard of such things. The lounge was an open, high-ceilinged chamber complete with a small dining area to the right and a concealed lift that allowed servants to carry our meals up from the officer’s mess four decks down. Doors in the left-hand wall led through a sort of airlock to our sleeping quarters and the private bath, while a short stair ascended to a loft that ringed the entire lounge with shelves stuffed with books, microfilm reels, and storage crystals. There were no windows, though the massive holograph plate that dominated one wall showed an image of the gas giant below the Tamerlane turning slowly against the night. Its planetshine fell pink and golden on the dark furniture and richly patterned carpets. A dinted myrmidon’s helmet sat atop a mannequin’s head on a side table. High on the wall to my right a golden banner hung, displaying the eight-winged angel that once had been the battle standard of Admiral Marius Whent, the erstwhile dictator of Pharos I had destroyed. A macabre trophy. A memento mori made all the more appropriate by the black skull the angel had in lieu of a face.


A hundred other relics there were of the life I’d lived and Valka with me. There was a ceramic laving basin that Jinan had given me, cracked and repaired with silver solder. Beside it on the sideboard table stood a holograph depicting Valka and myself standing above the cleft at Calagah. Sir Elomas Redgrave had taken that holograph. That had been more than almost four hundred years ago. Sir Elomas was probably dead. The table itself concealed the controls for the room’s holography suite, disguised to look like ordinary wood. Carved flowers acted as dials for volume and lighting control, while pressing a whorl here or a leaf there would conjure control plates or activate the table’s recorder. Often I would dictate to it, recording drafts and pieces of what has become this book.


All of it vanished in an instant when she spoke from the armchair at one corner of the antique rug. “How did it go with the prince?”


Valka Onderra Vhad Edda set aside the tablet she’d been reading and rose. To judge from the tangled mess of papers on the drinking table at her elbow and the half-concealed holograph, she had been up to her elbows translating an inscription from the ruins at Calagah on Emesh. In the long decades we had spent together, she had identified several patterns in the alien inscriptions, but even with the computer laced through her brain, she could not read them.


“He’s fine. Whined a bit when I told him he was rooming with the junior officers.”


The doctor smiled and, reaching up, brushed my hair back with delicate fingers. “You used to whine a bit, too.” She leaned in and kissed me. When at last we separated, she asked, “Are you all right?”


I let my hand fall, and turning, crossed the carpet to a sideboard where a wine collection waited behind glass. I drew out of bottle of Kandarene red and poured it into the decanter. Priorities thusly ordered, I looked back at her. “I’m just tired. I don’t like being on stage so much.”


She snorted. “’Tis a lie!”


In spite of my tiredness, I smiled. “Maybe. Not for these people, anyway.”


“Anaryoch,” Valka swore in her native Panthai. Barbarians.


“The Emperor isn’t so bad, it’s the bloody ministers,” I said, “Breathnach and Bourbon.” I pulled Aranata’s ring from my thumb. I placed it and the ivory ring I wore about my third finger in lieu of a wedding band in Jinan’s basin by the door to our sleeping quarters. Remembering suddenly, I drew the Galath blossom from my pocket and lay it in the bowl as well.


Valka and I had been together longer now than most plebeians could live, but she had refused my offers of marriage. She was Tavrosi, and they had abandoned such institutions. I told myself it did not matter, that I was palatine and palatines did not marry for love. That a palatine’s true relationships were had outside marriage. I told myself that this was better, or at least good enough.


We lie to ourselves all the time, but there remains a piece of us near our heart that whispers, You don’t believe that. That part often spoke to me when I thought of Valka and of the bond between us, but she had a way of silencing it with her presence. I stood there a while, cradling my now-naked hand with the other, feeling the false bones Kharn had given me. Valka hardly looked a day older than when we’d first met: pale-skinned and sharp-featured, her red-black hair pulled messily up from high cheekbones. She wore only a long gray shirt that left a length of ghostly thigh exposed beneath prominent hips, the sharp points of her clan intaglio chasing down her arm in fractal patterns. Valka had slept in fugue far more than I had since we left Vorgossos, and the gap between our ages had closed. No longer was she the worldly stranger, the fey sorceress of far-flung Tavros, but a living woman. My woman.


Pretense had dropped between us.


“What?” She smiled at me. She never used to smile.


“Nothing,” I said, and it was true. “I love you.”


“You’re not wrong,” she said, and her smile returned my words to me. “But are you all right? Really?”


I returned to the decanter and—unwilling to wait any longer—poured myself a glass. I gestured at Valka with the crystal bottle, but she shook her head. “I’m fine,” I said, “really, I … the Empress asked about you.” Valka said nothing. She had enough experience dealing with me to know I would speak my piece in time, that I was only working myself up to say what it was that was bothering me. “She called you a witch.”


“’Tis nothing out of the ordinary, then,” Valka said, trying to reassure me.


Speaking to my own reflection in the bloody wine, I said, “But it was the Empress. I … they know what you are.” Knew she carried a forbidden computer laced throughout the gray matter of her brain. I stifled my fear behind a swig of wine. It tasted of smoke and pepper.


I swallowed.


Valka raised narrow shoulders. “They know I’m Tavrosi. You barbarians assume we’re all full of machines. They won’t do anything, besides …” Here she seated herself on the arm of the couch that wrapped around the holograph projection bit. “We’re leaving Forum now.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t come back.”


“You don’t mean that.”


I took another sip of wine. I knew I was drinking it too fast for how fine a vintage it was, but I needed the drink desperately. I needed to sleep—to dream, perhaps—and for a long time. Perhaps I would go into fugue for the first leg of our journey, allow myself that escape and respite: to cease to be for a time and return. It was tempting, and one often heard stories of certain palatine lords—aged and world-weary—placing themselves in cryonic fugue for years and decades at a time to prolong their tragically long lives. Common wisdom taught that such people did so only to extend their lives, the rich and the powerful clinging like drowning men to their wealth and power, but I know better. Such men are not afraid of dying. They are afraid to live, and so live only days at a time.


“You’re right,” I said. “It’s only … coming from the Empress … I worry about you.”


“You worry about me?” Valka’s winged eyebrows shot up. “Hadrian, if your Imperial friends ever learn these things you can do are real, they’ll forget all about me.” Valka had seen me die, had seen my head struck off by Prince Aranata with my own sword. And she had seen me return, sent back by the Quiet for reasons I did not understand. I had told her everything, about the howling Dark beyond death and the rivers of light that flowed across time and separated what was from what might be.


I seated myself on the arm of the couch beside her. “I can’t do anything. It was the Quiet.”


She put a hand on my knee and leaned warm against me. I offered her my wine cup and this time she accepted, vanishing half the remaining contents in one shot. She turned her hand palm up for me to take it, and I did, closing my artificial fingers about her true ones, flesh against flesh. After a moment of companionate silence, she asked, “Did you get access to the archives?”


“No,” I growled, accepting the wine back. “The Emperor’s holding it for ransom, I think. I don’t know why. Said it was for him to decide what I do with my time or something like that. He played like he didn’t know I’d requested access, said we would discuss it when we returned from this fool’s errand.” I made a gesture as if to throw something away. “I’m sorry.”


Her fingers tightened against mine. “Hey.” She lifted my hand in hers, kissed it. “’Tis not your fault.” I crossed back toward the bar to recharge the empty glass. “We’ll figure it out after this.”


“We’re not meant to figure it out, Valka. We’re meant to fail so the Emperor has an excuse for removing the people’s favorite new hero from the limelight. Or if not the Emperor, one of the old dogs like Bourbon.” I glanced back over my shoulder.


“Bourbon …” Valka wrinkled her nose. “He’s the fat one, isn’t he?”


“That fat man is a descendant of the ancient kings of France who went into exile when the Mericanii took Old Earth.”


I could hear Valka’s frown as I poured a second glass of wine for myself. “Why are you defending him?”


“I’m not defending him,” I said. “He’s a descendant of a family line that goes straight back to the Golden Age. I think that’s worth something.”


Her response played in my head before she could voice it, and with my back turned to her, I mouthed the word as she asked, “Why?”


Smiling, I turned and raised the glass to my lips. “You’re the historian,” I said, “you don’t think history is valuable?”


Valka made a rude gesture. “Not when history is an ass.” My smile did not waver. Valka had never met War Minister Bourbon, knew nothing of the man save what I had said of him. Her dislike of the man was for my sake, and I loved her for it. “You really think they mean for you to fail?” The way she looked at me, as though I were spun from glass … no one else looked at me like that. Not since I became a knight. Maybe not ever.


“Yes,” I said, feeling like glass myself as she wrapped her arms around me, pressing her face against my chest.


“Well then,” she said, “’tis well that whether we fail or not is up to us.”






CHAPTER 7


BEFORE THE SUN FELL


JEWEL-BRIGHT AND BLUE-GREEN AS the Earth of legend was Gododdin, shining through the false window that fronted the Tamerlane’s bridge. I stood alone on the forward observation platform, looking down and out at the planet into whose orbit we had so recently entered. Tangled ribbons of cloud raked across her surface, white as snow; and but for the rusty bloom of deserts here and there her landscapes flowered like drops of Eden beneath her golden sun.


The sun I would destroy.


The false window dimmed its light so that a man might look upon its majesty unshuttered. The ancients believed that the Morning Star was a jewel carried into the heavens by a great hero who had reclaimed that star from the lord of the underworld, and that in payment for his heroism, the gods set him to sail the skies, forever carrying that gem aloft. Earth’s Morning Star was only her sister planet, Venus, but it was easy to understand how the ancients made that mistake. They say the oldest stars have hearts of diamond, and maybe it is so. But the ancients may be forgiven for their error, whereas I deserve the underworld.


“We have contact with the surface, captain,” came Lieutenant Pherrine’s pleasant tones.


“Traffic control?” asked Captain Corvo. I did not turn from my study of the world beneath us, but squinted, trying to pick out the glitter of satellites and ships in parking orbits as we drew nearer.


Pherrine answered, “No ma’am, it’s from Fort Din.”


“Put it through on the central well, lieutenant. Hadrian!”


Only reluctantly did I turn my face from the window. I had dressed in my diplomatic best: polished black boots cuffed just below the knee, black trousers with the crimson double stripe down either side, knee-length quilted jacket with fitted sleeves and a high collar depicting my pitchfork and pentacle in red above the heart. Over it all I’d donned a brilliant white cape cut lacerna-fashion and bordered with a maze pattern to match the red on my trousers and of my crest. I wore my sword again in its magnetic hasp at my right hip alongside a plasma burner.


I looked every inch the Knight Victorian, I thought, catching a glimpse of my reflection in the glossy black wall as I approached the holography well. The well was a pedestal two yards across, about waist high in the center of the bridge before the captain’s chair. I approached via the catwalk that ran from the forward observation platform to the captain’s station above the stations and consoles of the other bridge officers.


As I drew near, the figure of a man materialized above the pedestal, replacing the wire-frame model of the Tamerlane. His back was to me, but he had the ramrod straight, square profile of any Legionary officer, and from the silver braids draped across his shoulder I took him for a man of some import.


“You must be Captain Corvo!” he said, voice gruff but not impolite. “Sir Amalric Osman, Knight-Castellan at Fort Din. Let me be the first to welcome the Red Company to Gododdin system.”


Otavia Corvo was still too much the Norman for all this Imperial pomp and circumstance. I watched her smooth mild amusement from her face before answering. “Thank you, Sir Amalric. I am Captain Otavia Corvo of the ISV Tamerlane, here on Imperial orders.”


“Is Lord Marlowe with you?” Osman asked, looking uselessly around. The projection pickups only afforded the fellow a view of a narrow slice of the bridge around Corvo. He could not see me. I raised a hand to signal Otavia to stall. I wanted to get a measure of the man first, and leaned in to study his blunt, square-featured face and bald scalp. Osman struck me as one of those common legionnaires promoted to the rank of officer and patrician status by long years of service. There had been a time when such men were rare in the Legions, but seven centuries of fighting had bled much of the aristocratic officer class from the ranks, and new blood had been permitted to rise on merit.


I crossed my arms, listening.


“He should be with us momentarily, Knight-Castellan,” Corvo said, glancing toward me.


Osman straightened his jacket like a recruit afraid of his first inspection. I felt my eyebrows shoot up. I never had gotten used to being taken so seriously. In truth, I felt like little more than the boy I had been on Emesh. On Delos. Not someone whom fort castellans were nervous to meet. “Very good. I was surprised to hear the Emperor was sending him. We didn’t expect a Victorian in the first place, but … the Halfmortal? Tell me, captain, are the stories about him true? Can he really not be killed?”


The captain looked at me through the holograph with bemusement in her amber eyes. “You’ll have to ask him yourself,” she said only.


“Wonderful!” Osman said, a bit stupidly—but perhaps it was only nerves. “I look forward to meeting him.”


“You won’t have to wait long, sir,” I said, still not visible to the other man.


“Lord Marlowe, sir!” Osman snapped a salute and stood at full attention as I circled into view. Otavia withdrew.


I gave the castellan a short but gracious bow, by doing so emphasizing that I was a lord and knight of the Imperium, not merely another soldier. Often I have done this, greeting the officers with every lordly courtesy as a member of the nobility, and greeting the common soldiery as a common soldier. Thus one impresses the officers and ingratiates oneself with the men. “Well met,” I said.


“Well met indeed!” Osman replied, and introduced himself again. He looked me up and down. “You’re younger than I expected.”


I knew how I must look to an up-jumped plebeian like Osman with my smooth face and long black hair. I did not look much older than Prince Alexander, who was only thirty. It tended to work against my reputation, which was why I had made sure to speak first. I have always had a strong speaking voice. My tutors had seen to that. “Appearances can be deceptive, castellan,” I said. “I trust you have news of our quarry?” We had been twelve years reaching Gododdin. Plenty of time for the emergency beacon to have reached one of the deep space relays.


“The convoy? Not as yet, lordship. We dispatched the ISV Legendia and a small fleet of outrider vessels along their last known trajectory but have yet to receive word by telegraph.”


Trying to keep the frustration from my voice, I said, “Understood.”


“I’ve arranged for a landing port at Fort Din. With your permission, my lord, I’ll wave the coordinates and landing procedures to your ship.”


“That’s good of you, but it won’t be necessary,” I said. “Unless you’ve any particular objection, I’d prefer to land in the city field. I like to see a bit of the places I visit. Would you be so kind as to send a driver for us?”


Osman blinked, and I hoped the man had not taken offense. “Of course, my lord. At once.”


[image: image]


Catraeth was one of those cities built after a world’s initial colonization and showed no signs of the ugly, prefabricated structures built by the Consortium for rapid settlement. Its buildings were all of white stone quarried from the mountains in whose last peak the city sheltered above the seemingly infinite expanse of grassland the natives called the Green Sea. In the distance, great shoals of rock upthrust from the flat landscape like islands and broke the perfect horizon beneath an eggshell sky.


It was early morning when we landed, and the first blush of dawn arose to hide the stars. Three unmarked groundcars awaited us on the tarmac once we emerged from the landing terminal. Stewards took our luggage and stowed it in the trunks with the help of some of the hoplites in our personal guard.


“’Tis clean, the air!” Valka said, restoring her hair to order after a gust of wind tousled it.


“Smells different,” Alexander observed, taking in the sights. It occurred to me that, humble as the airfield was, the prince had not seen so much land in his lifetime, living as he had among the clouds.


“That’s the earth, boy!” Crim exclaimed. Two years of wakefulness on our twelve-year journey had done little to crack the enamel on Alexander’s Imperial pride, and I sensed my squire stiffen at being called boy by the Norman. “Aah, it’s just rained! Can you smell it?” He took in a deep lungful of the air. “Makes one feel human again after all that time on the ship, eh?” He clapped Pallino on the shoulder, and falling back on Jaddian—his mother’s tongue—he exclaimed, “Rayissima!” Beautiful.


It was.


Both Bastien Durand and Tor Varro were silent. The former kept checking his terminal, doubtless still in communication with the Tamerlane, while the latter stood with eyes closed. I thought I heard him humming softly to himself, but did not disturb him. Before long we were underway, and I watched the pale streets roll by as the day grew ever brighter. There were few other groundcars, and those of the peasants out so early went on foot or took the trolley cars whose rails ran in the streets. Once or twice the flash of a flier passed overhead. An old man in a white apron stood sweeping off the porch of a quaint bakery, and not much further down a woman busied herself ordering a rack of discount paperbacks outside her little bookshop. As we climbed the hill toward the white-walled fastness of Fort Din above the city, I looked back at the landing field, its blast pits like pores in the face of some giant, and spied the great granaries and processing plants that made Gododdin what it was.


The planet’s placement in the gulf between the Sagittarius and Centaurus arms of our galaxy made it an important stop for many a traveler and merchant vessel on the outward road, but Gododdin’s primary importance was agricultural. The ancient fabulists often believed—when they imagined commerce between the stars—that starships would be laden with food, that crops grown on Marinus might be flown on ice to Jadd and back again. And while certainly luxury goods are thus transported from time to time, the fabulists were wrong when they imagined that one planet might serve as a farming colony for several others. The travel time between worlds is simply too great, and while wine and liquor or even tea might be transported at monstrous cost and the finest livestock shipped in fugue, each planet more often than not must learn to feed itself or starve.


With one massive exception.


The Green Sea was not grassland, but hundreds of square miles of fields where the Legions grew their bromos, the genetically engineered oats that have kept billions of our soldiers on their feet since the time of Boniface the Pretender. It was from bromos that protein-base was manufactured. I told Alexander all this, pointing to the granaries and the fields beyond, where already I could see farm equipment at its slow march.


“We’ll have to find some place in the city to eat,” Pallino said darkly. “It’ll just be rations at the fort.”


“Aren’t we staying at the consulate?” Alexander asked. “The governor-general is a cousin, I heard. Nicholas or something like that.”


“Let’s see what we can see at the fort,” I said in answer.


Fort Din rose above the city, sprouting from a spur of the mountain. Of the same stone as the city it was, but simple in the way all military buildings are simple: blank stone and concrete blocks whitewashed and without columns or arches. The curtain wall was there to impress more than to repel invaders—siege warfare as in the Golden Age of Earth had not been practiced since the advent of high explosives—and the citadel within reared stark and clean, its central spire a spike of steel and glass bright as pearl and bloody in the morning light. A lance aimed defiantly at the sun.


Legionnaires in scarlet and ivory had the gate, and faceless they waved us through. Our little motorcade stopped before the steps leading to the doors of the great keep, where fifty men in uniform stood at attention to either side. Sir Amalric waited at the top alongside an aide and some others.


“Here we go,” I said to Valka. She took her hand from my knee as the porter opened the door for us. It clam-shelled upward and I stepped out onto the tarmac, cape fluttering in the morning air.


There were perhaps a hundred paces between our car and Sir Amalric at the top of the stairs, and I began my walk. I’d have liked it if Valka walked beside me, but she preferred to distance herself from me in these official appearances. She was not of the Empire, and would not be mistaken for such. A cornicen sounded his trumpet from somewhere on the walls above, and I half-wished that I’d brought our own herald to answer. But it was better this way. To appear ostentatious was to exaggerate my importance. Understating my arrival like this sent a different message: that I did not need to exaggerate.


I was right, for before I had gone twenty paces the sky flashed and grew bright as day, and I stopped and looked up in wonderment, remembering only belatedly that Gododdin had an orbital mirror to magnify the light of its sun. I saw its shining hexagon skirting the horizon, and the faint shape of its three arms dark through its halo. I disguised the moment of surprise—of weakness—with a gesture: touching curled forefinger and thumb to forehead, lips, and heart in the sign of the sun disc. Last three fingers extended, I raised the circle to the sky in pious benediction.


The cornicen sounded again.


What cosmic prank had brought that false sun to shine the moment I set foot on Gododdin? What irony brought that false light to mark the Sun Eater’s first visit to the world he would consume? I felt a smile pull at my lips then, as I weep now in writing. I breathed the air that two billion men and women shared. The air I burned to nothing, the men and women I washed away in fire. They cheered me as I came, and welcomed me with silver trumpets.


“Welcome to Gododdin, Lord Marlowe,” Sir Amalric said, and knelt—though propriety only asked that the castellan bow.


“We’re happy to be here,” I said, and though the fellow expected me to offer my ring, I did not. Aranata’s ring was no lordly signet, and though I had a new one to replace the one I’d thrown away on Emesh, I did not wear it. Though the Emperor had re-legitimized me as a member of the palatinate and his peerage and established me as head of a new and separate House Marlowe, I did not feel a lord in the truest sense. “Please, stand.”


Osman did.


“May I introduce my lady, Doctor Valka Onderra Vhad Edda, scientific advisor to the Red Company.” I turned, permitting Osman to kiss Valka’s hand. “And this is Tor Varro. And this,” I stepped aside so that Alexander might step forward, “is my squire, Alexander.” I pointedly did not use the boy’s full name. It was not that I wished to keep Alexander’s Imperial lineage a secret, only that it would do the boy good not to be lording his blood and name over everyone in the vicinity.


“Well met, all of you,” Sir Amalric said, saluting my squire and the inspecting my guard with a cursory glance. He ran a hand over his bald pate and asked, “Would you like to see your quarters and take a meal before we begin?”


I shook my head. “We’ve rested enough on the ship. If your men will see that our effects are taken to our quarters, we may begin at once.”






CHAPTER 8


DREAM EVIL


I DO NOT NOW recall much of the room itself, though I do not have to remember to tell you that it was dull: gray-walled and darkly carpeted, the furniture cheap and utilitarian, the chairs wheeled. I do not need to remember the pitchers of water sweating on the table to know they were there, or recall the face of the junior officer to know one stood in a corner ready to refill one of his betters’ glasses should it empty. I have seen a thousand versions of that room on a thousand worlds, and they are all the same.


But I remember the view of Catraeth’s white streets and fountains and the brightly painted faces of shops and homes. The way they ran out to the edge of the uplands and down the slopes to where the Green Sea rushed up against the mountains. From our great height, I could see for miles until the curve of the world veiled all that was beyond the horizon from sight.


“Lord Marlowe?”


I blinked, returning my attentions to the room and the people in it. “Yes, yes. Proceed.”


Presently the lights dimmed and the horizontal slice of window polarized, casting us into premature gloom.


“The convoy we sent to Nemavand comprised five vessels: the Valiant, the Old Iron King, the Emperor’s Hand, the Red Defender, and the Merciless. We’ve heard nothing from the Defender or the Hand, but the other three managed to get off distress calls before they went dark. There wasn’t much, which tells us that whoever attacked them went for their comms arrays first.” The speaker was a reedy plebeian woman in dress blacks with the silver shield of a data analyst pinned to her arm. “All three signals were picked up by the datanet relay here.” She indicated a point on the starchart that appeared projected above the table that very moment.


“That’s what? About fifty light-years from Dion Station?” Durand asked, removing his false spectacles to get a better look at the holograph before us. “You said the signal arrived three years ago? That’s …” He trailed off, trying to calculate the volume of space that left us to search.


He needn’t have bothered. “That leaves us with anywhere between three thousand fifty-three cubic light-years and twenty-four thousand four hundred twenty-nine cubic light-years of space to explore,” Tor Varro said, so quickly I had to remind myself that arithmetic was the least of a scholiast’s applications. Varro had taken the amount of time it had taken for the signal to reach the datanet relay satellite, converted it to light-years, and doubled it, because the missing fleet must have disappeared somewhere approximately nine light-years from the relay sat and he needed to account for drift, assuming the vessels had been attacked at warp. Practically speaking, the real number was closer to the smaller number, with the convoy most likely lost along that thin sphere nine light-years distant from the relay sat in question.


Even so, my heart sank again.


It was still an enormous volume, one we might search for decades and find nothing but trace gases and the odd rogue asteroid. It would be like trying to find a tiny coal in a pot of ink with a sieve the size of a thimble while blindfolded and wearing thick gloves.


“You said you sent outriders?” Varro asked, laying one hand on the tabletop to claim the proverbial floor.


“That would be me,” said the patrician, serious-looking fellow with dark eyes and a mass of close-cropped black curls, whom Osman had introduced as Commodore Mahendra Verus, captain of the Mintaka. “Dispatched one of my courier ships to investigate. They should be there within the year.” The courier ship would have been smaller, with an outsized warp drive. Like the Schiavona, the ship Bassander Lin had used to pursue us to Vorgossos, it would make better time than a proper warship.


“So no data yet,” the Chalcenterite scholiast mused. Varro was an exemplar of his order and trade. His face, which by its pointed features and darting eyes ought to have been furtive and satyr-like, was instead smooth and unfeeling as stone. I had watched the man receive battle reports or assist the doctors in triage with the detached grace of a machine. It is a common misconception—one that I have doubtless fallen into in writing this very account—that the scholiasts do not feel. They do. They merely attempt to put their feelings in their place, to compartmentalize them and lay bare the remarkably flexible, parallel processing mechanism of the human mind, which, properly trained, could perform the functions of the daimons forbidden by the Chantry’s holy law.


But Varro was as perfect an exemplar as I have ever seen. Dispassionate was too soft a word. And he was in his element. “Is there more?”


The reedy analyst cleared her throat. “Not much. What we have of their telemetry indicates they were at full warp when they were attacked, and time stamps indicate there were no more than forty minutes between the initial distress call—from the Merciless—and the last, from the Old Iron King.”


“At full warp?” Durand repeated, his glasses still in his hand—a sign the bookish officer was paying full attention.


Sir Amalric spoke up. “They must have used some kind of gravity net. Whoever they are.”


“A magnetic grapnel would work as well, if they knew where to aim it,” Verus offered.


“Do we know which it was?” I asked, directing my words to the analyst where she stood holding the remote in white-knuckled hands. Was she nervous? She was young, certainly, and those are much the same thing.


She glanced at Osman before answering, “No, my lord. The transmissions were fragmentary, which would indicate the vessels were each taken offline before they could transmit more than the initial burst.”


“A grapnel could do that, could it not?” Valka asked from her place beside me. “Knock out a ship’s communications?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Osman replied.


“If it was a grapnel,” Tor Varro mused, “then it is far more likely the attack was carried out by Extrasolarian agencies.”


One of the junior Fort Din officers leaned in. “What makes you say that, counselor?”


Varro turned his narrow eyes on the woman and answered in his usual calm, disquieting way, “The computational power required to time and aim a magnetic pulse at a target traveling at superluminal velocity would require artificial intelligence. Nothing we know about the Cielcin suggests that they have the technological capability for such things.”


The Extrasolarians. I felt my stomach turn over.


I had fought the Cielcin on a dozen battlefields by then: Emesh, the Demiurge, Cellas, Thagura, Aptucca, and more … seen what it was they could do firsthand. The cities burned, the people butchered, eaten raw, the heads mounted on spears, the bodies mutilated. I remember one woman had been pinned open like a biological sample and mounted to a pole like a battle standard, and the way the ichakta commander who held it laughed as it ordered its troops forward. I remember the way Raine Smythe and old Sir William Crossflane had been torn to pieces by Prince Aranata’s scahari. The Cielcin were evil, but they burned like fire.


Ice was the more insidious threat.


I remember also the Garden of Everything and the way the merchants on March Station had sold flesh by the pound, bottling dreams and carving off limbs to be replaced by machines. I can still see Kharn’s clone children slumbering in amniotic sacs in the dungeons of Vorgossos and hear Father Calvert singing his macabre rhyme. I remember that cold room beneath the mountain on Arae, the dead wired into the machine that had ripped their minds from their bodies and the army of computer-possessed men charging downhill at our line. Bad as the Cielcin were, it was from evil dreams of the Extras that I awoke sweating in the dead of night.


“This attack is more consistent with Extra methodology,” Verus conceded, leaning back in his seat. “They’ve been known to prey on the major shipping lanes.”


Sir Amalric rapped the desk with his fist for attention. “Lord Marlowe, I’ve read your file …” I very much doubted that; rather I suspected Osman had read the official version, the one Legion Intelligence had scrubbed clean. “Do you think it could be Vorgossos?” The man looked sheepish asking. I understood him. I had thought Vorgossos a myth, a story like lost Atlantis, like Lemuria and forgotten Sarnath.


“No,” I answered, and repeating the official story, added, “Vorgossos was destroyed.” I held my face impassive, relying on the same scholiast training that kept Tor Varro so composed.


“I read that file, too,” Amalric said, but there was something in his eyes that told me he knew well as I the files were only that. Had I underestimated this man? He was right to doubt. That file he’d read claimed that First Strategos Titus Hauptmann had directed an entire fleet to Vorgossos following the defeat of Prince Aranata’s forces and destroyed it. Fragged the entire planet from orbit and left it a smoldering pile of rubble to collapse into a thin ring of rock and dust about its undead star. But I knew better. Hauptmann had sailed for Vorgossos, but when he’d arrived at those dread shores, the planet was gone.


Vanished.


Vorgossos will survive, Kharn Sagara had told me when last I saw him. Them, for there were two of him then. I should not have doubted him. What sort of power could move an entire planet? Bassander Lin had been there, and told me the men came away from the ordeal shaken and confused. The brown dwarf had remained, alone in the Dark between the stars with no planet surrounding it.


Kharn Sagara had not lied.


They had survived.


Osman was still waiting on my answer. I shook my head. “Even if there were survivors of the sack at Vorgossos, that was thousands of light-years from here. There are other Extra factions, hundreds of Exalted ships, freehold colonies, station cities … it could be any of them.”


“And it could still be the Cielcin,” Valka interjected, quite correctly.


“It could,” Varro agreed. Those furtive eyes found mine as he spoke. I knew what he was thinking, what he couldn’t tell these men. That it might be both. That on Arae we had found signs of an alliance between the Extras and the Pale. The unholy matrimony of Cielcin and machine. I had killed such a creature, a reject left unfinished in its storage tank, its brain not fully connected to the machine body the Extras had built for it. “We have no way of knowing, of course.”


“Our latest report from central intelligence said this new prince of theirs—the one that attacked Hermonassa—has a taste for more military targets,” Osman put in.


I let out a long, slow breath—nearly a sigh. “Syriani Dorayaica.” I had not said the name aloud in a long time. Not since we’d left Forum, perhaps. It hung dark on the air. Like incense. Like smoke. And the tang of it was almost familiar, as though it were the name of some old acquaintance. Had I heard it before Hermonassa? Had Tanaran mentioned the Cielcin chieftain perhaps, or had Uvanari? I elected not to dwell on it, and continued. “The Cielcin have begun to understand they can’t fight us like they fight one another. I think part of their burning our colonies comes from the way they have to destroy their rivals’ fleets completely. When they fight, it’s not just warships, it’s homes. Cities. They risk everything and they can’t risk letting anything survive. I think this Dorayaica has realized that annihilating a planet’s population the way they do is a waste of time and resources.” I steepled my fingers and paused, surveying the men and women gathered round that long table. “I will tell you this in confidence, gentlemen and ladies. The Emperor and the people in Legion Intelligence believe that the war is changing. That this Dorayaica is the first in what may be a new generation of Cielcin princes dedicated to their war with the Imperium, and that we may be facing hard days ahead.” I paused and glanced at Alexander where he was seated in the corner, not speaking, as I had instructed him. “I agree with them.” I saw the color had gone from Osman’s face and Verus’s, and that many of the others sat staring. “But we have no reason to suspect that Dorayaica is behind this attack, though it is a possibility. At this juncture we have no way of knowing if it is this prince or the Extrasolarians or some other agency. But there are men missing, men whom His Radiance has tasked me with finding. We must devise a strategy to do so, and until we have that, the rest of this is navel-gazing.”


Bastien Durand grunted his agreement. “This is all academic, yes.” He replaced his spectacles on his broad nose. Rounding on Verus, he asked, “Do you know when your scouts will arrive, sir?”


The captain frowned and checked his terminal, which projected panels like sheets of paper into the black of the tabletop. He shuffled through them. “Not for two months.”


“And several years to adequately probe that volume.” Varro pointed at the projection. He was referring to the tiny sail probes that could be accelerated nearly to light speed with a single pulse from a ship’s targeting lasers, so small were they.


Valka tapped the table with her fingernails to draw attention to herself and to stop the scholiast before he could continue thinking aloud. “’Twould take us nearly so long to get there from here. Much of the scanning could be done.”


I pictured the sail probes spreading out to fill the sphere like pollen one spring evening, taking decades to float away. “Yes …” I said, idly cracking my knuckles. It was certainly the most time-efficient solution.


“You’re leaving?” Osman asked, sitting forward. “You only just arrived! We’ve not finished our attempts to recover the damaged data from the transmis—”


I raised a hand for quiet, and the man’s objections fell to silence almost at once. I had not grown familiar with or to love the trappings of rank and power, but being able to silence such men as Osman at a gesture was delicious. “Not at once, castellan. Never fear. We have two months before your scouts arrive and begin their work. Given the margins we’re working with, two months won’t change much. Besides, that will give my people and yours an opportunity to work together. It may be that we can be of some assistance.”






CHAPTER 9


THE DEVIL’S COHORT


“WELL, IT COULD BE worse,” Valka said. “There might have been no distress signal sent at all.” She rested her head against the glass and pulled one knee to her chest where she languored on the deep windowsill.


“Maybe their scouts will turn something up,” said Pallino from the door.


Our whole landing party had gathered in the suite Sir Amalric’s people had set aside for me. They were low-ceilinged, unimpressive chambers, but spacious enough, with a large sitting room, the bedroom complete with the full bathing suite—a curious luxury on a military base—and a broad balcony overlooking the city of Catraeth below. Gray-walled and white, the only decoration in the room except for the odd mirror or two was a map outlining the emergency protocols for evacuating the spire should Fort Din come under attack. Like so many Imperial fortifications, Fort Din was built upon a network of bunkers that honeycombed the mountain beneath it for miles. They were built to withstand an orbital bombardment, designed for the days of interhouse warfare and rebellious lords, intended to shelter the fort’s staff for months and even years using starship-grade life support, hydroponics, and doubtless the planet’s plentiful supply of protein-base from the bromos crop.


“And they may turn up something if they can reconstruct the corrupt portions of the beacon files,” Durand added, fidgeting with his terminal in his lap. The fellow did not like to be away from his ship, I think. Durand was a born spacer, and spent most of his life aboard starships. Perhaps the open sky frightened him?


Crim spoke up from the window near Valka. “Should we send to the ship for Ilex and some of the data techs?”


“Lonely already?” Valka teased, nudging the Norman-Jaddian with her toe. “You haven’t been apart for a day yet.”


Crim scratched the back of his head, tearing his eyes from the window to look round sheepishly at the rest of us. “It’s just a thought.”


“You’re with that homunculus?” Alexander said, face wrinkled in disgust.


I felt a twinge of anger tighten my throat, but Crim was faster. “Her name is Ilex, Your Highness.” Anger faded to sympathy as I saw the young prince recoil. Alexander—like a certain young man I’d known—had much unlearning to do. There was a time I’d have asked the same question in the same tone, when I too was just a boy fresh from my father’s castle.


Homunculi were not fully human—Ilex shared as much of her genome in common with algae and aspens as she did men and women—but then neither was I. Like every palatine, Prince Alexander included, I had been born in a tank, grown to order by the natalists of the High College to produce a perfect man.


They’d made me instead, and while my long life and other improvements could not be denied, I was not without handicap. I could not have children without the oversight of the Imperial High College—unless I wanted to father misshapen inti like poor Lorian.


“And she’s not a homunculus. She’s a dryad,” Valka added.


“That’s a kind of homunculus,” Alexander snapped back.


“Enough!” I said, raising the same hand I’d raised in the meeting. “I’ll think about sending for her. We should give their people a chance. It wouldn’t do to just take the work from them the minute we arrive.”


Crim was still watching the prince when he answered, “Understood, boss. Just thinking out loud.”


Lowering myself onto the gray armchair the others had pointedly left for me, I said, “It may come to that, but we’ll give them a week or two.”


“Are we really staying here for two months?” Pallino asked.


“You have a better suggestion?”


The old soldier planted his hands on his hips. “Sure. Take the fight to them.”


“The fight?” Valka echoed, swinging round on the sill to face the room. “Pal, they may be long gone. These scouts are most likely to find nothing.”


“We don’t know that, either, Doctor Onderra,” said Tor Varro. “Remember: this isn’t the first convoy to disappear between here and Dion Station.”


That remark brought us all to stillness for a moment, though I could still feel the simmering resentment percolate between Crim and Alexander. I would have to do something about that.


“We should call Corvo,” Durand suggested. “She should hear the news.”


We all agreed that was a good plan, and I clicked my terminal free of its wristband and placed it on the coffee table before my chair. “Windows, Crim,” I said. Valka vacated her seat as the lictor drew the drab curtains. A conic projection formed above the terminal face, ghost-white in the sudden gloom. An ouroboros turned in the air to a faint, bright chime as the call went through, and a moment later Otavia Corvo’s Amazonian form blossomed into view. She was sitting at a table in what looked like the Tamerlane’s ready room, dressed in exercise fatigues that left her arms bare. To my surprise, she was not alone. Elara sat with her, and young Lorian, too. Evidently they’d been discussing some thing or other.


“Bad time?” I asked, motioning for the others to come stand behind me as they willed.


“Take it you just got out of a meeting with them?” Corvo asked.


“Done and done,” I said, and told her everything we’d learned.


When I finished, the captain replied, “Two months? That’s not so bad. Won’t make much difference on the other end and maybe we won’t go in blind.”


Uncharacteristically, Elara spoke up. “And it’d be good to get some of the crew some shore time.”


“It looks a likely spot,” I agreed. As a rule, I did not permit the crew to go ashore at Forum. Better to keep the Devil’s Cohort—as the nobiles sometimes called my Red Company—away from high society. The last thing I needed was any fabulous tales of the Halfmortal spreading in the Eternal City, and from his own men, no less. But here? Despite its placement along a major shipping lane, Gododdin itself was relatively obscure, little more than a refueling stop for vessels not tied to the Legions, and though the cities saw their fair share of offworlders, there was little harm in letting the men loose for a week or two.


“And it will give them time to comb through the emergency transmissions and see what they can recover,” I said, repeating the earlier point. “Which leaves us with the question of what to do next.”


Silence both in the room and on the holo answered, and I glanced round at the others where they stood watching me. When no answer was forthcoming, I raised my eyebrows to indicate that I wanted a response.


Varro took a half step forward. “I counsel delay. It would be foolish to commit to a strategy absent all available data.”


Aristedes’s drawling, aristocratic tones sounded over the holograph, “But we will have to head out after their scouts, won’t we?”


“We should put together a second convoy.”


I turned to face the speaker, one eyebrow still raised. Prince Alexander had retreated toward the wall after his slight run-in with Crim, and stood opposite my chair and the holograph pickup, and was thus invisible to Corvo, Elara, and Aristedes. I don’t think he’d meant to speak, for when he realized we were all watching him, he whitened.


Lorian barked out a laugh. “I was going to suggest the very same!”


The thought had occurred to me as well, but I was glad that Alexander had suggested it first. It seemed the time we’d spent together on the voyage out had not been wasted, after all. I gestured for the prince to continue. Alexander gathered his wits before continuing, buoyed perhaps by Lorian’s support. “We might be able to bait them into attacking us, but we can be ready.”


“Ready for an attack with a magnetic grapnel that knocks our systems offline?” Crim interjected.


But the prince stood firm. “There must be something we could do. If we were to not put the soldiers into fugue, we’d have a full army ready when the enemy boarded.”


Speaking slowly, words sliding like a wedge beneath the prince’s more fevered tones, Tor Varro said, “You’re assuming that the attackers—whoever they are—are boarding these missing vessels.”


“In His Highness’s defense, Varro,” Lorian said, “they never did find the wreckage from those earlier convoys.”


Captain Corvo frowned and tucked her chin, face lost in shadow. I watched her and Prince Alexander both, the latter visible through the former’s ghostly image. “It might be easier than trying to hunt these bastards down,” she said.


“Do the locals have the ships and men necessary to attempt a resupply?” Lorian asked.


“Unclear,” Tor Varro said in answer, “but it is something to consider.”


“We don’t have to come up with any solutions today,” I said. “Varro, will you find out the disposition of forces in orbit here? I’d like to know if they have enough to outfit a second convoy.” Though seated, the scholiast sketched a small bow. Turning to Corvo, I asked, “I trust that everyone’s coming up from fugue without incident?”


The captain made a shrugging motion with her lips that did not reach her broad shoulders. “No casualties, if that’s what you mean. Everything’s perfectly routine.”


Still seated, I arched my back, still feeling the residual effects of the thaw myself as stiffness and a phantom weight in my limbs. I needed to go for a run. A swim. Anything. I needed a fight, something to push hot blood back into capillaries long pinched shut with cold. With a glance to Crim, I said, “We may need technical staff sent down later this week. We’ll keep you apprised. Let us know if there’s any trouble up there.”


Aristedes’s pale eyebrows arched in surprise. “Are you expecting any?”


“No,” I said archly, propping my elbows on the arms of my chair. “This should all be fairly routine. Hold off announcing shore leave until I’ve had a chance to see the city myself.”


“Don’t enjoy the planet too much,” Elara said, smiling, eyes darting to Pallino. I just caught my lictor and friend’s returned smile fading. Had he winked at her? I suppressed a smile of my own.


Thinking of all the tedious hours coming to be spent at that conference table hearing synopses of what the analysts could find, I said, “We won’t.”


“We’re here if you need us,” Corvo said.


“Thank you.”


The holograph vanished a moment later, leaving the room strangely dark and close. Someone—Crim probably—opened the curtains without my having to ask him to do so. Into the tired silence, I said, “Go and rest, everyone. We’ve had a long journey, and I can’t speak for you, but the fugue toxins are still dragging me down.”


Knowing what must come next, I shut my eyes, listening for the shuffle of feet toward the suite’s vestibule and heavy double doors. When the words slipped out, they sounded like my father speaking, as if the mouth that spoke them were cold and very far away. “Not you,” I said, just as Lord Alistair might.


I opened my eyes, and saw that despite my not being specific those words had found their target. The light of that window cut a wedge clean across those spartan apartments, illuminating the young prince where he stood opposite me at the far end of the coffee table. Valka’s shadow fell across him, and glancing to one side I saw she’d resumed her place in the window seat.


Writing this now, I am struck by the strange reversal. That I was seated as a lord in his throne with Prince Alexander standing before me like a suppliant, lips compressed, shoulders hunched. Was the boy afraid of me?


Carrot, I decided, then stick.


“I like your idea of sending a second convoy to bait whoever is out there,” I said. “I was about to suggest the same thing myself. And if Aristedes was on the same page as well, then we should take it as a sign that the notion is good one. You’ve done well. I can tell your time learning on the trip here wasn’t wasted.”


The prince’s posture visible relaxed, and he stood a little straighter. “Thank you, sir.”


“But I will need you to be mindful of how it is you speak of my crew. That bit just now with Lieutenant Commander Garone cannot happen again.”


“I understand.” The prince looked down at the table between us, trying to avoid whatever it was he feared to find in my eyes. I remembered that feeling, had felt it in my father’s presence, in Valka’s when I was young—truly young. His was the fear of the convict before the judge, as all sons are before their fathers, all men before women, all mortals before gods.


I rapped my ring against the brass lip that sealed the upholstery on the edge of the chair’s armrest, clear, bright sound ringing. “Do you?” I asked, and putting on a tone that reminded me of old Gibson, I said, “Tell me what you think you understand.”


If the prince balked at my presumption, he swallowed it and shut his eyes. I thought I recognized one of the breathing exercises the scholiasts used to quell their emotions—I knew them well. How like his father he looked: high-cheekboned, strong of brow and jaw. He’d begun to grow long, thin sideburns in imitation of his Imperial father, though his red hair was wild above that royal countenance, lacking the coterie of court androgyns to oil and style it each day. Though I knew then that Alexander would never sit the throne, how clear I saw the knight he might become, garbed in the Imperial white and shining like the sun. He might lead men and ships into battle against the Cielcin one day, or stand on the steps of the Solar Throne as captain of the Knights Excubitor.


Alexander opened his eyes, and the fear that had been there earlier was gone. “I disrespected your servants, sir. I disrespected you, and I am your squire.”


“No,” I said, and heard Gibson’s voice at my shoulder. Kwatz.


The prince twitched. “No?” Behind me, Valka stifled a laugh.


“Three things,” I said, and held up so many fingers. Ticking them off one at a time I said, “Firstly, they are not my servants. I am theirs. Second, you are not disrespecting me at all. And thirdly, you are not only a squire. That is why this is important.” I shook my fist at him, lingering a moment to see if he would reply. When he did not, I plowed ahead: “One thing at a time. To the first: I do not have servants. I am not their master. If you must rely on rank to command then you’ve already lost your people.”


“But they do serve you,” Alexander said. “They hang on your every word.”


“Because I have earned their respect. Rank only formalizes relationships between people, Alexander. It does not create them. One has rank because one deserves it, and if one does not deserve it, he will lose his rank. Or his life. A man would do well to become worthy of his honors, else he will be deposed as a tyrant.” I crossed my legs, fiddled absently with the silver buckle that kept my boot snug about my calf. “If I were to treat my people like slaves they would rebel. In subtle ways at first: not following my orders properly, failing to carry out tasks … Then in larger ways. Do you know the story of how it was Otavia Corvo came into my service?”


The question caught Alexander by surprise, and he blinked. “I heard the story. She helped you defeat a Norman tyrant on … Pharos?”


“She served that Norman tyrant for ten years,” I said, glancing at the terminal where Corvo’s holograph had floated just a few minutes before. “But she served under a captain called Emil Bordelon, a vicious brute. When his soldiers disobeyed him, he’d tie them in the brig and starve them ’til they learned their lesson. Sometimes he’d rape them.”


Alexander blanched, horrified. “He what?”


“Otavia saw it happen one too many times, so I made her an offer … and we killed him.” I clenched my fists on the armrests, remembering the way the ship’s comms went dead when I ordered our men to fire. When I was younger that silence—the way Bordelon’s holograph had snuffed out on the projector as he died—had haunted me. Now I only felt the vague warmth of satisfaction at a job well done. Corvo and I had rid the world of a monster. I call that good.


“Sic semper tyrannis,” I continued. “You cannot lead as a tyrant. The people under you will not let you. To lead is a kind of service, a duty you owe to those who follow. Noblesse oblige. I need you to understand this because—to skip to number three—you are not a squire. You are a prince of the Aventine House and a high lord of the Imperium. If I teach you nothing else, it is that you should treat the people under you like family, and that if you’re very, very lucky they may do the same. It is the obligation of those of us born to power or who earn it to wield that power with virtue, because power is no virtue unto itself. Do you know the Eight Forms of Obedience, Alexander?”


“What?”


“The Eight Forms of Obedience. They’re a part of the scholiasts’ stoic tradition.” I shut my eyes and recited. “Obedience out of fear of pain. Obedience out of fear of the other. Obedience out of love for the person of the hierarch. Obedience out of loyalty to the office of the hierarch. Obedience out of respect for the laws of men and of heaven. Obedience out of piety. Obedience out of compassion. Obedience out of devotion. You see? Love is higher than fear.”


But Alexander’s face contracted and he crossed his arms. “But you’ve said loyalty to the office is higher than love of the hierarch himself.” He spoke as one who has caught his teacher in mistake and is embarrassed to point it out.


My memories of Gibson had the answer for me. “Because sometimes the hierarch is himself disloyal to his office, and in those cases it is incumbent upon his servants to correct him. That’s what I am doing now, Your Highness. Which brings me at last to my second point.”


Here I paused, letting the silence stretch a moment, surprised that Valka had not spoken, though I could feel her eyes on me. But Alexander was listening intently, and had not stirred from his place opposite me.


“Your blood and your name do not make you more than other people. Those things belong to your ancestors, and if you are to inherit them properly, you will honor those ancestors by being a good man. When His Radiance made me a knight of his order, he made me swear to despise cruelty and injustice. Do you mean to be a knight, Alexander?”


The young man swallowed and at last looked me in the eyes again. “Yes, sir.”


I leaned forward, glancing back at Valka as I said, almost conspiratorially, “Then I will tell you a secret.” She grinned and shook her head. “The best men are not necessarily found in palaces. Pallino was a farmer before he was a soldier. Siran’s family owned a planetbound shipping company on Emesh. She was rich—by the standards of the plebs. My friend Switch, who is no longer with us, was a prostitute. Corvo was a traitor and a mercenary—Durand, too. Ilex was a dockworker on Monmara, and the Legions had Aristedes riding a desk for fifteen years. Fifteen years. With his talents. If they’d the sense to park him at a desk in some intelligence office they might have gotten some use out of him, but they had him keeping Strategos Beller’s appointment books. And why?”


Perhaps he thought I was going to give him the answer, but if he did he was mistaken. I wanted to hear him say it.


The prince chewed his tongue, perhaps thinking I meant to trick him. “Because he’s an intus.”


“And Ilex is a homunculus,” I said. “Intus, homunculus, plebeian, patrician, palatine. Doesn’t matter. Our ancestors became palatine because they did great things. They smashed the Mericanii and saved mankind. But we are not them, and must do our own great things, eh? The others deserve their chance, as well. They did not ask to be born as they are, and so you and I will not punish them for it. To be a good knight, a good leader, a good man for that matter, you must judge a person by his or her actions. By their character. Do you understand?”


Alexander nodded stiffly. “I do.”


I uncrossed my legs and sat as the Emperor sat, palms flat against the chair rails. “Good. Then you will go and speak to Lieutenant Commander Garone, and you will beg his pardon.”


“Sir?”


“And I will ask him about it, so you will do it, won’t you?”


“Yes, sir.” The prince gave a stiff nod that was more akin to a bow and—sensing the end had come without my having to say as much—turned and followed the others from the room.


When the door at last clicked shut, Valka let out a quiet laugh. “Ooh, ’twas well done! Did you see his face?”


“It isn’t funny.”


“’Tis a little funny,” Valka answered. Her smile widened until it lit her golden eyes. Suddenly she broke eye contact and turned away to look once more out the window and over the balcony at Catraeth.


Feeling suddenly that I was laughed at and not the prince, I stood. “What is it?”


“You,” she said simply. “Standing up for Ilex. You didn’t used to be this way.”


“Yes I did,” I said, “you just didn’t know me very well.”


The shade of Gilliam Vas floated in the air between us, the old brute of a priest glowering with mismatched eyes. If the dead can be said to live on at all, it is in our memories. Thus ghosts exist, though they are but a part of ourselves. He was the first man I had killed—though I had fought in Colosso for many months before that, and stabbed a shopkeeper in Borosevo. I had killed him for Valka, though she had not wanted it.


I knew what Valka was thinking, and so said, “I didn’t hate Gilliam because he was an intus.” That was only partly true. Gilliam had been deformed, hunchbacked and twisted, with mismatched eyes and a misshapen head. He had frightened me, as Lorian frightened me. The inti were reminders of just how fragile we palatines are, how much we are indebted to the Emperor, and how much his slaves. And they were reminders—painfully—of why I was not a father. Why I could not be without Imperial consent. That was no fault of Lorian’s, or of Gilliam’s for that matter, but perhaps I can be forgiven my fears. Perhaps that was why I still served the Emperor—though I did not guess it at the time. Perhaps I hoped that for my services I might be permitted to marry Valka and to have the family I wanted. “I hated him because of how he treated you.”


That was the proper truth.


Valka’s eyes glazed over, chilled. “I know. ’Twas still wrong.”


“I can’t bring back the dead,” I said, placing a new specter between us. That of my own headless corpse. The fingers Kharn had given me twitched at the thought, and I shut my fist. The false bones did not ache as I squeezed.


“No,” Valka agreed, coming closer, “but you treat the living better now.”


“I was only a boy then,” I said. And a stupid boy at that.


Something of my thought must have reached my face, for Valka said, “You were an idiot.”


I kissed her, holding her face in both my hands. When we broke apart she pressed her cheek against my palm. “Thank you,” I said after a moment’s silence.


Large eyes looked up at me. “For what?”


“For not hating me,” I said. “You’ve had every right to.”


“I could never hate you,” she said, voice small. Then she smiled out one corner of her mouth. “But you are an ass.”


Matching her crooked smile I kissed her again and said into her ear, “What do you say we sweat off the fugue toxins?”


Her answer was to give me a little push and turn toward our borrowed bedchamber. She made it there before my brain caught up, and she stopped in the doorway to glance back. “What’s taking you so long?”






CHAPTER 10


PINION AND CLAW


EACH DAY SPENT AT Fort Din the sun rose fair and bright, and the wind off the mountains was clean as any day in the blessed autumn of my childhood home. Rarely in all my travels have I known a world so lovely to walk upon as was Gododdin, as if she were some image caught in a looking glass of the Earth that was and was lost. If only her sky were blue and not the foggy white it was, the impression might have been perfect. How well I remember the snapping of red banners above the wall of that fortress and the gentle lift of awnings above the streets of the Grand Bazaar. I can picture the darkly wooden bookshop Valka and I visited, and the musty vanilla smell of old paper and the sugar of the pastries I bought for us when we walked in the city as common people unknown to the citizens of that world.


“So there I was,” Pallino said, gesticulating, “standing in the middle of the starport terminal, covered in blood and high as hell on that shit they give us to keep us from falling over, holding my fucking eye in my hand, mind you—and we’ve got to go through the scanners to get on this tram, yeah? Full kit and everything.” The wind kicked up, rustling the tall grass that grew to either side of the walk that ran parallel to the main road back up toward the gates of the fortress. Content to listen to Pallino’s tale, I squeezed Valka’s hand.


The old soldier continued, “And I’m centurion then, so I take point and go up to the civilian at the security kiosk—and remember we have full clearance, being Legion and all. We can use the bloody tram. Only this toady’s got a real hard-on for security. Like you wouldn’t believe. And I give him my pass and the letter the duke’s given us says we’re needed down south—and we’ve just come from a combat zone. Again: blood everywhere. And this fucker—my hand to Earth’s tit—this fucker says I need to put my kit through security. I’ve got a plasma rifle, the standard disruptor, a couple grenades … so I say ‘Why?’ and this man—this unit—says he’s supposed to scan for weapons. Weapons!” Pallino laughed, paused long enough to scratch his nose.


“What’d you do?” Valka asked, throwing the question back over her shoulder as we passed beneath the shadow of the main gate.


“I slapped the rifle on the belt—still holding my eye, which is no good anymore, by the way—and I tell the man to scan it. ‘Wouldn’t want to be smuggling a gun in my gun, now would I?’ And do you know what happens next?”


Valka stopped laughing long enough to ask, “What?”


We never found out.


A terrible cry went up, filling the air above us with a high and grating noise like the hunting cry of a hawk. Some instinct I think that has been in us since our ancestors parted ways with the ancestors of the mouse moved me, and I crouched, thinking of the winged serpents that had dwelt on Emesh.


“The hell was that?”


“Flier?” Pallino asked, hand ready on his shield projector.


Valka had not flinched, but stood craning her neck. “’Twas no flier. I’d have picked up the electronics.” She pointed with her tattooed hand at her own head, indicating her demarchist implants.


The cry sounded again.


“We should get you inside, my lord,” said one of the two plainclothes men Pallino had brought with us on our little expedition to the city.


I brushed the fellow’s hand away, placing my own hand on the catch to trigger my own body shield’s deployment. Despite the precaution I said, “Nonsense. We’re a hundred yards from the keep.” Inclining my head, I pointed to a pair of junior officers taking their lunch on the steps of one of the fort’s outbuildings. Neither of them appeared frightened. “You there, soldier!”


The poor fellow practically leaped to his feet, dropping the remaining bits of his sandwich into its paper tray in his haste to salute. “Sir!”
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