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CHAPTER 1

I had Scheherazade drop me on top of an old refinery, rusted out and half-collapsing. Around me the stretch of this new world’s sky seemed endless, a bright sienna-colored cloth drawn over the stars above. I watched Schaz jet back off to orbit—well, “watched” is probably a strong word, since she had all her stealth systems cranked to high heaven, but I could at least find the telltale glint of her engines—then settled my rifle on my back and started working my way down, finding handholds and grips among the badly rusted metal.

It’s surprising how used to this sort of thing you get; the climbing and jumping and shimmying, I mean. On a world free of the effects of the pulse, none of that would have been necessary—I would have had antigravity boots, or a jetpack, or just been able to disembark in the fields below: scaling a three-hundred-foot-tall structure would have been as easy as pressing a button and dropping until I was comfortably on the ground.

Now, without all those useful cheats, it was much more physically demanding—the climbing and jumping and shimmying bits—but I didn’t mind. It was like a workout, a reminder that none of that nonsense mattered on the world I was descending toward, and that if I wanted to stay alive, reflexes and physical capability would be just as important as the few pieces of tech I carried that were resistant to post-pulse radiation.

By the time I made it down the tower I’d worked up a decent sweat, and I’d also undergone a crash course in the physical realities of this particular planet: the vagaries of its gravity, of its atmosphere, that sort of thing. Most terraformed worlds were within a certain range in those kinds of measurements—on some, even orbital rotations had been shifted to roughly conform to the standard galactic day/night cycle—but it’s surprising how much small differences can add up when you’re engaged in strenuous physical activity. A touch less oxygen in the air than you’re used to, a single percentage point of gravity higher or lower, and suddenly everything’s thrown off, just a bit. You have to readjust.

I checked my equipment over as I sat in the shadow of the refinery tower, getting my breath back. Nothing was damaged or showing signs of the radiation advancing faster than I would have expected. I had a mission to complete here, yes, but I had no desire to have some important piece of tech shut down on me at an inopportune time and get me killed. Then I wouldn’t be able to do anyone any good.

As the big metal tower creaked above me in the wind, I kept telling myself that—that I was still doing good. Some days I believed it more than others.

After I’d recovered from my little jaunt, I settled my rifle onto my back again—a solid gunpowder cartridge design common across all levels of post-pulse tech, powerful enough that it could compete with higher-end weapons on worlds that still had a great deal of technology intact, low-key enough that on worlds farther down that scale like this one, it wouldn’t draw undue attention—and set off across rolling plains of variegated grass.

This world was very pretty; I’d give whoever had designed it that. The sky was a lovely shade of pinkish orange that would likely shift into indigo as night approached. It perfectly complemented the flora strains that had been introduced, mostly long grasses of purple or green or pink, with a few patches of larger trees, mostly Tyll-homeworld species, thick trunks of brown or gray topped by swaying azure fronds. Vast fields of wheat—again, of Tyll extraction—made up most of the landscape that wasn’t grassland; that made sense with the research I’d done before having Scheherazade drop me off.

The research told me that this world had been terraformed for agricultural use a few hundred years ago or so; it had seen only mild scarring during the sect wars, which meant it was a little bit perplexing that the pulse had knocked it almost as far down the technology scale as a planet could go—all the way to before the invention of electric light.

Still, trying to understand why the pulse had done what it had done was a fool’s errand: I’d seen systems where one planet had been left untouched, another had been driven back to pre-spaceflight, and the moon of that same world had lost everything post–internal combustion. There was never any rhyme or reason to it, not even within a single system—the pulse did what it did at random, and looking for a will behind its workings was like trying to find the face of god in weather patterns.

I knew that much because I was one of the fools who had let it off the chain in the first place. That’s why I was here: trying to right my own wrongs. In a very small way, of course. I was only one woman, and it was a big, big universe. Also, I had a great many wrongs.



CHAPTER 2

I started walking. I had a ways to go.

Since the pulse had hit this world harder than most—left the atmosphere soaking in radiation that would burn out anything with an electrical system in hours, faster if it saw heavy use—walking was about my only option for locomotion. That was one reason I’d had Scheherazade—that’s my ship—drop me off at the top of the refinery: so she didn’t have to land. Trying to do so would have left her damaged, badly, even if she just set down for the brief time it would take me to disembark.

The other reason I’d set down so far from my target area was to make sure we weren’t in view of anybody as she descended. It had likely been generations since anyone visited this world from the greater galaxy beyond; it was in a mostly forgotten system of a mostly forgotten corner of unclaimed, untended space. I didn’t need to be hailed as some sort of savior by the locals, come to rescue them from their pulse-soaked world and lead them back to the halcyon years of never-was. And that would be the better option: more likely was to be marked as some sort of demon, here to finish the job the pulse had started. You never knew which it might be on worlds thrown back this far; better not to risk it at all.

Worlds like this one—even those designed for a single purpose, like agriculture—had been terraformed and designed for vehicles like high-speed rail and sublight orbital shuttles, not for perambulation, which meant I had a bit of a walk ahead of me. Still, I’d been cooped up inside Scheherazade for a long hyperdrive flight on the way here, so I didn’t mind stretching my legs.

Starting my trek out in the boonies also meant I got a chance to know the local populace before they got to know me. Which, this time, started with screaming. It often did, for some reason.

The scream shattered the quiet of the open fields. High-pitched, piercing, a great deal of fear and pain and confusion. A child.

I broke out into a run. All these years later, that’s still reflex. You’d think, after watching the pulse eat the universe and being helpless to stop it, that I’d be immune to the sound of others crying for help. You’d be wrong. What you can ignore en masse—the death of millions or billions—just by telling yourself it’s too big, there’s nothing you can do, is much more difficult to move past when it’s just one person, right in front of you, and there is a way for you to help.

That’s the same logic that had been used when the pulse was first dreamt up, after all. Just because it went wrong didn’t mean the argument wasn’t sound.

I slowed as I crested the hill, parting the grass with my rifle barrel; my weapon had been drawn as soon as I heard the child shriek. Down the incline below me was a simple wagon—probably the height of technology in these parts, wood and nails and iron-rimmed wheels—that had come to a stop, mostly because the beasts in its harnesses had been shot dead.

I didn’t recognize the creatures, though the build and rough size suggested Wulf-homeworld extraction. It didn’t much matter, really—they were whatever fauna had been on planet at the time of the pulse that the people here had enough of for breeding stock. What was more important, at that given moment, was the family seated at the front of the wagon, and the rough circle of men with guns surrounding them.

On every world, there are always men with guns. Even the pulse couldn’t change that.



CHAPTER 3

From my perch at the top of the hill—hidden in the tall violet grasses—I counted the aggressors. Three humans, two Wulf—how nice, interspecies cooperation was flourishing in the wake of the pulse, at least when it came to common banditry. Five total. Not too many for me take, not from ambush.

Now, years ago, back before everything went to hell, I would have run through a kind of value judgment here—was protecting three lives, the family in the wagon, worth taking the lives of five others? I had no legal or moral authority here—who was I to interfere with the customs of these people? There were trillions upon trillions of lives in the universe; why should I involve myself with eight? People lived and died all the time, many of them violently; all I would have cared about was whether the deaths before me would have impacted my mission.

I didn’t bother with any of that nonsense now; I knew what I was going to do the instant I heard the child scream. The questions I asked at this point were of a very different sort—which one looked like he’d be the first to shoot, the fastest to react? Which one had the gun that posed the most danger to me, which one would be the type to start firing at the family the instant they came under fire from someone else, and which among them would panic, cower, flee? In essence: which one would die first, and which last?

I activated my HUD with a thought—another passive piece of tech that still gave me a nice advantage over those without—and marked all five of them, glowing red haloes surrounding their heads. Even if they were to duck for cover—there were a handful of decent-sized boulders down there, likely where they’d head—those haloes would still show up in my vision, letting me know where they were. Slowly I sank prone and raised the sights of my rifle to my eye.

I was still too far away to hear what was being said, but it didn’t matter: gunfire had already been exchanged, weapons were drawn, beasts of burden had been killed. Whether or not the bandits were planning to let the family live if everything went their way didn’t concern me: they’d sealed their fate when they aimed a weapon at a child.

I started firing.

My first round took their leader in the side of the head. One human out of the game. My second caught one of the Wulf lieutenants right in his muzzle; I doubted it would kill him, but intense pain drives Wulf into a kind of berserker rage, a physiological vestige of having been an alpha predator on a homeworld with plenty of alpha predators to go around. Useful in bare-handed combat, not so much in a gunfight.

My third shot cut into the back of another human, one who had been raising his rifle toward the family. Three down in fewer seconds. I was a lot of things, good, bad, or otherwise, but I did have my talents.

The fourth and fifth bandits—all that remained—were ducking behind the boulders, trying to figure out who the hell was shooting at them, but by that time, both the man and the woman in the wagon had produced firearms from somewhere, and the two would-be bushwhackers found themselves pinned down on all sides. I kept my rifle trained on their positions as the man from the wagon got up from his seat, calmly strolled toward where the first bandit was hiding, and fired off two rounds from his pistol—an ancient revolver even bigger than the one I wore at my hip. The red halo marking that bandit’s position winked out. The fifth received much the same treatment, even after he threw his rifle to the side and tried to surrender.

When we’d envisioned the pulse, we’d never imagined it would remove all violence from the universe—just reduce its scale. In some ways, that had worked. But violence is ingrained in all of us, deep down to the bone. You push people in just the right way—you threaten their family—and they will injure themselves just to get to you. Did I blame the paterfamilias down there for murdering the man who’d held a gun on his child in cold blood? I did not. I’d done worse.

Speaking of: the injured Wulf was still crawling along the ground, trying to drag himself away, his fur slick with the blood flowing from his mangled muzzle, only the adrenal response of his species keeping him moving at all. The farmer was reloading; I put a round through the Wulf’s skull myself, right between his bloodshot eyes. Cold-blooded, perhaps, but practical—he was never going to survive long, not with that wound, not with this world’s level of medical attention.

Five down. Done.

The farmer below shaded his eyes and looked up the rolling hillside, roughly toward my position. I stood slowly from the waving grasses, holding my rifle up with one hand gripped around the middle—universal for “I’m not going to shoot at you.” He nodded, and waved me down with his free six-fingered hand, holstering his own sidearm.

Looked like I’d made a friend.



CHAPTER 4

I made my way down the hillside, pushing the grasses before me, my rifle still out but very carefully not pointed at anyone. The friendly local was a Tyll, which made sense, given that the sect that had controlled this planet before the pulse had been about seventy percent Tyll.

To human eyes, Tyll tended to come off as “reptilian,” tall and green-skinned and scaled, though they were actually closer, genetically, to the flora of the human homeworld than any fauna. Like most of his brethren, the farmer’s lantern-like jaw gave him a perpetual dour expression, as did the wide black pupils that swallowed up most of his eyes. Not that the Tyll are dour people; it’s just one of those weird things—sometimes trying to read “human” expressions from nonhuman features can lead to faulty assumptions. Tyll are usually actually fairly cheerful, on a cultural level at least.

Not that this particular fellow had a lot of reason to be cheery. He greeted me with a polite—if cautious—nod, before running a hand over the stony plate Tyll grew on the top of their heads in place of hair. He turned to stare unhappily down at his dead pack beasts. “Appreciate the help,” he said tonelessly. If he was thrown to see that it was a human woman who had come to his aid, he didn’t show it, which also meant my local costume—a faded flight jacket over gray military surplus, both from a sect nowhere near this quadrant of the galaxy, both predating the pulse—was holding up, and that my particular genetic makeup—copper-colored skin, jet black hair—wouldn’t be out of place among the local human populace.

He spat a wad of expectorant in the grass next to his dead beasts of burden. “The local settlement claims they’ve rousted all the bandits out of this area. You can see how much their claims are worth.”

“Will you three be all right out here?” I asked him. I shouldn’t have—I didn’t know what I was planning to do if he said, “No, please help us”—but I spent a long time trying to think of myself as the sort of person who helped, who did good. In the long run maybe that hadn’t been so true, but I kept trying all the same.

He nodded morosely. “We’re not far from our farmstead,” he replied. “We were just . . . just trying to deliver . . .” He gave the ground a good kick, next to his wagon’s wheel—the wagon his beasts were long past capable of hauling. Probably most of a year’s surplus crop was piled up within the wooden slats, and now he had no way to get it to market before it spoiled.

“Which way to that settlement?” I asked him. He pointed over the ridge, in roughly the same direction their wagon had been headed. I nodded, shading my eyes to stare off toward the horizon. The forests got a little heavier, the heavy blue fronds interlacing into a canopy, and I couldn’t see anything past them.

“I’m looking for some civilization,” I told him, trying to keep it casual. This kind of world had plenty of drifters and ne’er-do-wells, trying to make their living with a gun; I was dressed to match, very much on purpose. I didn’t want to give the impression that I needed to be anywhere in particular. “When I get there, you want me to send somebody for you, maybe with some extra beasts?”

His forked tongue flicked out—it’s the Tyll equivalent of a human widening their eyes in surprise. “That is a generous offer,” he told me. “I can’t ask you to—you’ve already saved our lives.”

I grinned, making sure to show a bit of teeth. “Less generous when you consider I’ll take a cut of your sale for the service,” I replied. I didn’t give a damn about whatever they used for currency around here—probably stamped bottle caps or something equally useless anywhere else—but people grow suspicious when others are nice to them for free.

He made a kind of low rumbling in his chest; he was thinking. “I doubt we’ll get a better offer,” he nodded. “Thank you.” He held out his hand.

It was an interesting gesture—the handshake was one of those things that started out as human, but spread to the other races pretty quickly during the so-called golden age of cultural transmission and commingling. In the bad years after that, plenty of sects went all “pure blood,” trying to remove the “stains” of other species’ interactions from within their society.

The files I’d read on board Scheherazade had indicated that the Tyll on this planet had been from one such sect, before the pulse. Apparently, a hundred years or so trapped with humans and a few other species on a gunpowder-age rock had led to a second round of ideological exchange, and the handshake had made its return. The more things change, and all that.

Anyway, I shook his hand. “Anybody I should talk to in particular at the village?” I asked him.

“Yes—ask around for Marza,” he nodded. Nodding, by the way, isn’t cultural transmission; it’s one of those things that’s pretty common among bipedal species. So is smiling, oddly enough, and laughter. Most of us agree the same way. We disagree in the same manner as well—usually with violence. “He’ll send the beasts in exchange for his own . . . cut.” The farmer still sounded a little dispirited at the idea of his profits being nibbled away, but, hey—it was better than being dead.

“Marza. Got it. Well—stay out of the sun,” I nodded back. “I’ll send your friend on his way when I find him.”

“Again—we are much obliged.”

“Just doing my duty.”

He cocked his head back, another Tyll expression. “Duty?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Figure of speech.”

Have to watch shit like that.



CHAPTER 5

As I hiked through the tall grass in the general direction he’d indicated, toward the rise of the forests at the edge of the fields of wheat, I went over my options again in my head. I knew I was in the right general area to find what I’d come to this world looking for, but it was still looking for a needle in a haystack. My HUD would pick my target up if I got into visual range—it gave off a certain signature—but that was all I could count on. Otherwise it was going to require a deft touch, which is not usually one of my governing attributes.

After an hour or so wending my way through the Tyll trees, the forests finally broke open again, giving me a view of my destination, nestled in the valley below. As was typical on worlds like this one, the settlement was built around an old military installation, ramshackle lumber huts and more impressive stone houses built up around a line of defunct anti-air batteries and one giant anti-orbital cannon, plus their adjacent storehouses.

The farther a world had been thrown back in time, technologically speaking, the more likely you were to find their population centers built around relics of the older age. There are various reasons for that, some psychological, some defensive, but the majority of them were practical: this area was close to the coast of its continent, which meant, based on Scheherazade’s analysis of the local weather patterns, it would get deluged during the biannual monsoon season. A boon for growing crops, to be sure, but given that advanced construction techniques had been put forever out of the locals’ reach by the pulse, it made sense that they would have used what was still standing from the earlier age. Those batteries were designed to withstand multiple-megaton strikes from dreadnaught bombardment—they’d be much better shelter from torrential downpours than anything the locals could still build.

It also made for a very striking sight, the big gun rising up out of the swaying grass, absolutely dwarfing the surrounding village. I’d estimate the population of the town at about twenty thousand or so, and based on my observation from the ridge above, I’d say it was a pretty representative species mix of the world as a whole. That meant that, in this area at least, the locals had outgrown the sectarian divisions that had defined them during the wars.

Peace through forcible disarmament. That had actually been the goal of the pulse. It had just very rarely worked out that way.

I made my way down the hill, sure to stow my rifle on my back and keep my hands to my side. The settlement looked plenty peaceful, sure, but if the bandits I’d encountered on the road were a regular threat, there would be sentries, and they wouldn’t be very hesitant to shoot a lone stranger approaching with a gun.

Still, none stopped me as I entered the outskirts of the town, entering a bazaar where the locals were hawking their wares, likely where the poor Tyll farmer I’d encountered had been hoping to unload his own. I asked a vendor—a Tyll selling bowls of thick, leafy stew—where I could find Marza; she pointed me to a local watering hole built into one of the former supply sheds. They might have been thrown back to an age before electricity, but people would always find a way to distill booze.

The dim bar served various concoctions, marked clearly on the wall in chalk, the menu separated out by species preference. A human and a Tyll could drink much the same things and achieve much the same effect, though their different taste buds might prefer different flavors, but either of those species drinking something designed for a Wulf risked becoming violently ill, and drinking something suited to some of the other species—a Reint, for example, or Vyriat—would straight up kill them. Most of the seventeen species that made up the galactic population had certain biological similarities—carbon-based biology, the oxygen levels required for a breathable atmosphere—but the deviations among them were still important to keep in mind.

I asked the barkeep, a shaggy, canine-like Wulf, where I might find Marza; she barely looked up from the glasses she was cleaning as she nodded toward him, a human sitting at a corner table, chatting amiably with a few acquaintances. I approached and informed him of his friend’s predicament, and he thanked me, passing along a few squares of rough stamped metal—presumably the local currency—as a way of paying me off. With that done, I headed back out into the town.

Where to find one human child in a city of hundreds of them? Especially a city with very few apparent species divides? Don’t get me wrong, I was pleased as hell that everything was so peachy and racially integrated around here, but it did make my job harder—if there had been a “human quarter,” it would have at least narrowed my search.

That lack of racial divide meant that there were two possible avenues of inquiry to begin my search: checking to see if some sort of local religion had grown up in the last hundred years, priests being valuable sources of information as long as you couched your question right, and if that didn’t pan out, to see if there was some sort of local orphanage. This wasn’t the first child I’d recruited, and for whatever reason, the gifts they presented—the very confirmation that they were what we thought they were—almost always emerged after tragedy or trauma.

I was pointed toward a temple by a man renting out the same strange beasts of burden I’d seen shot dead out in the grasslands, so that would be my first stop.

Religion had always been a . . . funny thing, even before the pulse. The intermingling of seventeen different species, plus the sectarian divisions that had come after, had meant a swarm of different ideas colliding in sometimes strange and unexpected ways, new religions commingling with old and forming all sorts of offshoots and clashes of ideology. Add the pulse on top of that—an event that, as far as these people knew, was some cosmologically unprecedented, completely inexplicable act that might have come from a divine hand—and all sorts of strange cults and beliefs had sprung up in its wake. Plenty of those were apocalyptic in nature, and the local flavor turned out to be no different.

The “church,” insofar as that’s what it was, had been built right up underneath one of the anti-aircraft guns, long silent now. They’d left the weapon as their roof, which meant they probably got rained on during services, the water dripping down all the exposed metal of the cannon to spatter on their heads as they prayed, but for all I knew that was part of their belief system, being cleansed by the wash of war or somesuch. I watched their midday services from just outside the door, trying to get a handle on how they’d translated the pulse into their beliefs.

The priest was a Barious. I hadn’t been expecting that. For one thing, the machine race hadn’t been present in large numbers on this world before the pulse; for another, the Barious, even more so than the other races, tended to keep to themselves, a side effect of both the massive physiological differences between them and the biological species, and also the fairly horrid memories of how they’d been treated even before the pulse.

Barious were odd in general. They were all that remained of a precursor race, one that had dominated the cosmos before any of the current species spread throughout the diaspora of stars had so much as discovered fire. Whoever that race was—generally referred to as “the forerunners”—they’d faded into nothing, the only remnant of their passage the servants they’d left behind, AI creations with no one to serve: the Barious. They’d even blanked the species’s collective memory banks, wiping out all traces of who they’d been, why their creators had made them, or why they’d existed at all.

None of that was particularly relevant at the moment—but the pulse had been careful to leave all of the Barious’s systems intact, which meant that the priest was liable to be both older even than me by a significant amount, and to have sharper senses and sensors than most of the locals I’d encounter. If anyone was going to cotton to the notion that I was from off-planet, it would be her.

I only say “her,” by the way, because that’s the pronoun I’m used to; Barious are monogendered.

Anyway, the Barious wrapped up her sermon—the usual apocalyptic, “this is the end times and soon the pulse shall return and judge what we have done in the interim” spiel that I’d heard on dozens of different worlds; what she got wrong, and how she’d clearly reached those conclusions, was almost as impressive as what she got right—and I stood to the side as her congregants filed out. My first instinct was to do the same; discourse with a Barious had a high risk factor baked in. But I didn’t have many leads, and I still felt like the church was my best shot, so I shoved that impulse aside. Time to get my dose of religion.



CHAPTER 6

The priest looked up at me as I approached, her metal skin reflecting the glow of the candles placed around the space of worship. Like most Barious, she was tall, angular, giving off a sense of incredible stillness as she stood at the altar—unlike organic species, Barious didn’t unconsciously shift their weight or shrug or lean or fidget when they were still. Also like most Barious, her “skin,” the metallic outer plating that covered her chassis, had been patched here and there with rougher materials, the complex alloys of her original construction welded here and there with different alloys of copper or brass. Just because the pulse had left the Barious intact and functioning didn’t mean their maintenance facilities had been so lucky, and as her components took damage, she’d been replacing them with whatever she could find.

“Offworlder,” she said, her tone uninflected. “Interesting.”

Well. So much for keeping that one in the bag.

“If you’re going to ask me if I’ve come bearing the word of the gods”—I shook my head—“not my line.”

“No, I didn’t think so.” She cocked her head at an angle, the light that shone from her eyes changing as she engaged different sensors. I have no idea what she was examining—talking to Barious can feel slightly . . . invasive, given that they take in more information than nonsynthetics could possibly process just as easily and unconsciously as we breathe—but whatever it was, she made a kind of “clicking” sound when she was done, the Barious version of a human “huh.” “Justified,” she said.

Even for a Barious, that was a leap. It was a correct leap, but still. She wasn’t saying that she felt judged, or that I was judging her; the Justified was the colloquial term—or what had been the colloquial term, before the pulse—for my particular sect. We hadn’t been that well known, even then, and we’d liked it that way. Still did.

We were, after all, responsible for the greatest catastrophe that had ever befallen the universe. When you’ve got something like that hidden away, you don’t go around inviting scrutiny. And yes—I’m aware of the irony of the title after that particular act.

The full name of the sect, by the way, was “The Justified and the Repentant.” Doesn’t that sound better? I thought that sounded better.

“You don’t sound surprised,” I told her.

“Even during the wars, your sect was always sticking their noses—and muzzles, and snouts, and proboscises—into places they didn’t belong,” she replied. “Am I surprised that even with the pulse, you’re still managing it? No. Not at all.”

“You’re not a native,” I said flatly. She’d already thrown me; marking me as Justified meant she’d been . . . well informed, before the pulse, at least, which meant I couldn’t assume that she’d believe—like most people on worlds like this one—that the pulse had rendered every planet in the galaxy down to the same level of technology they were on. How much she did know, what she was doing here: not questions I could easily answer, which meant I’d have to play my cards even closer to my chest than usual.

Still, I didn’t want to be too evasive—that would risk angering her, and I had zero interest in that outcome. The Barious might play into the stereotype that they’re all logic and reason when it suits them, but believe me, you can piss them off, and when they go, they stay. They build goddamned vacation homes in their wrath, revisit their fury whenever they feel nostalgic. Barious hold grudges like nobody’s business, and given that their construction made them twice as strong as the strongest human ever born, those grudges could have messy results.

“Do you know?” she asked me, the question almost ritual. “What caused the pulse?”

The inquiry was intended to catch me off guard, and she almost succeeded. I had to be careful here as well—she might know if I lied, given all the sensory data she was collecting. Then again, she might not: contrary to popular opinion, there is no such thing as a universal lie detector. Even among one species, the tells and physical changes that accompany a falsehood can vary wildly.

But Barious saw more than most, given their sensors and scanners and built-in arrays; she was taking in a great deal of physiological data as we spoke, so she’d have a better idea if I was lying to her or not than most species would.

So I went with option B: deferral. “I’m not here because of what caused it,” I said instead. “I’m here to try and prevent it from happening again.” True, to a certain extent, in the same way that “I didn’t eat the last sweet roll on the table” was true, if you’d shoved it into your pocket instead. Plus, it rolled nicely into the fire and brimstone she’d been preaching earlier: playing to someone’s preconceived beliefs is always a useful way to get them to divulge something they might not have otherwise.

“And that requires a visit to a place of worship?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I’m here because places of worship tend to be good places to get information,” I replied, again, truthfully. “I’m here to see if you know where I can find who I’m looking for.”

She cocked her head to the side, the light behind her eyes shifting again. “Who?” she asked.

I nodded. “A human child,” I said. “Fourteen years old.”

“So conceived during the meteor—”

I nodded again, cutting her off. I didn’t want to talk about that; it would take us closer to those things I didn’t want to discuss with her. It wasn’t actually related to the girl I was seeking, anyway—a correlated connection, not a causal one. “And she would have shown . . . aptitudes. Abilities.”

The Barious narrowed her eyes at me, which was accompanied by the vague whine of the servos in her face. She thought for a moment—which meant she was giving her answer a lifetime’s worth of consideration, given how fast Barious processed information—before finally replying. “I think I may know who you mean,” she said.



CHAPTER 7

The Barious led me through the city, away from the big guns and the marketplace both, toward the outlying districts. She’d told me her name was Alexi54328, and that I could call her “Preacher.” Why she’d told me her name when she didn’t want me to use it, I wasn’t sure. Barious were odd.

The citizens of whatever-the-hell-this-town-was-called greeted her fondly enough; not surprising, really. As a Barious, she’d naturally be in a position of some veneration, even without her local authority as a religious leader, given that she was old enough to actually remember a time before the pulse.

“Where are we going?” I asked her. We were headed into a more ramshackle part of town: more natural wood, splintered and faded, without the heartier stone construction. The buildings also mostly lacked the brightly painted walls that had characterized the more well-to-do areas.

“The orphanage,” she told me, which confirmed what I had already guessed. For whatever reason, the children I was tasked with seeking out always seemed to be orphans. Maybe that was because it took stress and trauma to activate their gifts—without a trigger, I wouldn’t even know to look for them—or maybe it was just because the universe has a bleak sense of humor. Or a storyteller’s natural flair for pathos. I’d never been much for religion—my upbringing had skewed me permanently away from the entire concept of faith—but I sometimes couldn’t help but feel the hand of something other than chance in the course of events, even if all that hand seemed to be doing was making an obscene gesture in my general direction.

“Her parents?” I asked.

“Died in a bandit raid, years ago. Shortly after she was born.” Years—that wouldn’t add up, at least not for the activating trauma. The girl had only come onto my radar, so to speak, a few months ago, when her gifts had manifested. There had to be something—

The train of my thoughts was brought to a crashing halt when the whole town started shaking, as if an earthquake were beginning just under our feet. That couldn’t be what was happening—I’d studied the scans; the whole planet was tectonically stable, another remnant of the terraforming technology that had been so widespread before the pulse—but it was still my first thought.

My second thought was that a ship was entering orbit, something big enough and fast enough to displace enough atmosphere to cause this level of turbulence. But I dismissed that nearly as readily as the earthquake theory; who the hell would be crazy enough to take a ship that big into an atmosphere this choked with pulse radiation?

It turns out, I shouldn’t have abandoned that idea so readily. There’s always someone stupid enough to think they can just bull through the pulse. They’re never right, but still.

It was a ship.

It was a big ship.

It roared into the upper atmosphere, shuddering and shaking like it was taking heavy fire. It wasn’t just big, it was massive, twice the size of the settlement itself: a dreadnaught, all hard lines and spires and blocky edges, so large it eclipsed the high noon sun and threw the entire settlement into shadow as the town was full of the groans and howls of the starship’s machinery tearing itself apart. A ship like that had never been meant to descend into a gravity well at all, much less into a pulsed atmosphere.

The people around me were staring upward, slack-jawed or screaming. Remember, outside of the few long-lived species like the Barious, it had been generations since the pulse for most of them. Seeing a dreadnaught suddenly drop out of orbit and into their empty skies was like seeing the gods of your grandparents—the ones you had only half-believed in—suddenly manifest directly in front of you. You can pretend all you like that such a moment would be one of clarity or ecstasy, when the truth was, it would more likely be one of pants-shitting fear. That was the more prevalent reaction around me, and I couldn’t blame them. The shaking wasn’t helping matters.

I wasn’t too pleased about it myself, but that had less to do with the appearance of the ship—I’d known it was possible, if not likely—and more to do with the massive emblem painted on the side, shaking with the tremors rippling through the dreadnaught’s bulkheads: a four-fingered fist, half-closed around a stylized star.

The Pax. The fucking Pax.

Slots on the bottom of the dreadnaught slid open; stun drones dropped out of their bays like they were swarms of insects, preparing to home in on anything with a heat signature and explode in a cloud of electric shock and mild neurotoxins. They wouldn’t last long in this pulsed atmosphere, but they wouldn’t need to—there were plenty of locals below, plenty of heat signatures to choose from.

We also had a heat signature. I activated my intention shield and grabbed the Preacher around the waist, holding her close enough that the shield would cover her as well. Just in time, too: one of the drones came right for us, its sleek, hovering form skimming over the ground like the dragonflies that gave them their rough shape, drawn to us like a moth to a flame.

A moth that then exploded. My shield blocked the shock and the toxins, but couldn’t do much with the force of the blast itself, other than dissipate it across my entire body; both the Preacher and I were lifted off of our feet and smashed backward into a shack.

When we pulled ourselves out of the ruined wood, everything was chaos.

That was only partly because of the stun drones. The Pax were here for the girl too—of that, there was no question, based on their tactics alone. Otherwise they wouldn’t be using stun drones, they’d be using energy cannons and they’d be blasting the place apart. However, when I said they were stupid, I wasn’t just being vindictive—apparently they’d never stopped to think what would happen if they parked a dreadnaught, under assault from pulse radiation, directly on top of a populated area.

Whole sheets of metal and debris were being ripped off the ship’s hull as the radiation worked overtime to try and devour it. I’d already said, the more advanced the technology, and the more active the technology, the faster the radiation would decay it—that also held true for the size of any given piece of tech. Scheherazade could have stayed in atmosphere for an hour or so without too much ill effect, provided she stayed relatively high, but she was on the smallish side, even for a personal starship. The dreadnaught was the size of a small goddamned city, and it was already lower than the point where Schaz had descended to drop me off at the top of the refinery tower. The thing had only been in atmosphere for a few minutes, but even if they’d pulled back right now, the ship would be unsalvageable.

It apparently didn’t matter—not to the Pax. I mean, it should have—dreadnaughts were expensive as fuck; you could buy an entire terraformed moon for the cost of one, if you didn’t mind the rough condition the moon might be in—but the Pax’s lack of material investment in the ship was pretty goddamned evident, given that, again, they’d ridden it deep into a pulsed atmosphere.

Their troops were already dropping down from the assault bays, either descending from rope lines or jumping with antigrav gear, just hoping that the tech would hold out long enough to get them safely to the ground. It didn’t, not for all of them—I saw a few just keep falling, plowing into the earth below—but it worked for enough that the citizens who hadn’t been taken out by the stun drones were mostly fleeing in terror.

Meanwhile, all those pieces of the ship calving off from the whole—not to mention the falling bodies—were wreaking havoc on the town. The Pax wouldn’t be able to take the girl alive if they’d crushed her under a few tons of debris, or charbroiled her by setting a gas line on fire; this world didn’t have electricity, but it wasn’t completely technologically void, and there were already explosions and fires spreading where the collapsing dreadnaught’s detritus was causing havoc. But like I said—the Pax just weren’t that smart.

Of all the goddamned sects for the pulse to completely avoid shutting down, it had to have been the Pax. Before the pulse, they’d just been another group out of hundreds, their mandate “complete galactic domination,” but no closer to that goal than dozens of others with the same stated intent. The galaxy was big; galactic conquest was laughably impractical, but some fuckers just kept trying anyway.

Now, though, just from the dumb luck of not having the majority of their conquered worlds hit by the pulse, they were just about the only game in town still willing to try to conquer everything they saw by force, pulse radiation elsewhere be damned. Most of the others who’d been trying the same thing before the pulse—and thus might have checked the Pax’s own expansion—either didn’t have the tools left, or were too preoccupied by basic survival to give much of a shit what was going on elsewhere.

How’d the Pax even find the girl? How’d they find out about her? Our intelligence had been a direct line, not a tip, and there was no way it was compromised.

A question for another day. I hauled the Preacher to her feet. We had to get moving.



CHAPTER 8

The little town was in complete chaos, which was understandable. Even the concept of people living beyond the stars was just a tall tale to most of them, and now those very same half-mythical people were dropping down into their midst with body armor, stun batons, and big fucking guns, an invasion force from out of nowhere. Even the decaying state of their ship made a statement: this enemy had no way to turn back. This was not a fight the locals could win—not with the weapons they had, and not psychologically. They were used to fighting off small groups of bandits. The Pax were a lot of things, but local bullyboys they were not, and while they might have been stupid, their shock troops did follow orders; it was part of their culture.

The soldiers knew they were looking for a human girl, so anyone who came anywhere near that description was getting the unfriendly end of a stun baton; all the rest got the significantly more unfriendly end of a gun. Their energy weapons, like their ship, were decaying rapidly, but not nearly as fast, and most of them were packing sidearms more in line with the local tech levels.

Still, the locals were fighting back, or at least trying; it’s not like this planet was a paradise, after all, and most of them went armed most places. There was . . . a great deal of gunfire, is what I was saying. The Pax were easy to pick out from the locals, given their advanced tech and their bulky bodysuits designed specifically so you couldn’t know what species was underneath—that was part of the Pax philosophy, functionally “Pax first, anything else never.” Both sides were losing combatants rapidly, the township turning into a bloodbath, but the Pax just kept coming, even as their ship just kept collapsing. Unless they had dropships in the upper atmosphere, ready to swing down and pick the survivors back up, the Pax were here to stay, regardless of whether they found the girl or not.

I kept the Preacher close by, within the aegis of my intention shield—her chassis, the original pieces she had left, at least, could shrug off small arms fire in a way my squishy organs could not, but a burst from one of those energy rifles would still do her in—but as handy as intention shields are, their biggest fault was right there in the name: they can only cover about a quarter of your body at once, so you have to know where the shot’s coming from before they can block it. The controls are wired directly into the user’s brainstem.

Which was great in single-combatant firefights or even smaller group engagements, but in a clusterfuck like this, you were just as likely to get hit in the back of the head by a stray round you never saw coming as to get shot at by someone you knew was aiming at you. I used the intention shield because its control system meant it was down the vast majority of the time, which meant it wasn’t decaying the vast majority of the time I spent in a pulsed atmosphere, but it did have noticeable flaws.

The Preacher didn’t seem all that thrown by the Pax assault. Or maybe she had been, and she’d just recovered in triple-time; Barious processed information very quickly. Either way, she led me down back alleys and through derelict buildings, trying to avoid the worst of the fighting. When we couldn’t do that, I used my rifle. I didn’t mind; I found killing Pax to be weirdly soothing. The fuckers.

Finally, picking our way through the already run-down neighborhood that was quickly devolving into chaos, we reached the orphanage. What was left of the orphanage, at any rate. You could see someone—either compassionate townsfolk, or more likely the kids themselves—had tried to keep the place tidy; it was cleaner than most of the surrounding structures, and was even covered in friendly-looking murals, depicting children of various species getting along and doing chores and whatnot in perfect harmony. Or at least, it had been.

Now, half of it was crushed underneath what had once been a laser turret, formerly attached to the Pax dreadnaught hovering above us. The upper floor was canted dangerously, the whole top of the structure—what remained of the structure—about to collapse down onto the bottom half, which was also being consumed by flames that had started . . . somewhere. One of those gas lines, maybe, or just bad luck; it seemed like there were always fires, in times like these.

We could hear children screaming inside. Regardless of whether the girl was within or not—or whether she was still alive or not—that wasn’t a sound you could not react to. The Preacher and I made our way through the rubble, trying to find a way into what remained of the structure without getting ourselves caught on fire—even Barious could melt. We eventually wound up climbing through a first-floor window.

All the children were huddled in the main room, what I’d guess had been a sort of mess hall. The second story was about to collapse on them. Or, I should say, it had already collapsed on them, but something was holding it back—an invisible wall of force, as if a net had been strung over the children’s heads, holding back several tons of building materials and detritus.

Just below that net stood a young human woman, shaking and sweating with effort, her hands raised up as if she were physically holding all that debris. Her dark-skinned face was streaked with blood and grime, but there was a relentless determination burning out of her eyes, like if she had to stand here forever to keep that ton of rubble from crushing the other children, well then, that was what she would do.

Telekinesis. One of the markers I looked for—one of the rarer ones, in fact. My HUD helpfully highlighted her form to tell me what I already knew: I’d found my girl.



CHAPTER 9

The Preacher and I started getting the children out.

We ducked in and grabbed them, depositing them into the street outside. The girl barely acknowledged our efforts; she was too busy making sure the entire building didn’t collapse while we did our work. It wasn’t until we’d gotten at least half the children out that I noticed they were disappearing from the street outside. Most kids you’d expect to stay rooted to the spot after a thing like that, wailing and waiting for someone to come along and tell them what to do, but these were rabbiting somewhere, not waiting for an adult to come by and help.

I didn’t know where these kids were going, but as long as it was “not about to be crushed by falling debris,” I figured it was still better than where they had been, so I kept doing what I was doing. When we got the last child clear, the girl followed us, walking slowly, half-turned, her attention still wholly focused on the rubble she was keeping airborne with her mind.

Finally, she stepped clear of the building, and just crumpled. I shielded her with my body—just reflex. The rubble came crashing down, bouncing off of the intention shield covering my back. When the dust cleared, I noticed the Preacher had done much the same thing—just dropped to one knee in the street, letting the debris fly around her. There were definite benefits to having a metal body.

The girl disentangled herself from me, looking me up and down, not a great deal of trust in her expression despite the fact that I’d just rescued her from a collapsing building. “Come on,” she said finally, wiping a thin stream of blood from one nostril—an aftereffect of having pushed her gift too hard, too fast. “This way.”

Then she ducked into a side alley across the street, out of sight.

I cursed and followed. This was the problem with shepherding children; they’re all will and movement. An adult who had just used burgeoning telekinetic powers to hold up a collapsing building in the midst of an attack from conquerors dropping down from the sky might have asked for explanations; she just ran.

There was a metal grate in the half-buried metal floor of the alley, raised up on its hinges—pre-pulse construction, likely a maintenance tunnel for the anti-orbital gun. I dropped down inside, the Preacher following me. It was pitch black down there, the only light coming from the grate behind us.

I toggled the low-light vision setting on my HUD all the way up, and the black became just dim instead. Yep—maintenance tunnel. It looked like it had been used for storage during the early days of the settlement, but it had gone ignored for quite a while. The girl was halfway down the passage, moving fast, and quiet. Again, I followed.

“We need to get out of town,” I told her, ducking under low pipes.

“No shit,” she replied. “These tunnels will take us under the guns, all the way to the far side of the settlement. Nobody ever thinks to use them anymore.”

“How the hell are you seeing anything down here?” I asked her. Without my HUD, I’d be blind as a bat.

“I’m not,” she replied, coolly experienced, deigning to give the adult the wisdom of her youth. “But I know the path.”

The other children must have come this way as well; I could hear distant footfalls, somewhere ahead of us in the warren of tunnels. They weren’t as quiet as the girl, or maybe that was just their panic.

The earth above our heads was still occasionally thumping from debris raining down from the Pax dreadnaught, causing dust to shake down from the ceiling, dancing in the glow of my low-light vision. The sounds of gunfire were more muffled by the steel walls, until they weren’t anymore, and it was coming from up ahead of us instead.

“Hold up,” I hissed at the girl. I don’t know if she actually listened, or if she had heard the gunshots as well—the sharp “cracks” of a ballistic weapon rather than the loud hum of an energy rifle—but either way, she drew up short.

There was a doorway just in front of us; on the other side we could still hear the sounds of violence. At least a few of the Pax shock troops had made their way down here as well. I didn’t know if that was because they had some means to track the girl, or if this was just part of their search. Either way, we would have to go through them—the girl had clearly been headed for the door.

Close quarters, too close for my rifle. I ran my thumb and forefinger up my right hand and arm like I was pulling on invisible gloves, then tapped a quick rhythm onto my knuckles; did the same, in a different rhythm, to my left, activating my melee implants. “Stay behind me,” I whispered to the girl. She grinned back—I doubted that was assent.

I put my ear to the door, heard the sound of Pax voices on the other side, easily identifiable because the filters on their masks gave them all the exact same sort of electronically scrambled intonation. The gunfire had ceased: they were interrogating someone. Likely one of the children who had fled before us. Shit.

I went through the door hard.

Three Pax soldiers, one of them holding a child by the arm. I hit that one first, striking with the impact knuckles on my right hand, three fast, sharp blows to the rib cage. The blows didn’t have to be hard—the implants took care of that, multiplying the Newtonian force of the strikes so that both the armor my target was wearing and the ribs underneath turned to jelly. She dropped the kid; I turned to face the next soldier, who was lunging for me, having holstered her sidearm for the interrogation. A quick sidestep and a hook to the jaw with my left answered her lunge, an electrical shock blazing a quick burst of light in the darkness between my knuckles and her chin, dropping her like a sack of meal.

The third was coming at me as well, trained, fast, reflexes honed, and I might have been able to answer that attack and I might not have, but all of a sudden it didn’t matter: the Pax aggressor’s forward motion was reversed, as abruptly as it had begun. She hung motionless for a moment, struggling against the invisible force that gripped her, then flew backward and smashed halfway through the steel wall, her feet twitching, the only part of her still visible.

I turned and looked at the girl. She gave me that kind of crooked grin again, lowering her hand. The few kids I’d known with telekinesis, even after training, would have been completely wiped after the effort she’d put forth today, but she was still going strong, that thin bleed I’d noticed from her sinuses notwithstanding. “You can fight,” she told me, like this was something I didn’t know.

“I still appreciate the assist,” I replied.

“And you’re not from around here.”

“No, she is not,” the Preacher said, following us into the storeroom. I doubted she was having any trouble making her way in the dark—the Barious are born with low-light implants of a similar type to the ones that took me five two-hour surgeries to get installed. “You need to go with her, child,” she told the girl.

The girl’s face scrunched up, automatic defiance. At fourteen, anyone who told her what to do could automatically go to hell. The Barious may have been smart, but they understood fuck-all about basic psychology.

I knelt in front of the girl before she could respond. “Listen,” I told her, “I’ve got a way out of here. Not just out of this city—a way off of this world, a way to someplace better, someplace where the tech still works and the pulse hasn’t shut everything else down. That place is waiting for you, if you come with me, now. If you stay”—I nodded to the shaking ceiling above us—“I don’t know that there’ll be much left to stay behind for.”

The girl looked in the direction the other kid had disappeared—not so much actually looking for the kid, I don’t think, as looking away from me. She looked hard, weighing taking that path—a path that led to who knows where, one she’d have to take alone—then nodded, slowly. “Yeah,” she said. “This place is going to hell anyway.”

So that was that.



CHAPTER 10

The Pax whose ribs I’d turned to jelly was still moaning softly on the floor. As I watched, the Preacher stepped over to the twitching form, put her foot on its neck, then, almost primly, stepped down, putting all her considerable weight on the heel pressed to the Pax’s spine.

I guess her church wasn’t really into “all life is sacred,” then.

“Harsh,” the girl said to her, sounding caught between being impressed and being aghast.

“It was suffering,” the Preacher returned, her voice level mechanical, even for a Barious. “And it was Pax.”

“It—she—was your enemy, so she deserves to have her neck snapped? Even after she couldn’t fight anymore?”

“You misunderstand. If her fellows had found her, they would have hauled her back to their barracks, and then, when they found the time, they would have beat her to death. As entertainment. Merely because she had been weak enough to become wounded to such an extent. The Pax do not believe in second chances.”

I appraised the Preacher again, my HUD turning the shimmer of her eyes into a full-on blaze of light. She was older than the pulse—I’d known that already. But even before that, there had been thousands of sects, maybe even hundreds of thousands, religions and corporations and governments all warring for dominance in the galaxy, some fighting over entire sectors, some fighting over cities or continents on lone worlds. The Pax had been no more impressive than most. What were the odds that the Preacher would be so well versed in the habits of just one of them, a sect that had been middling-to-lesser on the galactic scale when the pulse hit?

The girl, meanwhile, had not taken the Preacher’s little speech all that well. “That’s . . . pretty fucked up,” she said, sounding shaken for the first time. The dreadnaught coming out of nowhere hadn’t thrown her, a building collapsing on top of her hadn’t thrown her, our little fight in the darkness of the tunnels hadn’t thrown her, but the incivility of the Pax apparently was enough to put a tremor in her voice. Huh.

“Which way do we go to get out of here?” I asked her, redirecting the conversation to something less horribly morbid.

She stopped, reoriented herself in the darkened room—a fight will do that to you, every time—and pointed. “That way,” she said, finally letting the woman with the gun take the lead.

I ducked under some hanging wiring, ripped loose either in the chaos or years ago, making my way into the passageway she’d indicated. According to the compass on my HUD, we were heading west, which was good—the Pax dreadnaught had covered the city and then some, but the main force of their troops had seemed to be concentrated in the eastern areas.

I tried to raise Scheherazade on my comms, but got nothing. That wasn’t surprising; I wasn’t sure if wars had actually been waged on this particular planet, but it had always been standard procedure to shield anti-orbital batteries to high heaven. The walls of this whole place were probably one massive Faraday cage.

We continued on into the darkness, the earth above still shaking. How much of the dreadnaught could even be left by now? Pulse radiation is not forgiving stuff, and it grows more furious the more you deny its will. Still, a ship that size could have been carrying tens of thousands of troops—hundreds of thousands, if this had actually been the Pax’s plan and they’d packed it with nothing but infantry, knowing it was going to tear itself apart in the rad-soaked atmosphere anyway.

“So who are these guys?” the girl asked. “You said they were ‘Pax,’ right? What do they want here?”

“Pax is the name of their sect, yeah,” I told her as we moved. “What they want is to conquer the whole galaxy. They won’t be able to do it, because there are a great many people who want to conquer the whole galaxy, for whatever reason I’m sure I don’t understand. But they sure can make life miserable if they decide you’re standing between them and their entirely unachievable goal.”

“Sound like fun at parties,” she muttered. “But you didn’t answer my question. You told me what they want in general, not what they want here.”

“No, I did not,” I replied, hoping she’d take the hint.

“It’s because of me, isn’t it?” Her voice wasn’t soft as she said it, exactly, but it was a little muted. That’s the problem with teenagers: they already think they’re the center of the universe. When they find out that they actually might be incredibly important, they can react in unpredictable ways.

“They’re here for a great many reasons,” I told her. “But yes—you’re one of them.”

“So then it’s my fault,” she said. I was hoping she wouldn’t have made that particular leap. “All the people dying up there—”

“If the Pax weren’t killing people up there, they’d be killing people somewhere else,” I told her forcefully. “Killing people is what they do. You didn’t invent assholes, kid, and you didn’t make the Pax assholes, either.”

“But they’d be killing people someplace else, not my home.” She thrust her jaw out stubbornly, like she was just bound and determined to take all the blame for this on her skinny little shoulders. There were strange reflections on her cheeks in the low-light of my HUD; she was crying. Not much, just a little. “They’re up there murdering maybe everybody I’ve ever known, and you’re saying that doesn’t matter, because that’s just what they do?”

“I’m saying it’s not your fault,” I sighed. “If you blame yourself for the actions of every asshole in the universe, you wouldn’t be able to stand under the weight of all that guilt. We’re each responsible for our own actions, no more, no less. You’re responsible for you, and I’m responsible for me, and the Pax are responsible for the Pax; no one else is.”

“But they wouldn’t—”

“They are here due to circumstances beyond your control, child,” the Preacher put in, resting a comforting hand on the girl’s shoulder. “You cannot be responsible for something you had no hand in.”

She shrugged off the Preacher’s hand, but fell silent. That was fine; we could deal with the fallout of that particular revelation later, hopefully on board Scheherazade rather than down here where we were likely to get shot at. In the meantime, if she wanted to stew in her own guilt, maybe that’d make her less likely to be impulsive and run off to do something crazy. Or maybe it would make her more likely; what the hell did I know, it had been nearly two centuries since I was a teenager.

The ground beneath us had been slowly rising to an incline over the last little bit, and the sounds of combat were beginning to fade to a dull roar behind us. “Are we about clear of the city?” I asked the girl.

She looked up, broken from her reverie about how everything bad happening was her fault and everything was terrible forever. “Yeah,” she said, wiping a hand across her cheek. “There should be another grate ahead of us, just a little—”

“I see it.” The actual daylight filtering down through the metal made it stand out like a beacon in my HUD as we turned another corner. As we approached, I dialed down the low-light vision back to normal and laced my fingers in the grate, lifting it up slightly and shifting it to the side. I paused, listening, but there was nothing out of the ordinary—beyond the sound of the city collapsing somewhere behind us, I mean.

I levered myself through, then helped the kid up. The Preacher got out on her own; I couldn’t have lifted her if I tried. We were out in the grasslands again, clear of the city, up on a rise above the valley itself, the wind gently shifting the ocean of pink and purple flora between us and the war being waged below. The girl wasn’t staring at the pretty landscape, though—she’d been seeing that all her life. Instead, she was staring back at her home.

I couldn’t blame her—it was a hell of a sight.



CHAPTER 11

There wasn’t much left of the Pax dreadnaught. It hovered above the burning town, almost drawn even against the bulk of the orbital gun, as if it were a mirror image of the flaming settlement below—broken towers and shattered structures on both craft and township, fires flickering in the interiors of buildings and bulkheads both, the dreadnaught still shedding metal like a snake molting its skin.

Smoke and dust plumed up from the devastation below, caused by both the slow-motion collapse of the dreadnaught and the Pax troops rampaging through the buildings surrounding the massive, quiet guns. Once, those weapons had been built to ward off exactly an attack such as this—now they were just landmarks, standing in mute witness to the Pax assault.

The sky was shifting into indigo colors as the sun set behind the burning settlement, the flames licking through the city—and the flashes of the explosions visible through the gaps in the dreadnaught’s armor—blending their bright illumination with the last light of day. As we watched, there was one last massive explosion inside the dreadnaught, and it began listing to the side, slowly sinking, unable to keep itself in the air. It crumpled as it hit the anti-orbital gun, a slow-motion crash that only accelerated its collapse.

“The Pax had to know this would happen, right?” the Preacher asked, her tone uncertain—a rarity for a Barious. “Surely they would have at least shut down their fusion reactor before they entered the atmosphere.”

I shrugged, still staring out at the assault. “They weren’t firing any of the dreadnaught’s weapons, so that’s a good sign,” I replied. “But if you’re asking me to make assumptions about the intelligence of a Pax operation, well . . . I’m not going to.”

“But if they didn’t shut down the reactor, and if that ship is tearing itself apart—”

“Yeah. We need to move.”

“What will happen?” the girl asked, looking between the two of us. It must have seemed so strange to her, these two bizarre people—one at least someone she’d known most of her life, the other a complete mystery—discussing an event that must have seemed apocalyptic to her as though it were an everyday occurrence. “What will happen if they didn’t shut down their . . . their . . . fusion . . . thingy?”

“Their fusion reactor,” I told her. “It’s what powers that ship. And if they didn’t shut it down, it’ll go critical, sooner rather than later. And if it goes critical, there will be a new crater on this planet’s surface in a few hours. We need to move,” I said again, turning away from the sight.

The girl was still staring out at the city—her home—as it burned, barely taller than the swaying grasses around her. “I woke up this morning thinking maybe I could find some work at the saloons,” she said, a small catch in her voice. “I do that sometimes, the sweeping up. I didn’t . . . I didn’t . . .”

“We never expect our lives to change,” the Preacher told her. “But then they do.” With a gentle—but firm—hand, she turned the girl away from the sight of the devastation. “Even if the reactor doesn’t go critical, the Pax will be looking for us. Come.”

“And don’t use your . . . talents,” I added. “They’ll draw attention.”

“They always do,” she nodded, her tone more morose than you’d expect to hear from a girl her age.

We set off through the grass that was beginning to give off a shimmering glow in the moonlight, almost iridescent, the bucolic fields suffused with a sense of melancholy as we moved away from the only life the girl had ever known, a history already in flames.

I reached out to Scheherazade by way of tapping the implanted comm node under my jaw to open the secure line. “I take it you saw our company incoming,” I said to her.

“Oh, couldn’t miss them, boss,” she replied. Incidentally, I’m going to keep using “she” to describe Scheherazade’s voice, despite the fact that the last time I visited Sanctum, JackDoes, our Reint engineer, thought that it would be hilarious to code a time-delayed change to her voice, giving her the intonations of a plummy Tyll aristocrat from a bygone era. The voice also happened to be male. Neither Scheherazade nor myself was particularly amused by his little joke; I was still planning on cornering JackDoes on a balcony somewhere and dangling him off a railing for a little bit the next time I was home.

“Is that going to complicate a pickup?” I asked her.

“Indubitably. They’ve got two more dreadnaughts in orbit, presumably waiting to deploy shuttles that can last long enough in atmosphere once their shock troops find what they’re looking for. I’m assuming that’s our girl, by the way.”

“A safe assumption,” I agreed.

“Are we one step ahead of them?”

“We are.”

“Well done, boss.”

“Appreciated. We’re just west of the dreadnaught they dropped in. How far will we have to go before you can swing down and pick us up without being spotted?”

“That depends, ma’am. It’s your calculation to make—the longer we wait, the further you can move, and the further you can move, the further I’ll be from their search grid, which means the better my stealth systems will hold up against their scans. On the other hand—”

“—on the other hand, the longer we wait, the more likely they are to send more ships to reinforce the ones already here, and the more likely we are to run into trouble on the ground.”

“That’s the rub, and it looks like they’re planning an extended stay. Three dreadnaughts, boss, and one used as a sacrificial lamb, shock and awe and all that. That’s a big show of force, ma’am, even for the Pax.”

I frowned. It made a certain amount of sense if they were looking for the girl—the Pax had been seeking gifted children, just like we had, albeit for very different reasons. They wanted soldiers, tools, to mold the children into shock troops for their armies. We wanted to train them for an entirely different purpose, one not so soaked in blood. Salvation, rather than destruction.

But coming here looking for the girl and conquering this system were not necessarily the same thing. Even for Pax, this was overkill to an extreme degree. I had no doubt they could do it, and fairly easily, but there was very little gain in it, given that the radiation signature from the pulse had pushed this particular system so far back down the technological scale it would be useless for manufacturing. About the only resource it had worth exploiting was the local population itself, to be pressed into service as more Pax soldiers, and that same resource existed on worlds they could also find other uses for.

“This is a bad scene, boss,” Scheherazade confirmed, agreeing with my thinking.

“Yeah. Scan your maps, get back to me with a few options for a pickup area.”

“Will do.”

“Were you just . . . talking to yourself?” the girl asked me.

I started to answer, then sighed instead. “What’s your name, kid?” I asked first.

She swallowed. “Esa,” she replied.

“Well, Esa,” I told her, “when we manage to get off this rock, you’re going to see and hear a great many things that don’t make a lot of sense to you. I would suggest just rolling with it.”

“But who were you talking to?” she pressed. “And how?”

“My ship, Scheherazade. She’s in orbit above us, hiding from the Pax forces hanging above the world.”

“Your ship can talk?” For some reason, this seemed more impressive to her than the ship itself, or the news that there were more Pax in orbit.

“She can.”

“Can she get us out of here?”

“That, Esa, is what we’re going to find out.”



CHAPTER 12

I’d hoped that Esa’s little trick with the maintenance tunnel—getting us out of the city before the Pax could lock it down, with minimal interaction with soldiers—would have bought us at least a bit of a head start, but no such luck. Whoever was in charge of the Pax troops, apparently they were dumb enough to think wasting a dreadnaught as troop transport—admittedly, impressive troop transport, but still—was a good idea, but smart enough that they’d given at least some of their soldiers orders to make for the countryside as soon as they touched down, rather than focusing on just pacifying the city.

That meant we were dodging Pax troops ahead of us as well as keeping an eye out for the soldiers we knew would be approaching from behind, and that meant we weren’t making quite the forward progress I would have liked.

The good news—for us, if not for the Pax or the locals—was that the bandit holdup I’d witnessed this morning had very much not been an isolated incident; the gently swaying fields of iridescent grasses were hiding multiple camps of armed bandits, and they were just as happy to waylay Pax infantry as they were farmers trying to take their goods to market. More so, if it meant they got to steal fancy offworld goods from the Pax soldiers, rather than just crops and local currency, a currency that would likely be worthless due to the invasion, not that most bandits would have been smart enough to think that far ahead.

So we were trying to avoid ambush by the Pax, the Pax were trying to avoid ambush by the bandits, and meanwhile it was starting to get pretty cold out; we’d need shelter, sooner rather than later. Even if the temperature hadn’t been dropping lower than I’d like, Esa was exhausted, and I wasn’t far off. I could have pushed myself harder if I had to, but I won’t lie: I was perfectly content to find a natural cave formation with the scanner in my HUD and announce that we’d be taking a break from skulking through the shimmering grasses and copses of blue-tinged trees.

At one point the cave had been occupied by another group of raiders, but they’d long since vacated the premises—based on the bullet holes in some of the stuff they’d left behind, rather hurriedly. Maybe the settlement militia had been at least trying to keep the area secure; maybe it had been the result of an economic disagreement with another group of bandits. Didn’t matter much, either way—they were long gone.

The Preacher volunteered to keep watch—Barious didn’t sleep, exactly, just shut down their various systems in a cycle so that nothing was running continuously for too long, but their senses were never completely dead, either. It was closer to meditation than rest, and she was perfectly capable of keeping an eye on the surroundings visible from the mouth of the cave while she did it.

I covered Esa with my coat; she took it without complaint. I guess orphans were used to wearing other people’s castoffs. I would have thought she would have drifted right to sleep—it had been a very long day. But I should never underestimate the curiosity of teenagers.

“What’s it like?” she asked softly. “Up there?”

“Very different,” I said, shutting my eyes as I tried to get comfortable on the rocky cave floor. I could sleep pretty much anywhere—the trick was just letting your body remind you how worn it was, and ignoring everything else.

“Different how?”

“Not just different from here—different from itself, too. It’s not like this is the only world that got hit by the pulse, Esa. Almost all of them did, to greater and lesser degrees. Some took the opportunity to put aside their old hatreds and try to create utopias; others—more—devolved into savage wastelands where the very strongest rule everyone else.”

“But other places have . . . ships, like yours. People born there can still leave their world, if they want to. Make a new life for themselves.”

“Some. Not many. And there are difficulties, even on worlds that still have higher levels of technology. It’s not like everyone can afford a ship, even if they live someplace where ships can still operate. It’s been a long day, Esa, and it’ll be a longer one tomorrow; go to sleep.”

“You can afford a ship. Are you rich?”

“My ship was given to me by the . . . organization I work for, the organization that sent me looking for you. I couldn’t afford to buy one on my own.”

“Does your organization not pay you well?”

“I’m not doing this for the money. Go to sleep.”

“So why are you doing it?”

“Because a very long time ago, I did some very bad things, things I can’t undo. I figure I should at least try to balance the scales a little bit. Finding kids like you—it’s important, for reasons the people I’m taking you to meet will be better suited to explain than me. I’m suited for fighting, flying, and not much else; might as well fight for something important.”

The philosophical concept of redemption didn’t seem to interest Esa all that much. “So you’re poor, then. Like me.”

“I get by.”

“That’s what people say when they’re poor. They’re usually lying.”

“Esa.”

“Yeah?”

“Go. To. Sleep.”

She sighed—that very specific teenager sigh, heavy and theatrical—and rolled over onto her back. “Why are the Pax after me?”

“We can talk about that later.”

“But it’s because of my tele . . . telekrin . . . teelekin . . . because I can move stuff with my mind, yeah?”

“I promise, kid, I will explain as much as I can to you once we’re safely on my ship and locked into a nice, boring hyperspace cruise. For now, go to goddamned sleep.”

“What’s hyperspace?”

“Esa, if you don’t stop talking, I’m going to have the Preacher inject you with a sedative.”

“Can you do that?” she asked the Barious, sitting up a little on her makeshift bed—otherwise known as “a patch of the cave floor mostly free of rocks”—to ask.

The Preacher nodded. “I have a basic first-aid package installed,” she said. “A sedative is part of that suite.”

“Cool. I did not know that.”

“Now you do.”

“Both of you: less chat, more rack. Sleep. Now. We have a long day of probably getting shot at tomorrow.”

“Oh. That sounds bad.”

“Yeah. It’ll be worse if we’re trying to do it while we’re exhausted.”

Another long sigh. “Fine.” A pause. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

“Sleep well.”

“You too.”

“Don’t let—”

“Esa. Shut the fuck up.”

She giggled, like all teenagers vaguely amused by profanity—all she’d seen that day, and she could still giggle; I took it as a good sign—then rolled onto her side, and finally drifted off.

Shortly thereafter, I did too.



CHAPTER 13

In the morning, before the girl awoke, I raised Scheherazade again on my comms. The good news: she’d found someplace she could pick us up, an old observation tower, far enough from the Pax’s search grid that she could get in and out, and high enough up that she wouldn’t cook her engines setting down on the rad-soaked earth below.

The bad news: the tower was two days’ hike from where we were, and once we got there, we’d have to wait three more days before a big enough hole opened up in the Pax’s orbits, giving Schaz enough time to get in and out. The slightly better news was that there would be a smaller hole in their search grid that would open up before then, big enough through which she could shoot down a supply drop. It was a little risky—Scheherazade’s prediction algorithms were good, but they weren’t perfect, and there was a chance the Pax would pick up the drop on their sensors, trace its trajectory, and know where we were—but it was better than nothing.

“Do it,” I confirmed to her. “I’ll contact you when we’re in place.”

“A supply drop?” the Preacher asked. She’d been listening in, of course—probably could even pick up Schaz’s side of the conversation, despite the fact that to me it had sounded like it was inside my head. “Is that wise?”

“Better than the alternative,” I shrugged. “With the high ground and some basic defenses from the drop, we’ll be able to hold the Pax off even if they do know where we are. For a while, at least. If we don’t get supplies and they find us anyway, we’ll be in much worse trouble.”

“Plus you and the girl need food.” Barious drew energy from an internal fusion battery that converted almost everything around them—sunlight, kinetic energy, even background radiation—into sustenance. The pulse had been designed specifically to not target them; we’d wanted to stop war, not commit genocide. My point was, the Preacher didn’t need to eat, but Esa and I did.

I nodded. I had some basic protein bars, enough to at least get the girl and me to the observation tower without leaving us half-starved, but they’d be gone before five days were out. We could survive without a supply drop, but we wouldn’t be much use to anybody in the last few days if we had to. “Plus we need food, yeah,” I agreed.

“You haven’t told me why you’re after her, you know,” the Barious said, watching the sunrise over the fields of grass, the iridescent light show the flora put on at night slowly fading in the glow of the warm sun as the sky shifted back to its daylight orangish hue. “I understand why the Pax might be—whatever it is that allows her do the things she does, if they could apply it to their soldiers, they’d be unstoppable. But I don’t get the sense you’re building an army.”

OEBPS/html/fonts/FreeSerif.ttf


OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
THE
STARS NOW
UNCLAIMED

DREW WILLIAMS

S

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/img.jpg
—
IS





OEBPS/html/docimages/9781471171130.jpg
e
P v \

voun, |

s
¥
e

N
2>

O ‘
0.4'#,5; E s
s “Up ;. i i : dc |

9. 9. I m _ o e \ :

. (‘@' »60/991' e fun than a bo“\\“e“o“v.?f‘.« \

&





