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In memory of Jan Whyllson,

who lived a life dedicated to her art

and showed me that was a possibility





The strongest poison ever known came from Caesar’s laurel crown.

—WILLIAM BLAKE




AT NIGHT, the sky ignited in stark crimson. It forewarned of the threat approaching them from space.

Few in the galaxy had heard of Anagnoresis, a small planet on the frontier of the Empire. Its nearby patch of malignant space had been growing slowly, unnoticed for decades. That malignancy was the forgotten, glowing gravestone of a long-ago vessel that had been lost while trying to enter hyperspace.

The start of the rupture had been small, a virtual splinter. It would have remained there forgotten if not for the existence of Eros.

Eros was a gas giant that had sheltered Anagnoresis from incoming asteroids. Over the course of three hundred years, it swept around the Anagnoresian star—until its orbit rammed it straight into that pinprick malignancy.

Eros’s clouds swallowed the hint of light, and like that, the malignant space seemed to vanish.

Until weeks passed, and then the light swelled from within Eros’s clouds, steadily devouring more and more of the gas giant’s atmosphere. Within months, there no longer was a planet called Eros. In its place spread a massive and vibrant band of white and purple light—the gravestone of a gas giant, expanding with every second that slipped past.

On Anagnoresis, the tiny population of human settlers gathered to survey the new light in their skies. Distorted by atmosphere, the vibrant ribbon resembled a small moon or an asteroid. The locals were anxious—but they did not yet know to be afraid.

The boy noticed only after the malignant space swelled into a secondary sun in the sky of Anagnoresis, one that lit the night.

He was the only one on the entire planet who knew the truth: they were already doomed.



The citizenry of Anagnoresis had never faced a crisis of such proportions. They didn’t properly fear it because they didn’t understand what it was. Their response was misdirected. Without Eros, they worried about asteroids and comets. They gathered together to organize a new defense grid to protect Anagnoresis’s skies from astral assault.

Secrecy was necessary. They’d heard stories of decadent Domitrian Emperors who used any pretense to strip planets from their citizenry and gift them to favored sycophants. So they agreed not to speak of the strange happenings in nearby space. “We’ll deal with it on our own. The Empire can’t learn of it, or it will be used against us.”

They didn’t know that among their number was one of the very Domitrians they feared. Tyrus Domitrian had sought refuge on Anagnoresis. He’d planned to escape his true identity and become just another eight-year-old among the Excess.

It had felt at first like a game—a deadly game, but a game regardless. How to become invisible, here, at the edge of the known universe? He had studied the mannerisms and speech of the local populace. Had learned to slur his consonants and mimic the lilting rhythms of Anagnoresian speech. The people here were gentle, not like any he’d known on the Chrysanthemum. He learned how to fake gentleness like theirs, and in faking it, he discovered that it actually existed within him; it had existed there all along. He could be a good kid like any other. He could play games, and think of small matters, and worry about nothing under the safe guardianship of his father.

It had seemed a wonder to the heir to the galactic throne: that life could be so simple, and so kind.

Until today, when he had realized what it was that he saw in the sky.

Malignant space!

He tried to explain to his father, Arion, why this was a catastrophe. “Your Viceroy clearly knows nothing of it,” he said. In his fear, he sounded like himself for the first time in months, his accent that of the Grandiloquy, the vocabulary of space dwellers infiltrating his speech. “Father, he’s afraid an asteroid might hit us? He’s insane! Don’t you see, that’s the least of our worries! That anomaly will keep growing until there’s no escaping it. We have to leave this planet. Speak to him. He must order an evacuation.”

Growing up at the center of the Empire, Tyrus had taken for granted that those near him had the power to effect change. But his father, Arion, was not a Domitrian. He was a mere worker, a mechanic who maintained the service bots for local mining machines. He’d been chosen arbitrarily by Tyrus’s mother for her child’s DNA.

He’d taken Tyrus in anyway and had done his best to understand the boy. But now, confronted by his son’s demand for action, Arion was reminded of the difference between their worlds. Arion knew he had no power to issue orders. Nor would he wish to have such power. Unlike his son, he had no clear view of what should be done. He trusted the judgment of his rulers, that they knew more than he did and could be expected to act in the best interests of all.

But he saw his son’s anxiety and wanted to relieve it. “There is an entire committee of experts with the Viceroy at this very moment,” he told Tyrus, “and I promise you they’re working on a way to save us. They know what they’re dealing with.”

“How can they possibly?”

“Tyrus,” Arion said firmly, “remember which of us is the adult here.”

“But…” Tyrus’s voice faded.

Arion caught Tyrus’s chin. It was a trespass none would dare do to an heir to the throne, but to Arion, he was a child. Tyrus found it more comforting than he should. His father held his eyes firmly. “Think about this: you’re a smart boy, you grew up in space. You’re seeing that malignant space through our atmosphere. Don’t you see how that changes things? The clouds distort the light. It’s not as close as it looks.”

“Is that… is it true?” Tyrus was desperate to believe him.

“You see the same thing at sunrise, don’t you? The light is everywhere, not just in one spot. The atmosphere amplifies and spreads it. Same thing is happening here. We have far more time than you think.”

Later, Tyrus would hate himself for the hope that had shivered up within him. He’d wanted so desperately to believe his father’s claims.

And so he did. He put his trust in this beautiful idea that there was someone else who held answers, who would act on them, who would protect them all. He wanted to have faith that other people could be right.

Two days later he awoke early to a distant buzzing sound that had disturbed the morning birds into noisy protest. Tyrus peered out the window to see supply transports launching themselves back up into the clouds. Later he learned that their captains had been bribed into keeping the star system’s secrets. A mandatory evacuation still seemed the worst outcome of all to the people of Anagnoresis.

When Tyrus heard those whispers, he could not help but think, If we had a chance to survive, we lost it when those ships left.

He forced away his doubts. They did not return until the worst way doubts can come—far too late.



Anagnoresis was supposed to be safe.

His mother had implored him to find his way there if anything happened to her.

“Leave the Empire. Leave the sun-scorned throne. You do not want it,” she’d told Tyrus, again and again. “Our family is radioactive. The power we hold will cost you your soul. Swear to me that if anything happens, you will flee. Never return to the Chrysanthemum.”

“I will. I swear it, Mother.”

Tyrus found his father and vowed never to return to the Empire.

At the time, he meant that vow. He meant it until malignant space invaded the sky, until the night when he could no longer sleep because the crimson glow grew so bright it flooded his dreams. He pulled on his coat and strode out into the red-stained night.

The air was chill. His breath made pink-tinted clouds, and his boots crunched over dying grass. Overhead, the bloody wound of malignant space glowered and pulsed. As he stared into it, he saw the truth.

They were doomed.

He’d been lying to himself.

His father, the local government—they were fools, and their assurances were worth nothing. This planet was doomed. Soon, Tyrus knew with a cold certainty. We missed our escape window with the transports.

Only one person could save the inhabitants of this planet now.

He swallowed and made himself look away from the heavens, down to the living world. A soft, cold breeze was brushing through the trees, carrying with it the smells of soil and sap, of fragrant blossoms and things that could die.

His uncle, the Emperor Randevald von Domitrian, could save this planet. But who would ask him to do so?

He believed Tyrus to be dead. That was important; that was good. Only this year, at the age of nine, had Tyrus discovered how good it was to be an ordinary boy—not the Emperor’s heir, but a simple child of no importance. An ordinary child obeyed and was guided by his elders. In return, he was given the freedom to explore, to make mistakes, to ask questions, to play. An ordinary child fell asleep without fear and woke up carefree.

But an ordinary child could not ask the Emperor to save a planet.

Tyrus made himself sit on the scratchy grass, which was something he’d had to work up the courage to do when first he lived on Anagnoresis. The space dweller in him had always recoiled at the thought of the microorganisms and bacteria within natural fauna. Now he made himself lie down and stare into the bloody ribbon overhead. His awareness of the skin-crawling dirt and vegetation faded as he remained there, his gaze trained up. His eyes burned and watered, but he did not let himself blink.

I have only been pretending to be ordinary, he thought. For he could not obey or believe his elders. His father and the government had told him not to worry. But Tyrus knew more than all of them. They were the ones misguided here.

Father. Arion was a mere worker. If the Domitrians learned Tyrus was alive, they would have no mercy on an Excess man who had interfered in their affairs by daring to hide a Domitrian from them.

This planet’s survival would come at the cost of his father’s life.

At daybreak his heart felt weighted by stone, but he had reached no decision. And so the next night, and several nights thereafter, he walked through the blood-tinted darkness. His thoughts cast about for clarity, for the right decision, which he no longer believed any adult could provide him.

Until a night came when Tyrus at last made the decision the people on Anagnoresis refused to make for themselves.

That sixth night, Arion discovered his absence and found him lying again in the long grass.

Tyrus made to rise, but Arion surprised him by taking a seat beside him. “What’s been keeping you awake, Tyrus?”

Tyrus noticed that Arion had not looked up. He never looked up overlong. Once, Tyrus might have called this an example of his father’s optimism, but now it seemed deeply childish.

And so, he did not apologize. He did not put on the local accent, or adopt the sheepish, slouched posture of an ordinary boy caught breaking curfew by his dad. Tyrus the Excess had been such a comfortable skin to wear. He could not afford to be that person anymore.

Now, once more, he was a Domitrian.

He met Arion’s eyes. “I’m done with having a bedtime, Father.”

“I see,” his father mumbled.

The red-hued light deepened the lines in Arion’s brow. And Tyrus felt something in himself soften and yearn—a weakness he could not afford. But it did creep into his voice, lending it that gentleness he had learned on this planet over the last year, which no Domitrian should rightfully possess. “I have not been playacting your son these last months,” he said slowly, “or attempting to deceive you. I… I wished to be Tyrus of Anagnoresis.”

His father let out a short, almost soundless laugh. Not unkind, but somehow despairing. “And I wished it for you. Tyrus, before you do anything rash, think—”

“I owe you my gratitude,” Tyrus cut in. “I have never known peace as I knew it here. But…” He let the Grandiloquy accent slip into the local vowels, into the cadence and rhythm that his father would best hear. “Oh, Dad, don’t you see?” He pointed upward. “That’s going to devour us! Malignant space does not shrink. It will not be willed away if you close your eyes. It will decimate this star system. Every single person on this planet will die—unless they escape. And time is running out.”

Arion’s jaw squared. “You want to contact your uncle.”

“Want? No. But must—yes.” Tyrus exhaled. “And I’ve already done it.”

Silence.

He made himself say it: “He knows where I am. That I live.”

Arion reached out to grope at the grass, like a drunkard seeking some handhold for balance. “He’ll come for you.”

Tyrus tried to swallow. His throat felt so tight. “Yes. There was—there was no time to delay. Do you see? If the planet is to be saved, action must be taken now.”

Another beat of silence. “And the transports left,” Arion said dully.

Tyrus had examined his options time and again. There was no other route. And yet the guilt still struck. It pierced him through.

“Yes,” he said flatly. “The transports are gone and won’t return for months. He’ll be here well before that.”

And so he will kill you. And it will have been my fault.

Arion took a ragged breath and staggered to his feet. Tyrus did not move—but discovered that at some point he had drawn his own knees to his chest, as though bracing himself against something.

His father had every cause to rage at him.

“Here,” Arion said, and when Tyrus blinked to clear his vision, he saw that Arion had offered a hand to him.

Taking it was the hardest thing he’d ever done.

Arion pulled him up to his feet, then let go. Tyrus stood shivering. The night air felt so much colder than it had minutes ago. For the planet, he thought, but could not make himself say. For the planet’s sake, I had to—

“You go back there,” said Arion softly, “and you’re right back in the thick of it. You’ll be in the same danger that you left behind.”

The prick of tears alarmed Tyrus. He never cried. He would not cry now.

But he had expected his father to worry for himself. Instead, Arion’s fears were for his son.

Shame thickened his voice. “Of course. I’ve no doubt my grandmother will try to kill me, just as she did my mother. Perhaps I’ll manage to kill her first.”

Others might have scoffed at these words from a nine-year-old. Arion knew him better. “Perhaps you will,” he said quietly. Then, after a pause, and for the first time in Tyrus’s viewing, he looked up toward the malignancy, studying it. “How long do we have?”

Tyrus shook his head. He did not know. His stomach felt unsettled, his limbs twitchy. He wanted to get away—not to face this any longer. What had he done? My own father. Arion should rightly hate him. A child who would murder his own parent. A Domitrian, through and through. “I will find some other lodging,” he said, “while I wait for the Emperor’s arrival.”

But when he turned away, his father caught his shoulder and swung him back around. “Tyrus.” He tilted up Tyrus’s chin, forcing their eyes to meet, his own dark and unreadable, his skin deeply lined in the red light. “I know why you did this.”

I saw no alternative. Tyrus would not speak those words, though. They seemed to ask for forgiveness, and he did not deserve any.

“I understand,” his father said. “You think you’re going to fix this.”

“Someone has to fix it.” Had the Grandiloquy, had any of the Emperors cared, they might have solved the problem of malignant space centuries before. Instead they had let it fester—and thereby spread. Even the most obscure corner of the Empire was no longer safe. “If it continues—it will never stop on its own, do you understand? But if I become Emperor… if I seek the throne… Father, I can fix it.” This was his true purpose: he knew it in his bones. “And I won’t be like the others who come to power, Father. I won’t forget what I’m meant to do.”

“I know you won’t,” said Arion. “You’re my son.”

“I’m sorry.” His voice broke. Suddenly he felt the full weight of his grief, and he could not breathe. “Dad, I am so sorry!”

His father’s arms were strong and thick, the arms of a worker for whom labor was life. They pulled him tightly against a broad, warm chest. For a brief moment, Tyrus felt once more what it was to be an ordinary child: protected and cherished by someone stronger who wanted only his safety and joy.

But even as he hugged his father back, he knew he would never feel safe again. For the purpose of his existence had been made clear under the bloody light of the malignancy, and there was only one way to achieve it.

He would claim the throne and become the Emperor.

Then he would save the galaxy.

FIFTEEN YEARS LATER

“Wait for it.”

The Emperor Tyrus von Domitrian’s voice was quiet, but it rang over the gathering in the presence chamber.

For the last several weeks, the Chrysanthemum had been traveling in hyperspace. The thousand vessels that had been linked for centuries had disassembled. They moved in tandem to this new star system, far from the destruction of the six-star home of the Domitrians.

Now the Emperor stood before the great windows, gazing out at that distant speck of light that had once been the heart of the Empire. All present knew what had come to pass: the Emperor had somehow created malignant space, unleashed it, and allowed it to tear through his own home system.

Today would mark the culmination of those efforts.

Long-range satellites projected a holographic image into the very center of the presence chamber. It glowed in imposing size amid the gathered Grandiloquy. The image was a live feed of the hypergiant, Hephaestus, the largest and most powerful of those six stars. Malignant space reached for it in ever-multiplying tendrils, stripping away layer after layer of hydrogen.

“Any moment now,” breathed the Emperor, staring entranced out at space.

He stood at a remove from the company of the others. His Grandiloquy exchanged uneasy glances behind his back but dared do nothing more. The security bots linked to the Emperor’s mind were arrayed above the company’s heads, mechanized eyes fixed unblinkingly on all the faces in the chamber, watching for any threats to the Emperor’s person. The Grandiloquy had not yet gauged the extent of their Emperor’s control over the machines.

For some Domitrians, keying into the scepter gave them voice command over the bots in direct sight.

For others, they could peer straight across star systems as though they were machine men themselves, looking through virtual eyes, issuing commands to distant weapons.

The assembled group had no illusions of their Emperor’s mercy. They had assisted him in killing thousands of their political rivals. The most prominent Grandiloquy had choked to death on Resolvent Mist, or been cast into malignant space to die. They’d assisted the Emperor in bringing about the destruction in hopes of gaining more influence and power.

Instead they now stood as virtual prisoners of the security bots overhead, silent and petrified. For their young Emperor had turned into a terror, a creature of unpredictable moods and merciless whims. He was awaiting the catastrophe to come with an air of calm expectation. Even the hint of a smile.

That smile widened as it happened: Hephaestus hemorrhaged the last of its hydrogen.

On the holographic image between them, the vast star abruptly shrank and collapsed inward. A collective cry—a mingling of awe and horror—rose from the observers.

Then the star exploded outward, and in the window beyond the Emperor, a great explosion of light swelled across the blackness.

“There it is!” The Emperor broke into a laugh as Hephaestus went supernova against the vast tapestry of darkness. The vivid explosion fanned larger and larger. Rays of light ballooned outward, the most ferocious of nature’s phenomena lighting up the great void. Pitch darkness lit to blinding light and drowned away the stars, before fading once more.

The Emperor turned to look upon the observers, his form rendered a dark silhouette against the great destruction blooming behind him. He spread his arms expectantly, invitingly.

“Behold,” said the Emperor. “Our triumph.”

For a long, frozen moment, a horrified silence hung in the air. There was no triumph here, just pure destruction.

“You who fear the Excess,” jeered the Emperor, “can you imagine them ever defeating such might? I wielded malignant space. I ignited a supernova. The power over the Cosmos belongs to me now. And my loyal few—to us.”

At last, understanding sank into the assembled Grandiloquy… awe. Then one or two of their number, clever and ambitious, realized the proper response. They began to applaud.

As soon as that first smattering of applause filled the air, more hands joined into a chorus of approval. The Emperor broke into a broad, self-satisfied grin.

As if by instruction, the clapping swelled to wild cheers, to toasts with glasses of wine. The Grandiloquy shouted themselves hoarse in praise of the “most glorious light show” in imperial history. They hailed their young Emperor for this remarkable feat.

The Emperor spoke: “Most Ascendant One, come forth.”

The Vicar Fustian nan Domitrian—an imposter currently pretending to be the Interdict, the highest-ranking member of the Helionic faith—stepped out of the crowd and threw himself to his knees at the Emperor’s feet, pawing forward for his ruler’s knuckles to draw them to his cheeks.

The Interdict would never bow to an Emperor.

But the real Interdict was dead. This was a puppet wearing the face of a holy man, here to speak the words the Emperor wished, and do as the Emperor bade.

“Tell me something,” the Emperor said softly. “The stars reflect the will of our divine Cosmos, do they not?”

“Indeed, they do, Your Supreme Reverence.” Fustian’s voice shook a little.

“So it might be said, the sacred is what influences the stars.”

“Indeed, that is true.”

The Emperor’s lips curved into an odd smile. “Most Ascendant One, I just influenced the stars.”

Fustian opened his mouth but had no reply. He gawked up at the Emperor, no doubt trying to divine from that mysterious smile what he was supposed to say.

“I created malignant space. I caused a supernova. I.” Tyrus stared down at him expectantly.

“In-indeed, you did.”

“So what is the meaning of that, Most Ascendant One?”

Fustian began to tremble. “I… I know not.”

The Emperor’s unblinking stare was as empty and flat as a reptile’s. A building hum came from the security bots overhead, causing many in the room to gasp and shrink into themselves. The lethal killing machines began to crowd together over the Emperor’s head, their mechanized eyes fixed on the cowering Fustian.

“Hazard a guess,” the Emperor suggested.

He spoke very blandly, but the words themselves were the warning. The wrong answer would mean death. None here doubted it. After all, in the ball dome of this very starship, they had watched him drive a sword through his wife—the woman he’d valued above all others, for whom he’d gambled everything.

They had hated her. Detested and feared her. Yet they had not celebrated her death for very long before a new understanding had set in.

If the Emperor could murder his own wife, then their lives would be nothing to him.

Though Tyrus von Domitrian had beamed upon them all but a moment ago, a swift undercurrent of fear stole through their ranks at the realization of what he could do to them if they gave him cause to frown.

Fustian bowed his head, deathly pale, and took a deep, audible breath. Then his gaze shot up, milky and desperate—eager. Yes, he knew just what to stay.

“You influenced the stars, Your Supremacy, so you must be a… a god!”

Only the greatest fools in the room let their incredulity show.

But their Emperor gave a maddening smile, his eyes warm with approval. “Think you so, truly?”

“I am certain. I am absolutely certain,” burbled Fustian. “You are a god!” He rose and turned to the others. “Do you not see it? Do you not understand?” Desperation frayed his voice. “How… how he glows with a holy light? How he shines with it?”

Stunned silence answered him.

“You must see it!” Fustian shielded his eyes, as though blinded by Tyrus’s essence. “Oh, it is inspiring! How lucky we are! There is a living god in our midst!” He fell to his knees again, then fell flat on his belly, his diaphanous ceremonial robes spilling around him. “Hail! Hail, Divine Emperor Tyrus! Hail to the Divine Emperor!”

The Emperor despised Fustian nan Domitrian. In the past, he’d been seen kicking away the puppet Interdict’s hands as they pawed at his feet, sneering at his captive vicar’s simpering reverence.

Today, though, the Emperor smiled at him broadly, fondly—like a parent to a child who’d offered some small gift.

“You see it truly, then,” Tyrus said tenderly. He reached down to raise up Fustian’s trembling form, and cupped the man’s shoulders gently. “I will see you rewarded beyond your dreams for this… understanding.”

“Your Supreme… Divine Reverence, I thank you,” Fustian whispered, awestruck.

The Emperor turned his expectant gaze toward the rest of the Grandiloquy.

“Hail!” Fustian bellowed at them, chest puffed out now—emboldened. “Hail! As Interdict, I command you all to hail our Divine Emperor Tyrus!”

Behind the Emperor, the window still bloomed with the vast glow of the supernova, while the star-shaped metal security bots re-formed themselves into a circle above Tyrus’s head, a crown made of deadly weaponry, awaiting a single thought from their master.

But it was Tyrus von Domitrian’s next utterance that at last stirred them: “If I am indeed a divine being, I must need my most favored subjects. My most valued of disciples. What say you?” His gaze traveled over the Grandiloquy, glittering with a promise the courtiers of his Empire could not dare to resist.

Many of them had, in the past, clashed with Tyrus—back in those idealistic days when he’d been swept up in youthful dreams, in love with a Diabolic, ready to sacrifice them on the altar of some egalitarian vision for the galaxy. Yet the creature—the Emperor—before them now was shaped by cynicism, by Venalox, and yes, by avarice into a form they could clearly discern, for at last, this Tyrus von Domitrian was an Emperor they could understand.

In his demand for worship, there was a promise in return:

Profane yourselves for me and I will reward you beyond your wildest dreams.

And so came the first: “Hail!”

“Hail!” came another voice.

“Why, the light is blinding!” cried a third. “He is a god!”

“Our Divine Emperor!”

“The Divine Emperor Tyrus!”

As a wave, the Grandiloquy threw themselves to the floor, crying, “Hail to the Divine Emperor! Hail!”

Soon there was no question of remaining silent, no restraint to temper the Grandiloquy in gleefully prostrating themselves before Tyrus, because he seemed to have at last been born to their ranks. This was no god, but it was certainly a cynical, power-grasping megalomaniac, and the Empire had long shaped itself around just such tyrants.

What was a god, after all, but the arbiter of destiny? One who could ignite a supernova, who could kill a man with a single thought, who held the entirety of the galaxy and the Helionic faith in his hands: Was that not a god? His power over their lives was complete and unbreakable. Was that not a kind of divinity?

Tyrus gave a laugh as they knelt, and he began to call out promises: “A monopoly on the Novashine trade to you, Senator von Sornyx! And you—Credenza von Fordyce—I mean to give you Gorgon’s Arm for this show of faith!”

The shouts and cheers grew louder. As the presence chamber at the heart of the galactic Empire filled with voices crying, “Our Divine Emperor! Hail to our God-Emperor!” the Emperor passed through their midst, giving favors even as he graciously allowed them to clutch at his feet, receiving their reverence as his right, and after all, was it not all his? He had triggered a supernova, and even the most restive of the Excess would quail before an Emperor—united with his Grandiloquy—with such destructive power at his fingertips.

Overhead, below, all around, the Chrysanthemum’s surveillance machines recorded this moment, capturing it for posterity. And for eons to come, historians of the tragic and violent reign of Tyrus von Domitrian would debate the significance of this day. Was it here that the Emperor’s madness had truly begun? Was this the defining moment of his reign?

Some would argue vociferously against it. They would point instead to an earlier time, to the years Tyrus spent under the control of Alectar von Pasus. The Senator had forced upon his captive Emperor the neurotoxic drug Venalox, one notorious for its deleterious effects upon character—one that eroded one’s empathy, one’s conscience. This, they would argue, was the formative period that turned a young idealist into a brutal tyrant.

But gradually, over the centuries, a consensus would form. Neither von Pasus nor delusions of divinity could account for what the Emperor became. The key to that transformation was found elsewhere, in the single person who influenced his rise, his degeneration, and then his fall.

She alone had the influence to oppose the mad Emperor. She alone had the will and strength to speak when others were silent, and the ferocity to attack when none other dared raise arms.

The historians did not know as much as they thought, nor were their records as complete as they assumed. Nevertheless, they knew enough.

And so they looked to Nemesis.




1

I HAD THE MOST FAMOUS face in the galaxy, but no one recognized me.

Today, there were eyes on me. I felt them.

My feet scuffed to a stop.

A split second later, another pair of footsteps halted.

I was being followed.

My steps resumed their smooth stride down the street. Interesting. It had been months since I’d faced a threat. In truth, I’d grown rather restless with boredom.

Misery was a constant of life on Devil’s Shade. In this most distant and hopeless of provinces, frustration boiled in every heart, leaked through every strident voice. Anger sought an outlet.

A lone young woman drew predators.

I could have avoided trouble, if I’d tried to blend in. I could have cut my long locks, worn large jackets, ducked my head… my size alone could have convinced hostile eyes that I was a decently muscled male. But something hard and vicious in me took pleasure in refusing to hide.

Instead I wore my long white-blond hair down. I’d made the color fashionable and saw it everywhere now, so why change it? When I walked down the street, I did not slouch. I made no effort whatsoever to avoid strangers’ attention. I met every stare with a stare.

They were just humans. Let them hide from me.

The only disguise that obscured me was the burn across the right side of my face. I had Neveni Sagnau to thank for that tiny scrap of anonymity. If I ever met her again, I meant to return the favor.

My steps slowed again so I could gauge how many pursued me. The subtle pause between the steps grinding to a halt…

Three.

Pity.

I’d been hoping for a challenge.

My mind rushed over the rules I’d laid out for myself: no attacking without provocation, and no chasing however much it entertained me. After all, it was never fair, and giving chase stoked a dark instinct in me, one I had resolved to battle.

I was a Diabolic engineered for murder, but I was not some crazed beast.

A rational being did not chase one who fled, nor could I assume anyone’s motives without evidence. Yet even as I reminded myself, I strained my ears for the shuffling of footsteps, and a pleasant excitement began to shiver through my limbs.

Stop. Do not indulge this, I told myself, and stopped walking.

It took several lingering, sloppy seconds for my pursuers to catch up to me.

The trio of shadowy men broke into jeering smiles as they fanned out around me. “You look lost,” called the largest of them.

I regarded them for a long moment.

My total lack of fear often frightened away those men who sniffed about for the vulnerable. Most heeded their instincts that something was “off” about me and escaped with their lives.

“Understand me,” I said quietly and clearly. “I don’t want to be followed. I am going to walk away and you will go in another direction. I will show no mercy on you otherwise.”

Then I turned my back to them. A dank alleyway presented itself, and I swerved into it. A dead end: perfect. I leaned against a wall to wait.

They followed.

“You looked better from behind,” called the scraggly-haired one, and the other two laughed. “What’s that on your face, a disease?”

I could have lied about my scars and said it was a disease. Skin-rot, maybe. It might have driven them away.

But I was not in the mood to be kind. I just waited.

“Answer me, you ugly bitch,” the man snarled. “I’m being nice to you.”

“Yeah, we’re real nice,” said the largest of them, elbowing the third, the quiet one hanging back. “Aren’t we?”

Uneasy laughter and a muttered, “Maybe we should go,” from the third.

“No, no, she’s got to tell us we’re nice,” said the scraggly one. “Actually, maybe thank us. Thank us for being nice to such an ugly bitch.”

The scraggly one crossed the distance to me and invaded my space, until I could smell his body odor, until I could see the pores on his nose, the missing teeth bared by his smile. He planted one palm on the wall next to my head, and then the other.

“Well? Gonna say anything now?” he said. “How about… now?”

Then he laid his hands on me.

I’d warned them.

I rammed an uppercut into his jaw, and his bones gave a satisfying crunch as his neck fractured, killing him instantly. Forward I shot, snagging the arms of both his companions before they could react, dragging them bodily closer to me.

“Who’s next?” I roared, my voice bestial.

Panic lit their faces. I crashed my head into the larger man’s face, then sank a roundhouse into the ribs of the other, hearing the splinter on impact.

The larger one had stumbled back from me, clutching his head, and now he stumbled over his dead friend. He gave a squawk of anger at the sight of him.… “Murph? Murph! She killed him! She…” His hand dove into his jacket and withdrew a blade that gleamed in the light.

It slashed at my face. Too easy. I caught his wrist. His eyes met mine, disbelief ablaze in his face as I slowly twisted his arm about to turn his blade back toward him. This man was so large, he’d likely never been overpowered in his life, and now he found himself at my mercy.

“Having second thoughts?” I whispered.

“You bitch—” he rasped, and sealed his fate.

Enough. I stopped holding back and stabbed the blade through his eye.

Then I turned on the third man, the most hesitant of the three, who was sprawled on the concrete of the alley.

“Well?” I spread my arms invitingly.

He gawked up at me, wild-eyed with terror, and he finally saw me.

My size. The white-blond of my hair. The dead men behind me, battered with my unnatural strength, murdered so easily with an unnatural skill…

“It’s you. It has to be you.” He said the words with a sort of wonder. He raised his shaking hand and gestured to something behind me.

I could guess what it was before I looked, but I did so anyway, just hoping he’d try to strike at my back and give me an excuse to kill him.

Sure enough, there was graffiti on the wall amid the indecipherable messages of the dispossessed, a single stark image of that cruel and lion-haired goddess, white fire seeming to scorch up around her hard, precise features fixed in promise of revenge.

Above and below her, that familiar phrase:


NEMESIS LIVES



The pathetic wretch was scurrying back, still on the ground, scooting like a crab across the alley.

“Don’t hurt me,” he said to me. “I didn’t want to do this. I swear to you, I didn’t. Please, Nemesis. Please.”

Yes. Now that he knew precisely what I was, he knew this was what he should have been doing from the start: begging me for his life. And I should not listen to him. He had seen me. He would give me away. He would endanger me.

I had promised no mercy.

He knew there was no escaping a Diabolic.

As I stalked after this weak, pitiful thing, a memory tickled at the back of my mind—another man, so many years ago, pleading with me to spare his life. I’d made one decision then as a young Diabolic desperate to escape a lifelong cage.

But I was not that frightened child now. I was not a trapped creature, at the mercy of others. There was no Matriarch here to make this decision in my stead, and I no longer believed there was a better, kinder life awaiting me if I but shed a few more drops of blood. No. All that lay down that path for me was more death, more ruin, more destruction.

His eyes were screwed shut, muscles braced, head bowed in surrender to fate.

“What is your name?” I said to him.

“Janus.”

“Janus what?”

“Janus Metz, Your Supremacy.”

My jaw clenched. Your Supremacy. I’d hoped never to hear that accursed honorific again. But since he’d used it, I seized his hair and tilted his face up to make him look at me. “You will not tell another soul you saw me.”

“No,” he said.

“Good, because I will remember your name, and if you are lying to me…” I ripped a handful of hair from his head, and held it up for him to see. “I have your scent, Janus Metz. Do you know Diabolics can track like bloodhounds?”

It was a lie. My sense of smell was as dull as a regular human’s. He couldn’t know that.

He nodded, wide-eyed. “I know I can’t run.”

“That’s very wise of you. You will take care of these bodies for me.”

“Of course!”

“And you will never do anything like this again: no victimizing people on the street.”

“I didn’t want to—”

“You were weak. You gave in to them. Never do that again. I will find out if you do.”

I would not find out, but I let him think so. He looked upon me with a strange, slack-jawed expression. “You truly are what they say you are,” he whispered. “You seek justice.” His eyes were actually shimmering with tears. “I will prove myself. I will deserve your mercy!”

I sighed and knocked him back to the ground with my heel, then stepped past him. But something made me turn back.

He was still sprawled on the ground. But over his head, on the rude brick, a pair of painted eyes glared into mine, their look accusatory.

I glared back. Nemesis the icon, the galaxy’s own hero—a legend who did not and never had truly existed.

The Excess had believed me dead. Not at my husband’s hands, but supposedly at the hands of the Partisans years before, during their attack on the Tigris.… It had been my attack, but blame was laid to them, for all the truths of the Empire were cloaked in lies. Apparently, the Nemesis slain in full view of the galaxy in the ball dome was a Partisan imposter.

Yes, I’d been dead as far as everyone knew, and in retrospect, I’d been better off for it. I could have lived a life of obscurity, forgotten, a short-lived and tragic memory.

Instead I’d set out to show myself alive by assassinating Tyrus—and then I’d truly ruined everything.
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TYRUS, I can’t imagine myself without you.

No. But… I can.

Those were our last words before Tyrus drove a sword into my chest.

Gladdic von Aton had delivered me—a body in a coffin, lingering on the cusp of death—to Neveni onboard the Arbiter. She’d saved me from my coffin, which had been launched toward a star for my burial. Even with my heart beating and eyes wide open, I could not shake off that deathlike sleep in those early, hazy months onboard the Arbiter.

Neveni had joined forces with the Partisans, the Excess who formed an organized resistance to the rule of the Empire. There were more crew than use for them on the Arbiter, and I had no technical skills, so I had no purpose among them.…

Neveni at first meant to have me among them like a person of leisure, doing nothing, even having meals brought to me. It was unendurable enough to be on the Arbiter without endless empty time for my thoughts to swirl down and down, so I’d insisted on doing something. Anything. Cleaning was as tolerable as anything else.

The engine core of the Arbiter was my preferred sector of the ship, because it was remote and there were no windows to behold the stars. Tangles of wires and panels, stray equipment that had not been returned to their holding places, and crumpled food wrappers were always littered there.

It was something to do, to remove the trash. To find the cleaning spray meant for use by a service bot and scour that grated metal to gleaming.

The hours passed quickly that way. Mindlessly. That was the most important thing, after all: to detach from the great and cavernous hollow that had become existence.

I went through my new life in that manner, lingering over every task at no cost to anyone, to anything, since my actions made no difference with or without me. I remained in the lumpy bed each morning until my back throbbed. I undertook slow walks through the colorless corridors with legs that grew heavier with each step. Long hours I passed over whatever communal meal the Partisans had produced that day, usually a lump of synthetic bread and meatstock, with a different chemical condiment to glob wetly at the side of the plate.

All the while, the Partisans watched me, whispered about me—unaware that I could hear every word they spoke.

“… not sure she’s actually the Empress, whatever Sagnau says. That doesn’t look like the same person.”

“The nose is all wrong. There’s something so eerie about the way she just looks right through you.…”

“… still think we should just kill her…”

“Sagnau has to mean to do it eventually, right?”

They viscerally disliked me. I was very much the enemy come among them—the wife of the Domitrian, even if he had cast me away.

All about me, the world felt muted.

The colors were dim and edges sharp.

I tried never to gaze out the windows, for the sight of those distant and indifferent stars called to mind those memories of my life with Tyrus. Then questions poured through me.…

Did he ever truly love me?

Was it all my imagination?

I could have endured a thousand years of torture and I never would have done to Tyrus what he did to me. Everything I had done for him, all I’d felt and meant and imagined and dreamed up, it simply had meant nothing to him in the end. Even the Venalox could not account for his willingness to kill me.

It was intolerable to remember, and Tyrus’s words beat through my mind over and over again:

The universe has no design, no meaning, no arc toward justice.

Was that simply the truth? Did dreams bloom to life in one’s palm and then get crushed, and that was the end of them?

I loved Sidonia and she was gone.

I loved Tyrus and now he was gone.

Without Tyrus, without Donia, was there anything left of that Diabolic who’d been anointed a person, recognized as a being with a soul? For I felt empty. I felt like my soul was gone and wondered if I’d truly had one.

Sometimes, I grew angry.

Not at Tyrus. It was too painful to think of Tyrus.

No. I raged at someone who did not deserve my animosity.

At Donia.

In troubled dreams, she stood above me, always above me, and we were back in the Impyrean fortress. But I did not sit and watch her do art, or contemplate the gas giant out the window with her. Instead I screamed at her for what she had done to me, because the entire framework of my existence was a sham, a joke, a farce, and it was her fault She was the one who told me I could be more, that I mattered, that I had a soul, and then she had died and left me to this hideous delusion, and in my dreams I made her suffer for it.

“You told me I was worthy,” I’d scream at her. “You said I had a divine spark. You were a liar! I am empty, Donia! There is nothing in me now! Everything you said was a lie! I was strong before you. I was complete! You ruined me, Donia—YOU RUINED ME!”

And I would lash at her beautiful, tragic face with my fists and tear at her with my fingernails, and how exquisite that distress tasted, the pain she would never share with me, and the fury filled my despair with something dark and glorious.…

Then I would snap awake to the familiar gray lines of the Arbiter, sickened by myself. She was the purest soul I’d ever known. Why did some part of me blame her for this misery?

But some resentful voice deep within me beat in the back of my mind, It was her fault. It was all her fault! She’d taught me to love, and so she had given me this terrible pain. I never would have known what it was like to be this empty, had I never known what it was to feel so complete. I wished I’d never loved her, never loved Tyrus. Oh, how I longed to be but a cruel and unfeeling Diabolic killer, with no attachment to anyone, to anything, and she had robbed me of that forever.…

“Nightmare again?” Neveni asked me sometimes, when she was sleeping in the bunks at the same time as I was.

Early in my time on the Arbiter, Anguish shared the bunk with her, and I’d glimpse his powerful, dark arm twined about her waist, sometimes stroking through her hair. He had the grace not to pry, to whisper to her in a deep, rumbling voice, “Leave her be.”

I missed that—after she grew sick of him and took to ordering him away from her. When it was just me and Neveni, I felt too exposed. I never missed that glint of satisfaction in her dark eyes when I awoke from nightmares. She was eager for proof that I would be just the weapon I’d promised, that I hated Tyrus enough to fulfill my vow to the Partisans and kill him.

I’ll destroy anyone you wish, I’d told her. Anyone.

So when she pressed me about nightmares, I always told her, “I don’t remember.” Then I buried myself back under the covers, turned my back to her… and pretended to sleep until her breathing grew slow.

We both knew a day would come soon when I had to fulfill my promise.

I was the only one certain I would do it. I would kill Tyrus.

This emptiness would not abate, would not retreat. It also left no reason to stay my hand.



Five months after my demise, the day came.

Tyrus was taking advantage of his puppet Interdict by appearing with him on Corcyra, the closest planet outside the impact zone of the recent supernova.

The Partisans onboard the Arbiter became a frantic hive of activity, throwing themselves into planning an attack. They recognized the opportunity here for a spectacular show of destruction, an unparalleled blow to the Empire.

I was informed of the plan. I was to be its key.

We would kill them both: Tyrus and the false Interdict. I would strike the first blow, and if I was lucky, I’d kill both of them.

But I’d certainly kill Tyrus.

There was no more symbolic blow to the Empire than having me be the one to kill Tyrus. If I died in the aftermath, I cared not. Nor, I suspected, did the Partisans.

A martyr is always useful. And I would welcome death.

A handful of Partisans and I were smuggled down to the planet in an escape pod. I parted with them and donned a hood, slipping out unnoticed among the crowd on Corcyra while the Interdict’s vessel descended into the atmosphere. Security machines swiveled to alertness all around us, primed to protect the two most important figures in the Empire.

“Are you in position?” came Neveni’s voice in my ear.

“Nearly,” I replied softly.

Every single person on this planet had been scanned for weaponry. It mattered not. One of the Partisans who’d come in the pod with me was a sniper, and each of us had carried a single fragment of a laser rifle for him to assemble with painstaking precision. As I wove through the crowd, I knew the sniper was concealed somewhere behind me, my backup, instructed to kill Tyrus or the Interdict—whichever one I did not reach, for I would certainly kill one of them first.

Music swelled in the air. Millions of voices rose in a thunderous cheer, so loud it seemed to vibrate through my bones.

The Penumbra glided in above us, a vessel that with its thrusters extended resembled a hollowed pyramid. A bay door opened and out floated a triumphal platform bearing two figures glowing in the carefully aimed lighting. I spotted Tyrus’s broad-shouldered figure just behind the false Interdict.

At first the spotlight was all for the Interdict. He raised his arms to accept the swelling cheers of the crowd. Then Tyrus stepped up to his side, and the cheers somehow redoubled. Framed by the light of the Penumbra’s bay behind them, dressed in magnificent robes that amplified the light, the two appeared as radiant as gods.

How long had Tyrus pored over the plans for that visual effect?

I forced my way forward.

Soon I was so close to that floating platform, I could feel the heat of its propulsion jets rolling over my skin.

Neveni’s only explicit instruction had been this: Make sure they see your face. The power in this gesture comes from you, Nemesis. Everyone will see that you’re alive, that you were never dead—and the Empire is founded on lies. Then you’ll deal the final blow when you kill Tyrus for what he did to you.

The Interdict’s holographic image boomed to life in all corners of the square, looming over the crowds as Fustian’s voice resounded: “How grand to see this vast crowd turned out today! I know what you seek: words from me to explain the recent supernova in the six-star system. I will speak plainly and directly: on occasion, our divine Cosmos chooses to bless certain among us above all others.…”

The crowd shifted and stirred, eager to hear why a young star had gone supernova well before its proper time.

“The truth is, malignant space is not merely an act of destruction. It can also be an act of great and sacred holiness.”

At the word “holiness,” the crowd quieted under the weight of disbelief. I paid their reactions little mind and continued forward.

“Our Emperor, Tyrus von Domitrian,” Fustian said, moving aside so that Tyrus could assume prominence of position, “has the ability to unleash this great power himself. Something magnificent has happened. A miracle…”

It was time.

I tore back my hood, then leaped up onto the shoulders of the man in front of me and hurtled the remaining distance up onto the levitating platform.

I landed behind the men, blocked from the sight of the crowd by the two exalted figures. And then, before I could pounce forward and finish this, Fustian made his declaration:

“OUR EMPEROR HAS BECOME A GOD!”

The words—so absurd, so irregular—awoke me out of the haze of resolve.

They seemed to rouse me from a trance, as though I’d jolted awake after an extended dream, for they were… they were ridiculous.

“How lucky we are to have a god among us!” Fustian almost sobbed with feeling. “Hail the Living Cosmos for such a gift! Hail to our Divine Emperor!” He threw himself down to his belly.

And smiling, Tyrus swept forward and said, “I thank you, my exalted friend, for recognizing my divine nature. And how honored those of you on Corcyra must feel—to be the first to hail your true God!”

I stood rooted in place with utter shock. Tyrus’s face was earnest, his eyes blazing with total conviction on the vast holographic images of him in the corners of the square. He earnestly seemed to believe in his own words.

“Set the example today for the rest of the galaxy,” Tyrus said. “Hail me as your God—and be rewarded.”

Instead of cheers, his demand was met with confusion, with restive stirring in the crowd. Excess were looking one to the other, and some were heeding their instincts and retreating.

A few—a brave few, filled with conviction—cupped hands over their mouths and jeered.

Tyrus’s cool-eyed gaze fell upon one such fellow, and his lips curved into a remote smile. “Today is the example for all the days to come,” he said, almost softly, gently, his tone eminently reasonable. “Deny that I am your God, then. Reap the consequences.”

Then he raised his hand.

Overhead, a vessel ripped through space and tore a skein of bright white malignant space into the void. The newly declared Divine Emperor stepped to the front of the platform, his arms spread wide. The building-size holographics showed his mad grin and elated face. His arms rose, as though he were embracing the entirety of the screaming crowd, even as they turned and fled. They rushed to escape what could not be escaped: a bright and vivid slash of malignant space tearing across their star system.

I hurled myself down onto my hands and knees beneath the brilliant plume seeming to split open the sky, my blood thundering in my veins, disbelief blazing through me at what he had done. Then Neveni’s voice lashed in my ear, reminding me of where I was, what this was: “You’re in reach. KILL HIM, Nemesis!”

Kill him.

Yes.

Kill him. I was here to kill him. My eyes rose up to look at that figure with his back to me, and beyond him to the holographic projections showing his ecstatic face smiling upon the screaming crowd.… And everything inside me abruptly contracted with horror and the shame of realization that Tyrus had gone insane.

He was insane.

His mind had been broken.

He had lost his mind!

This was the answer. This was the answer to every single question and doubt that had tormented me these last months.… For he had loved me. I knew that was not my imagination. He had loved me and then he had lost himself utterly, and… and it wasn’t his own doing.

Pasus had done this to him.

I had done this to him.

Tyrus’s star-shaped security bots swiveled around, noticing me. They must have flashed a warning straight into his mind, for he whipped about and froze at the sight of me, all expression dropping away from his face.

Yes, even that mad smile.

“Please, Nemesis!” Neveni’s voice was hoarse, frantic. “End this! Kill him!”

It was the look on his face that undid me. A strange sort of unguarded wonder, something I had never expected to see from him again. “Nemesis…?” he said tenderly, in disbelief himself now.

“KILL HIM!” screamed Neveni.

I loved this man. I loved him. And here I was before a ruin of him, because this was not Tyrus. This had never been Tyrus. He had been imprisoned and his mind had been mutilated, destroyed, taken from him. He’d never meant this to happen; he’d had such beautiful dreams and plans once, and now here I was, come like a monster to destroy someone I had reduced to this.…

You’ve been the joy of this sun-scorned existence. Every moment of unhappiness I’ve had, I’d relive a thousand times just for the heartbeats I’ve passed with you. Now by the light of the stars, save yourself!

Those were the last words the true Tyrus had spoken to me, that day on the Tigris when he’d accepted his imminent death and pleaded with me to let it happen. All he’d wished was to escape Pasus with his mind and his soul intact—and I had stolen that choice from him.

We both knew it.

I made my choice, he’d flung at me that final day, with our swords drawn in the ball dome. I would free the woman I most loved and serve those people of my Empire, and it was all I wanted. I trusted you to let me decide, and you knocked me unconscious and left me with them. I chose and you took that from me.

This wasn’t who Tyrus truly was. This wasn’t who he was supposed to be. A thousand moments flashed through my mind in an instant…

His lips meeting mine; his tongue tasting me; his hands firm and clever, drawing me to the heat of his body. I remembered the warmth of his voice as he spoke my name, as he called me “my love.” And then it became “my wife.” Tyrus standing in coronation garb, offering me his hand, for all the galaxy was meaningless without me by his side.…

I suffocated on the sweetness we had lost, and then a flash appeared in the periphery of my vision.

The sniper.

The sniper!

NO!

I threw myself at Tyrus, intent only on shielding him from the lethal ray. The shot blazed past me, sizzling the air, and I… I hurtled right through Tyrus.

For it was not Tyrus.

It was a figment of light.

As I crashed to the platform, winded, I realized that Tyrus had never truly been present. This was the Empire’s most sophisticated holographic technology—so seamlessly real the eye could not pick out its fakery.

I stumbled to my feet and became abruptly aware of a change in the crowd. Even amid the panic of the malignant space aglow overhead, the crowd had seen me, and now they called for me, my name traded from mouth to mouth. “Nemesis. It’s Nemesis!”

But all I saw was that holographic projection of Tyrus, standing before me with his haunted eyes upon mine, and I could not look away from his face. Then reality registered in the form of Neveni’s bitter, poisonous voice in my ear: “I knew you’d save him.”

The Arbiter rose over the buildings in the distance.

“If we can’t use you alive, Nemesis, then at least I know exactly where you’re standing!”

A bloom of light swelled from the Arbiter’s laser cannon.

I realized then that Neveni was going to fire on me. To fire on me, regardless of the massive crowd around me, all the people who would also be torn to shreds by her weaponry. Neveni was going to kill me.

Did Tyrus say something to me, in that last moment? I believed sometimes that he might have, but all I knew then was that there was no escaping this. There was no saving myself—but I could get as far from this crowd as possible. I hurled myself through the air, aiming for the fringes. The explosion blasted my ears as a wall of heat slammed into me.…

That was the last I remembered until Anguish found me.



The mind had a way of playing cruel tricks, for even now, two years later, as I walked away from the men in that alley, my thoughts sprang back to the look Tyrus sent me just before the blast.…

And I cursed myself for still wondering if that had been fear on his face. For it couldn’t be fear for himself, not when he wasn’t actually there.

Fear for me.

The curse of being involved with Tyrus was his visibility. The galactic Emperor was visible everywhere, reminders were everywhere. As I left the men behind in the alley, I passed a Tributary Image, one of the holographics liberally spread throughout the Empire. The current sovereign always had such depictions everywhere, and this one was a generic image of the Emperor Tyrus in full imperial finery. His hair was set in the halo style of his coronation, his body adorned in liquisilk and crystal.

I stared at it unwillingly, as miserably riveted as a fish speared on a hook. Damn him. When would the day come that I felt nothing at all when seeing his face? The worst part was that I could not even rage. I would have welcomed anger, embraced it, for anger was simple—so much simpler than this hideous sorrow I felt at the sight of the broken, destroyed soul I’d once loved.

I remembered those cool blue eyes and that carefully controlled smile he wore in the weeks following the events on Corcyra. The Eurydicean media deemed it a “Partisan Terror Attack.” They claimed rumors of my appearance were but a lie, and there was Tyrus filling the transmissions to give credibility to that lie.

The galactic rumor mill whispered another story entirely. Many decided the attack had been perpetrated by the mad Emperor himself. He’d opened malignant space so close to Corcyra, the planet had but a decade left of safety. He must have blown up the crowd as well. The rumors spoke of me, of those who had glimpsed my face in person—and many swore they had seen me on the public feeds before the blast. I was more beloved in death than ever in life, and the Excess had long cherished my memory.

Soon the public imagination seized upon the idea that I was alive.… That I had been dead, but now I lived, and a ludicrous notion grew that I had defied mortality, that I had returned to seek revenge upon the Emperor who presumed to declare himself a god. That the Emperor himself had been the one to blast the crowd and murder thousands to hide evidence of my return.

No planet dared to laugh at the self-declared Divine Emperor Tyrus after that fateful day. Wherever Tyrus went, he was met with full-throated cheers, and in return, he showered those who worshipped him with imperial largesse… He flooded the coffers of his most ardent believers, and the example of Corcyra silenced those who might have dared to doubt.

But the few, those restive few who stuck by their convictions—they’d learned a new hope that day.

Protests were few, but when they boiled up, the words “Nemesis Lives!” were screamed by the defiant. My image offered terrifying warnings on walls across the galaxy. The Excess called the words as their sacred images were desecrated, as they faced the threat of malignant space, as a tyrant who held total power over them demanded that they bend to him in worship.

These humans wielded my name as a threat against a man who had declared himself a god.

I could not stop what Neveni had set into motion that day on Corcyra.

My name was their invocation, their prayer of hope.

Nemesis Lives. I hated those words. I’d begun to loathe my own name. I hated the image glowering at me from the wall of that alley, for it was a lie. It promised them a savior, a legend, a myth—and I was but a defeated ruin of what I’d once imagined myself.

Everything I had loved, I had managed to destroy.

As I gazed at the holographic, another rumor swam up from the back of my mind.… That the “Divine Emperor” had implanted his Tributaries with surveillance cameras, ones he used his godlike ability with machines to peer through every so often. According to hearsay, Excess seen offering fealty and worship and gifts to his Tributary Images sometimes found themselves unexpectedly rewarded with largesse; those who defiled the Tributaries faced the strictest of punishments.

My burn scars concealed my features, but a skitter of anxiety passed up my spine. Not at the thought of his eyes peering back out at me through the empty holographic face before me…

But because—stars curse me—some part of me was tempted to march up to it and stare into them until I felt him looking back.

Instead, I turned on my heel and left the Tributary and the alley far behind me.
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MORE THAN TWO YEARS AMONG the Excess had dimmed my memories of life among the Grandiloquy. The masses did not live in sleek and polished corridors that looked out upon the stars, nor did they have humming service bots ready to satisfy their every whim. Excess were bound to their planets, with varying gravital conditions, climates, and smells.

Devil’s Shade was a mining colony. The rogue planetoid had been flung from its parent star by the great supernova five centuries ago, and solar sickness was almost as common as a cold. Most of the locals were trapped in a perpetual cycle of working in the mines to pay off medical debts incurred while… working in the mines.

I’d chosen Devil’s Shade because so many were sickly. I’d meant to take advantage of the public medical bots.

I’d hoped they might help a Diabolic, even. Anguish grew frailer by the day.

The mercy in the alley imperiled not just myself.

Neither Anguish nor I had any reason to fear street violence. We were what should be feared on the street, and so we’d found dwellings on Harvester Row, the most dilapidated area of an already hopeless province. The entire colony was underground; the interior-most level was Sector 001. We lived closest to the surface, on level 203, the sector most exposed to cosmic radiation.

I passed through the familiar causeway where miners ambled home, drillers floating behind them. They traded quips and curses, as street-side vendors called out their wares. The scent of waste and sulfur and scorched rubber reached my nose.

As I drew closer to our apartment, I reached the most crowded areas of Harvester Row, where hollow-eyed beggars scrabbled for handouts, though there was no use in offering them anything but food. They spent offerings not on the necessities, but on the drugs that had already reduced them to penury. These people wore their misfortunes on their faces, their weeping sores left unattended, their children forgotten, their minds consumed by chemical need.

The Grandiloquy had indulged in the same substances, then wiped away physical consequences with top-grade, private medical bots. They condemned and imprisoned the Excess for drug addiction. But in their own circles, a varied selection of chemicals was as necessary for a party as a fine gown and jewels.

Creating these chemicals was not so fashionable—especially those that could not be produced by a synthesizer, but had to be grown and harvested instead. The Grandiloquy looked down to the Excess for such manufacturing. They looked to places like Harvester Row, where I now walked. It was a scene of miseries that made the mines look pleasant. Desperation and urine perfumed the air. I passed a crunch of trembling bodies, all pressed close together, waiting in line for a turn at the Harvester’s chair.

There were two different substances that Devil’s Shade specialized in. One was Cosmic Ray, a popular psychedelic among the Grandiloquy.… It was a fungus that on Devil’s Shade was known as “desiccating rose,” and the optimal growth environment was within human subcutaneous tissue.

I passed first those people with dimpled skin, their faces twisted with a low, constant pain, waiting their turn at having the desiccating rose extracted from their flesh, and likely a new set of spores implanted there.

The other group of Harvesters were the more richly dressed ones—who used the Excess to produce Novashine.

“Hold him still. Help me,” one Harvester called briskly to an associate as I passed the chair where a young man—strapped down—had broken his bindings in his panic and freed his arm.

His eyes were wild with terror, and guttural screams issued from his lips. His fear was potent, which meant the Novashine would be strong. It was prized when drawn directly from the veins of a terrified human being. Excess lined up to be stimulated by a diode that catapulted their brains into horror, terror, pain, and caused their bodies to dump adrenaline into their systems. Light-years away, Grandiloquy would receive genuine, human-produced Novashine to enhance their mental well-being… and the hapless Excess would earn a week’s pay in five horrifying minutes.

The Harvesters pinned the man down, held his arm still with both their combined strength, and fixed their eyes on the blood funnel drawing a red stream from the man’s veins. By the time I passed out of sight, the Excess no longer struggled, his draining complete.

Afterward, he’d be allowed a few minutes to rest up and would be given a mug of hot chocolate in consolation. He’d likely have nightmares until the next harvesting. Indeed, the terrors would last until his adrenal glands, exhausted, ceased to react to the stimuli of horror. The Harvesters would then deem him “tapped out,” unable to supply quality product for the Grandes and Grandeés at the center of the Empire, whose evenings were so pleasantly spiced with the by-products of terror.

The universe was cruel. I didn’t understand how anyone could live somewhere like this and think otherwise.

As I descended into our small corner of the Obsidian Tower Dwellings, I braced myself to tell Anguish what I had done. He would insist on relocating at the next transport window, although in his weakened state, such a journey might kill him.

But when I saw him, my words died on my lips.

Anguish dan Domitrian was out of bed. Standing without support, gazing out the faded window at the view: a causeway swarming with dirty crowds of workers. Some alert quality to his posture, the straightness of his back and the tilt of his head, made him appear both engaged and prepared for whatever he might see.

“You look well,” I said in amazement.

He cast me a quick, slashing look. “Of course.”

There was no “of course” to it. Not anymore… Yet even his voice sounded stronger. I swallowed my news and gently laid the morning’s rations on the table. I would not ruin this small miracle by mentioning the skirmish. He would be alarmed that I’d left one of them alive, perhaps would insist on testing his strength by going to finish the job.

“Where have you been?” he demanded, peering suspiciously at the satchel slung over my shoulder.

“At the synthomat. I have to work, so I fetched our rations early. They’re ready for the heater when you get—”

He swung fully around. “Wait. You’re alone? But… Where is she? Is she still out there?”

The words pulled me up short.

“Who…?”

“You should not have left her on her own,” Anguish said gruffly, shoving back from the window. “Tell me where you left her!”

Her. Oh.

He meant Neveni.

After everything, his mind still lapsed back into thoughts of Neveni.

They’d argued often as their relationship decayed. At first she just disliked his well-meant interference, when Neveni tried to show me the latest transmissions of Tyrus’s doings—the laws enforcing state-sanctioned faith in him, the brutal repressions of riots, the crackdowns on dissenters. They were all her not-so-subtle attempts to keep my wounds fresh, and revenge at the forefront of my mind.

“Leave her be,” I’d heard Anguish advise her.

“Stop telling me what to do,” Neveni would shoot back at him.

They’d found each other when they united against me to take the Arbiter and strand me in the Sacred City. Now, as Neveni grew on edge, almost manic in her desire to weaponize me, Anguish moved to shield me.

Their disagreements grew more heated. I neared my sleeping chamber on the Arbiter one evening to hear their voices inside, and my ears were keen enough to pick out the substance of what they were saying.

“You don’t motivate her when you rub salt in her wounds,” I heard Anguish chide her. “You merely hurt her.”

“I don’t need her sad and moping, Anguish. I need her to remember what he did to her.”

“She does. She remembers.”

“She can take care of herself.”

“We are Diabolics. We are not invulnerable.”

She gave a bitter laugh. “Her, or you? What is this really about?”

“I have told you—”

“Did I hurt your feelings and you don’t have the guts to say it?”

“This is about Nemesis.”

“Then leave it be,” she snarled. “I know what I’m doing.”

And then I’d stepped into the chamber with them and they both fell silent.

I had brought them together, and now I drove them apart. Her irritation with him swelled. All the small gestures Anguish made to show he loved her seemed to go awry. She was no longer charmed by the protective instinct behind his offers to beat the crewmen who challenged her authority.

It didn’t help that her crew feared and distrusted him. They fell silent and shrank back when he strolled past them. None who saw him could have doubted his Diabolic nature—his vast size, his fierce demeanor, announced it plainly. He had never learned to blend in with humans as I had; he’d never had a master like Sidonia, who treated him as an equal, who might have taught him to be more human. As Neveni’s hostility grew, Anguish’s befuddlement did as well. He did not know how to fix what was going wrong.

And soon I no longer saw him in the bunk with her.

Anguish and I hadn’t fit in with the Partisans, neither of us, and since he’d lost her, his loyalties shifted toward his fellow Diabolic. After Neveni blew me up on Corcyra, he stole a pod and took it down to the surface in search of me. In the chaos of the mass casualty event, Anguish forged through the destruction. Amid the carnage of thousands who had been killed and injured, he found me, and his were the arms that swept under me as hoarse screams erupted from my lips, my skin chafing where it touched him, and my brain was a tangle of terror and hopeless confusion.

He tended me in our hiding place in the Corcyra Field Museum and stayed long after the Arbiter had fled orbit. When I was well enough, we didn’t even need a discussion; we simply understood each other—and we traveled away from the accursed planet together to leave them all behind. Tyrus. Neveni. The Grandiloquy. The Partisans.

Everyone.

Now, on Devil’s Shade, I was the one caring for him.

And I could not let him step out of here to seek Neveni.

He tugged on one arm of his coat—far too large for him now—and aimed for the door. I hastily stepped in his path to block his way. The feverish, dark eyes met mine, and that small flame of hope I’d felt upon seeing him upright died away, for I perceived the murkiness in his face.


OEBPS/e9781534409972/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534409972/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408








OEBPS/e9781534409972/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534409972/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534409972/fonts/Quantico-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534409972/images/9781534409972.jpg
\

b

The final bobk in thesNew York Times

NLMLSIS

S‘.\J‘:'KINCAID





OEBPS/e9781534409972/fonts/Quantico-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534409972/images/title.jpg
T" F

NC

BOOK 3 OF THE [lIAE[lLIE TRIL[]EY

S. J. KINCAID

SIMON & SCHUSTER B30 8§38

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI






OEBPS/e9781534409972/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


