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CHAPTER 1

The air-raid sirens were still screaming, echoing out across the golden sky of Kandriad like some sort of terrifying lament, hollow and vast and loud as all hell. The sound bounced off the concrete and the steel of the long-abandoned factory city around us, rolling out over the plains of metal toward the distant horizon still tinged with the faintest blue hints of the dawn.

There shouldn’t have been air-raid sirens on Kandriad. Not because the pulse had repressed the technology for sirens, but because it had repressed the ability for anyone to conduct air raids at all: flight was supposed to be impossible in an atmosphere this choked with pulse radiation.

Except it wasn’t. Jane and I had seen the shadows of the warplanes hurtling over the factory city as we approached by the bridge, dropping bombs and executing amateurish evasive maneuvers to wheel away from the strafing gunfire of the defenders’ anti-aircraft weaponry. The planes hadn’t exactly been modern spec—prop-driven, combustion-engine relics cobbled together from spare parts—but that didn’t change the fact that they shouldn’t have been able to get into the air at all. Something weird was happening on Kandriad.

Something weird always seemed to happen to Jane and me, but this was weirder than most.

“So we . . . knock?” I asked, shifting my weight from side to side, staring up at the massive barred door that was the one and only entrance to the factory city from the south. We hadn’t seen a single native as we made our way down the abandoned railway line toward the factory—they were all hunkered down inside their converted city, being dive-bombed by impossible airplanes. The sect wars might have been forgotten by most of the galaxy post-pulse, but on Kandriad they’d never stopped, the locals locked in the same stupid conflicts that had led to the pulse in the first place. “Or . . . like . . .” I winced as the sirens came around again; I winced every time. I always thought they were finally going to stop as they dopplered away across the distance, and then . . . nope. Still going.

“We should probably wait until they’re not having the shit bombed out of them,” Jane said mildly, leaning against the railing of the dilapidated bridge and smoking one of her awful cigarettes. Jane wasn’t fidgety. Jane never got fidgety. Taller, leaner, and in significantly better shape than I was, I’d seen her be more collected under sustained gunfire than I usually was making breakfast.

“Do you think that’s likely to happen soon, or . . .” I winced as one of the bombers overshot its target, its payload coming down instead on the empty urban district beside the bridge—otherwise known as beside us. I was holding a telekinetic shield in place over both Jane and myself, and the feeling of the shrapnel from the blast smashing itself to pieces against what was basically a psychic manifestation of my own will was . . . not overly pleasant. Still, the shield held, and even if it hadn’t, our intention shields—hardwired into our nervous systems—would have protected us. Hopefully.

I didn’t particularly want to die on a bombed-out hellhole like Kandriad.

Jane waved her hand—and her cigarette—in front of her face, not so much dispelling the cloud of dust that had risen in the wake of the blast as adding to it with her cigarette smoke. “Doesn’t seem that way,” she said.

“So can we talk about how there are warplanes flying and dropping bombs in a pulse-choked atmosphere?” I asked instead. Since we appeared to be stuck out here, underneath the falling bombs, that seemed a topic of particularly hefty import.

Jane frowned at that. “I don’t know,” she said shortly. I almost grinned—despite the nearly-being-blown-apart thing—just because Jane hated to admit when she didn’t know something, and a part of me was always a little bit thrilled when circumstances forced her to do so anyway.

Still would have traded it for “not huddled just outside a factory door, hoping not to get bombed,” though.

“But how—”

“Still don’t know, Esa,” she sighed, dropping her cigarette butt to the bridge and grinding it out with her boot heel—though it wasn’t like there was anything out here to catch on fire. “And either way, we’re not likely to find answers standing out here. Go ahead and knock—we’ve got a gifted kid to find.”

“I thought you said we should wait until they weren’t getting bombed.” As if cued by my statement, the air-raid sirens finally cut off, the last hollow howl echoing out over the horizon until it faded into the golden light of the day.

I looked at Jane. She was grinning. I glared at her; that just made her grin some more. She opened her mouth to say something, and I simply held out my hand, forestalling whatever smartassery was about to emerge. “Don’t,” I told her flatly. “Just . . .” I sighed, and reached for the heavy knocker welded to the riveted steel of the door. “I got this.”

I knocked.



CHAPTER 2

In relatively short order, we got a response to our banging. That response was, of course, half a dozen rifles pointed at us from murder holes carved out of the sides of the high wall, but it was a response nonetheless. “Travelers,” Jane said, spreading her hands wide to show that she was unarmed—well, to show that she wasn’t holding a weapon, at least. On a world like Kandriad, nobody went anywhere unarmed, and the rifle butt sticking up from behind Jane’s shoulder would have just seemed like an everyday necessity to the locals, no different than a farmer carrying a hoe would have been on my homeworld. “Seeking shelter.”

“This city is at war, traveler,” a voice said from one of the murder holes—sounded like a Wulf, which made sense, since the vaguely canid species had made up about a third of this world’s population, before the pulse. “There’s very little shelter to be had here.”

“Very little to be had out there, either.” Jane jerked her thumb behind us, indicating the smoking craters the poorly aimed bombs had blown in the urban “countryside” of what had once been a factory planet.

“How do we know you’re not enemy spies?” the Wulf growled. I mean, Wulf almost always growl, the sound was just what their muzzles were built for, but I detected a distinct note of aggression in the low-pitched rumble of this one’s voice.

“Esa,” Jane prompted me, and I reached into my jacket—slowly, as the rifles were still following my every move—to produce a tightly rolled-up scroll. The parchment was as close to what local conditions would have allowed the natives to create as Schaz had been able to make it; hopefully they wouldn’t ask too many questions about its provenance beyond that, questions we wouldn’t be able to answer given that we’d actually printed it on board a spaceship in orbit, a concept that had receded mostly into myth for the people on Kandriad.

I held the scroll up, where they could see. “Reconnaissance,” Jane told them simply. “Aerial photography of the enemy assaulting your walls from the north. Troop positions, fortifications, artillery emplacements—enough intelligence to turn the tide of the fight.” Neither Jane nor I really gave a damn who won this particular battle, or even this particular war—whatever conflict it had spun off from, the fighting on Kandriad had long since ceased to matter to the galaxy at large, let alone to the doings of the Justified. What we did care about was getting access to the city, and to the gifted child hidden somewhere inside.

“You have planes? Like they do?” The guns were still holding . . . pretty tightly on us.

“Kites,” Jane said simply. “And mirrors.” That was a flat-out lie, but “we took images from our spaceship in low orbit, then smudged them up to look like low-tech aerial reconnaissance” wouldn’t have gone over nearly as well.

A low sound from the Wulf, not that dissimilar to his growl from before; thankfully, our boss back on Sanctum was also a Wulf, and I recognized the sound of a Wulven chuckle when I heard one. “Kites,” the unseen sentry said to himself, almost in wonder. Then: “Open the gate!”

The big metal gates rumbled open; Jane and I stepped along the train tracks, into the interior of the city, where the sentries—Wulf to a one, their rifles still held tightly, though at least not aimed directly at us anymore—watched us closely. Jane handed over the map to their leader, the one who’d spoken. He unrolled it, studied its contents for a moment, then without a word handed it off to one of his subordinates, who promptly took off, presumably for the factory city’s command. “It’s valid, and it’s recent,” the lieutenant acknowledged to us, his ice-blue predator’s eyes still watching us closely, not as friendly as his words. “I recognize shelling from just a few days ago. Intelligence like that will buy you more than just entry here, strangers. Name your price.”

“We’re looking for some intelligence of our own,” Jane replied. “Looking for one of your citizens, actually. A child, younger than my associate here.” She nodded her head toward me; I didn’t know how well the local Wulf population would be at gauging a human’s age, but at seventeen, I guess I did still have a slightly “unfinished” look, as compared to Jane, at least.

“And why do you seek this child?” the lieutenant asked—not a no. Progress.

“He or she will have . . . gifts. Abilities. We seek children with such gifts, and we train them.” All true, for its part. It was simply a question of scale that Jane left out.

“Train them to do what?”

“Whatever is necessary.” That part wasn’t exactly an official piece of the Sanctum syllabus.

The Wulf nodded his head, once. “I know the child you’re looking for,” he said.

Finally, something going our way for once.



CHAPTER 3

The lieutenant led the way, at least for a little bit, guiding us through the fortifications and the armories and the aid stations and the endless walls—the factory had been remade from a place where things were fabricated to a place entirely structured around war, and it looked like it had seen plenty of the latter.

Beyond the final checkpoint, he took his leave of us with instructions to head toward the “lower wards” and ask around: apparently the maintenance tunnels built beneath the complex, underground, where most of the civilian population lived, safe from the constant artillery attacks and bombing raids. Jane thanked him, and shook his hand—that curiously human gesture, for whatever reason, had spread through almost every alien culture during the Golden Age—and then we went our separate ways, the Wulf sentry back to his post, Jane and I toward the elevators.

We packed onto the massive lifting platform with a group of civilian volunteers covered in dust and stained with smoke, returning from work at the front. The elevator was operated by a clever mechanism of counterweights and interlinked chains: it’s always impressive, what people can come up with when they don’t have access to the levels of tech that actually built the world around them.

As the platform shook to life and began its descent, I looked around me, finding spots in the crowded elevator where I could peek in between the various civilians and out the chain-link cage that surrounded the descending platform. There are various advantages to being short; seeing above the heads of a crowd of people is not one of them. Still, I could make out some of the city passing us by, levels and levels of retrofitted factory turned into districts and facilities and homes. “Is this what it was like?” I asked Jane curiously, not really apropos of anything in particular.

“What what was like?” she asked, her gaze still set forward, staring out the cage around the elevator as we were lowered through the factory floors, the spaces once meant for building . . . who knows what, ball bearings or spaceship engines or anti-grav frictionless coagulant, and now retrofitted into armories and schools and churches.

“The sect wars. Your sect wars.”

She shrugged, one hand linked into the chain, her fingers tight against the wire. “There were as many different wars as there were sects, kid.”

“I know. I get that. I’m asking you if yours was anything like this.”

“Some parts were. Other parts weren’t.”

“You don’t like to talk about it, do you?”

“It was a long time ago.”

“But you were—”

She sighed, finally turning and looking at me. “Esa, if you’re asking me if I was born in a city under siege, a city like this, the answer is yes. If you’re asking me if there was still . . . life, and people trying to live their lives, even under those conditions, people trying to normalize the aggressively abnormal until it was . . . just the way things were, then yes. It was like this. If you’re asking me if I grew up in a massive factory complex retrofitted into a city retrofitted into the forward operating base of a theater of war, then no. No, I didn’t. Okay?”

We were both silent for a moment; around us, the elevator still groaned as it descended, and the civilians sharing the space with us still spoke quietly, though none of them seemed inclined toward raising their voices, either, having just come from the destruction of the front. Finally, I spoke again. “I get that in your hundred and ninety-three years—”

“I’m not a hundred and ninety-three years old, Esa.”

“Fine. I get that in your hundred and ninety-two years in this universe, you’ve seen a great deal, and not a great deal of it pretty. I came from a world that I’m not in any rush to remember either, yeah? So I get that. But a home’s a home, Jane. It still . . . where we come from still matters. You don’t get to just . . . turn that part of you off, make it into something else. Your life didn’t just . . . restart itself, after you joined the Justified. Or after . . . after the pulse.” I’d almost said “after you detonated the pulse,” which would have been true, but also unfair. Not to mention a stupid, stupid thing to say when we were surrounded by strangers, even if we were conversing almost sub-aurally, thanks to our implanted commlinks. “You’re still who you were, then. At least a part of you is.”

“I’m really, really not, kid.” She shook her head again. “Maybe you’ll understand when you’re older.”

I gave a small smile at that. “When I’m a hundred and ninety-one, you mean?”

“Also not a hundred and ninety-one, Esa. We’re here.” The elevator shivered to a stop; the chain gates slid open, the maintenance tunnels before us as cramped and claustrophobic and silent as the factory floors above had been open and alive. Apparently almost everyone who lived down here was above, either heading to or from the front, or working in the various other areas of the city.

The locals shuffled out, still muted, making their way toward various side passages and the closets and storage rooms they now called living quarters. I mean, I get it, I was used to cramped quarters—Scheherazade’s interior was not exactly palatial—but still: it was a tight fit, even to me. Jane stopped one of them, a female Wulf who hadn’t shrugged off the armband marked with three diagonal blue lines—the universal symbol for “medic.” “We’re looking for a child,” Jane told her. The medic stared at her face, her bone-deep exhaustion warring with open curiosity at the human asking her questions. “One with . . . talents. We were told to ask down here.”

The Wulf nodded, then sighed. “I know the child you mean,” she said. “I’ve . . . tried to help. He lives with his mother, in the subway line apartments. Find the ladders; go as far down as you can; ask around again. Everyone knows who they are. All the way at the edges.”

“Do you—can you tell me what the child can do?”

The Wulf stared at Jane for another moment, then shook her head. “It’s not my place to say,” she answered. “Not my story to tell. Whatever it is you expect, though, prepare yourself for disappointment. It’s a sad story. Like so many in this city.”

Jane nodded, taking a step backward. “Thank you for your help,” she said.

“Of course. Good luck. I hope you can help them. They deserve it.” With that, she faded into the rest of the shuffling crowd, off to catch some well-deserved rest.

Jane looked at me; I looked back, then shrugged. “At least we know we’re looking for a male,” I said. “That’s something, at least.”

“True. ‘Prepare yourselves for disappointment,’ on the other hand, is . . . less than promising. And the boy still has his mother. That might be . . . tricky.”

For whatever reason—most likely the activating trauma that most of the children we were seeking out went through—a substantial percentage of the kids we took back to Sanctum were orphans, more than half, at least. As an orphan myself, I kind of recoiled at the notion that it was a “good” thing, but the truth was it did make it easier to convince a child to leave their homeworld—usually the only world they’d ever known—if they wouldn’t have to leave parents behind as well. Jane and I had managed it a couple times in the three years we’d been working together, but she was right: it did make things more complicated.

We couldn’t offer to take his mother with us, either. That wasn’t in our mandate. I gathered it had been tried before, in the early days of Sanctum, with . . . less than ideal results. It wasn’t something operatives in our line talked about much—but it had been made very clear to me in my training that, of the things we were allowed to promise the kids to secure their cooperation, a place for their parents wasn’t among them.

Still, a way off of a world like this one, most parents would want that for their child. That was usually our opening bargaining chip, and as chips went, it was not half bad, especially given the state of siege they were living in now.

We started forward, into the tunnels, looking for a ladder down.



CHAPTER 4

It took us some time, wandering the subway tunnels, asking around about the boy with the gifts, our theoretical cargo—Jane’s term, by the way; I kind of hated it, but she used it often enough that it had snuck its way into my vernacular all the same. As it turned out, we needn’t have bothered. People were helpful, in a vague enough sort of way—some of them were, at any rate; some growled and refused to speak, others called him a “demon” and made warding symbols with their claws, but a few were helpful. Ultimately, though, we could have just wandered the subway at random until we came across the surest possible sign that we were in the right place.

The electric lights in a single section of a subway car were glowing.

Jane noticed it before I did, the difference between the orange glow of sporadic lantern flames and the cold blue flickering of the ancient fluorescents. “Esa,” she nudged me quietly, pointing out the light.

“Think it has to do with the planes?” I asked, still keeping my voice low; discussion of the pulse—what was likely assumed to be a universal constant on this world, given that nobody got offworld any longer—wasn’t likely to make us many friends.

Jane shook her head. “Too localized. Best guess is it’s his gift. It could be a generator—this world isn’t so far down the line that basic gasoline-powered generators wouldn’t run—but we haven’t seen any others. Plus, I’ve seen it before: the gift, I mean. A form of electrokinesis. He’s a walking, talking fusion battery, and the rads don’t affect him any more than they do you. I’m surprised the sect here doesn’t have him chained to some of the big machinery above, working him day and night.”

I turned to face her. “We’ve seen mostly decency among them so far,” I said. “Even a little bit of kindness, here and there. What makes you so sure they’d try something so awful?”

“Because kindness and decency are the first things to go when the enemy is at the door,” she replied. “Come on.” She nodded at a figure, staring at us from the door of the subway car, the other Wulf making room around her. “If I had to guess, that’s our boy’s mother.”

We approached the train car, entering the circle of electric light. The female Wulf just stared at us, something tired in her eyes. Jane raised a hand. “We—”

“You have come to try and take my son away from me,” the woman said, her voice not . . . accusatory, not exactly, but something else instead. Maybe just tired. Slowly, the claws slid from her fingers, an autonomic reflex, no different than Jane or I getting henflesh if we were spooked. She made no attempt to use those talons, or even raise them in a threat or a beseechment—just stood there, staring at us, her eyes almost hollow. Then: “You had better come inside. Please, keep your voices down.”

With that, she ducked into the train car, leaving Jane and me no choice but to follow.

The boy wasn’t immediately visible; there were a few sheets, strung from the handhold bars above, and we could see a shadow beyond that which might have been a child. He seemed to be sleeping. Apparently his—what had Jane called it?—electrokinesis was involuntary; he was running power to the lights above without any conscious effort.

Wish I could do that; using my teke took it out of me.

The Wulf woman was folding laundry, refusing to look at us despite her invitation. Inside the train car, under the electric light, I could get a better look at her: there were patchy burns along her arm and the side of her face, where her fur refused to grow. Some injury from the war, possibly? Or just a horrible accident, when her son’s powers had manifested? A terrible thing, to be afraid of your own child.

“You have come from beyond the city, seeking a ‘gifted’ child,” she said, still not looking at us, concentrating on her work. “This much the others tell me. Some say that I should let you have him, and be glad: they say you will take him away from this war, and it doesn’t matter to where, simply because any place is better than here. They do not actually care what happens to him, of course; just that they cannot imagine anyone turning away such an invitation. Others say I should let you take him because he is a demon, and not to be trusted. I have heard this from them before. Still others say I should tear your throats out where you stand—even offered to help. They are not thinking of my boy either, of course: just that they want the minor comforts he can provide. The lights, the air exchangers.” She waved a free hand above us, encompassing the minor machinery operating quietly in the subway car’s steel. “Tell me: why should I let you take my boy? He is my only living son. His life, here, is hard enough; why should I trust that you will not make it harder? All he has in the world is me. All I have in the world is him. Why would I let you take that away from us?”

Jane opened her mouth to answer, but the woman turned to face her before she could speak. “I should warn you,” she continued, “think carefully before you speak. I have not entirely cast aside the option to open your veins and abandon you in the deeper tunnels. You are human. We do not know much of your kind, but we do remember that you are weaker than we are, physically. I do not think you can raise your guns before I can close the distance between us and end your lives. You are trying to take my boy away from me. So I say again: think carefully.”

She was wrong, of course; even without my telekinesis, both Jane and I were fast enough on the draw that we could gun her down before she even got halfway down the railcar toward us. But the absolute worst way to start a relationship with our cargo would be to shoot his mother in front of him; that wasn’t how we wanted this to go.

“Before I tell you why you should let him come with us,” Jane told the woman, “there are a few truths that you should know. I will not lie to you. We want to be friends to your son; we want to help him. We cannot do that if his mother tells him never to trust us. Do you believe me?”

The woman looked slowly between Jane and myself, gave the Wulf equivalent of a small smile. “Ah,” she said. “Of course. I should have guessed. You are a mother yourself. I needn’t have bothered with all the threats, then.” She turned back to her laundry; we didn’t correct her assumption. “Continue.” She was making a big show of being calm, controlled, but I could see the fur jumping near one of the patchy spots on her neck; her pulse was racing through her veins.

“We are not from another sect on this world,” Jane told her. “We are not from this world at all.”

She simply nodded, not as though she believed it, but as though that were a thing she had thought we might say. “And why should I trust you?”

“Look and see for yourself.” Jane pulled a small piece of tech from her coat: a simple holographic projector. She waited until the Wulf woman had faced us again, then triggered it on, filling the train car with images of the wider galaxy, making them slide and twist along the metal walls. It operated for only a few seconds—a level of tech well beyond what could last for long on this world—until it burnt out, but the Wulf woman’s eyes were still wide as the light faded.

“The pulse—the radiation that keeps the old technology from working here—it has not spread to every world,” Jane told her. “There are others where the old technology still runs. We are from one such world. We need your child’s help, to stop the pulse from spreading to our home.” Not quite the truth, but close enough that the woman could hear the ring of it in Jane’s voice, and just self-interested enough that she could believe it.

“So.” With effort, she lifted her eyes from the piece of tech in Jane’s hand—burnt out and useless now, but still drawing her gaze with an almost gravitational pull. I don’t know if she actually believed, or if she was just pretending that she did, both to us and for herself. Because of what it might mean for her son. “You need my child to help your world. This I can understand—this is not so different from what the others said. A world far across the stars, a sect halfway across this one; they are much the same. You also offer him wonders beyond his imagining—some of the others said that, as well. That does not tell me why I should let you take him.”

“Because,” Jane said, swallowing, and even I didn’t know what she was going to say next; she clearly had some plan, some play, but damned if I knew what it was. “If you do, on our world—with our medicine, our technology—we can help him walk again.”

What?

The smile the woman gave was bitter now; even on a Wulf face, I could read that much. She reached over and pushed the hanging sheet aside, revealing her son, sleeping quietly on the seats of the subway car, uncovered. Where the woman had strange scarring on her face and arm, the boy had the same, but at the base of his spine instead.

Ah. Jane had used her HUD to scan the child. Knew about the injury he’d received—likely the same trauma that had caused his powers to awaken.

“You are clever,” the woman admitted to Jane, looking down on her son. “I suppose you would have to be, to do what you do. It wasn’t a bomb that did this to him, not an attack by the enemy. A chemical spill, instead, in the ammunition factory where I work. Worked. He was bringing me my lunch. Saw the spill, saw me burning. Heard me scream. Do you know what it is like, to a child that young, to hear his mother make a noise like that? An animal noise, pure fear and pain. He just . . . reacted. Grabbed for me. Reached into the flood and blocked the spill with his own back. Pulled me clear, saved my life. As if I needed another reason to love him.” She shook her head. “Such a brave boy. And after that, he had taken his last steps. He will never dance with a pretty girl; he will likely never bring one home to meet me. He will never walk again. But after.” She waved her hands idly at the lights above, still looking down at her sleeping child.

“All of that is only true so long as he remains here, on this world,” Jane promised her.

“His spine is twisted—melted. You are telling me you can fix that? I think you are lying.” She bared just a little bit of fang as she turned back toward us.

Jane shook her head. “Not the damage—not all of it. But there is technology that can . . . attach to him, give him muscles that will react to commands that can bypass the injury to his spine. He will be able to walk again. This much I can promise you. The dancing, the pretty girls—that, I cannot be sure of. But the walking: yes.”

“So that is what you offer. A chance for my boy to walk again. To stand just a little closer to the stars above. The stars, where you will take him. Far away from me. I will never see him again. That is the price I must pay. The price we both must pay. Nothing is ever without a price. This, I understand.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. Knelt by her boy’s bedside. Shook him awake, gently, as she blinked back the tears rolling down the fur on her face.

“Sho.” She whispered his name, and none of the fear, of the hurt, that had just been present in her voice was audible any longer. She would not let him hear it. “Time to wake up, my son. There are people you need to meet. Something . . . wonderful has happened. Sho. Wake—”

Her words were cut off as all of us—Jane, myself, the boy, his mother—were thrown to the ground; the little makeshift apartment had begun shaking violently, and not just the train car, but the tunnel around it as well. There were deep grinding sounds, coming from all around us, like something just outside of the walls, something within the earth and the concrete beyond, was trying to get through.

Maybe something wonderful had just happened to Sho—I sure hoped it had. But it sounded like something terrible was on its way as well.

Like the lady said: everything came with a price. The two just weren’t always guaranteed to be equal. That wasn’t the way the world worked—not any world I’d ever seen, at any rate.



CHAPTER 5

I picked myself up, found Jane, who was doing the same thing. Behind her, I could hear the child—Sho—frightened, begging his mother: “Mama, what’s happening? Who—what are these people? What is—”

“Be calm, now, Sho, be calm. Everything will be—”

“Get outside, Esa,” Jane commanded as we got to our feet. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Right.” I ducked through the open door, the boy’s mother’s quiet whispers fading away, replaced by the chaos outside the subway car. People everywhere were screaming, running—all in one direction, back the way we had come. So of course I looked the other way.

We were pretty much at the edge of the populated tunnels, maybe even beyond the factory above us, beyond the walls; I’d figured that much. Somewhere past the curve of the subway line, there must have been some sort of collapse, a cave-in, something blocking the access out to the wider world; otherwise there would have been guards, defending an ingress point. At the edge of the fluorescent lights—now flickering, winking in and out, though I couldn’t tell if that was because of whatever was happening, or because the boy was awake, his powers fluctuating with his fear—there were a few more points of orange: candles and lanterns. Around them, I could just see it coming: a creeping fog, tinged copper by the small glints of the flame.

Gas.

I ducked back into the rail car. “It’s a chemical attack,” I told Jane. “We don’t have much time.”

She nodded; the Wulf woman was already fitting her with some kind of homemade harness, adjusting the straps to wrap Jane’s slightly smaller frame. It was probably how she carried her boy around. The woman heard what I said, of course, as did Jane and the boy, but she gave no reaction. Sho, however, was a different story. “We need to move, we need to go,” he said, pulling himself back up onto his bed with effort, his legs dragging behind him. “The gas—it will expand, fill the tunnels, if they’ve breached the ceilings beneath the front they’ll keep pumping it in—”

His mother cut him off—“Sho, be still”—before he could get to the realization the rest of us had already come to. The elevator Jane and I had ridden down in was distant, up several ladders and back underneath the factory proper, not to mention far too small to fit all the people we’d passed on our way here. Even if there were other lifts like them—and we hadn’t seen any others, not on our explorations while we’d been looking for the boy—not everyone was making it up to the surface, away from the creeping death approaching. Not even a tenth of them would be able to reach the floors above before the gas expanded to fill the entire tunnel system.

Almost everyone inside the subway tunnels was going to die.

The Wulf sect’s enemies above hadn’t been able to breach the factory complex’s walls, not even with their warplanes, not with all their soldiers and all their guns. So they were targeting another part of the city instead—the civilians, hidden underground, the very place they’d thought they would be safe. Trying to tear out the sect’s heart, rather than waste more time and effort trying to push past their defenses.

“We’ll have to go through it, Esa,” Jane told me, even as the Wulf settled her son into the harness over her back. The boy had gritted his teeth, and tears were streaking his face, but he wasn’t sobbing anymore. Trying goddamned hard to be brave, instead. I wondered if he’d realized yet what was about to happen to his mother. “Find the breach, get topside again. It’s the only way.”

I nodded, reaching over to help cinch up the straps around Sho. I lay what I hoped was a comforting hand on his shoulder as I did so, putting my head against his. “We’re here to protect you, Sho,” I told him in a whisper. “Don’t worry about a thing. We’ve got you now. My name is Esa.”

“Esa, yes,” he nodded. “Thank . . . thank you. What is—where are we—”

“Just try to stay calm, Sho. Try to focus . . . think about something else. Think about something far away from here. We’re taking you to a better place, a better world. But it’s going to be scary, getting there.” I remembered my own flight, across the face of my homeworld, with Jane and the Preacher, the Pax closing in behind. I’d tried to cover it up, but I’d been terrified. I’m sure he was the same. “I’ll be right here with you.”

“Listen to the girl, Sho,” his mother commanded her boy. “You listen, and you do as she says. She is part of your pack now; she is your sister. She will protect you. She will lay down her life for you, if she has to.” She was staring at me as she said it, her amber eyes seeming to blaze in the reflection of the flickering light. I nodded, once. I would.

“Is he tied on?” Jane asked, trying to look behind her, unable to, around Sho’s bulk; the effect might almost have been comical, if we weren’t all about to die.

“I am . . . yes, I’m good,” Sho told her, holding tight to her shoulders. Jane put her wrists underneath his backside and lifted; she was able to stand, even with his bulk, as well as the added weight of all her weapons and ammunition. That was good news. I wouldn’t have been able to, and not just because I was smaller; Jane was fucking fit.

“You will go now, Sho,” his mother told him, stroking the fur around his face. “You will have a better life, a safer life, once you are free of all this. And you will remember how much I love you. Always remember that.”

“Mother, I—”

“You.” The woman had turned her burning glare to Jane now, instead. “I am trusting you. Trusting you with my boy. I have no other choice. There is no threat I can make . . . no threat I will be able to carry out, that I can frighten you with. Soon you will be far beyond my reach.” Two meanings to those words, hiding the truth behind the hope, for her boy. “All the same. You will protect him. Protect him the same as you do your own daughter. From one mother to another, I want your word. You will protect him, and you will show him the stars.”

Jane freed one hand from the boy, reached out to grip the Wulf woman’s wrist. “You have it,” she said. “Sho will be safe with me.”

The woman smiled, though she was still weeping. She squeezed Jane’s arm in return, her claws retracting. “His name is ‘Show-no-fang,’ ” she said through her tears. “He is a good boy.”

“Mother, please—” the child was begging; she caressed his face once more, then reached under her overturned laundry basket and produced a giant fucking shotgun. No wonder she’d been doing “laundry” when we entered.

Okay. So maybe if she hadn’t wanted her son to go with us, we would have had more trouble than we thought.

“Go!” she said again, herding us out of the train car—the only home Sho had ever known. The gas was getting closer now, approaching the edge of the electric light, a boil of sick-colored mist, yellow and green and copper-tinged by candle flame. It looked like cancer come to life.

“Esa—” Jane warned, but I was already on it. To think: I’d made fun of her when she insisted we carry gas masks on this mission. I helped Jane get her own mask on, then removed mine from around my neck, pulling out the straps and settling it over Sho’s head. It took a little doing to get it over his muzzle, but Justified equipment was designed to fit most of the various species that made up our ranks, and I got it secure after a bit of fiddling.

“Breathe in, breathe out, just like normal,” I commanded him, tightening the final straps. “Deep breaths. If you start to hyperventilate . . . don’t start to hyperventilate. It’ll be all right.”

“What about you?” the boy’s mother asked me.

“Don’t worry yourself,” Jane told her with a small smile to me, barely visible through the clouded plastic of her mask. “Your son has his gifts; my daughter has her own.”

I nodded, and ran a hand down my face, dragging my fingers through the grease paint that camouflaged my skin as if I were pulling an invisible mask on from underneath my knit hat. A feeling of cold spread from my fingertips, like I was coating my skin with liquid. It was a telekinetic bubble, an old trick I’d learned for dangerous atmospheres; it took effort, keeping it porous enough to let oxygen through while blocking everything else, and I wouldn’t be able to use much of my teke while maintaining it, but it would keep me alive in the gas.

“You’ll have to take point, Esa,” Jane told me, shifting her grip to better take Sho’s weight, unintentionally reinforcing her command: with both her hands held behind her, supporting the boy, she wouldn’t be able to hold her rifle. “I’ll scan, and feed positions to you.”

“Got it.” I really needed to stop being a coward and get a HUD installed, six-hour medical procedure or not. Jane could read heat signatures through the cloud of the gas; I would be mostly blind.

I unslung my submachine gun—I called her “Bitey,” had even stenciled fangs under her muzzle brake—and held her at ready position, one finger just outside the trigger guard; with my other hand, I flipped a toggle just above the off-hand grip, and the built-in suppressor mechanism slid into place forward of the barrel. It wouldn’t completely silence any shots I made, but hopefully, between the suppressor and the fog of the gas, it would make it harder for any enemies waiting for us to pinpoint my position.

I took a final breath, maybe my last clean one before we stepped into the fog. God, we were really going to do this.

“Mother,” Sho said desperately, twisting on Jane’s back to try and get a look at the face of the woman who had raised him, who had borne him, who had fed him and clothed him and chased away his fears and his pain. There was more agony in that single word than others felt in whole lifetimes. I often regretted being raised an orphan. Now was not one of those times.

“Go, my son,” the Wulf woman told him, loading shells into her shotgun without looking—her gaze was only for her boy. “Be strong. Be brave. Live. There are so many other worlds out there for you to see. Worlds better than this one.”

“Mother, I love you—I love you so much—”

“I love you too, Sho. I always will. Now go. Go!”

Jane took that as her sign; staying longer would just prolong the boy’s pain. Not to mention, give a chance for the enemy sect—likely currently widening the breach they’d made to pump in the gas—to get into place in front of us. She started moving toward the yellow-greenish fog, and I took my place at her side, my gun held at the ready.

Sho was still twisted around on Jane’s back, staring at his mother as she receded away—no different from how she might have seemed if he were on a train pulling away from the station, one of the long-silent cars beside us now. He made one more awful, wordless wail, then buried his face into Jane’s shoulder, muffling his sobs; he couldn’t see her any longer. The fog had swallowed her whole.

I’d never even asked her name.



CHAPTER 6

We entered the poisoned fog.

It was like stepping into another world, like stepping out of Scheherazade’s cargo bay, and onto the surface of a planet never terraformed, never meant for our presence. The choking gas was everywhere. Every breath I took drew it in eddies toward me until it was repulsed by the telekinetic mask; I could feel it, wet and thick against my skin like I was wading through slime. It felt like the touch of death, corrosive and awful. Some of that might have been my imagination. Some of it was not.

I kept my gun up. It wasn’t like I could shoot the fog, but presumably, if the other sect had found a way into the tunnel to pump the gas in, they were about to follow that assault up with an actual assault. Launch their attack on the fortress above through the catacombs of the dead their gas had created.

I couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of me, couldn’t even see the far side of the tunnel wall. There was just the gas, rolling ever past us as more was pumped inside somewhere ahead. We’d stepped down onto the tracks—it’s not as though we were about to be run over by a train car, there hadn’t been trains running through these tunnels for a hundred years—and I could count maybe a dozen ties stretched across the concrete floor before those, too, were swallowed up by the yellow-green mists.

The world was silence; even Sho had quieted himself, just a massive pair of golden eyes peering over Jane’s shoulder when I stole glances backward at the two of them. Every footstep we took was too loud, as though that sound and that sound alone carried into the distance, further into the swirl of gas.

“Esa,” Jane warned. “Heat signatures. Fading. Two dozen paces ahead, up on the access path.” I hauled myself up onto the narrow catwalk as silently as I could; Jane and Sho followed below, still on the tracks. I kept moving forward until the forms appeared silently from the still eddies of the fog, like shoals of coral on mist-choked seas. Two Wulf, maintenance workers, it looked like, slumped against the tunnel wall on the same access path I’d taken. They were dying—dead. The signatures Jane was reading were the slow fade of their organs, still giving off heat, but growing colder by the second.

I knelt beside them, shut their staring eyes. I don’t know why. I just did. Moved on. I kept to the access catwalk, maybe four feet above the tunnel floor, my boots even in height with Jane’s back, slightly behind me. A pinprick of light appeared in front of me—a candle flame, guttering and sickly in the mist, starved of most of the oxygen it needed to burn. A few tools, scattered below. Must have been where the maintenance workers were plying their trade; they’d staggered backward when the mist had appeared, tried to run. Hadn’t gotten far.

“More signatures,” Jane said again, the words in my ear on the comm, not audible in the silence of the mist. “Four of them, coming down the tunnel. Armed.”

The enemy had found their way through. Not my enemy, except now they were; I was in their path, in their way, and they’d shoot me dead, Wulf or not, if they saw me before I saw them. I moved forward, knelt by the candle, and snuffed it out with a teke pinch. Raised up my gun. Hugged the wall and started moving again.

The first soldier appeared out of the mist: masked, armored, down on the railway proper. A Tyll, by build. Patchwork combat armor, but his gun looked deadly enough. I froze in place, raised my own weapon. Let him come. He hadn’t seen me yet, in the shadows up on the catwalk—wasn’t expecting anyone alive this deep in the gas.

The second form appeared behind him. I wanted to know where as many of them were as possible before I opened fire—the first two had almost moved past me, still looking straight ahead. Any second now, they’d see Jane and Sho, still down on the tracks and back a ways from my position.

More eddies in the mist—the other two were about to make their appearance. I kept my gun trained on the first soldier, my finger slipping inside the trigger guard, even as my eyes were glued on the approach of his companions; my hands shifted almost imperceptibly, the barrel of my weapon slowly pacing the figure I could barely see out of the corner of my eye. The third soldier appeared.

The first called out—he’d seen Jane. My finger twitched on Bitey’s trigger. The gun spat three rounds and he went down, tumbling through the fog like a tree felled in the forest, a spatter of teal blood splashing against the tunnel walls, almost glowing like bioluminescence in the mist. I turned the weapon on the second, cut him down as well, ducked low. The third had heard the shots, had seen the muzzle flash, even with the suppressor attached—no gun was entirely without telltale signs of its firing. He was raising a weapon in my general direction, but I’d kept turning Bitey even after cutting down the second soldier, and I had a bead drawn before the next aggressor could find me in the fog. Put three rounds in his chest.

That wasn’t good enough—the other two I’d taken in the head, because they were all wearing armor. The third went down, flat on his back, but he was still moving; I could hear him gasping for air, even inside his mask. The shots had probably cracked his ribs, but the bullets hadn’t penetrated. I slipped down onto the train tracks, inching toward him, watching the fog for the fourth figure Jane had seen. Nothing. No sign.

I was almost to the man I’d put down; I stepped on the gun that had slipped from his grasp when he fell, the gun he was still blindly reaching for. He’d seen me now—his Tyll eyes, jeweled and wide, were terrified through the plastic of his mask. He gasped a word—something like “don’t”—before I drew the knife from my boot and plunged it into his throat, my gun still held on the fog before me, my eyes trained down the iron sights, looking for the approach of the fourth.

The Tyll beneath my knee was trying—and failing—to breathe around the six inches of steel I’d shoved into his neck, his hand scrabbling ineffectually at my arm. His sect had pumped gas into these tunnels, tried to poison hundreds of people: probably succeeded. He had likely volunteered to be the first to climb through the breach, to walk through the dead and the dying with his gun out, to finish what the gas had started. And he thought begging for his life might still my hand.

He wasn’t my enemy. I didn’t like killing people, didn’t like hurting them. I had to try not to enjoy killing this one.

The fourth figure appeared in a rush, moving fast—he knew something had happened to his friends, but not what. I fired Bitey again. With the gun held one-handed, the recoil carried the three-round burst up, the first bullet catching him high in the chest, the next in his chin, the last in his forehead. He dropped like a stone, and the deadly fog was still again, for the moment.

I was surrounded by the dead—men I’d killed. Nausea fought its way up from my gut, bile rising from my throat—for a moment, the world swam, just from the pure terror of it all, the fear that had been coursing through me the whole time. What the fuck had I been thinking? I’d forced Jane to take me on this mission—she thought I hadn’t been ready, and she’d been right. How arrogant did I have to be to think that I could do this—taking point on a war-torn world, not just my own life but Jane’s and Sho’s dependent on my actions, my training, my reflexes. I’d fucking asked for this. I was scared shitless, and that wasn’t changing just because I’d won this fight—I was more scared now than I had been before I’d seen the enemy up close. How fucking stupid could I be?

I fought the reaction down, forced my body to stop shaking, pushed at the fear in my mind until it was locked away in a tight box in a corner, metaphorically speaking. I’d have to open it later—but that was for later. For now: we had work to do.

When Jane and Sho caught up with me I had cleaned my knife, and stowed it; I’d loaded a fresh magazine into Bitey and was quietly filling the nearly emptied clip with new rounds. Jane took a look at the dead around me, nodded once. “Well done,” she said. If she could see anything of the near panic attack I’d fought off on my face, she didn’t say anything about it.

“Thank you,” I replied, stowing the newly filled magazine on the spareclip hooks dangling from my shoulder holster. I tried not to look at Sho, who was staring wide-eyed at me. Even in a city constantly at war, he’d never seen anything like what I’d just done.

I put that in the “later” box too.

We moved on.

Another couple hundred feet down the tunnel, we found their breach. Jane read the heat signatures first—large ones, not human, but machines instead, their “light” fading as the heat slipped out of them and the pulse radiation ate into their guts. More questions that we couldn’t ask, and likely wouldn’t ever get answers to: the machines were repurposed mining tools, massive drillheads.

As choked with the pulse radiation as this world was, they should have never worked, required cleaner fuel than this world could produce, not to mention intricate electronics to give them life: so how had the sect above managed to trick them into motion long enough to chew a tunnel down to the subway lines? And if there was some sort of defense against the pulse that this sect had somehow figured out, why were the rads busily eating into their tech now?

All theoretical, anyway. The bigger problem was the dozen or so heat signatures on the other side of the breach, working to widen the newly carved tunnel their dying machines had begun. It was already big enough to allow entrance for their soldiers—the four I’d met and put down farther back in the tunnel were evidence of that. So what the hell else were they trying to get down here? More troops at once? Were they going to storm an entire brigade through the subways?

Again—didn’t matter. They wanted down, into the subway system; we wanted up, out into the open air again, up toward the front lines, as crazy as that sounded. I took a few deep breaths behind my mask, each faster than the last, then I held the final one and slipped my fingers down my face, letting Bitey dangle at my side. Pulled the mask off so that I could focus my telekinetic energy in my hands, instead. Gathered the force just inside my clenched fists, letting it build and build and build until it was like my palms were gripped around a pair of tiny, furiously vibrating creatures, digging into my skin to get out.

They wanted a wider hole? I’d give them a fucking hole.

I thrust my hands out before me, palms facing the climbing tunnel, letting the force loose with the same motion. The silence of the mist was deepened, for a single moment, all sonic vibration sucked into the release of the telekinetic blast like gravity sucked into a black hole. We couldn’t actually hear it as my teke battering ram—roughly the size of a train car, and moving twice as fast—hammered its way up the makeshift tunnel, carrying the soldiers inside with it, hopefully until they hit something hard. We only heard the aftermath, collapse and detritus clattering down the concrete.

“Let’s move,” Jane said, pulling herself up onto the platform one-handed, Sho still on her back. After pulling my teke mask back on, I did the same, climbing into the gas-choked tunnel, climbing up toward the front.

We’d been assuming that the sect above was just pumping gas down, into the subway system below, but nope: they’d blanketed the entire front line with the stuff, probably to try and force the defenders back inside the factory walls so they couldn’t see the enemy massing their own forces, preparing to send them all underground.

That meant that once we reached the surface, we’d still be blind, but so would they.

We emerged, blinking, into the light of day, what little light there was diffused by the eddying fog, which was more alive up here than it had been below, shifting and flowing thanks to the mild air currents on the factory world’s surface. The gas pumps up here were automated, unmanned—but still running, less complicated tech than the drilling tools we’d found below. I broke the machines, just because. I doubted it would do any good—they’d already flooded the tunnels—but you never knew.

Maybe, after the lives I’d taken below, I could save some lives too. That would be nice.



CHAPTER 7

Now that we were aboveground, Jane activated her long-distance comms, trying to raise Schaz—she’d tried before, when we were in the tunnels, but we’d been too deep, the signal blocked by all the concrete around us. This time, Scheherazade came on the line with no delay.

“We need extraction,” Jane said flatly.

“Well, hello to you as well, Jane,” Schaz grumbled. I could hear her response through my own comms, Jane feeding the signal to me.

“Not the time, Schaz. We’re at the front lines, in front of the factory complex somewhere, hidden in a chemical attack cloud.”

“Oh. That does sounds unpleasant. Hold on.” Schaz went to work, presumably feeding Jane enemy locations and heat signatures from her orbital view, hovering high, high, high above the battlefield.

“That train line, there.” I couldn’t see whatever the hell Jane was talking about; again, thanks to my lack of HUD, about all I could see was toxic gas and bullet-chewed concrete. But a train line sounded promising. Probably just a continuation of the bridge we’d followed into the city from the south; I thought I remembered something like that from the topographical map we’d studied before Schaz had dropped us off.

“It’s cut off from the factory complex itself,” Jane continued, still talking to Schaz. “Which means there’s not a lot of fighting going on up there—the Wulf in the city must have shattered the support trestle ages ago, to deny the enemy access to their northern gate. How far are we from access, someplace we can climb up?”

“Not too far—half a mile, at most. But Jane, if you do manage to get up there, that position is packed with enemy snipers. I can come pick you up, but you’ll be under fire the entire time.”

“It’s not a problem. See the train car, back toward the complex, nearly at the break in the span?”

“The one that’s still on the tracks? Sure—it looks like at one point the enemy converted it to a sniper’s nest.”

“You let us worry about that; they’ll be facing the wrong way. We’re going to take that car, and we’re going to get it moving; the tracks themselves are clear. That’ll get us past the enemy’s forward lines.”

“Jane—have you been hit on the head? Esa, has she been hit on the head? That world is pulsed; that locomotive’s engine requires fusion power to run, and the fusion batteries inside won’t work.”

“We’ve got an answer to that. Just figure out a flight plan to intercept that train while it’s in motion—we won’t be able to risk letting it stop, not while we’re barreling through enemy positions, so we’ll have to transfer from it to you as it’s moving down the track.”

“If you let it go too far—however you’re planning to get it started to begin with—there’s another break in the bridge, several miles down. Just so you know. That’s a long drop to take in a metal box. A metal box that’s not, you know, me.”

“Understood. Jane out.” She switched off her comms, then looked at Sho, who had been following what sounded to him like a one-sided conversation with wide eyes.

“Who were you talking to?” he asked.

“Our ship,” Jane answered. “She’s coming to pick us up.”

“Your ship can talk?”

I almost smiled at that; the question was . . . familiar, to say the least. I’d asked Jane the same thing, almost verbatim, what felt like lifetimes ago.

“Yes, she can,” Jane told him, her voice full of the same poorly hidden annoyance she’d answered me with. “Not important right now. You got those electric lights to run, down below, and the pulse didn’t burn them out, because the power was coming from you, the same way Barious are protected.”

“What are ‘Barious’?”

“Also not important, at the moment. Do you think you can do the same to a fusion battery, in an old train car?”

He nodded confidently; I was quietly impressed. He’d been through a hell of a day, but here he was, clinging to Jane’s back, doing his best to help. “I’ve activated fusion batteries before,” he said. “In the ammunition factory. They don’t last very long—a half a day, at most, before the reaction starts to sour and I have to power them down—but I can get them running.”

“That’s all we need. Esa? You got the plan?”

I nodded confidently. “We make our way through this . . . shit . . .”—I waved at the gas cloud around us, and the concrete ruin of the bombed-out surface of the factory world barely visible behind it—“until we can find access to the train line above, probably a ladder up the trestle supports. Then we climb that ladder—in full view of all the enemies around us once we breach the top of the gas—and we pray we don’t get shot while we’re doing it. Then we launch an assault on this train car, otherwise known as an enemy sniper position—”

“Quit whining, I already said they’ll be facing the wrong way—”

“And then we get the train car running—if we’re not dead by that point, that is—and barrel past the enemy lines, theoretically heading toward wherever the hell all these assholes are coming from, so that Schaz can pick us up, transferring from a moving train to a moving spacecraft. Before we run out of train track—and bridge—and come to a much more sudden stop at the bottom of a concrete ravine. That about the long and short of it?”

Sho looked from me, back to Jane. “She makes it sound a lot harder than the thing you said,” he told her solemnly.

“She has a bad habit of doing that,” Jane replied, glaring at me. “We’ve got this, Sho. This is what we do.”

“Is it?” he asked me.

I nodded, trying to force a confidence into my voice that I really didn’t feel. We were probably about to get shot at a lot. “It is,” I told him. “This plan is kind of crazy, yeah, but on a scale from one to ten, as compared with some of the other plans we’ve executed, and survived? It’s, like, a four.”

“Four is still . . . higher than one. Or two. Or three. I think I would prefer any of those numbers to a four.”

“So would I, Sho,” Jane told him, “but you play the hand you’re dealt.”

“If this is a four, what would be a ten?”

“Once we get clear of all this, remind me to tell you the story of when we stormed a dreadnaught,” I told him. “That was, like, at least an eight.”

“Nine point three,” Jane grunted, standing and shifting Sho’s weight on her back.

“You only think that because you got shot a little.”

“You got shot?” Sho asked her.

“All you’ve seen today, Sho, and you think it’s surprising she’s been shot?”

“Not for the first time, kid,” Jane told him, ignoring me.

“They had to give her a new liver,” I told him. “She has, like, a machine liver now. And kidneys too.”

“Can we stop talking about insane escapades we’ve pulled in the past, and concentrate on the insane escapade we’ve got to pull right now?” Jane asked.

I shrugged, standing as well, pulling Bitey up into ready position. “It’s your plan,” I told her.

“Yes, it is. And, as usual, I would prefer if we could just execute it, and not stand around a goddamned war zone talking it to death.”

“Just point the way, partner.”

“Down into those trenches.” She nodded toward a shadow in the mists I could barely see; I hadn’t really noticed them before, but now that she’d named them, I could tell that’s what they were—high concrete walls, maybe canals for wastewater, way back when, now repurposed as cover from the firing positions in the factory somewhere behind us. “They should take us most of the way to the access ladder; that way we only have to cross a little open ground to get to it, as opposed to a lot.”
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