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			To my parents,

			Paul and Penny.

			For always being there.

			I’m going to be all right.
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			THE RED COMPANY

			DARKNESS.

			Green eyes watched from the darkness like statues in a fog. I felt them like fishhooks in me, dragging me upward. I felt wrong. Cold. The image of Bordelon’s face on the holograph—moments before I wiped it from existence—seemed to float on the air. His was not alone. Gilliam’s was there, lips twisted as he was, a sneer made flesh. And Uvanari. A confusion of sound filled my universe: the screams of dying men, the cheering of the Colosso crowd, my own blood pounding in my ear.

			I knew then, knew that I had been dead, and that all this sensory weight was the cost and burden of consciousness returning. Of being alive. I was alive. Again.

			“Lord Commandant?” A familiar voice, strangely accented, hinting at a language I could not remember—if indeed I knew it at all. “Lord Commandant?”

			I was hiding in a basement on Pharos, that was it. There was a woman with me, a woman I loved, her hair blacker than the shadows. We were hiding from Bordelon and the Normans after they sold us to Admiral Whent. No. No, that was a long time ago, and a long time since Emesh, but my confused brain drank the scent of her and of burning wood, recalling the warmth of her and the taste of the ration bars we had shared alone in the darkness.

			“Lord Commandant?”

			The fog was clearing, retreating into the depths of history and of time as yet uncounted. I could still hear shouts, sobs, and I knew they were my own, conducted through bone and time to make me feel and see the horrors of my past because to know them was to be alive. Hard fingers tore my clothes that night in Borosevo, Cat’s body sank into the canals . . . At once sharp as new experience, my memories retreated from me like votive lanterns to the skies. I grasped at them, and found my arms like trunks of lead, unmoving. Warmth was rising in me, chasing out that pelagic cold, bleeding in from both my arms.

			Bleeding.

			I was in a bed. Or else in something very like a bed, and someone was standing over me. I beheld old Tor Gibson, his gray eyes green in my delirium—green as his robes—his leonine mane and whiskers bristling in the wind off Meidua’s waters.

			“Dead?” I croaked, unsure if I meant himself or me.

			The old scholiast smiled. “Not yet. We might avoid that yet.”

			“Lord Commandant, lie still please.” That strange voice. Familiar. It came from Gibson’s mouth, or so I thought. “You’re still fugue-blind.”

			“No,” I said, looking at the scholiast. “I can . . . can see Gibson.”

			“There’s no one here but us!” The voice had moved, was opposite Gibson now, but the scholiast had not changed.

			When Gibson spoke, his lips did not move. The actor knows he is on stage. The character knows there is no stage. It sounded like one of his scholiast’s aphorisms, but I could not remember it.

			I was going mad. I was in a basement on Pharos—or was that years ago? She had been there with me, with Admiral Whent’s thugs out after us, and we had come out alive. And Gibson was dead. And I’d been dead—or nearly so. Frozen.

			“Do you know where you are?”

			A question, a question that spoke to the oldest exploratory and orienting circuits in the ancientmost corners of my brain. Do you know where you are?

			As if the curtains on a stage were pulled back and the holography of the set pieces generated, the fog cleared and the real world took form. I was in medica. White walls, white floor, white ceiling. Too clean. I lay in the opened husk of a portable fugue crèche that someone had floated in here and bolted to the slab for revival. Turning, I saw that Gibson was gone. A hallucination? A vision brought on doubtless by the fact that there was still a part of me that thought in Gibson’s voice.

			Twelve years since Emesh.

			It came back to me. “We’re on the Pharaoh.” We had acquired the ship on Pharos, had taken it after that business with the Normans and Admiral Whent, after Bordelon betrayed us. We had been hired—alongside Bordelon’s company—to run weapons to freedom fighters attempting to overthrow the planetary dictator Marius Whent, all part of our efforts to build our credibility as a mercenary outfit as we hunted for Vorgossos. But Bordelon had betrayed us, and we had been forced to fight our way out. Marius Whent had been forced to surrender. Emil Bordelon had been killed, betrayed in his turn by his own soldiers—because I’d made them an offer they could not refuse.

			The woman at my bedside, an ink-skinned Norman with hair like curling steel, nodded a judicious little nod. “Yes. And do you know who I am?” She wore a set of burgundy fatigues, form-fitting. A uniform. My uniform, I had designed it, with the flapped pockets and piped sleeves.

			“Doctor Okoyo,” I said, an address and not an answer, “I don’t think there was any cryoburn.” I tried to sit up, at once aware as Adam of my nakedness.

			“Don’t move, Lord Marlowe.” She pushed me down, gentle but firm, and said, “I’ve not got all the TX9 out of you.”

			Turning, I saw the blood bags hanging from their staff beside me. AB Positive. Opposite was a drip pan emptying the anti-freezing agent from my veins. It shone cerulean in the too-white light; almost black. After a moment, I said, “You could have left me for a medtech, doctor.”

			Okoyo snorted. “Commodore Lin would skin me if I did that, and you Imperial types actually skin people.”

			“You have a point,” I conceded, “but you’ve nothing to fear from us, surely.” We sat in silence a moment, the doctor busying herself with a diagnostic terminal while I pretended I was not naked and aware of it. I tried to sort the visions I had seen. Waking from fugue was never easy. The men who had abandoned me on Emesh had shoved just enough blood in me that they could not be accused of murder, and I had been unconscious for that ordeal, but on each occasion since, I had passed through a warren of memory and noise to the quiet of the world. The brain hyper-acted, so they said, on returning to consciousness. It was like dying, I thought, for in fugue the processes of my life were suspended as in formaldehyde, and that was as good as being dead. I was little different than a corpse, or a side of meat in a freezer.

			I was wrong, of course. It is nothing like dying. Nothing at all.

			“What’s the standard date?”

			“Sixteen two-nineteen point one-one.” She did not turn her head.

			“November,” I mused. Of the Year of our Empire 16219. Forty-eight years since Emesh, though I had lived but twelve of them. Forty-eight years pretending to be mercenaries. Forty-eight years free of Count Mataro and his designs on me for his daughter. Forty-eight years a special conscript of the Legions of the Sun.

			Forty-eight more years of war. Of the abortive, genocidal crusade against the Cielcin, the xenobites who drank of human worlds and preyed upon our people like wolves among sheep. Forty-eight years hunting for Vorgossos, carrying Cielcin prisoners and the hope of parley. Of peace.

			“Is there some news?” I asked, sitting up now that the doctor could not stop me. My head swam, and I braced myself against the hard edges of my crèche. After a moment I stabilized, and tore a folded robe from the slab beside me. “Did we get a lead on that arms dealer the pirates gave us back on Sanora?” The doctor turned at the sound of my movement and hurried to my side. Her voice strained, she tried to lay me back down, but I held up a hand. “I’m just trying to cover myself.”

			Okoyo glowered. “You’re just trying to make yourself pass out, Lord Marlowe.”

			“It’s all right,” I murmured, voice suddenly faint. “It’s all right.”

			She kept an arm around my shoulders, and it was all I could do to puddle the robe in my lap—but that was enough. My own breathing consumed my attention, thick and wet. Rolling, I bent over the drip pan and coughed up a glob of the violet suspension fluid that yet settled in my lungs. “You’re not all right,” Okoyo said. “You’ve been an ice cube for the last six years.”

			“Six years?” I asked, surprised. I had not done the math. “Where are we?”

			The doctor shook her head. “Best leave that to the Commodore, Lord.”

			
				[image: ]
			

			Bassander Lin looked older than I remembered, and I wondered just how much of the intervening travel time the prickly captain had spent awake. I say captain, of course, because that was what he was. His role as Commodore was a mask, a persona, as much as was my position of Lord Commandant. The change in him was a subtle thing: no creasing about the eyes or mouth, no gray at the temples. But then, Lin was patrician, a bronze-skinned Mandari from an old family, his blood nearly so elevated as mine. The only real change lay within those black eyes of his. Something had hardened in them, the slow venom of our long association transmuted to amber; crystallized. His quarters aboard the Pharaoh had belonged to the Norman Commodore Emil Bordelon, and Bassander Lin had made some effort to remove all signs of the rooms’ previous occupant. The pornographic artwork was all gone, the ornate frames discarded, the carpets removed. I could still see the fixtures in the floor where the Commodore’s too-large bed had been, replaced by a simple soldier’s cot. There were no blankets.

			“Sleep well?” he asked, surveying me from behind his desk. “Okoyo gave you a clean bill of health.” He had an annoying habit of answering his own questions. So I didn’t speak, but slumped low in my chair, uncomfortable in my crimson uniform. Bassander was dressed identically, but on him the high collar and tokens of rank seemed to rest easy. I at least had no badges to wear, save the sigil I had made, picked out in gold thread on the left bicep. Bassander toyed with a heavy mug on his desk, not looking at me. “That woman Corvo thinks she’s found our man.”

			I sat upright, leaning over the edge of the desk. Lin’s flinty gaze tripped over my face, and he took a drink. “The Painted Man?” That was what the Sanoran pirates had called him.

			The captain shook his head and stood, turning his back. “Some bastard called Samir. He works for The Painted Man, or so Corvo tells it.” He was built like a rapier, rail-thin and slim-shouldered, and stood framed against a holograph plate depicting a collage of security feeds from inside the Pharaoh. “She sent one of her lieutenants down to the planet. He made contact.”

			“We have Vorgossos, then?” I asked.

			Bassander did not move, save to toggle the feeds on his holograph plate, displaying other parts of his ship. “No.” He put his hands on his hips, and I noticed the highmatter sword clipped there. It had belonged to Admiral Marius Whent, who had nearly cost us our lives during the Pharos affair. “Corvo’s man says Samir’s a local, just someone who covers for the Extrasolarian.”

			“We need to set up a meeting . . .”

			“It seems that way.” The captain shrugged, running hands through his wood-smoke hair. “Wouldn’t be a problem if we had the 437th with us, but . . . with a band of misfits like ours . . . it’s a joke.” We could not have called for reinforcements in any case. They were thousands of light-years and decades of real time away.

			“Just because we’re a front, Bassander,” I said, biting off his name, “does not mean we’re a joke.”

			Bassander Lin made a small dismissive noise in his throat and looked back at his screens. “We’re outnumbered six to one by those Normans you picked up, as if your Colosso rats weren’t bad enough.”

			It took a long, steady breath to keep me from hurling his mug at him. I crossed my arms instead. “We needed reinforcements.”

			“We needed soldiers.”

			“They are soldiers.”

			“They’re foederati!” Bassander turned around at last. “They’re loyal so long as we pay them. They’d turn on us in a moment if they saw a better offer.”

			“Then we don’t let them get a better offer.” It was my turn then to snort derisively. “We’re paying them half again as much as Bordelon was.”

			“That’s not to say a higher bidder won’t come along. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust Corvo. It’s only working because the money is steady.”

			“Won’t it stay that way?” I asked, putting my face in my hands. My head was pounding; I’d left medica far too soon. “The Empire. The Legions are backing us. Corvo knows that. The Meidua Red Company—”

			“The Meidua Red Company,” Bassander sneered, shaking his head as he slung back into Commodore Bordelon’s old chair. “Do you know what it is? For me?”

			I pressed my fingers against my eyes, tried to clear my head. “The tribune gave us a mission, to find the Cielcin, to try and—”

			“It’s a punishment post. She’s saddled me with you and your misfits, Earth only knows why.”

			My eyes narrowed. “How long have you been awake?” He spoke like a man too long on his own, like he’d rehearsed this conversation with himself a thousand times in the naked corridors of the Pharaoh while the rest of us slept. Bassander seemed to take my point without answering it. He glowered, allowing me the opening to ask, “So you want me to head down to the surface? Find Samir? Find this Painted Man?”

			The Commodore who was truly a captain frowned. “I just want you holding Corvo’s leash. Like I said: I don’t trust her.”

			“She’s been with us now for seventeen standard years,” I said. “I gave her command of the Mistral.” At another look from Bassander I raised my hands, temporized, “We gave her command of the Mistral. She’s good at her job.” Before that, Otavia Corvo had been Emil Bordelon’s third officer on the Pharaoh, and if the way she turned on her previous master was any indication, the man left much to be desired where commanding officers were concerned. Still, I couldn’t say that I did not understand Bassander’s trepidation. Unbidden, my eyes went to the front of the desk, where tangled relief carvings of nymphs and satyrs writhed in unprofessional ecstasy.

			Bassander took a long drink from his mug. “I just . . . want you around for it.”

			I felt myself smile, knowing it did not reach my eyes. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

			Lin grunted. “I don’t want you leading another bloody away team, though. Not after Pharos. We nearly lost you and Captain Azhar. And the last thing I need is the Jaddians upset I lost their representative.”

			“Someone important to the Company has to make contact with this Extrasolarian, The Painted Man. We can’t send Corvo and I won’t send Jinan.” When Bassander looked to be on the verge of interrupting, I said, “Neither represents the Empire, Bassander. That rules out Corvo and Jinan, that rules out Valka. That leaves you and me, and we can’t send you. It has to be me.” The quiet tossed between us like a fish upon the strand. “But we don’t know anything yet . . . Corvo’s man’s setting something up, right?”

			“He’s made it known we’re after atomics . . . antimatter weapons, that sort of thing.”

			“Daimons?” I said, unable to help myself.

			“What?” Bassander’s eyes went suddenly wide. “God and Emperor, no!”

			I understood his antipathy. I was a son of the Imperium myself, raised in the long shadow of the Mericanii, whose inhuman congress with artificial intelligence had nearly consumed mankind in the days before the Empire. I half-expected the fastidious Bassander Lin to reprimand me and accuse me of heresy, but he only ground his teeth, affording me the chance to shrug and say, “I’m only saying that if we’re going to the Extrasolarians, we shouldn’t just ask for a crate of plasma burners.”

			“Where in the word ‘atomics’ did you hear ‘plasma burners’?” He looked up at the ceiling as he spoke, as if looking for some god to give him patience.

			I dismissed this with a gesture. “Do you want me on the away team or not?”

			“No, I do not.” Bassander leaned back in the huge chair. “But it’s been nearly fifty years since we left Emesh, Marlowe. Fifty years. Do you know how many colonies the Cielcin have razed since we started off on this ridiculous adventure of yours?”

			“Knight-Tribune Smythe agrees that—”

			“Thirteen.” Bassander cut me off. “Thirteen, Marlowe.” He rattled off the names: Bannatia, Lycia, Idun . . . “I go into fugue, and each time I wake up there’s another one on the list. Millions dead. Each time. And I haven’t done a thing to stop it.” His voice had risen with each passing word until he was almost shouting.

			I had to struggle not to stand. “What do you think we’re doing?”

			“Wasting time!” he spat. “I have another transmittal compiling from the telegraph right now, for Earth’s sake! Another attack, Marlowe—I don’t know how bad.”

			“If we can secure a peace with even one Cielcin clan, we’ll have changed the face of this war more than any battle has.” I did stand then, tugging at the hem of my short jacket to straighten it. “Whether you like it or not, I have to be on that away team.”

			Bassander only bobbed his head in agreement, rubbing the spot between his eyes. “You’re probably right. Earth forgive me.”

			“I’ll need a shuttle over to the Balmung,” I said, turning distractedly away. “Is there time?”

			The captain in Commodore’s clothes massaged his jaw, but did not look at me. How small he looked, in Bordelon’s oversized chair, behind that vasty desk, bent by the weight of the years we had in common and those he’d spent alone. “We’re still waiting on Corvo’s man. There’s time.” As I turned to go he said, “Marlowe.”

			I stopped. “Yes, Lin?” I switched back to his last name. He never seemed to notice a difference, as if such shaded distinctions were meaningless to him.

			“Joke or not, we’re a military operation. Not a chauffeur service for your harem.”

			Rage flickered through me like an electrical current, made me twitch. Fists clenched, shoulders tightened. I let it go, said, “One woman is hardly a harem, captain.” I did not look back, but I felt a disturbance in the air. The captain had stung our Commodore.
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			“Are you all right?” A familiar voice asked when I stepped from Bassander’s quarters into the gunmetal hall. Turning, I found my lictor standing at his post just beside the door. His crimson company uniform looked rumpled, as if he’d been leaning against the arched bulkhead. “You look like someone’s been using you for combat practice.”

			“I feel like it, Switch,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “And Lin’s been his charming self all afternoon.”

			“That bad? And it’s morning, actually,” Switch said, falling into step beside me as we went down the hall, bootheels clacking on the decking.

			“Is it really?” I said dumbly. “Dark take me . . .”

			We passed a pair of junior technicians—some of our Normans—and I returned their salutes and their “Lord Marlowes!” with a smile and a wave, the effort of which made my head ache.

			Switch thumbed the controls to summon a lift and we stood by the doors a moment. He’d gained some years on me in fugue. There were crow’s feet about the muddy green eyes, and straw and silver fretted in his reddish hair. The face I saw in my own mirror had not slipped or aged a day since Emesh, while Switch’s had leathered just a bit. But then, I was born in a castle, grown by design and to order while my parents waited, my every gene surgically exact and more than human. Switch had been born the son of a clerk, sold to settle a debt and abused up and down the spaceways until his childhood ended. His blood was low as it came, and yet Fate or Chance had danced and there we stood together as comrades.

			“Shuttle’s waiting in the hold,” Switch said, adjusting his hair and his uniform in the faint reflection of the lift door. It hissed open, and he grinned sheepishly at the legionnaire inside. The man shouldered out, bowing—not saluting—to me as he sped up the corridor. “Captain Azhar had me sent over the minute she got word Lin was decanting you.”

			I stood a little straighter at the mention of Jinan Azhar. “Excellent, I can’t stay on this ship another minute.” Bassander had moved to the Pharaoh after we’d taken it during the Pharos affair, declaring it the flagship of our newly expanded fleet. The Norman, Corvo, he’d shunted over to the Mistral, a small Uhran interceptor we’d taken when we took the Pharaoh. Our original ship, the ancient, refitted Imperial destroyer Balmung, he’d left in command of our Jaddian emissary, Captain Jinan Azhar. Bassander trusted her and her copper-skinned soldiers from the Principalities. They were professionals, after all, true soldiers honor-bound and sworn to the service of His Highness, the High Prince Aldia di Otranto, First-Among-Equals of the Princes of Jadd. She was like Lin—and very unlike Lin—and so we’d filled out the command structures of our three ships. One Imperial captain, one Jaddian, one Norman mercenary, with the lower-ranking officers of each group distributed between the three ships so that everyone watched everyone else, and Bassander watched them all.

			That was why I needed off the Pharaoh. It was bad enough there were Imperial officers reporting to Bassander every time I left my room, but on the Balmung he could not watch me through his camera feeds. And there were . . . other reasons. Our Cielcin prisoners were on the Balmung, for one. The massive fugue crèches we kept them in—the sort used to transport livestock between the suns—couldn’t be moved between one ship and the other, and so Bassander had left them in Jinan’s care when he gave her command of the old flagship. Valka Onderra was there, unwilling to move her many papers and data crystals from the study she had made for herself in the Balmung’s hydroponics department. Many other of my friends were there: Switch, for a start. And Ghen and old Pallino, a few of the other myrmidons from my days in the fighting pits of the Borosevo Colosso. The rest were distributed between the Pharaoh and Mistral. And there was Jinan herself, who was as much an improvement over stolid Bassander as a flower is over sand.

			“You been up long?” I asked, massaging my temples.

			Switch shoved his hands in his pockets. “About three weeks. Jinan woke me when Corvo sent Crim down to the surface.”

			“Crim, eh?” I asked, thinking of the young Norman lieutenant, Karim Garone. “Good, I was worried Lin might have sent Soisson or Dulia.”

			I could hear Switch grin. “Only if he wanted to start another fire.”

			We laughed then, and the lift hissed along. The Pharaoh was a proper Uhran-made capital ship. Two miles long, with a profile like a knife blade: wider than it was tall, pointed on the front end, with the bridge far in aft atop a conning spire like a fin two hundred and fifty meters high. Bassander’s quarters were in that spire, near the bridge, but we plunged out of it before the lift entered a horizontal shaft that carried us along a good hundred meters of tube before dropping us down and further aft. Toward her stern, the Pharaoh flared wider to accommodate her engine cluster—enclosed in the ring of her warp drive—as well as the docking bays for her various shuttles and the two dozen Sparrowhawk lighter craft she could field for inter-ship combat. I watched us descend on the lift’s terminal screen, a little red node moving against the blue wire frame.

			Leaning my forehead against the wall above the screen, I said, “How’s Etienne?” Meaning the Norman soldier who was the latest in Switch’s string of lovers.

			Switch didn’t answer for a moment, then said, “Done, but he’s over here and I’m on the Balmung so that’s all right.”

			“I’m sorry to hear it,” I said.

			“I’m not,” he replied. “He had it coming. What about you and the woman?”

			Thinking of Bassander’s comment about my harem, I looked down at my feet. “Good. It’s good.” Whether out of respect for my migraine or because he had nothing more to say, that was all Switch said, and so we exited into another hallway, larger but identical in design to the one we had just left: square, rounded corners, with ribbed supports arching every ten meters or so. Diode lamps built into the ceiling or ensconced high in the walls shone unflickeringly as I followed Switch out, past three legionnaires in their burgundy fatigues. If they saluted me, I did not see.

			The shuttles hung in open bays beneath the Pharaoh like remoras beneath a great shark, accessed by an umbilical gangway. Switch went first, per protocol, and cleared the shuttle for me. There was no one aboard except the pilot officer, a young Norman man with olive skin and blond hair. Switch took the seat behind him—facing me—and I sunk into the bench in the rear. I returned the pilot officer’s greeting as best I could and settled back. For the first time since my revival I could look outside, through the alumglass windows.

			“Canceling suppression field,” the pilot officer said, and a moment later the artificial gravity was gone, leaving me floating against my restraints. Addled as I was and fugue-sick, it was not a pleasant feeling. Switch was studying his hands. A loud metallic sound reverberated through the hull around us. “That’s umbilical separation.”

			The rest of the pilot officer’s technical patter fell away as we did, dropping out of the Pharaoh’s hold and into darkness. As we cleared the dark mass of metal and came out into open space, I beheld the cloud-streaked umber disk of the planet Rustam. It had been an Imperial colony not long ago. Now it was nothing at all. Through the window I could just make out the black scar on the face of one continent—very near the terminator—where the Cielcin had gouged a city out of the native rock.

			I swallowed, and for a moment forgot my aching head. Seldom had I seen a thing so horrible, and seldom since. I knew Switch was watching me, and I looked down at my lap.

			“Wiped out the palatine house completely,” he said, “the whole government, about ten years back. The new city’s on the far side, can’t see it here.”

			“How many?”

			“Dead?” Switch asked. “Not sure. Lin reckons about two million. There’s twice as many down there that lived, though.”

			I had to look away. The black ruin was like a slitted eye peering at me. Through me. “Maybe Lin’s right. We’re taking too long.”

			“You couldn’t have stopped this.”

			“No,” I said, “but we might stop it happening ever again.” A lie. We both knew it. As we spoke, in some corner of the Norman Expanse the Cielcin were burning another world.

			I shut my eyes against the Dark, and found only another darkness, deeper still.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			SUSPENDED AND UNDEAD

			COLD. THE CUBICULUM WAS always cold. Frost rimed the floor and filigreed the utilitarian shapes of the crèches where slept our bottled demons. Wind off the ventilation systems thickened the air like whispers, and even with my uniform jacket on I shivered. I had spent a great deal of time in that chamber, especially before the Pharos affair. The place reminded me of our necropolis beneath Devil’s Rest where my ancestors’ eyes and brains and hearts languished in canopic jars. Perhaps it was for this morbid reason that I enjoyed the place. Or perhaps it was the cold. After what had felt an eternity on tropical Emesh, I had reveled in the bone-chilling cold of that place, and the quiet. No sound but the whirring of machines and the patter of my own breathing and the crunch of ice beneath my bootheels.

			Within those chilly sepulchers the Cielcin slept, suspended between binary heartbeats like wights awaiting the blood moon to rise again and walk and drink the blood of men. The only survivors of the ship that had crashed on Emesh. Eleven of them. I crossed my arms for warmth and moved along the row of containers, advancing further into the cubiculum, breath frosting the air. I had written their names on each: Etanitari, Oanatoro, Svatarom, Tanaran. I lingered beside Tanaran’s crèche, fingertips melting points on its frosty surface. It was their leader. Some sort of priest, or so I’d gathered, or else some manner of nobile. It had agreed to my plan, to this treatment.

			“We’re nearly there,” I said, and imagined it could hear me. I turned round, wondering where the captain was. Switch had gone to tell her I’d returned. The indicator lights on the crèches glowed a pleasant blue. All was well. “You’re going home.”

			“You still think so, do you?”

			I started. Turning, I beheld the woman, but not the one I’d been expecting. Valka Onderra Vhad Edda stood in the door to the hall. I still felt a pang on seeing her, despite all that had happened to us since Emesh . . . and indeed because of it. She was like a glass image of a woman: hard-eyed, thin, pale. Do not mistake me. I do not mean that she was fragile. Rather that one could not encounter her without being cut. Thus it was for me. She was Tavrosi, of the blood of the old Travatskr people who fled the Norde colonies on Ganymede.

			The bonecutters who had shaped her genetic makeup had fashioned a creature remote as Pallas. Tall she was, and beautiful, and severe. Her hair was black almost as my own, so black it was almost red, with highlights like deep fire that contrasted with the frost of her pale skin. She smiled, though her golden eyes did not, and said, “I’m not so sure.”

			I chafed my arms to warm them, took a couple mincing steps toward her. “Not you too . . .”

			She raised those winged eyebrows. “I’m sorry?”

			“I just had this talk with Lin. He still thinks we’re wasting our time.”

			“Ah.” Valka seemed not to feel the cold, dressed as she was only in trousers and a long shirt printed with a pattern of skulls and Tavrosi writing I could not read. She pushed a curtain of dark hair back behind one ear and said, “I’m not so sure he’s wrong, Hadrian.” I compressed my lips and moved past her, back into the hall. The Balmung was darker in design than the Pharaoh, all black gloss and brass and polished angles. The Imperial style. It had been a Legion destroyer once upon a time—in a sense it still was. It was by far the oldest of the three vessels the Red Company claimed as its own. Valka followed me, still speaking. “I have my own research to think of, you know? Lin won’t even let me decant one of the Cielcin to speak with.”

			“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

			“Not one shred of new information, not in years, I—”

			“I know, Valka.” Why was she bringing this up now? Right after I’d awakened from fugue? I pressed my palms to my eyes, turning to keep my back toward her. “I just woke up. Can we . . . can we talk about this later?”

			Her eyes were like guiding lasers on the back of my head. I thought I felt my hair crisping. “Later? ’Tis been years.”

			“I know that, too.” I turned to face her. They had been good years, for the most part. Valka had spent fewer of them conscious than I had, had spent longer periods in fugue. We’d made a respectable mercenary outfit. But the road toward Vorgossos was long, and we did not then know for certain if the place even existed. I cannot now blame Valka for doubting, or for her frustration. I could not blame her then. I took her aside, into an alcove off the hall containing softly glowing monitor equipment. “We have something.” She was about to object, but I overrode her. “Bassander woke me himself. He says Otavia sent Crim down to the planet, that he found someone who can take us to the Extrasolarians.”

			Valka’s face changed almost at once, the faintest smile pulling those lips. “You’re serious?”

			“Why else would I be awake? Lin wants me on the away team.” She made a face. “Well, Lin knows he needs me.”

			“That sounds closer to the truth.” She did smile then. Properly. That was something. I was back on solid ground. Negotiating the waters around Valka was never an easy task, made harder by the affection I still held for her, coiled snake-like about my innards. “Did you sleep well?”

			We were back on surer footing. “It’s not the being frozen that’s hard.” I knew what she meant, though, and shook my head. “More nightmares. Waking up.” It was normal, Doctor Okoyo had said, for people to experience visions when they came out of fugue. Something about the way the brain’s sub-cortical structures came back before the heavy apparatus of consciousness. Amygdala. Hypothalamus. The machinery of memory and motivation. Of fear. “I saw Bordelon again. Dying again. Gilliam. Uvanari.” Those last two had died by my own hands: Gilliam in a bone-grass field in Borosevo, Uvanari in a dark cell of the Chantry’s bastille. Bordelon was different. I’d had control of the Pharaoh then. I’d burned his ship from the skies. The way the holograph feed went white, then dead . . . there were weeks when I couldn’t stop seeing it.

			Valka cocked her head, lips pursed in . . . pity? She put a hand on my upper arm, squeezed. Concern. It was concern, not pity. “The thawing process dredges up old memories. Junk data. ’Twill pass.”

			“You too?”

			“My memories are not in my brain, anaryan,” she said, tapping her temple knowingly.

			I swallowed. Valka was not of the Imperium. She did not have the same terror and disgust of machines I had. She was—in the eyes of the Holy Terran Chantry—a demoniac. She had permitted machines to cloud her flesh and her mind. In Tavros, whence she came, such was commonplace. Here—to me—it made her a sorceress like those in the operas my mother used to write. Still, I did not fear Valka. Her penchant for forbidden machines and technical expertise had proved invaluable in the past: on Emesh first, and later at Ardistama and Pharos. It would prove so again.

			“I’ll be all right,” I said, eager to change the subject from the things I’d done. Valka was Tavrosi, and the Tavrosi did not approve of violence. They’d evolved another sort of warfare where she came from: detente. An old form of war, and an insane one. The Tavrosi clans each held an arsenal capable of destroying the others, so that any act of violence might destroy their entire confederacy. And it was we who were the mad ones . . . “Look, if Crim’s lead turns out, I’ll talk to Lin again. I’ll try and get him to let me thaw out one of the Pale.”

			“The leader,” Valka said, prodding me in the chest.

			“I’ll try.”

			She smiled at me, but I could feel the strain in it. She was tired. Gods in hell, we were all tired. Even in fugue, forty-eight years was a long time, and I’d spent twelve of those awake. When I’d left Sir Olorin Milta on the strand at the Borosevo starport, I’d imagined my mission accomplished in conscious months. How little I’d known of the nature of space travel. “It’s been a long journey, Hadrian.” She stepped back, leaned against the far wall. “I’m an academic, not a . . . soldier. This is soldier’s work.” She smiled sadly.

			“It won’t always be that way,” I said. “When we find the Cielcin, you and I will have plenty to do.” I had taught Valka much of the xenobites’ alien tongue when we started out from Emesh. She had proved a too-adept student, acquiring tenses and declensions and the language’s complex gender-voice system with a speed that astonished and confounded me. I supposed it was the fault of that machine daimon wired to the base of her skull.

			She dismissed this with a wave. “I know, Hadrian.”

			I tried to lighten the mood. “Look, you’ll be speaking to them better than I can before long. I haven’t had practice in years.”

			That worked, for she flashed her white teeth and chuckled softly, teasing. “I’m already better than you. But perhaps ’twould be good if we put some time in before long.”

			I allowed that that was so and we peeled out of the alcove, proceeding down the shimmering dark of the hall. Distorted reflections of ourselves shone in walls and floor, cast by the stark white lighting overhead.

			“Switch brought you over, didn’t he?” Valka asked as we exited the hall into a low-ceilinged gallery that followed the Balmung’s arrowhead design. Slit windows barely as wide as my chest punctuated the outer wall, heavy alumglass looking out onto Dark. In the distance, some miles hence, I could make out the dark shape of the Pharaoh like a knife with a too-large handle, the bridge and conning spire an angled knuckle-guard. “I passed him in the hall.”

			I stopped, looking across the blackness to the other ship. “Yes, he did.” Almost I pressed my face to the glass, looking back and forth. “Where’s the Mistral?”

			“Low orbit,” Valka said. “I knew Corvo had sent a team down to Arslan, but ’twas the last anyone said to me.” She looked sharply up at me, cocking one eyebrow. “I’m not so sure Jinan trusts me.” Arslan, I later learned, was the new city the surviving colonists had built on the planet below in the wake of the Cielcin invasion.

			“What makes you say that?” I asked, turning fully from the window. I knew full well that Jinan didn’t trust Valka. Jinan was Jaddian, as dubious of machines as any pious citizen of the Empire. But I suspected it was something more than that. Something deeper, older. They were both women, after all.

			“Nothing in particular,” Valka said with an ineloquent shrug. “It’s just that—”

			“There he is!” a heavy, masculine voice cried out. “Didn’t get any freezer-burn, did you, Your Radiance?” Two men had appeared round the corner, each dressed in the deep burgundy of the Red Company uniform, each with the triple stripes in gold on the left arms of their tunics to mark them as centurions. Of the two, Pallino was the elder: a grizzled, forty-year veteran of the Imperial military service with a scuffed leather patch over one eye. Ghen was younger, taller, built like a heavy armored drop-shuttle, dark-skinned with jug ears and a permanent subcutaneous beard. It was he who’d spoken, his voice like the smashing of mighty stones.

			Valka broke off speaking abruptly, turning as I did. I moved forward and embraced the big ox of a man. “If I did, I’d still be a damn sight prettier than you, Ghen.”

			Ghen grinned and affected an expression of false fury. “If you didn’t think you were Emperor of the known universe, I’d thrash you for that one.”

			“You’d try!”

			Everyone laughed, even Valka. “Thought Switch would be with you,” I said. “I sent him on to Jinan when I stopped in to check on our . . . our cargo.”

			When Ghen finally moved out of the way, Pallino grasped my hand, keeping that one blue eye fixed on me. “Captain wanted you in the ventral observatory; the ox here and I thought we’d come get you.” He seemed to notice Valka for the first time—she’d been standing on his blind side—and he bobbed his head, “Doctor, ma’am.” She returned his greeting and his nod. “Didn’t see you there.” He turned his attention back to me. “How’s that Mandari son of a bitch?”

			“Lin?” I made a dismissive gesture. “The same. Says we ought to turn round and rejoin the fleet. Figures this whole thing’s pointless.”

			Pallino chewed on his tongue for a moment, said, “I know his type. Man puts his principles before duty. Ain’t the worst thing in the world, but it’ll get folk killed.”

			“Not today, though,” Ghen interjected. “No one’s making planetfall til we get word from Crim.”

			Valka blinked, folded her arms. “You knew about it?”

			Ghen shrugged. “I was on the bridge when Corvo called, didn’t think it was a big secret. That’s why we’re here, ain’t it?”

			I waved both of my hands for quiet. “You said the captain was in the ventral observatory?”

			Ghen looked a bit affronted to have been cut off, but he spread his hands, palm up. “Yes sir. Going over some reports.”

			“I’ll head down that way at once,” I said, and started toward the hall.

			“We’ll come with you!” Ghen said. Without Switch around, I supposed I needed a guard, but the Balmung—the Meidua Red Company—was home. I was home.

			Laughing, I turned back and said to the three of them, “No, thank you. I know the way.”
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			The ventral observatory was a small room built far to the rear of the Balmung and against the outer hull, amid a series of armored panels that, when opened, allowed its occupants to peer through a glass bubble that looked out onto the deep, bright Dark of space. It was meant for conferences, but for the moment it was nearly empty. Captain Jinan Azhar of the Red Company, Lieutenant Jinan Azhar of the armies of Jadd—and my captain most of all—sat alone at the round conference table with her back to me.

			Below, through the glass geodesic beneath the observatory platform, I could see the umber eye of the planet. Rustam was in full daylight below: fields of ochre, brown mountains touched with ice, yellow seas with here and there a patch of green. Not the most beautiful of worlds, but beautiful in the way that only planets can be. Immortal, changeless, uncaring—the nearest thing to a material god. Only that wasn’t quite right, was it? There again was the scar, the half-a-hundred-mile-long rent in the face of the planet, as if someone had dragged a branding iron across the planet. Briefly I imagined the forces required to leave such a wound: the plasma cannons, the rods. All the unholy force and fire of Destruction.

			I took a step forward. Jinan twitched. “You are thinking of sneaking up on me?” Her slim shoulders looked tense beneath her epaulets.

			I had been thinking just that. How she had heard me I could not guess. “Of course not!” I lied. I pressed a hurt hand to my chest in mock-offense. “I would never.” I would. And had. She fiddled with a stack of crystal paper reports, pushed a holograph projector back and away before she stood. “You know,” I said, “ship’s captain shouldn’t be sitting with her back to a door like . . .”

			She turned around, and her smile stole what little wit and few words remained to me. My migraine seemed to lessen almost at once, and an idiot smile possessed me.

			She hadn’t changed while I slept. Not an angstrom. Jinan was taller than I—testament to her high breeding—with the copper skin and dark coloring endemic to the higher castes of Jaddian society. If I were a poet, I might say that she was built like a dancer, slim and compact. But that would be a lie, as is all poetry, in part. Slim she was, with scant curves and a soft, oval face, but those large black eyes and the azure ribbon braided through her shadowy hair gave the lie to her truth.

			Jinan was a soldier, and had been one for more than thirty years. She was the commanding officer of all the Jaddian soldiers who had been loaned to us for this expedition by the Satrap Governor Kalima di Sayyiph. She deferred to Bassander as commodore of our little fleet, but the two were equals in any formal sense. But she was more than that to me.

			There were scars in places none but we two ever saw: an old knife-wound on her ribs, a thin sheet of plasma burn on her left side, an old bullet wound high—very high—on the inside of one thigh. “What is wrong?”

			I realized I’d not spoken for perhaps ten seconds. I couldn’t, and so took her in my arms instead. It was like embracing a steel sculpture wrapped in velvet. We stood there a long moment, neither speaking. I might have ceased even to breathe, were it not for the scent of jasmine wafting gentle from her hair.

			“I missed you, mia qal.”

			“And I you, dear captain.” I held her at arm’s length a moment, peering up at her. “How long have you been out of the cold?”

			Jinan looked off to the side, biting her lip. “Two months, I think? Alessandro woke me when we came out of warp.” She wrapped a hand around the back of my neck and pressed her forehead to mine. Her voice came soft and breathy, almost husky to my ears, “I had wanted to wake you sooner, but Lin was not hearing of it.”

			“I’m here now.”

			She’d noticed that, as it happened, and stifled my words. She kissed me for an unprofessional length, fingers tight in my hair. My own hands wandered by long acquaintance, and so I held her close in turn, and we two banished the unquiet Dark and the grim reality of our mission and of the wounded world beneath us—if only for that limitless instant. You have heard that the Jaddian God is a God of Fire? It is true, and a spark of that secret flame was in her, as it is in all the women of that strange country. I loved her for it, whatever else is said of her in your stories . . . whatever else became of us.

			The Mandari have a saying: One lover is many who is seldom seen. I forget which of their poets it was as wrote it, but like all poetry, it was a little bit true.

			After a while—I cannot tell you how long it was—Jinan and I broke apart. She’d been leaning against the rail at the edge of the platform, the planet Rustam behind and beneath her. I was unspeakably glad not to be on the Pharaoh. I shudder to think what Bassander might have said to see us.

			“You have been practicing!” Jinan said, accusing, playing with the tassels at the end of the blue ribbon in her braid. “Udhreha! Who is she?” But she smiled, eyes darting away from mine.

			“You wouldn’t know her,” I said teasingly, settling myself down in the chair beside the one she’d been in when I arrived. “She’s foreign.”

			Jinan snorted and sat next to me, pulling her chair close. She rested her head on my shoulder. I leaned into her, and we sat in silence for a long moment. My fugue-sick migraine—momentarily forgotten—surged back with a sick vengeance. I shut my eyes. “I think Okoyo was right, I needed to spend a little more time on the slab. My head’s killing me.”

			My captain reached up and scratched me behind the ears. It helped. “You are always dashing off too quickly. The Cielcin are not going anywhere.” She spoke the standard well, but after a slightly stilted fashion that served her heavy accent well.

			“That’s the truth.” My eyes wandered over the table, taking in the astrogation chart of the Rustam system gently rotating from the projector, the local reports detailing the Cielcin invasion—extracted from the local datasphere. “Is this our man?” I pulled a dossier out from where it lay hid beneath a map of the city of Arslan. It showed a round-faced, utterly hairless little man with gimlet eyes and a wet smile. The image was blurry, badly lighted, as if taken from a distance. I wondered if our man, Crim, had been behind the camera, or if we’d pulled the data from what was left of local law enforcement databases.

			Jinan craned her neck. “That is Samir, yes. He looks like a homunculus.”

			“Might be,” I said, frowning. “We’re far out in the Veil now, Jinan. I’m not sure it’s so easy to tell which is which out here.” I shook my head, regretted it instantly. “Ugly bastard, though. Crim’s sure he’s who we want?”

			“Karim,” she said, using Crim’s right name, “is fairly confident that Samir knows where we can find our Extrasolarian. He has met with him a few times now. The bastard is—how is it you say? Afraid but . . . like a mouse?”

			“Timid? Er . . . skittish?” I pushed the dossier away. “He’s a criminal, I suppose skittishness is to be expected.”

			“Indeed.” She pulled away from me and reshuffled everything on the table. “Crim will pull through.”

			Without Jinan holding me up, I slumped onto the tabletop, pressing my forehead to the cool, black glass. Jinan stood and moved about the table, dragging files and storage chits that had slipped further away than arm’s reach. I stayed there a good while, not moving while Jinan shuffled about with her work. At long last I said, “Bassander and Valka both think this whole misadventure is a waste of time.”

			“So do you,” she said, standing over me, “if you are calling it a misadventure.” Her eyes were heavy on the back of my head.

			Inhaling sharply I sat up, rubbing my face. “Are they wrong, Jinan?”

			The Jaddian did not answer me at once, and my gaze tracked from her face to the gaunt reflection of my own in the smudged glass of the table. Despite the exhaustion and the fact that I could barely have been considered alive mere hours before, I could have looked worse. The reedy youth from Delos was gone, burned out by the ragged piece of gutter trash I had become, by the myrmidon I had made of myself, the courtier-prisoner, the Cielcin translator, and the Lord Commandant of the Meidua Red Company. What once had been a hawkish sharpness of feature had transformed into a profile regal and aquiline, with thick black hair falling in short waves halfway to my chin. It wanted cutting.

			“Tell me they’re wrong.” I watched my mouth form the words, and it seemed they came from some other part of me, not the Commandant of the Red Company or the Lord of Devil’s Rest, but from the part of me that wore those masks. My soul, Hadrian himself. Chin resting on one hand, I looked up.

			Jinan leaned her stack of files against one pointed hip, lips slightly downturned. She looked like someone preparing to tell a very sick relative that none of the news from the doctor was good. She set down her stack instead and resumed her seat. Her hand found mine. Another, unnamed piece of me felt healed almost at once, but the rest lamented as she said, “I understand where it is they are coming from.”

			I shut my eyes and half-turned my face away. “I see.”

			She squeezed my hand. “Do not you worry about Lin and the Tavrosi.” I might have laughed at that if I’d felt up to it. Jinan never called Valka by her name. My captain was no fool—and I had been honest with her—regarding my past and complex feelings for Valka Onderra. “We have come a long way out into the Dark. It is not easy, what we are doing, and no end in sight.” She smiled, and flipped her short braid back over her shoulder. “Besides, I am not ready to give up, mia qal.”

			Few words in all the galaxy had more power to heal me at that point in my life. It was an innocent time, a period of happiness between two oceans of storm, and the skies were getting darker. She leaned in and kissed me again, this time on the cheek. Standing, she dragged me by the hand, and unwilling to be parted from her I rose and permitted myself to be led out of the observatory to her cabin and bed.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

			

			THE SUNKEN CITY

			THE BLACK OF SPACE gave way to a sky the color of old cream as our drop-shuttle roared around us with the force and friction of reentry. Our decade of peltasts—their gray armor hidden beneath dusty cloaks—stood in the central compartment, grasping handholds in the ceiling. I glanced sidelong at Switch, who was similarly garbed, but with a body shield strapped to his waist. He fidgeted with his plasma burner, checking its air-scoop for when the reservoirs ran dry.

			“Corvo’s man is meeting us at the landing site?” asked Bassander’s executive officer, Prisca Greenlaw, her pale eyes narrow with her customary dislike. Greenlaw had come over from the Pharaoh just as we were preparing to depart. She was one of the officers Raine Smythe had sent along with us from Emesh. Less precise than Bassander, less fastidious, but with as little love for me.

			“Nah!” Ghen said from where he stood at the head of the decade, bucking as the shuttle slalomed around an aerobraking curve on our rapid descent. Not speaking, I kept my eyes focused out the small window, watching the rocky landscape arcing nearer. “Crim’s a little further into town. Don’t look far, though.” Turning to me, he asked, “You still want us hanging back?”

			Looking up, I nodded. “We’ll look too military if we all go in at once. Let’s stick to the plan. I’ll go in with Switch, Greenlaw, and Ilex. Once we find Samir and get a location on The Painted Man—if he’s here—you follow on. If this lot catches a whiff of the Legions on us we’ll be in for a real bad time.”

			Ghen leaned toward Greenlaw where she sat strapped in opposite me and said, in a stage whisper, “He means you, lieutenant.” He grinned, his teeth crooked but very white against his dark face, which only made the smile more infectious, despite the slit in his nose from his time on Emesh. Soon his troops were grinning too, a motley collection of Imperial legionnaires and Jaddian aljanhi. Greenlaw said nothing.

			“I’ll put us down on the edge of the city, Lord Commandant,” said Ilex, who had shuttled over from the Mistral last minute to accompany us. The Norman homunculus sat in the pilot’s chair, green arms darting across the controls. She was a dryad, one of an ancient people made before the rise of the Imperium and the Writ of the Chantry. Her skin glowed thick with chlorophyll, so that she was green as Midsummer in the forests of Luin. She ate little, save what she drank of the sunlight, and could always be found in her place aboard the Mistral, busy with some machine beneath the light of heat lamps.

			Abruptly we came out of our steep bank and leveled off on our approach to the city. Safety lights clicked on, allowing that those standing could step out of their clamps and unstrap themselves, and that we in the few crash benches might stand. I did, and retrieved a travel-worn greatcoat from one of the overhead lockers. Pressing toward the cockpit, I was conscious of the rattle of the metal grating beneath me and of the sway of the deck as the shuttle gently circled down toward the city in gradual spirals. Ilex was an excellent pilot, had grown up in space, amid the stations that cluttered the orbit of her homeworld—before she’d been captured and sold to bonecutters who wanted her for her hide.

			Shrugging into the heavy black coat, I held onto straps in the ceiling just behind Ilex. I could hear Ghen moving behind me, and so was not surprised when he said, “The fuck’s gone on with this city?”

			I had known and so was not surprised. “It’s not really a city, you know.”

			“It wasn’t even here before the invasion,” Ilex said, her voice light but measured.

			Beneath us stretched a flowering ruin, a tangle of crooked domes and leaning towers hanging together like old bones, some held up by taut cables misty in the orange light of morning, others pressed against one another like the shapes of men spent by long exhaustion. Greenery sprouted on rusty terraces beneath, where the bodies of what once had been massive starships lay sunken and cracked upon the surface, falling into the hills.

			“Captain said that after the Cielcin attack, the interim governor ordered what ships were left grounded to build this camp,” Switch said, hanging back by the doorway. “I’d seen a couple of scans, but Earth take me . . .” He broke off, made a sign of the sun disc to ward off evil times.

			We dove lower, and I could see where bridges and the cords of cable cars had been built up between the grounded ships, turning what had been a collection of cargo carriers and mining ships into a confusion of old metal sagging under its own weight. The camp city of Arslan was built on the edge of a vast plain, sheltered on one side by the ice-capped face of a nameless mountain, huddled there as its people huddled within its walls.

			“How can something so new look so ancient?” I asked. Ten years. No time at all for us. And an eternity for those who had lived through it. It was like looking at the bottom of the sea. This new city had been built to no plan save necessity, its component ships pressed together as closely as possible. One might have thought it a graveyard, such as the mythic elephants made of their bones, were it not for the circumfusion of meaner structures built upon the backs of those massive vessels. New growth had sprouted about the ruined ships like mushrooms after a heavy rain, clinging to them as to rotten logs. I could make out the passage of fliers and of shuttlecraft—of more than I had seen in Meidua or in Borosevo or in anywhere since.

			Ilex pressed her headset against her ear, said, “Understood, Arslan control. We will comply.” She glanced briefly up at me, then took us lower, circling down below the level of the highest towers, past plumes of steam venting from the reactors along the back of what once had been a mining rig.

			“These boats ain’t flying again,” Ghen said, pointing. “See all them stress fractures?”

			“They weren’t ever meant to carry their own weight,” Ilex said, voice trilling in that strange way she had. “Any flight down-well for something that large is a one-way trip.” She was right, those vast ships were far too massive to ever climb back to space again. Their own weight would tear them apart as they ascended, if one could even find an engine mighty enough to lift so great a load.

			Switch spoke up. “Anyone tried raising Crim?”

			“Said he’d meet us at the Murakami,” Ilex said, pointing toward an ugly, cuboid supercarrier nearly a mile high and several times as long. It dwarfed one side of the city, despite its cracked and crumbling edifice and the rust stains that ate through the steel fixtures of its hull. “That Nipponese ship, there.”

			“That don’t exactly narrow shit down, green,” Ghen pointed out. The look Ilex flashed Ghen would have withered him, were he half as like a plant as she, or if Ghen were capable of shame. The dryad took a dim view of people pointing out her difference, and no wonder. It was no easy thing to ignore, between the color of her skin, her orange-yellow eyes, and the woody growth that passed for hair—or a crown—upon her head. Switch reached up and flicked Ghen in the side of the head. He yelped, “What in the Dark was that for?”
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			I was first down the ramp when we landed, and turned my collar up against the damp and the chill. The air felt oily against my face, and tasted faintly acrid, like aluminum. It made me want to spit. There was no one to greet us at the gate from the landing field, and the street beyond was only sparsely populated, with here and there a bent figure hurrying along, an umbrella over their head. Vents and great stacks studded the street and the faces of the ships-turned-buildings, belching steam and worse vapors into the cloudy day. The orange sunlight I’d spied on descent was gone entirely, turned to an umber gloom made weighty by the great steams of that place and the knowledge that the very city hummed to the pulse of several dozen nuclear stardrives.

			“Earth and Emperor,” Ghen said, pulling his hood up over his bald scalp to shadow his disfigured nose. “What a shit hole.”

			Clothes hung from lines across the streets, high above the ground, and higher up still a massive cable car swayed on a carbon cable, carrying the sort of people too well off and dignified to walk upon the ground.

			“I don’t like it either,” said Lieutenant Greenlaw. “Visibility’s low.”

			I couldn’t decide whether I agreed or not. The place was a warren, to be sure, but as we stood there I watched a pack of children chase a lighted hoop down a side alley, dodging beneath the landing peds of a small freighter. Up above, beneath the dripping clotheslines, hydroponic planters bulged with new growth—green and gentle black—with here and there a flowering plant thick with blossoms. Humanity was trying, as it always did, to make the desert bloom. Still, I was glad to be only visiting.

			Turning to Ghen, I said, “Wait til you hear from us about the meeting place, then you and the others follow on. We’ll have specifics, and we’ll need cover. None of us has any idea what we’re getting into, so stay sharp.” I clapped the big man on the shoulder, staggering a bit in the new gravity. Rustam only pulled point-eight gees, far less than the Emeshi one-point-three I had made standard on the Red Company ships. I felt strong but . . . clumsy. It would take some getting used to.

			“Don’t seem right you lot all going in,” he said darkly, and patted his plasma howitzer where it hung beneath his rain cloak. “Without the heavy artillery and all.”

			“We’ve got plenty of kit, Ghen,” Ilex said from inside her own hood. Homunculi such as she were not uncommon sights on the border worlds, but she never did like the staring.

			Switch shrugged his own coat tighter. “He means him. Not the guns.”

			“I am the guns,” Ghen said with a wry smile that drew matching smiles from Switch and myself. It was a tired joke, but comfortable as only old jokes between friends can be.

			“All right,” I said, checking the drape of my highmatter sword against my hip, “let’s move out. Ilex, Switch, Greenlaw: shall we?”

			“Watch yourself out there, Your Radiance,” Ghen said with a half-hearted salute, tapping his fist against his chest. “Try not to have too much fun without me.”

			“And you just stay with the shuttle until we find Lieutenant Garone,” Greenlaw said, not looking at the big centurion. She moved off then toward the neon lighting at the gate, Ilex trailing after.

			When she had gone, Ghen leaned toward me, voice hushed. “You best watch yourself there, Had. You got competition for the ‘Your Radiance’ thing if she keeps on like that.”
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			We must have walked for an hour as the streets grew increasingly thick with foot traffic. The vast hulk of the starship Murakami filled the sky ahead, casting the world beneath it into deep gloom. It wasn’t long before I began to wish for a cable car, a flier, some mode of conveyance. I found I had difficulty getting my bearings. Meidua had been arranged along city blocks, and though the streets had wandered with the hills they still had a precise logic to them: streets and avenues ran perpendicular to one another—at least in a less-than-Euclidean sense. Borosevo, too, had had a logic to it, with the White District divided into neat blocks and the canals of the lower districts cut radially and in great circles. But no two cities are the same, and this one had been less planned than accrued all at once in a desperate need for shelter. If the Murakami had not dwarfed most of the other vessels piled together beneath its shadow, we might never have found our way through.

			Stranger still was the way the protocols of the Imperium had relaxed. Great holographic advertisements moved like ghosts through the streets, or else towered like the buildings. A school of jewel-bright fish larger than my head followed us for a hundred meters down a street, projected from a lensing suite above the door to a supermarket, and further on the colossal image of a fashion model in a fluorescent dress turned this way and that. She must have been fifty feet high.

			Switch seemed to know where he was going, and I followed him as he pushed through a line of people waiting for a noodle cart operated by a huge, hairless man in grimy whites. Further on, I saw a man with the silk robes and twin swords that marked him as a Nipponese knight, and a group in the drab purples and blacks of the Durantine Republic, merchants I did not doubt. Two women in red latex stood upon a corner and lifted their skirts as we passed. I could sense Switch’s disquiet, and we hurried on. There was something in their painted faces—white and blue—that struck me with a sense of unreality.

			Beyond, a monorail line rattled uneasily past us, winding upward toward the summit of the ship-buildings where distant trees flowered above the gloom and vapors of the lower streets. Somewhere—over loudspeakers, perhaps—the prayer call of a Chantry sanctum rang out.

			
				Attend! You Children of the Earth!

				The Sun and hour is now!

				Through sacrifice, there is rebirth,

				through prayer! And disavow

				the evils of your heart and age!

				And by your faith renew

				what Mother Earth and Emperor

				themselves made green for you!

			

			We had to stop for more than a minute as a throng of suppliants passed, making their way along the street and up an arcing stair toward the clear and chanting voice, which even then was chanting still: “Attend, O Child of Dust! And come on bended knee!” Switch made the sign of the sun disc, as he always did when he heard the call to prayer. I turned away, thinking of the torture chamber in the basement of the Chantry bastille on Emesh, of the cross they’d tied Uvanari to, and of the mutilated people I had seen . . . on sanctum steps or in the streets. Victims of the Chantry’s forgiveness, their mercy.

			This, then, was Arslan, the sunken city. Her ships would never fly again, and in later days perhaps, when the grime and chaos of her birth was washed away and her streets ordered, she might be something strange and wonderful.

			Something like a plaza had been left open near the center of the vast ship Murakami, where a jointed structure of sheet metal and new plastic had opened up into some sort of mall, sprouting from the side of the Nipponese cruiser. The crowd here had grown to a thick press, and all manner of men and women moved past. None speaking to one another, unless it was at a shop booth or between friends. Elsewise they hurried about their business as if the rest of the humanity about them was no different than the holographs that flickered, little better than ghosts, about the stalls and storefronts.

			“William!” A voice called out as we passed a vendor selling imitation handbags from the back of a groundcar. Karim Garone emerged from the crowd, dressed in a flowing red kaftan covered in white paisleys. He looked every part the Jaddian merchant, with a gold medallion at his throat and a diamond stud in one ear. He grinned and embraced Switch. “It is exceedingly good to see you again, my friends! Hadrian!” He embraced me in turn, long enough to whisper, “I did not expect for you to be here, boss.” I liked the young lieutenant. He was one of the finest swordsmen I ever knew, with the easy humor of a dockworker. The son of Jaddian immigrants to the Norman Freeholds, he was a man of two worlds, with one foot firmly planted on the ground of each.

			He pulled back, grinning at us like an enthusiastic uncle might on greeting his family at the starport. He was pretending, of course. At least he was pretending that I was not someone of importance. I clapped him on the shoulder. “Didn’t expect to be coming, Crim.” I looked round at the crowd around us, and so leaned in to ask, “Where is he?”

			“Samir?” he asked, rubbing the back of his head, his black eyes darting across our faces in turn. He smiled when he saw Ilex under her hood, then said, “There’s a jubala den in the Murakami, not far. He said he’d meet us in about three hours.” He checked his wrist-terminal. “Make that about two and a half.”

			Greenlaw pressed forward. “What do you know about our man?”

			Crim looked around startled, as if just noticing Greenlaw for the first time. Then he smiled toothily at her and said, “Samir? He’s a local, survived the sack of Suren. God only knows how it is he fell in with the . . .” He glanced at me. “Should we perhaps . . . go somewhere more private?”

			I nodded, and frowned at the back of Greenlaw’s pale head. Crim turned and led us aside, past the main avenue of shop stalls and out from under the metal canopy onto an emptier front street that paralleled the bulk of the Murakami. The great grounded ship loomed over us like a mountain, balconies rough-welded to its surface rising, rank upon rank, into the foggy day above us. A single cable car bobbed directly above us, descending toward a platform five stories above our heads. I watched it go, noting the graffiti that covered its surface, the letters too stylized to read.

			“I’ve not been able to work out the relationship between Samir and this Painted Man of his. How they met,” Crim said, seating himself on a retaining wall that surrounded one of the huge spars that held the Murakami level, like the ribs that supported a sailing ship while under construction. He rummaged in his pocket, produced a white paper bag. “Those Sanoran pirates we met made it sound like The Painted Man’s been here a good long while. How long I don’t care to guess. Samir’s plebeian as they come, and he sure talks like The Painted Man’s been here forever . . . but I’m inclined to think he’s only really surfaced since the Cielcin burned Suren ten years back.”

			Ilex sat beside Crim, green hands folded in her lap. “Makes sense. With the Empire gone from here there’s got to be all kinds of opportunities for an arms dealer that wouldn’t exist under the Imperium’s thumb.” Her amber cat’s eyes gleamed from the shadow of her hood, watching Greenlaw as she spoke.

			“Reckon he’s has some good years,” Switch said soberly.

			My hands deep in my pockets, I looked up at the confusion of bent shapes that passed for buildings in this mad parody of a city, at the rust and the defaced surfaces and the dirty balconies. “There are some places that just feel you’re standing at the edge of the world,” I said. “Like any second they’ll crumble over the edge and . . .” I waved an inarticulate hand. “Chaos.”

			“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Greenlaw hissed, and I could feel her eyes on me.

			“You want to try that again?” Switch asked, rounding on her.

			I raised a hand, and looked the rigid Imperial lieutenant in the face. She was plebeian herself—pure-blooded human, no tinkering, with a square face and heavy cheekbones. The flesh had already begun to hang heavy from them, though she was not yet forty standard. “It’s all right, Switch,” I said with a smile, then to Greenlaw, “You don’t read very much, do you?”

			Greenlaw turned away with a huff, ushering in an uncomfortable, if agreeable, silence. Crim proffered the white bag to Ilex, who took one of his candies without a word. Smiling, he held it up to Switch, who declined. “Would you like a gel, boss? They’re rose flavored.”

			I took one of the gels, a little lump of sugar with the consistency of wet clay. Crim was always carrying them. He made them, I think, on the Mistral. “This one’s cherry, actually.”

			“You’re kidding!” Crim said, aghast. “I thought I’d eaten all of those!”
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			Jubala smells like coffee tastes: bitter, dark, and unpleasant. The drug house into which Crim led us was thick with the smoke of it, lit by holographic flames that danced ghost-like through the air to the wailing of rebec and sitar. Worse drugs there were to be tasted on the air: denwa, hilatar, and ancient opium. Men and women lay about on pillows—in varying states of undress—or at tables with wine cups and tankards near at hand. It was not the first such place I had been, nor would it be the last. I longed for a kerchief such as the nobiles of the court might use to mask an unpleasant stench, but that put me in mind of the intus Gilliam, and I overcame my desire out of shame and loathing.

			As Crim had said, the plagiarius Samir sat in a booth in the back, bent over a cup of some liquor cartoonishly small in his round hands. He smiled when he saw us. The expression of a rodent imitating a snake. He was taller than I expected, and larger than Jinan’s phototypes could show. Grossly obese and hairless, he looked like a caricature of the Mandari plutocrats, such as one sees in Eudoran masque comedies, grown fat from his excesses. Crim and I settled down opposite him with Lieutenant Greenlaw while Switch and Ilex settled into the adjacent table—all the better to keep an eye out for trouble.

			Samir licked his lips, as if tasting something there. His eyes darted from my face to Greenlaw’s like a frightened bird—I was struck by how close together those eyes were, as if he had some cyclops in him a few generations back. “Which one?” He addressed his words to Crim, and jerked his chin at Greenlaw and myself.

			“This is Hadrian Marlowe, Samir,” Crim said in a conspiratorial tone, leaning in over the table. “Commandant-Owner of the Red Company.”

			The plagiarius looked sidelong into the crowd, touched his cheek with damp fingertips. He hesitated a moment, as if struggling with some thought. “You’re brave to come yourself. Arslan is a dangerous place. A very dangerous place.”

			“The price you pay for your freedoms, I assume,” I said, smiling not unkindly. “A failed state like the Rustam Barony offers men like you and me a set of rare opportunities.” I felt Greenlaw stiffen next to me, uncomfortable with my small treason. “Karim here has made you aware of our . . . interests?”

			Samir’s eyes were so close and squinting that they seemed little more than ink spots in his face, like buttons sewn onto an overstuffed doll. He had no eyebrows, making his expression very difficult to read. At last he bobbled his great head, said, “Yes. Yes indeed. You want to meet him.” The way he said that word—him—made it seem as if it were made of crystal, delicate and precious, posing danger to any as spoke it, should they drop it. “Guns Samir could procure for you, yes, but atomics?” His voice went soft, and he lifted his tiny cordial glass to his lips. “These the Empire would burn us for. The black priests . . . they watch even still, though the Baroness is dead. They keep their ways, and keep from us.” His pinprick eyes widened, sable as the night between the suns.

			“Only the houses palatine may keep them legally within Imperial borders,” I agreed in hushed tones, my words lost beneath the wailing of the rebec.

			Crim put a hand on the table, rapping his knuckles for attention. “We’d want to arrange a pickup out-system, in the heliopause.”

			“That is for him to decide,” Samir said.

			“The Painted Man?” Greenlaw put in.

			Samir whistled and made a sharp gesture with his hand. “Don’t say his name again.” He looked round, as if expecting some sinister prefect to emerge from the crowd of drug addicts. “The priests’ eyes are everywhere, even where the cameras cannot be.”

			I looked briefly down in my lap, shook my head to clear it. The drug smoke was getting to me, making me lightheaded and just the smallest bit numb. My palatine metabolism would break it down soon enough—I wondered what it was like for Greenlaw and Crim. “The Chantry have taken control then?” I asked.

			“And the urban prefects, everyone who escaped Suren. A man called Zhivay set himself up as interim Consul, but it is said the Chantry keeps him. What is left of them, at any rate.” He looked like he wanted to spit, but smiled instead, revealing too-small teeth. “But their grasp is not yet so tight as it might be.”

			Greenlaw hissed through her teeth, “Which is it? Have they got eyes everywhere or not?”

			“Caution, girl,” the plagiarius said, leaning back affronted, his brows pulled down, “is never a mistake. You want to see him, we must be careful. They do not know where he is. That is . . . better. But they know of him . . . people come asking. Asking Samir. People who are not what they claim.” He eyed me the way a snake might, contemplating the rodent, which I found entirely unsettling at the time, despite the hand I kept firmly around the hilt of the sword Sir Olorin had given me. After a brief hesitation, he said, “You have a palatine look about you, M. Marlowe. Like you were whelped in a castle somewhere, from one of those cold replicators. No one’s got skin like that.” He held up a finger, as if he meant to stroke my face. “Not even lifelong spacers are so pale.” I seized his wrist before he could touch me and held his gaze. He smiled his wet smile, but took no obvious offense. Slowly, I forced his hand down. When I released him he asked, “You’re Empire, aren’t you?”

			“I was born there,” I said, wiping my hand on the leg of my breeches—his flesh had been moist to the touch. I felt instantly unclean.

			Greenlaw’s tension was palpable, but Crim only laughed, an easy, bored sound. “Where’d you think the money came from, Samir?” He flashed his toothy smile at the plagiarius and at myself, clapping a big hand on my shoulder.

			“My father owned a mining contract with the Vicereine of Delos,” I said, and that part was true. “Uranium, mostly. A monopoly on all in-system trade with the Mandari. I’ve a line of credit but no other inheritance.” Reflexively, I touched the hoop of burn scar around my left thumb. Once, I had worn a silver ring there, square and with a carnelian bezel inscribed with the sigil of my house: a prancing devil with a trident in its hands. I’d lost it years ago, had thrown it away on Emesh after it had gotten me into trouble—into my mad duel with Gilliam over Valka.

			Samir’s piggish eyes widened. “A monopoly? The Solar Throne does not hand those out lightly. Why would a scion of such a house turn pirate? Samir wonders.”

			It was my turn then to smile, showing my teeth in a very Cielcin display. “Samir will keep on wondering. I came for business. I want to meet your man.”

			The plagiarius matched my smile, ran a hand back over his scalp. In his rasping, nasal voice, he said, “I don’t like you much, high-born. I don’t like nobiles, even black ones with no family. You think as you’ve not been shoved out of some woman that you’re better than we are.” He glanced at Crim, as if for support. “But there’s a demon in you, like in all the rest of you. It’ll make someone want to put you down.”

			My smile didn’t falter. “Does this mean you and yours won’t take my money?”

			“Oh, no,” Samir said. “Money spends, and it’s not in his interest or mine to turn away so . . . exalted a customer. I’ll take you to him.”

			I had seen wolves broadside one another in my grandmother’s menagerie, displaying their size and fangs. I knew what this was, what Samir was. A predator trying to cow me. His softness did much to disguise it, but it was there. I did not back down, for one cannot back down in the face of such a challenge and yet remain a man. Like Dante, I was thirty-five—the midpoint of life to primordial man. Like Dante, I stood upon the edge of a dark forest, where the true path was lost . . . and here was the wolf, slavering, on the hunt, and ready to drive me into darkness. Where the leopard and the lion were then I did not know.

			I did not doubt they were out there, and that they were hungry.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 4

			

			THE PAINTED MAN

			A CHILDHOOD FILLED WITH Mother’s operas had led me to expect that The Painted Man would have entrenched himself in some grimy brothel, in a dance club or winesink. I was prepared for carbines and chunky plasma burners and tattooed faces, for women naked and abused. I expected the angry music of revolution, the synthetic noise I’d so often heard in such places in the Norman Expanse throughout the past twelve waking years.

			I was not expecting the stately tea house at all.

			I have never much cared for tea. It seems almost unpatriotic for a palatine nobile of the Imperium to confess such, but it is so. The tea house had been built recently, on the back of a great starliner that stretched for nearly a mile in the shadow of the vast Murakami. Indeed, several such structures flowered there, like limpets on a rock at low tide. Artificial terraces had been added, transforming the leeward side of the old starship into a stepped hill that rose—level upon level—to a neighborhood of fine brick houses and whited roofs cracked already by the constant damp.

			The tea house itself was an imitation wood structure built in the Nipponese fashion: slope-roofed with heavy beams, clean-lined and open. It perched upon the very edge of the grounded vessel upon which it sat, on a platform overhanging the level and the street far below, supported by heavy steel struts tied into the superstructure beneath.

			We were ushered in by two willowy women in black uniforms, their hair—one black, the other golden—tied back and secured with long wooden pins. Samir led the way inside, his huge bulk seeming to bend the walls closer to him like a planet warping space. I followed with Greenlaw, expecting at any moment that the big guards I imagined would appear and search us for weapons—or for comms devices such as the sub-vocal transmitter Ilex wore under her cloak and behind her elongated ears.

			None came.

			Samir said nothing as he led us through a crowded central chamber, past chatting patrons and laughing men and around a large brazier where staff were boiling coffee in sand after the Jaddian fashion. “Just this way,” he said, mounting a wooden stair that arced up the back wall and onto an open portico under the sky of early afternoon.

			The fitful vapors of the morning were gone, and though columns of steam yet rose from Arslan all around, the orange sun was bright and clear, and fretted only a little with the fitful clouds. The portico, too, was crowded, with small tables and small conversations, some hushed and private, others expansive. Paper screens painted with the images of birds and of women blocked one corner from view, and beyond the railing I could see the whole of the city rolled out like a man new-woken from fugue.

			For someone supposedly hiding from the Imperium, the place Samir and The Painted Man had chosen for their meeting seemed terribly exposed. One could easily imagine a Chantry remote camera flying overhead, driven by some poor anagnost in an office somewhere in town. Yet there was no real sense of secrecy about the place. With the crowd so near to hand, it was almost public.

			Two men emerged from behind the screens, and I was almost relieved to see their thick muscles and black suits. They did not take our weapons, but stepped aside with a nod and opened the screens wider for Samir to pass. The fat plagiarius blocked my view, and so the first thing that struck me about the Extrasolarian arms dealer was his voice. High, cold, drawling and nasal. “Here you are. Brought the mercenaries, have you?”

			A shadow of the menace that so frightened Samir moved in me, and I stopped moving forward at once. Switch nearly banged into me and had to steady himself. Hearing its voice, I froze: sick, cruel, imbued with a poisonous quality, as if one might expect fangs in the mouth that spoke with it instead of teeth. Not even the Cielcin were so disturbing, for this voice used the tongues of men. Samir bowed his head, shoulders hunched. “Yes, master.”

			“Well, stand aside then, my dear. It’s them I’m here to speak to, not you.”

			Neither of The Painted Man’s two minions were looking at us, or looking anywhere. It was like they’d gone away inside. I stood looking at one of their faces for a good few seconds, confused by that deep emptiness. What sort of man engendered that kind of fear and self-control? Not even my father’s guards had been such, and he was the hardest man I’d known. Not even Emil Bordelon—for all his depravity—had shut down his own people so.

			Samir stepped aside, and I saw The Painted Man’s face, and it was like no man I had ever seen.

			Inmane. Inhuman.

			It was a homunculus, like Ilex and yet as far removed from Ilex as a man is removed from a shark. Red-haired it was, with skin like time-eaten porcelain: translucent, veined with blue. But the worst part was the eyes. All-dark they were, putting me in mind of the Cielcin. But where those xenobites’ eyes were black and empty as caverns, this was something far worse. They were pupil-black—as if its whole eye were dilated in the throes of some deep arousal. Its was the face of ancient terror, of the predator in love with the hunt. And worse yet, it knew what it was, for it had painted itself to heighten the terror it engendered. Neither woman nor man it seemed to me, but some monster fashioned in man’s image. The lips were red, like a clown’s parody of a Jaddian cortigiano, and when it smiled it revealed far, far too many teeth. What black magus had grown and designed such a being and why I did not care to guess. For some sadist’s pleasure house on some planet whose name I did not dare imagine, I daresay.

			But here it was . . . in the open air under the sun. In a tea house. How it had walked in past all those ordinary people and not driven them off with the sight of it I could not say. Indeed, how it could be present and not sensed by those same ordinary people the way we know there is a snake in the grass I cannot begin to guess. I wanted to scream, to turn in terror. To draw my sword.

			My hand flitted toward the hilt in its leather holster strapped to my thigh. Seeing this, The Painted Man smiled, and in that drawling voice said, “You must be the one, then?” It bit its lip. “What a looker you are, boy.” The smile widened past anything any human face could achieve, revealing every one of the Extrasolarian’s teeth—there must have been a hundred of them crowded behind those carmine lips. “Marlowe, was it?”

			It offered a pale hand, long-fingered, with pointed nails red as its painted lips. Finding my voice, I looked it in the face and said, “And you’re The Painted Man, I assume?” I moved to take the frightful white hand, noting the tattooed eyes peering out from its wide sleeve.

			It snatched its hand away, holding it above its head, bracelets rattling as it wagged its finger at me. “I am no one, boy. Remember it.” It leered at me, settling back in its chair. “Samir, darling. Fetch us tea.” It waved that hand in dismissal, and the fat plagiarius went back out past the screens. All was quiet for a moment, the five of us alone with the demon. Over its shoulder, I could see the strange and sprawling city unrolled beneath us. A towering rocket stood not far off, blinking with holographic advertisements and the ever-present scaffolding that endeavored to turn the peculiar architecture of Arslan into something enduring.

			“Messer,” I said, taking the careful point against using the homunculi’s name, “I am Hadrian Marlowe, Lord Commandant of the Meidua Red Company. I assume Samir has spoken to you of our needs?”

			The Painted Man rubbed its arms under the sleeves, the images of lidless eyes and leering mouths painted on its skin blinking from beneath the violet silks. “There’s only one thing people, uh, come to me for.” Its nails snicked on the tabletop, and it turned its head from each of us to the other. I could not track its eyes—there were no whites in them—and it seemed to look everywhere at once. I read once that our ancestors had evolved whites in their eyes for precisely that reason: that the rest of us might know where the other looked. It was no wonder those humanish creatures with the lying eyes had been stamped out. I could not trust it. “Sit, sit, sit!” It waved me to the opposite chair, then, realizing there was only the one, shrugged and said, “Your little . . . friends here. They will have to stand, I’m afraid.”

			As I seated myself, I could feel Switch move closer behind me, taking up a position at my shoulder. I knew it was him without having to turn. I took in a deep breath, trying to quiet my grated nerves from the shock of seeing The Painted Man’s face. I had a plan, and I meant to stick to it. I had to shock the creature—no small task—and hoped the brain behind that horrid face was still human enough to understand. “I’m here for information.”

			A muscle spasmed in the homunculi’s cheek, and its brows contracted. Hit. “Information, you say?” It stroked the hollow of one cheek. “Samir said you were in the market for atomics?” It almost pouted with those bloody lips, the painted shadows around its eyes stretching down the inmane’s face. Tugging on the silver hoop in one ear it said, “Do not test my patience, little boy.”

			I told myself I had faced worse creatures than this, whatever its monstrous appearance. I had faced truly inhuman monsters before, I had faced an Ichakta-captain of the Cielcin and lived to speak of it. I had burned Emil Bordelon out of the sky. I had fought in Colosso and sat at table with my own father, the Butcher of Linon, more times than I could count. I had nearly been killed in the streets of Meidua, and faced the other boys that dark night in Borosevo. What was this—what was it—next to all that? The poets say that one’s fears grow less with trial, that we become men without fear if tried enough. I have not found it to be so. Rather, on each occasion we are tested, we become stronger than our fears. It is all we can do. Must do. Lest we perish for our failings.

			And so I spoke. “You are an Extrasolarian. I wish to deal with the Extrasolarians. With your masters, whoever they may be. I want a way to contact them.”

			“My . . .” The creature mulled over the words. “. . . masters.” It looked at me—or so I thought—with those eyes like drops of ink. It smiled again, smiled with its whole face. “You don’t know what we are, do you? You ask after masters, but we are not the bloody, fucking Empire. There are no masters. You deal with me.”

			“I meant no offense.” I splayed one hand on the tabletop, narrowed my eyes. “Weapons are the smallest part of what I want,” I said, playing the mercenary captain. “Things that can’t be had under the Imperial Sun. Do you follow me?”

			The homunculi’s demeanor changed at once. It sat back, and the too-wide smile—momentarily banished—returned with astonishing speed. It laughed, a high, grating sound like air escaping an old instrument. “Is that how it is, then?” It leaned forward, black eyes turning blacker as it grinned, attention flitting from one of us to the next. “Oh, but this is amusing.” It pointed squarely at me. “Civilization’s on the wane, you know? They say the Imperial Sun is red because it’s grown supergiant. And supergiants burn out. The xenobites burn cities, take millions . . . and here’s a nobleman of the blood of old King William himself, asking after daimons. What a time to be alive.”

			Samir chose that moment to return with a metal tea service, which he placed on the table between us. I took a moment to compose myself, rattled by The Painted Man’s remark about old King William. It meant the Emperor, of course, the first Emperor. How had the homunculus known that I was a part of the Peerage? Of the blood Imperial itself? Or did it only mean that I was palatine?

			“You misunderstand me,” I said, taking the tea service before the creature across from me could. Bassander’s discomfort with the idea of even pretending to have truck with daimons floated up in my mind. But I’d had a better idea. One closer to the truth. “I’d been given to understand the Extrasolarians were the very best to go to for . . . unnatural requests.” Emboldened, I added, “You’re living proof that must be true.”

			Reclining against the back of its seat, The Painted Man smiled. “You don’t know the half of it, little boy.” Then it smiled, and the red paint about its lips stretched, flowing as if from under its skin until the points of its smile stretched horribly from ear to ear. “You still don’t seem to understand, though. There are no Extrasolarians. Not the way there’s an Empire. We don’t organize. That’s why I don’t have any masters. No gods or emperors. No hierarchy.”

			I snorted, glancing at Samir where he cowered as invisibly as an obese man could. “No hierachy, eh?” With difficulty, I pulled my attention back to the pallid face with its horrid too-wide smile. “The fact you don’t pay taxes doesn’t mean you’re free, or that there’s not someone out there who can squash you.”

			“Why would they? I’m a businessman. I provide a service, and for a modest price,” The Painted Man said, combing its too-red hair back from its too-white face.

			“What service is that, exactly?”

			“If you didn’t know that, you beautiful idiot, you would not be here.” It turned its head to Samir. “My lovely friend explained, did he not?” He had. The Painted Man salvaged nuclear ordnance from abandoned Imperial and Norman bases throughout the Veil, or else raided house stores on the borders. It did other things: trafficked in smaller arms and less caustic technologies. Things like starships, terraforming hardware, even the dreaded daimons of artificial intelligence. “So what is it you’re really after, if not the atomics?” The red pigment twisted into evil spirals across its cheeks. They vanished almost as fast, leaving me contemplating the nightmare before me.

			“I do want the atomics,” I said, taking only the smallest sip of the tea. I had to suppress a grimace. “But not only.” The situation called for delicacy. I did not know what it was I needed to ask for. I could hardly say that I wanted Vorgossos because I was an Imperial agent, could I? “The Chantry forbids the trade of xenobitic artifacts between worlds within the Imperium.”

			The Painted Man put down its teacup suddenly and held a hand to its mouth, as if in surprise. One of its tattoos floated up its wrist and filled the back of its hand. A grinning mouth, twin to the one on its face. It widened, revealing a tongue red as its lips. Then it was gone, and The Painted Man asked, “Xenobites? The Cielcin, do you mean?”

			“I’m a collector, you see,” I said, spreading my hands. “And I had word from a Durantine trader on Pharos that there was a place where the Extrasolarians—where people, I should say—where they traded with the Cielcin.” It was all a lie, of course. There had been no Durantine merchanter at Pharos.

			I realized only then that The Painted Man’s stunt with the tattooed mouth had been a distraction, meant to hide its genuine response. I had surprised it, for it said, “I have heard . . . stories.”

			“Vorgossos,” I said, preferring again to speak shortly and sharp. “I had always believed it was a myth, but . . . this merchanter . . . he said he’d been there.” Had it been my imagination, or had the homunculi’s inhuman eyes darkened at the name Vorgossos? Samir had flinched as he had in the drug den when I spoke of The Painted Man. Switch had caught on as well, for his fingers tightened on the top of my chair, just behind my shoulder.

			“Vorgossos? Now that is interesting,” The Painted Man said with another of its frightful bouts of laughter. “It must have something to do with the way they breed you nobiles. You’re all so baroque.” It glanced up at the others behind me and spoke in a stage whisper. “Is it sexual, your interest? Because there is trade in that, you know? You wouldn’t even have to go to the Undying. March Station would be far enough. The Exalted would be all too happy to drug one of the Pale long enough for you to get your play—I hear you don’t want them awake—they bite more than I do.” At this it gnashed its teeth and chortled. “Aah, humans are so interesting. But then, you’re as human as I am.”

			A series of emotions flashed through me: disgust, contempt, anger, disgust again. I slammed my eyes shut, trying to gather my scattered thoughts. Deciding not to rise to the bait, I said, “What’s the Undying?”

			The homunculus threw an arm across its face in exasperation and turned away. The eyes tattooed on its pale flesh shut themselves and vanished entirely. “You ask for Vorgossos but do not know its lord?”

			“I thought you said there was no hierarchy among the Extras?”

			It laughed again, then without warning slammed both its hands flat against the table, half-standing. Switch and Ilex each took a half-step forward behind me, but the homunculus rocked back in its seat, laughing. “The look on your face!” It pointed again, its red smile spreading across its face without the lips moving at all. Scowling through its grin, it said, “Shall we stop dancing, Lord Marlowe? I thought you’d be more amusing than this . . . with your reputation. What you did to dear sweet Admiral Whent’s men . . .” It sucked in a breath, as if about to cry. “Hilarious.” It grinned, and the red pigment in its lips faded away.

			Glancing up at Switch and Greenlaw to my right, I said, “Very well. I want the location of Vorgossos in addition to the supply of atomics my man discussed with yours.” At this I jerked my head in Crim’s direction. “If this is agreeable to you, I—”

			The Painted Man raised a hand. Its long red nails snicked against one another. “I can’t give you Vorgossos. It can only be found by those its master allows to find it.”

			“And why is that exactly?” I asked. I was running out of patience. I had traveled too far and for too long to give up so easily. I hoped Ghen was close with his troops. Ilex would still be in communication with them, ready to move on my signal.

			“Because it is a planet without a sun, and those are not easy to find. Enough of this.” It drank again, and turning to its toady said, “Samir, dear. You promised me a mercenary company, not a nobleman on holiday.”

			The fat man bowed so rapidly I thought he’d fallen. “Forgive me, master. They seemed serious.”

			I stood then. That was a grave mistake. “I am serious.”

			The Painted Man raised a hand, and at once the two thugs on the other side of the screens came through. How they had known when their master signaled I couldn’t guess.

			Switch spoke up for the first time. “Hadrian, we should go.” He put a hand on my arm.

			I brushed him off angrily, only to find the hands of the two thugs on me. “I came to trade, homunculus.”

			“No, you didn’t!” the homunculus said, stepping lightly up onto the table, robe flapping in a sudden wind from over the railing. “This whole thing is a joke, Lord Marlowe. And while you are very funny, I’ve had enough. I know exactly what you are.” It looked straight down at me and grinned, its impossible smile widening beyond all human imitation. With a jerk of its chin, it dismissed the two thugs, who hauled me backward, despite Switch’s politic objections. No one went for their weapons, for which I was privately grateful—my shield wasn’t on. We passed out onto the crowded portico.

			No one looked at us. The conversation didn’t even stumble. On the street in Borosevo we used to say someone could beat you down in the street and no one would stop to help. Many times I’d watch another urchin like me turned to pulp by the prefects or less legitimate thugs in full view of other people. Rousseau was wrong.

			“I need to get to Vorgossos!” I shouted. Still no one looked our way. My four compatriots stood, assessing—Ilex, I hoped, was signaling Ghen. We’d have to move fast to take The Painted Man. I prayed the big myrmidon was in place.

			“I may be a great many things, boy,” The Painted Man said, and it jumped down off the table, pressing past Crim with as little regard as you or I might give a cockroach, “but I don’t trade with Imperial spies.”

			I had nothing to say to that. It had me right. It smiled entirely too close to my face—its tattoos were flushing up its neck like a fever. A cloud of little black eyes opening. At that precise moment a shot rang out. Not the cough and roar of plasma fire, nor the simple pop of a laser as it flash-boiled its living target. This was the concussive blast of a simple firearm. A sniper. One of the thugs holding me fell away and a fine spray of blood washed over my face, my coat. I thought I spied the flash of a targeting laser from the scaffolding about the rocket that was becoming a tower opposite us. At that precise moment a half dozen soldiers in heavy gray cloaks sprang over the railing at the edge of the porch, led by Ghen.

			It was the strangest thing, not because the ordinary world—a tea house—had plunged off a cliff into the ocean of chaos that roils beneath all things, but because it hadn’t. The diners kept eating. Drinking. Talking. They kept laughing. They hadn’t missed a beat. I couldn’t afford to, either; couldn’t afford to dwell on it. I drew Olorin’s sword with my free hand and whirling planted the mouth of the hilt against the fellow’s chest and squeezed the activator. The blade sprang into being. She gleamed in my hand, faintly phosphorescent highmatter glowing blue-white as moonlight. I tugged up and away, slipping a finger through the finger-loop to shore up my grip even as I opened the man from sternum to clavicle. He fell away and turning I faced The Painted Man, blade held en garde. She sang naked and bloodless in my grasp, the exotic metal in her blade rippling like seawater over itself. “I didn’t want to have to do it this way. You’re outnumbered. Come quietly.”

			Without smiling, the red pigment in The Painted Man’s inhuman face spread in cruel mockery of a smile, rising almost to its equally scarlet hairline. Something hit me in the back, and I staggered, my sword slicing through one of the paper screens and a part of the metal railing as if it weren’t there. The Painted Man moved quickly, leaping into the crowd—which as a unit found its feet. Each and every man, woman, and child in the group—who moments before had been laughing and dining and living their lives—went silent as the tomb. Only the wind spoke, and Ghen, who swore.

			“I told you,” the homunculus said, tapping its head with one red-tipped finger. “You don’t know what we are.”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 5

			

			EYES LIKE STARS

			HAVE YOU EVER SEEN a corpse? You’d be surprised how many people have not. I remember the first I saw: my grandmother, the Lady Fuchsia Bellgrove-Marlowe, when I was just a boy. Something happens to their eyes . . . It’s indescribable. It’s as if some fluid pressure slackens—whether in the eyelids or in the orbs themselves I cannot rightly say—and they cease to be eyes at all. I say this because the light in each eye of every living child of Earth tells us something of the mind behind it. It’s a subtle thing, hard to quantify or even to describe. I met a strojeva once, a Durantine android serving as quartermaster on one of their ships. She had eyes that looked human—and indeed might have been grown from human stock. But I knew, knew with the metaphysical certainty of the devoutest priest, that her eyes were dead, and had always been. There was no light in them.

			The eyes of that crowd on that porch above the tea house were like the eyes of that strojeva. Hollow. Glassy. Dead. And yet the faces . . . they were the faces of men. Women. Life and care had etched lines on their faces, weathered their skin. There were even a couple of children mixed among them to sell to me the lie that they were still living human beings. What they were in truth I did not then know.

			I thumbed the trigger on my shield-belt and pivoted as the energy curtain collapsed around me. Olorin’s sword thrummed in my hand, the strange matter rippling as it moved, the blade’s cutting edge shifting with its direction of motion. Switch fell in behind me, and Ilex; each activated their own shields. “What are they?” I asked The Painted Man, who stood smiling—truly smiling now—amidst his thralls. “Your puppets? What have you done to them?”

			The creature didn’t answer. Another shot rang out, making me flinch. One of the diners fell smoking with a fist-sized hole in its chest, and everything changed at once. Still utterly silent, the mob threw itself at us. There must have been fifty of them. Throwing her hood back, Ilex stepped past, drawing a heavy phase disruptor. She fired, the hiss of lightning fuzzing the air.

			“Stop that ugly one!” Ghen’s voice was raised above the crowd. “Oh-two, three! With me!” I saw his huge mass gesturing over the heads of the crowd, saw the violet shout of plasma, felt the heat of it even through my shield.

			Then I had other problems, as two men hurled themselves at me. I lashed out, retreating into a lunge that caught one in the chest. The highmatter sword met no resistance, its edge as fine as hydrogen. Without slowing, I tugged the weapon sideways, cleaving effortlessly through the ribs and right arm in an arc that severed the head of the man beside it.

			Neither of them bled. I slid forward, mindful of Switch at my back and the too-deadly weapon in my hand. I risked a look down.

			“Holy Mother Earth protect us,” I heard Switch swear. The first thing I realized—absurdly—was that I’d seen wrong. There was blood, but not nearly so much as there should have been. It dribbled out upon the wood planking, flowed out past . . . “It’s a daimon,” Switch said. I had to move, sidestepping another of the diners as she lurched toward me. But I had seen the metal in the flesh, the severed wires, the tubing. Something white spilled upon the floor, mingled with the blood like milk. They were machines now, and had not always been.

			“Ghen!” I shouted, waving my sword. “The stairs!”

			“On it, Radiance!”

			Shots rained from above, brought down from the tower opposite. Ghen’s snipers. Four of the daimons went down sparking, their flat eyes flashing in the light like the eyes of some night predator. Crim howled past, a high-energy laser in one hand, a long ceramic knife in the other. His kaftan fluttered in the wind, white and crimson. We were outnumbered at least five to one, more if you didn’t count the three or four snipers Ghen had kept on the tower opposite. But we were armed, and the diners had nothing.

			“Where’s the homunculus?” Greenlaw shouted, ejecting a spent plasma cartridge from her burner.

			I looked round. There was no sign of The Painted Man anywhere. Howling in frustration I cleaved forward through another of the daimons, slicing it clean through from shoulder to hip. It fell with a heavy thud, but the legs stumbled on a moment, trying to find the body. The arm still attached to the head and torso reached out, as if guiding the legs. Switch kicked the legs over and shot them. I reached down and drew my phase disruptor with my free hand, checked the settings. Stun. Good enough. I hadn’t the time to sort it properly. I fired, catching one in the throat as it lunged for Ilex. At once it seized up and slumped, black lines burning its skin from within where wires seared into flesh. I must have scored a lucky hit, for the next two stunner bolts seemed to have no effect on the machine daimons.

			Switch seemed to hunch over his plasma burner, his posture as folded in as his broad frame would allow. I felt for him, for the terror of the moment.

			“Machines,” I swore. The reality would not process. How many times had I heard stories of the Extrasolarians? How many times had I heard they packed their artifice into the bodies of the men and women they took as slaves to turn them into something less than human? I had not believed it possible, and so had walked directly into a trap. Had The Painted Man known what we were the entire time? Had Samir?

			Samir.

			Where had the plagiarius gone? I cast about. He was still cowering by the table where I’d sat but moments before. Frowning, I shot him with my stunner. If The Painted Man had escaped, Samir was better than nothing.

			Ghen stood at the top of the stairs now with two of his legionnaires at his back. The big centurion’s rictus—part focus and part delight—was visible even at a distance. They fought as Pallino had taught us, the way true Imperial soldiers did: back-to-back-to-back in groups of three.

			I saw a dense knot of the diners clustered about a prone figure on the ground beside an overturned table. I holstered my stunner, deactivated Olorin’s sword a moment. The blade melted into smoke as the highmatter decayed from liquid crystal to gas, vanishing into the air. I tugged my heavy coat from me and tossed it aside.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Switch asked, drawing Ilex’s attention. The homunculus cocked her head at me, cat’s eyes wide.

			I reactivated the sword. It glowed pale, like moonlight on naked steel. “Just stay back.”

			“He’s dead, Had!” Switch said, putting the dots together.

			He wasn’t. I knew he wasn’t. “I said stay back!” I checked my shield and bounded forward. In the weaker gravity, my every step carried me up and forward faster than I could believe. For so long I had lived in the high gravity of Emesh. Muscle had grown heavy on me, and I had grown strong as old tree roots. I could see the body of my downed peltast lying prone beneath the swarming machine-puppets, could see the blood there. Seldom had I felt so righteous.

			There are few things in the universe that highmatter cannot cut. Adamant, or the long-chain molecules of nanocarbon, or the energy curtains of high-class static fields. Or highmatter itself. Anywhere the atom-fine edge could find a chink—a gap between molecules—it could cut. Not stone, nor steel, nor ablative ceramic could slow a knight’s highmatter sword. It never dulled or broke or wanted oiling. It could take any shape its maker asked of it, and built itself of the very air by some alchemical process I did not understand, transmuting the nuclei of common elements to something strange. Once, I’d cut the wing off a Tanager-class lighter as it took flight, severing carbon fiber and the metal endoskeleton all at a stroke.

			Flesh was no object, nor whatever foul praxis the Extras had contrived. They fell like blades of grass, scattered like leaves. Five of them rose at my approach. Five of them fell in pieces. I went to one knee beside the body of our man, went to check his pulse. The flesh there had been torn as if by some wild thing . . . Switch was right. Our man was dead. He’d been Jaddian, one of Jinan’s boys. Artur, I think. Or Arturo. I hadn’t really known him.

			A hand hard and cold as iron seized my leg, squeezing with superhuman strength. I gasped, struggled for my feet. Another hand seized me, dragged me back down. Twisting, I looked down, found a headless man dragging me down with the help of a woman’s torso. She leered soullessly at me, like a statue. There was blood around her mouth and on her teeth. Looking at the dead soldier and the torn flesh there, I did not have to guess. Blood and the strange white fluid soaked my boots. The whole pile of dismembered people churned about my feet, slipping in the blood and fluid, clawing toward me. The woman’s eyes were on me, fixed like stars, unblinking. I put out those eyes with a slash. Switch hurried over, firing his plasma burner. Violet flame turned to orange as the bodies caught, still moving toward me.

			I managed to shake myself free and stumbled sideways into a table. My sword fell through it, notching the surface. It broke as I staggered into it, knocking me from my feet. I fell, and at once the headless man fell upon me, clawing, crawling its way up the length of me. I’d lost my sword in the confusion, buried in the debris of the table. A sudden, horrible memory swelled up in me of a night on distant Meidua, when the other boys had dragged me from the dinted box I called home in the loading depot behind the old desalination plant. Almost I could hear their laughter, their jeering, could feel their hands on me.

			My own hands scrabbled through smashed china and splintered bits of table, blindly seeking the touch of silver and Jaddian leather. The headless man bore down on me, and turning I could see blue light flickering in the holes of its throat, and the flapping of tissue in the damaged trachea where the lungs still pumped. The sound it made was awful, a wet rattle like some damned thing. Sparks flared from the ends of wiring planted in parallel to vein and tendon, and blood dribbled down its front to soak what had been a white business shirt.

			Was that silver I felt? Leather? The sword? I could not get a grip on it, could not close my fingers round the weapon. I brought a knee up hard between the machine man’s legs, but found there was nothing there to bruise. Its hands found my throat and squeezed. Bassander was right. I wasn’t a soldier at all. This mercenary game we’d played was just that. I would never see Valka again, or my Jinan. My vision blurred, and in the dimming of it I saw my father’s face hovering where the headless man’s should be, his eyes turned red from their true violet, his face white as the funerary masks of my forebears hanging about the palace door.

			I didn’t find my sword in time.

			Light smashed over me, blooming back. The hands that crushed my voice vanished as the light returned, and I coughed and spat upon the ground, rolling out from under the headless body where it smoked from plasma fire.

			“On your feet, Your Radiance!”

			Ghen of Emesh stood over me, grinning a strained grin, his gray cloak spattered red and white and charred in places. He offered me a hand, and I stood, sagging against him. Switch and Ilex covered him—where was Crim? Bleary, I looked round, spotted the Jaddian hewing down one of the machines. Where was The Painted Man? Had it gone over the side of the rail? Breathing hard, I gasped, “You almost shot me.” The plasma burner had chewed fist-sized holes halfway through the back of the headless man. Bits of metal and ceramic glistened in the wounds, melted and warped and dead.

			“And don’t you forget it!” Ghen said, clapping me on the back.

			Ilex stooped and handed me my sword with a quiet nod. There was a wound high on her temple, just beneath the woody crown of her hairline. Her blood flowed thick as amber and just as slow, black as black. “Are you all right?” I asked, nodding at the wound.

			She smiled, “No one’s strangled me.”

			“Cute,” I said, “I deserved that.”

			“I’ll say,” Switch hissed, eyes wide with concern. “The fuck were you thinking?”

			“Not now!” I shouted, and pushed him aside. “Ilex, wave the shuttle. We need a pickup like . . . ten minutes ago. I have Samir by the table.”

			If she answered, I missed it. I drew my stunner fast as was possible and fired as one of the machines rose up behind Switch. There was still enough human tissue in the thing that it staggered under the impact, and rocked back. Ilex was fastest, training her phase disruptor and firing with an electric spat. The weapon was designed to fry the human nervous system, but it melted copper and fiber optic just as well. The daimon fell smoking, and I asked the question that had plagued me moments ago. “Where’s the homunculus?”

			Ilex twitched at the word, but I had no time for apologies. Ghen turned. “Stairs?”

			“Shit.”

			We ran, cutting our way through a few more of the daimons. There seemed no end of them. There had not seemed so many when they were seated at the table. We passed another of our soldiers dead upon a table, his guts torn out beside him. I ground my teeth and made for the top of the stairs, where Crim and Greenlaw held our remaining peltasts together. A disruptor burst flew just past my shoulder, and turning I found that one of the machine-men had taken up our dead soldier’s sidearm. Being shielded, I turned back and charged the machine. Ghen, Switch, the rest had shields, but the peltasts did not, and I would not lose another soldier. Sniper fire from Ghen’s men rained down—it was hard to imagine that the local authorities had missed the struggle, but if what Samir had said was true, there were barely any authorities to speak of.

			Another burst from the disruptor caught me in the hip and coruscated through my shield, turning the energy field radiant about me. That didn’t slow me down, nor did the next shot, which would have fried my chest and shoulder. My sword sprang out, silver blue in the mist and vapor of the fight. I struck the arm, disarming it, carrying the arc through to cut the right leg from beneath it and to the ground in pieces. Another slash clove the head and torso and finished it. I turned back, and found myself face to face with a slack-jawed woman, a knife raised to take me in the back. Only the sniper had stopped her, had saved me. The first shot had stunned her, wrecking the shoulder whose arm held the short blade. The knife would have passed through my shield as if it weren’t there—my attacker moved slow enough. It would have killed me and there would have been nothing I could do. The second shot knocked her down and away, and I hurried back to the stairs. There was great tumult in the room below, as of scrambling feet. People escaping the chaos, I imagined. More than two dozen of the machine-men yet stood upon the rooftop.

			“Where’s that shuttle?” I asked Ilex.

			The frown in the dryad’s voice was evident, though I saw only the back of her head and her long ears. “On its way, Marlowe.”

			“Ain’t that fat son of a bitch over there?” Ghen asked, pointing.

			I swore. I’d been so preoccupied guarding the stairs I’d lost track of the fact that when I’d moved us to regroup I’d put two dozen daimon-augmented human slaves between us and our consolation prize of a plagiarius. I wanted to scream. “I’ll think of something,” I said. “Just hold for the shuttle, that’ll change things.”

			“You fucked this up,” Greenlaw spat. “You really fucked this up.”

			I ignored her as Ghen’s snipers peeled off another of our enemies. It crumpled jagged to the ground, crumpling as no human crumpled. Pieces of our fallen opponents yet crawled among the upturned tables and shattered china, undead.

			“Down the stairs, Ghen,” I said, “take two and check our escape. We may need to leave that way.”

			The big man clapped me on the shoulder. “Will do, Had.” He waved his gun at two of our peltasts. “You lads, with me. Down the stairs now, double quick. You heard His Radiance.”

			They left in a rustling of gray cloaks, boots slamming against the treads.

			He’d called me Had. I have not forgotten that. He almost never used my name. I didn’t quite notice at the time, but later . . . looking back, it stood out clear and sharp in my memory as the edge of my own sword. I’d no time to dwell on it then, for the shooting began anew. Sniper fire rained down, shattering tea sets and splintering furniture.

			“They’re on their way!” Ilex called, meaning the shuttle, I assumed. That was something.

			Beside her, Crim fired his laser, burning a thumb-sized hole in the chest of one of the machines—a woman little more than a girl. He swore darkly, and I imagined him shutting his eyes as he fired again. I held my ground then, waiting for the others to come close. Much as I hated to admit it, Greenlaw wasn’t wrong. I’d gotten us into this situation. I was in command. The fault—for our failure to get the intelligence we needed and for the deaths of our two men—was mine.

			“We need to secure Samir,” Greenlaw said.

			Switch glared at her. “Are you enlisting?” he shouted, firing again. His burner whirred in his hands, indicating he was out of plasma in his reservoir. His gun was sucking air, slowing his rate of fire.

			Something changed without warning. It was as if whatever malevolence animated the daimons before us changed its mind and plan, for the score or so of hollow men before us froze, their glassy eyes watching, flickering as if with a blue light.

			“I do not like this, boss,” Crim said, voice strained. Was he injured? I’d not noticed in all the commotion. He swore in his strange Norman pidgin. “Where is Ghen?”

			He shouldn’t have opened his mouth, for the next instant all twenty of the machines—or so it seemed—sprinted straight at us. They crashed like a wave under the dominion of a mighty moon. We could not fire fast enough to stop them all. I stepped forward, sweeping one of them in half with Olorin’s sword. The liquid metal hummed in my hand, delicate filaments of blue-white highmatter dripping and trailing to and from the blade, following micro-lines of force the way solar flares arc to and from their mother stars. I took the arm from another and retreated, backing down the stairs. One of the peltasts came with me, but none of the others. Four of the machine puppets pressed us back.

			“With me!” I cried, voice lifted as high as all my speech training would allow. “Red Company, with me!” I do not know if they heard. Greenlaw was shouting about Samir, and the sound of gunfire and scuffle rose like the chaos of a concert and drowned out all order. My sword cut through wall and railing, leaving dark, cold gouges in wood and plaster and steel, littering the steps with pieces of our foes.

			“We have to go back up, Lord!” the peltast said, quite rightly. “The others!”

			I tripped over something behind me. Not a stair, I’d taken those carefully, retreating as I was. Something soft and uneven. Keeping my wits about me, I immediately deactivated the Jaddian sword I held so as not to maim myself in the fall. I did not yell, but tumbled over the thing there to land on the bamboo mat at the base of the stairs. That clumsiness cost the peltast her life. The remaining machines leaped at her without me to aid, and before I could regain my feet she lost hers, borne down by the weight of the two grown men. As I staggered up one sunk his teeth into her neck, tearing as they had the other on the portico above. To her credit, she unloaded her sidearm into the daimon’s chest, but the simple bullets in her weapon were not enough to crack whatever metal or ceramic it was protected the daimon’s internal organs. She fell beside the body that had tripped me on the stairs. One of the other peltasts I had sent with Ghen.

			Ghen.

			I threw myself at the two machines, sword flashing back to life in my fist. The legs came out from under one of them with little effort, my blow cleaving the balustrade in twain. I caught the bloody machine that had killed—I did not know her name—by the throat with my free hand. In Rustam’s weak gravity, I lifted the man bodily from the floor with one hand. It pulled back a fist to clock me, and I dragged the atom-sharp sword through its chest, tossing the head and shoulders away.

			The blood beaded on my hydrophobic clothing, ran off toward the floor. Chest heaving, I cast about madly, trying to remember what it was I was looking for, what I had just been thinking of. I couldn’t see past all the red, but remembered after a few short breaths.

			“Ghen!” I called. “Ghen, we need you!”

			I found him then, sprawled in the tea house foyer. The two women who had escorted us up the stairs to meet The Painted Man lay broken around him, white blood and red pooling on the Tavrosi carpet. They’d been machines, too. Some titanic force had pulled their arms from their sockets and staved in their breasts. On Emesh, Ghen had been strong as an auroch; in Rustam’s gravity, he must have been like Herakles.

			Must have been . . .

			A gaping hole smoked in his back, put there by a plasma burner. But whose? None of the machines had carried weapons, except those they took from us. Had someone taken Ghen’s? And where was the other peltast? I had sent two with him.

			The taste of copper filled my mouth, dry and thick and fuzzy. I sagged to my knees, and a chilly laugh echoed in that close and candle-lit space. I had heard it only minutes before, on the portico.

			“Put up quite the fight, that one,” The Painted Man said. “Ooh, the balls on him, tearing those poor girls to pieces, can you imagine?”

			Stunned, I thought, falling onto my side. The creature must have come up behind me, gotten its stunner inside my shield curtain. I was lucky my own sword didn’t fall on top of me—what an end that would have been.

			I could still move my eyes, could just turn my head. Footsteps sounded on the floor behind me, and looking up I saw . . . I saw the second peltast I’d sent with Ghen looking down at me, a Jaddian woman with copper skin and short, dark hair. She looked not a little like Jinan. All at once I wasn’t sure of the ground on which I stood. Or lay, as the case was. I had fallen out of the ordinary worlds and into some space other and mysterious. Why was the peltast just standing there? Why was she holding the stunner?

			She made a hushing sound. “Don’t try to move, you’ll hurt yourself.” When she smiled, I saw the glint of far, far too many teeth. I was hallucinating. I must be. The stunner had damaged my perceptions, perhaps. “Good of you to come down here after the big oaf. Makes my life just that much easier.” The smile widened. The gray cloak and the combat armor beneath it vanished as if switched off. Holograph? Beneath it there was only a skintight suit, darker than black and studded with little silver lenses. The Jaddian bronze leeched out of her skin, and as I watched, astonished and unable to speak, the curve of hip and breast and slope of shoulder narrowed, slimming to something lean and less than human, a trim and sexless silhouette. The black hair grew at an alarming rate, turning steadily to crimson, and the whites of the eyes went dark as coals.

			The Painted Man grinned at me, its lips blossoming to scarlet. “You’re mine, lordship.”

			The second stunner blast—when it came—felt like nothing at all.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 6

			

			THE ROAD TO VORGOSSOS

			I SWAYED IN A soft dream, buffeted as by wind, floating on Lethe’s gentle forgetting out of a province deeper than sleep. The current rocked me, and I dozed, limbs sluggish as they had been when I awakened from fugue aboard the Pharaoh. The light ahead dimmed, as if we’d passed under an overhang or into the mouth of some cave. Mouth. Remembered terror jolted me to wakefulness, and I lurched for my feet. I couldn’t find them. My legs gave out and I fell back into the deep bowl of the seat.

			“Why don’t you get comfortable, Lord Marlowe? Since you can’t walk,” the drawling voice said, punctuating the deep quiet. “We’ve a ways to go yet.”

			What sounded like a tram rattled overhead, shaking the office—if office it was—in which I was undoubtedly a prisoner. A pair of couches stood in the corner opposite, along with a rack of shelves glittering with bottles and crystal storage chips neatly ordered. The walls hung thick with Eudoran theater masks, brightly painted and wildly emoting. The Painted Man itself reclined on the couch opposite, perhaps five yards away. It held a strange device in its too-long hands, an oblate silver disc bristling with buttons and switches. A cable ran from it in a tangle to a spot behind the homunculi’s ear. As I watched, it pulled the wire free of its head with a mechanical clicking sound.

			Saying nothing, I focused on my injuries instead. I felt fairly certain that I was only stunned. That meant functionality would return before feeling. I tried to lift one leg, to cross it over the other. I thought I felt a brief twitch, then . . . nothing. My arms moved, though—that was something. When at last I was sitting straight, I asked the obvious question. “What are you going to do with me?”

			“With you?” The homunculus grinned evilly, setting its silver device—some sort of terminal, I didn’t doubt—aside. “Nothing at all, dear boy. If by with you you mean to you, that is. You’re no good to me dead.” It reached into a bowl on the table beside its seat and produced a set of silver and bone-white rings, which it began fixing about its fingers. It eyed me over its long red nails, licked its teeth. “We might do something together.”

			Teeth clenched, I said, “I beg your pardon?”

			The creature rolled its eyes, painted smile vanishing a moment. “My my, you Imperial palatines aren’t all so serious, are you?” It swung lightly to its feet, pressing its hand against the wall for balance as it crossed the distance between us, passing a heavy metal trunk of the sort used to carry small-grade firearms straight from the manufactory. “You’re very valuable, don’t you know?” It reached down and ruffled my hair. “I’m sure the rest of that mercenary outfit of yours will pay to have you back . . . the way you were just throwing money around.”

			“Ransom, then?” I asked, massaging my legs. “That’s your plan?”

			It shrugged, turned away, its spindly arms akimbo. “For my trouble.” It sank back into its seat. “You destroyed nearly all my SOMs. They’re not cheap, you know.”

			“Your what?”

			“My little helpers.” It waggled its fingers. Reaching back with one hand, it rummaged in the folds of its couch before drawing something out. My sword. Olorin’s sword. The homunculus poked a hole through the fingerloop in the rain guard and twirled it about its finger. “Now this is a pretty thing.” The Painted Man tightened its fist around the grip, and silently the exotic matter of the blade sprang forth with its faint iridescence, reflecting moonlight that was not there. The homunculus reached up with one finger and gently pressed it against her single gleaming edge. The silver-blue metal rippled, shimmering, recoiling as if burned by the inmane creature’s touch. The Painted Man’s huge black eyes widened, and it drew its finger back. Briefly I saw the blood incarnadine against skin like aged china. “Where did you get a thing like this?”

			I saw no reason to lie. “It was a gift, from one of the Maeskoloi of Jadd.” What Sir Olorin Milta might say about a blood-born homunculus touching so sacred an object to his order as a sword I did not like to think. Nothing good.

			The Painted Man spat and—turning off the weapon—cast it aside. It landed on the other couch. Watching it, I leaned forward in my seat. Beside my chair a small table stood, displaying an assortment of what I took at first to be art: blobs of metal or of stone pitted and melted. Meteors. I kept trying to move my legs. The numbness had transitioned from no feeling to a red tingling.

			“What happened to my friends?”

			The Painted Man propped its head on one fist. It didn’t speak at once, but the red shape of its mouth grew, spreading across its face, lips turning white in a tattooed imitation of teeth. “Dead.”

			I sat a little straighter, tried to stand. I felt my legs spasm, but they didn’t move. “You’re lying.” It was all I could do not to hurl one of the meteors at the beast.

			The homunculi’s red smile retreated from its face entirely. It shrugged. “I’ve no idea. You did abandon them in not the best of circumstances.”

			“I didn’t abandon them!” Again I tried to stand.

			“And yet here you are!” The creature laughed full in my face. “Some friend you turned out to be.” It leaned back against its couch and with a languid motion drew its stunner from some fold of the loose robe it wore. The Painted Man admired its weapon a moment. It was of a design strange to me: black and geometric and slim, with a looping handle more like unto the iron knuckles of lowlife thugs than the mythic praxis of the Extrasolarians, those technocrats of the Dark. It set the thing aside with a deliberate gesture, its threat clear.

			“They’re not dead,” I said.

			“Keep telling yourself that,” it replied, “but that big bastard certainly is.” It tilted its head back as if basking in the glow of some music only it could hear. To my horror, the crimson hair retreated into the creature’s scalp, the shoulders broadened, arms thickened, the bones of cheek and jaw grew more robust. How it did such a thing I could not guess, but even before the ink flooded its pale skin and turned Emeshi brown I knew what it was doing.

			I wanted to scream. To break something.

			Ghen’s face stared at me from where The Painted Man had sat. It wasn’t quite right: the constant stubble was missing, and the notch in the old myrmidon’s nose. But the damned grin was the same, rueful and rude at once, coarse as the man himself. “Too bad you weren’t faster, eh boss?”

			The voice wasn’t quite right, but it lodged in my heart and tore. I ground my teeth. “One more word, mutant, and you’ll wish your masters never pulled you out of whatever tube you crawled out of.”

			Ghen’s laugh—and not Ghen’s laugh at all—filled the office. I had to close my eyes not to see my friend’s laughing face, but when I did I saw his dead one instead, and the smoking hole in his back. Still in Ghen’s voice, the monster said, “I’d love to see you try it.” An involuntary smile pulled across my face, and I snorted. My knee twitched. The legs began to ache. I tightened my hands into fists until they went numb as my legs. When I didn’t speak, the homunculus grinned, and Ghen’s face shrank and melted away back into the likeness of The Painted Man, pale as a Cielcin, as Death herself. “That’s what I thought.”

			“What sort of name is The Painted Man?” I asked, slashing across the beast’s amused superiority.

			The creature hissed loudly, baring its too many teeth. “Not a name, little man.” It ran hands back again through its shaggy red mane.

			“But what are you?”

			“Homunculus,” it said, pronouncing each syllable like a word. “The same as you.”

			I bit off the smallest smile I could manage. “We’re not the same.”

			“Aren’t we?” The total black of its eyes resolved, whites blossoming, the iris emerging as if from a deep gloom. My eyes. “Tell me, little man, which tube did you crawl out of, eh?” As it spoke its voice shifted to a pitch-perfect mockery of my own, the Delian nobile’s accent—like the villain in so many bad Eudoran operas—dripping with every dram of my disdain.

			We were not the same. Whatever my genetic augmentations, they were within the limits prescribed by the Chantry and Imperial law. None of the gene complexes that elevated me above common humanity were imported from other species. I was not part tree like Ilex, nor the product of anything so clearly artificial as this creature. I could not change my face, could not breathe underwater as the undines of Mare Aeternus could. Nor had I received any medical enhancements after my birth. Some homunculi did not even have free will, were born instead with crippled minds and bred to service. Whose hand had wrought The Painted Man or to what purpose I cannot say, but they had not meant to make a traditional human being. That was the heart of the difference between us. The magi who crafted my embryo for the tanks so long ago meant to create an exemplar of the human form.

			The Painted Man was a mockery. A monster.

			I waited for its face to change, but it never did. It only watched me with my own eyes.

			“You’re from Vorgossos, aren’t you?” I cannot say how I knew it, but knew as the words escaped me that I was right. It blinked, posture hardening to alertness, and when its eyes opened they were black again. Blink. Violet. Blink. Black. I sat a little straighter, knee shifting a little of its own volition. “No . . . you escaped from there, didn’t you?”

			It was quiet for a moment, nothing but the rattling of the tramway above us and the shifting of light through the curtained windows. “You don’t know a damned thing.”

			“True,” I said, rocking back, curling my toes within the security of my boots. “But that’s not something you’d say if I weren’t right. What were you? Someone’s pet?” The Painted Man took up its stunner and brandished it at me, grunting low in his throat and deeper than that thin chest should allow. It stood. I shielded my face. “I was serious, you know. I mean to find Vorgossos.”

			The Painted Man did not lower its stunner. But it did not speak or mock me.

			“When you’ve sold me to my people, sell them the road to Vorgossos.”

			“Were you not listening?” the creature said. “I do not know where it is.”

			“You must know something,” I said coldly. “Put us on the path. We’ll pay for it.” It was all I could do not to choke on the words. I could still hear Ghen’s laughter echoing in that low-ceilinged space, and if Switch and the others were dead . . . My eyes flickered to the displayed meteors, to the theater masks on the walls, the neat display of bottles and storage chips in one corner. “Please.”

			At that small courtesy, the homunculi’s mouth widened to its full and impossible extent, revealing easily one hundred little teeth in its head. It sat back down, hand going to the silver tablet it had wired into its skull not long before. “Put you on the path,” it repeated, and laughed. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? The pilgrims?”

			“I’m sorry?” I said, shutting my eyes. I felt suddenly motion sick, like someone not at ease on the water. “Pilgrims?”

			“You Imperial palatines were the worst. You came seeking immortality. Youth. To change your sex. Whatever your Imperium would not allow, the Undying would give you. For a price. The bonecutters would make anything for you. Anyone. Soldiers. Slaves. Sex objects.” Its tongue flitted obscenely past its thicket of white fangs.

			“Which were you?” I demanded, flippant. I had to keep it talking. I could feel my legs returning to me, my palatine’s overclocked nervous system restoring itself faster than a normal man’s. And I’d noticed something about the office—perhaps you’ve noticed it, too? Noticed it was no office at all.

			The Painted Man’s obscene smile faltered a moment—all its art and artifice fell away, leaving a shrunken, subhuman thing in fine robes before me. “I am as you see me. An idea. Any idea.”

			“That thing you do,” I said, gesturing at the creature. I flexed my calves. “Your . . . changing. Is it holography? Some daimon?”

			“I am a Painted Man,” it said. “I am whatever I need to be.”

			A skin-changer.

			“There are more of you, then?” I asked.

			The homunculus did not answer. It drifted to the window beside its couch, and peered out around the curtain. I could see nothing. Whatever the answer was, yes or no, it did not matter. Wordless, The Painted Man unspooled the cable from its terminal and clicked the jack back into its skull behind one ear.

			Here was a creature of the most unfortunate kind. Unlike Ilex, who was a homunculus as well but as free of will as any palatine, this Painted Man had been tailored body and soul, its mind shaped by its makers to serve their purposes. What that use was—as assassin or plaything, spy or idle fancy—I dared not guess. It had rebelled, but I sensed it was still acting out the patterns other men had put in it, still living out a life of criminality and deceit.

			Surely it had been sequenced by some vile magus in the very pits of Vorgossos, wearing the faces of others because its own was abhorrent. Almost I could pity it, but for the fact it had escaped and made for itself a mean, vile heaven of the hell of its life. Master though it was of its own destiny, the world had turned it cruel, or perhaps cruelty had been its nature. Evolution would not have shaped a beast with such teeth for kindness, and Evolution is blind. Men are not. Those teeth then and the vileness of its shape were either a cruel confirmation of purpose or a maleficent jape, like poisoning the thorns on a rose.

			“What a farce,” I said to no one in particular, shifting my heels up against the base of my chair. I could still not quite feel them, but the mind commanded the body now, and instantly it obeyed. Thank the High College and whoever sequenced my superior nervous system when I was but an embryo. I recovered fast. “You remind me of the monster in Shelley’s Frankenstein,” I said, referring to a novel in the Classical English Gibson had suggested to me long ago. “A reminder that mankind’s reach exceeds her grasp.”

			The homunculus jerked its attention onto me. “What?”

			“It’s a story about a scholiast who creates a homunculus. This was before there were homunculi in truth. I think it was before we understood genetics, before Apollo gave us the Moon.” I reached out a hand and grabbed one of the larger meteors and tested it. It might have massed thirty-five kilos, so dense it was. The inmane told me to put it down, so I only turned it to give myself a better look. “The scholiast makes his homunculus from the bodies of the dead, sewing their parts together. He imagines—as all artists must—that his work will be a masterpiece, more beautiful than nature. Quite like a palatine, I suppose.” I smiled, allowed myself a moment to let the insult sink in. “Only it isn’t. His skill was not up to the task. He made a monster. The scholiast spurned his creation out of loathing and fled, and the monster fled itself. And here you are.”

			“You’re projecting, palatine,” The Painted Man said, fiddling with the wired connection behind its ear. The tramway rattled above our head, and I felt the sensation of seasickness again. “Like I said, you’re only as human as I am, and we are both very far from home.”

			It was my turn at last to grin. “You have me there. We are both uncommon.” Hesitantly, I rolled my ankles inside my boots. I would have only one shot at this. Only one. “But there is a difference between us two, I think.” The creature only cocked red eyebrows at me and for once did not speak. I quoted, changing a couple of the words, “Satan had his companions, fellow devils, to admire and encourage him, but you are solitary and abhorred.”

			“Are you always like this?” The Painted Man sneered.

			“Melodramatic? Oh yes,” I said with my customary lopsided grin. “Ask anyone who knows me.” At this I seized the meteor on the table beside me, sinking fingers into the bubbled holes on its iridium surface. On Emesh, my strength would not have availed me, but here on Rustam, it weighed less than two-thirds what it might, and the massy stone lifted easily. Rocking to my feet, unsteady, I threw the weighty thing straight at The Painted Man’s face before it could stun me. The creature yelped and fell back onto the couch, its fingers prisoned in the loops of the stunner handle, its body wrapped in its terminal cord.

			Lurching to my feet, I became suddenly aware of the way the office rocked. It moved, slewing slightly as on a short chain. The homunculus made a choking sound, and I said, “Stupid of you not to keep me stunned, really. But I suppose you wanted a gloat.” I picked up the munitions chest that stood on the floor between us; it wouldn’t open. “I can understand that, but you weren’t very careful. I might have been content to sit out my rescue if I didn’t know where I was, but when I woke you said ‘we’ve a ways to go yet,’ meaning we’re in transit to whatever miserable little hole it is you call home. This is a private cable car.” I nodded at the curtained windows.

			Hefting the heavy chest as the executioner does his sword, I had a brief impression of the homunculus. It had fallen to the floor, its face a bloody mess, one long hand clamped over the ruin of its mouth. I might then have truly pitied it, but for the back of that hand. A tattoo had formed there, the image of a grinning mouth. Its face bubbled and pitted, flowing through a series of impressions. It did not speak, perhaps it could not. It raised its stunner to shoot me. I stomped on its hand as a man would a snake. “You shouldn’t have taken Ghen’s face,” I said, and slammed the crate down on the homunculi’s own face with all the force I could muster.

			There was ink in the blood as it soaked the fine carpet, so many colors joined together they were only black.
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