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Alive (Echo of Fading Stars. Stories)


Blade of Purification Rein Kassar received the order to keep the prisoner alive a few minutes after he saw the room.

Until then the assignment had seemed simple: enter the industrial block, detain Kern Vair, move him along the specified route, and hand him to the next Order unit. The limited mandate left little room for interpretation—detention, custody, escort, suppression of armed resistance along the route. No questioning, no independent judgment, no widening of the objective.

Rein preferred such assignments: precise wording left less room for anyone's initiative or his own mistakes. That was what he thought until a Brother opened the door to the adjoining room.

The room was small, windowless, metal-walled, and almost unfurnished. Remnants of a human rune circuit still glowed on the far panel, connected to two portable accumulators. One had gone dark; the other flickered unevenly. In the center stood a chair fitted with restraints.

No one was in it. Marks from the bindings on the armrests, dark stains near the legs, and an open container of neatly arranged tools explained the room’s purpose better than any written record. Rein recognized several of the tools immediately. He did not study the others longer than necessary.

Knight of Purification Leda Morn stopped beside him. In the Order’s black uniform she almost disappeared into the doorway until she turned her head toward the wall.

“His?”

Rein did not answer. He was still looking at the chair restraints while a Brother removed a storage unit from the recording system.

“Still working, Blade.”

“Do not play it here. Seal it and add it to the seizure inventory,” Rein ordered. He wanted to see the recording. That was precisely why he could not watch it now.

Kern Vair was in the adjoining room. He sat on the floor with his back against the wall, hands visible, doing nothing that could give the Order grounds to use force. A middle-aged man in expensive work clothes powdered with grey industrial dust, a scratch across his face, the control implant at his right wrist crushed.

Rein caught himself expecting a man whose appearance would somehow explain the first room and was almost immediately angry with himself. People who had done such things for long enough rarely spent effort looking the part.

“Kern Vair?”

“Yes.”

Rein named the mandate and informed him of the detention. Vair studied the Order insignia, Leda with the restraints, then the open door behind them.

“I am not resisting.”

“That will simplify the route.”

Leda fastened the cuffs. Vair winced at the right wrist.

“Careful. The implant is damaged.”

She tightened the restraint slightly more than necessary. Rein spoke her rank without raising his voice. Leda immediately returned the cuff to a proper working fit.

Vair looked from her to the commander.

“Good discipline.”

“Do not test its limits,” Leda said.

Rein pointed toward the corridor. Leda let the prisoner move ahead of her and took her place in the column.

The industrial block was almost empty after a local rune failure. Officially, the accident had exposed the sealed rooms; then the Inquisition received a recording, and a Truth-Seer far from the site issued the Order a limited mandate for detention and seizure. Rein did not need to know more.

One word in the document, however, had been emphasized separately: Vair was to be delivered alive. Rein disliked emphasized words. They usually meant the drafter knew in advance exactly where the person carrying out the order might be tempted to make a mistake.

* * *
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RESIDENTS OF THE BLOCK were waiting at the first airlock.

Fifteen or twenty people filled the broad technical corridor: workers, repair technicians, one medic, two members of internal security. No one held a weapon, although several hands hovered too close to belts and pockets. A grey-haired woman stood at the front.

“You’re taking him?”

Rein halted the column and ordered the passage cleared. The woman seemed not to hear him. She was looking past his shoulder at Vair.

“Kern.”

The prisoner turned away.

The woman’s face changed at once. Leda moved before she could take the first full step and stopped her with one palm against the chest—not a strike, simply preventing her from coming closer.

“Back.”

“Take your hand off me.”

“Step away.”

“He killed my daughter.”

The last conversations in the crowd died away. Rein looked at Vair, but the prisoner studied the wall as if the woman's words were none of his concern.

“Your name?”

“Ilana Vers.”

“Ilana Vers, the detainee is under Inquisition authority. Statements in the case will be taken through established procedure.”

She laughed once, without amusement.

“I gave statements three times. City service, then Kobnat service, then the Church registrar. It helped my daughter enormously.”

Rein could think of no answer that was both true and capable of changing anything.

“Clear the passage,” Rein repeated. The people behind Ilana remained in place, waiting for her decision.

“If I hit him now, will you kill me?”

“No.”

She looked at the Brothers' black shoulder plates. This was plainly not the answer she had expected from an armed escort.

“Then what will you do?”

“Stop you.”

“How?”

“As firmly as required.”

She understood. She neither agreed nor calmed down; she simply stepped back. The crowd opened slowly. Someone was crying, someone cursing, and several people watched Vair with the fixed attention Rein had seen before assaults and executions.

Once the column had passed them, the prisoner said quietly, “You’re good with people.”

“Silence.”

“I was only—”

Rein stopped.

“If you interfere with the escort, we will gag you. It will not be punishment and it will not be negotiable.”

Vair considered replying and decided against it. The column moved on.

* * *
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THE SECOND AIRLOCK reported itself operational, although the door would not open. A Brother removed the housing and found the actuator fused; someone had taken out the fuse in advance.

The alternate route ran through the lower gallery. Vair said repairs were under way there. When Leda asked how he knew, he reminded her that the industrial block had still been his that morning.

“Was,” she said.

“Until proven otherwise.”

Leda glanced at Rein.

“Gag?”

“Not yet.”

The lower gallery smelled of hot metal and chemical cleaner. Old pipes ran along one wall, a new rune-control route for the pumps along the other. Rein felt no superstition toward runes, but he disliked systems in which a badly fastened component could spend too long being called “circuit instability.”

Halfway through, the lights died. The armor switched to its own optics instantly.

Rein stopped the column. Metal clicked ahead; Leda warned of a weapon.

The first shot came from above—not at the Order, but at Vair.

Rein knocked the prisoner onto the deck and covered him before he had time to consider how absurd the movement felt after what he had seen in the room. The round struck his shoulder plate. The Brothers returned fire in short bursts: one shooter fell onto the connecting bridge, the second dropped his weapon and went face down on the grating after the first order.

When the shooting stopped, Vair was still beneath Rein. The Blade rose first, checked the corridor, and only then turned back to the prisoner.

“Wounded?”

“No.”

“Then get up.”

The prisoner stood and looked at the impact mark on the black armor.

“You covered me with your body.”

“I have orders to deliver you alive.”

The first shooter groaned on the bridge. He was alive but badly wounded. His weapon belonged to internal security. The second attacker was registered to a repair shift; while two Brothers restrained him, he shouted that Vair had tortured and killed his brother.

“I killed no one,” Vair said.

The man lunged hard enough to almost wrench an arm free. Leda took him to his knees and locked a forearm across his throat. When the resistance stopped, Rein told her to release him.

“Resistance to detention,” she said.

“It has stopped.”

Leda stepped back. The worker coughed and stared at them with hatred.

“You’ll hand us to local security? They worked for him.”

Rein looked at the internal-security mark on the wounded shooter. He disliked the possibility, but the mandate remained what it had been: Vair and the route. He had no authority to investigate the entire network of loyalty inside the Kobnat.

“Call medics. Both detainees remain restrained until transfer. Attach weapon, access, and camera logs to the Inquisition report.”

The worker gave a bitter laugh.

“After transfer. Of course.”

Rein held his gaze.

“You just attempted to kill a man the Inquisition requires alive. I understand why you distrust procedure, but you have now made yourself part of the case.”

The man said nothing.

* * *
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THE NEXT ROUTE WAS blocked for a different reason. Fire isolation had functioned correctly and sealed the sector; there really was a fire in the cable trunk. Someone had set it exactly where it would block the passage around the broken airlock.

The map left one option: an old cargo corridor to the outer ring.

“They’re steering us,” Leda said, studying the map. “First the airlock, now the fire. The cargo corridor will be the only way through, and the easiest place to set an ambush.”

Rein checked the distance to the ring. Turning back meant crossing the same ground where they had already been shot at.

“We go slower. Check the side recesses before entering.”

Vair sat against the wall between two Brothers, listening. He seemed ready to interrupt, but waited until Rein put away the map.

“You can turn back.”

Rein looked at him.

“We can. And find that someone has closed the first route behind us as well.”

“So you don’t know what to do.”

“I don’t know what waits on either route. That is not the same thing.”

Vair smiled.

“Unexpected honesty.”

Rein crouched in front of him.

“Do you want to arrive alive?”

For the first time during the escort, the prisoner looked uncertain.

“Obviously.”

“Then name the people who know the site well enough to alter our routes, know about your detention, and are willing to fire on the Order to keep you from reaching the Inquisition.”

Vair was silent for a moment.

“The last list is long.”

“Start shortening it.”

He began with families of people harmed in what he called “circumstances under investigation.” The phrase sounded almost official.

Rein asked directly what happened in the room with the chair.

“Methods of influence.”

“Applied to whom?”

“Debtors, workers. Sometimes people caught stealing. The company had disciplinary powers, if that's what you mean.”

“Powers to carry out those procedures?”

Vair looked away toward the sealed fire door.

“The wording changed.”

Rein felt the familiar cold calm settle in. The questions were lining themselves up, and that troubled him: he was already speaking to the prisoner as though he had authority to examine the newly discovered case.

“Did people die in that room?”

“There were accidents.”

“How many?”

“I don’t remember.”

Leda stood a little to one side.

“I could refresh his memory.”

“No.”

She obeyed. Vair noticed the exchange and smiled again.

“A mandate is very convenient.”

“For you especially,” Rein said. “Families could have tried to kill you before today. They did not need to drive an Order unit along a prepared route. Someone is afraid of what you might say after transfer.”

Vair’s smile disappeared.

“You are not conducting an examination.”

“Correct. Which ends the conversation.”

This time Rein ordered the field gag fitted. It did not restrict breathing or cause pain; it simply ended a discussion that had begun to move beyond the mandate.

* * *
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THE CARGO PASSAGE WAS empty. The broad gallery followed the outer shell, storage doors to one side and heavy protective panels to the other, platform rails underfoot.

Rein checked sensors, background readings, and mechanical drives. Nothing active showed.

The first hundred meters passed quietly. Footsteps echoed between the closed storage doors; the whine of the column's own servos made faint sounds behind the panels difficult to pick out.

Then a storage hatch opened. A girl of perhaps twelve stepped out in work clothes, apparently unarmed. She stopped when she saw the Order, and the Brothers kept their weapons lowered.

Rein told her to leave, but the girl saw Vair and ran toward him. Leda intercepted her several steps short; only then did Rein see the short industrial cutter in her hand. The Knight twisted the wrist without breaking it, took the tool, and held the girl by the shoulders.

“He killed my mother! He killed her!”

Vair turned away. Rein removed the prisoner's gag.

“Do you know her?”

“No.”

“Look.”

Vair looked and repeated the answer. The girl spat in his face.

“What was your mother’s name?” Rein asked.

“Sera Vent!”

Vair blinked, barely perceptibly.

Rein noticed Vair's slight blink and repeated the name, giving him a chance to answer for himself.

“I may have known her,” Vair said. “But I am not obliged to answer your questions.”

“You aren't. Everything you've said will go in the log. We can end it here.”

The girl stopped struggling and stared at Vair until he was the first to look away.

“She concealed production data,” he said at last.

“They tried to get it from her in that room?”

“Yes.”

“Did they get it?”

“No.” Vair looked at the girl, but she did not avert her gaze.

“Did Sera Vent die in that room?”

“Later
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