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CHAPTER 1

THE SAILS OF CHARON

DAY.

Day was breaking over dark waters, Colchis’s white sun still low and golden at the horizon. Salt wind blew lank hair from my brow, stung my face.

In the end, I had not left Gibson’s tomb with Valka and the others. They had gone down to the old camp by the shore, had left me kneeling in the dirt before the new-raised cairn. The oldest tradition held that the body of any lord must—after the cathars had washed it, embalmed it, and cut away the organs for the canopic jars—lie in state for three days, and that his heirs should keep vigil the while, sleeping in shifts if they slept at all. Gibson once told me my father had done it alone, kneeling in the chapel at Devil’s Rest before the body of Lord Timon, my grandfather. I could remember my grandmother, Lady Fuchsia, lying in the purple chamber set aside for her. We had not been permitted to see her, though we had. It was in that violet chamber that I first met Death, and the stench of her has never left me.

We did not have three days for the proper vigil, nor any cathars or canopic jars. That was just as well. Palatine Gibson plainly was, but he had died a scholiast, and the Strictures of their order prescribed that all scholiasts were to be burned, their ashes scattered to the winds.

Ashes.

No ashes, as there was no time.

I had taken all the time we had.

Had I slept there, kneeling on the hard-packed earth? Or only dreamed?

I had seen a different ocean, had watched it recede along a shore of crushed bone. Mirrored knights stood silent sentinel about a bed draped in red silk in which a man lay dying. I lay in that same bed, Selene beside me. Selene and Valka. Valka alone.

Myself alone.

Alone.

A woman with eyes like black suns sat draped in cloth of gold. The vision turned, and Dorayaica, the Shiomu Elusha, strode along beneath the colonnades of the Eternal City, Vati and Attavaisa beside it. It turned again: the Emperor’s face smiled down at me, then—as if in a kaleidoscope—split in two. I blinked, and saw Alexander’s face and mine looking back at me, each of us on golden thrones. The ocean receded again, waters running from my advancing feet, and I stared out into darkness. A square of darkness framed in light, blacker than anything I’d ever seen, blacker than the stones of Annica, blacker than the Howling Dark.

A window onto night.

Why should a darkened window fill me with such fear and sorrow?

I blinked.

Through it all, I remember the salt wind raking, tousling the tall grass that grew along the black edge of the bluffs. Whitecaps glowed orange in the night off the glow of the gas giant, Atlas, whose limn hung low over the horizon, vaster than any moon.

“It’s time to go, Had.” A hand clapped my shoulder, and turning from Gibson’s cairn I blinked up at Pallino. The old myrmidon grinned down at me, grizzled as when I first knew him, the scuffed old leather patch obscuring one eye. “You been at this long enough.”

“I didn’t hear you coming, old man,” I said, going to one knee.

It was only then that I remembered Pallino was dead, and found myself staring up at empty air. I shut my eyes, opened them again.

I was alone.

My knees ached from the kneeling, and my whole body complained as I struggled to rise. My ruined shoulder protested, and I used my left arm—the arm with hollow bones—to push myself to my feet. I could scarce remember when last I had been so tired. It must have been that first night aboard the Ascalon, after Valka and I had escaped from Akterumu. Thinking of Akterumu, of Pallino—who had died there with some many thousand others—and of Dorayaica’s coronation darkened the newborn day, as though gray clouds buried the pale sun.

But I reached out and laid my hand—my three-fingered, right hand—upon the top stone of Gibson’s cairn. No words came to me, no final speech, no promise. What could I say to him that I had not already said? That he did not already know?

Nothing.

I only brushed the dew from the top stone, baring the faint inscription I had made with the point of my fishing knife. I smiled down at it a long moment, and raised my face to the sun.

It was time.
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Valka saw me returning before any of the others. I wondered if she had been sitting up for me in the old camp, sleepless as I’d remained sleepless beside Gibson’s tomb. Wordless, she embraced me, cool fingers on my face. We drew apart, and she asked, “Are you all right?”

Looking round I saw Imrah standing—so like Siran—in the door to one of the dormitory pods my Red Company had left upon the beach centuries before. “Too many ghosts,” I said, and smiled.

“You look like hell,” Valka said, drawing my attention away from the young Keeper of Thessa.

“It was a long night,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders. I did my best to smile once more.

Valka stepped back. Her golden eyes swept me up and down, evaluating. “You should clean yourself up. I’ve got most everything on the boat. Imrah says we can leave when you’re ready.”

“I am ready,” I said. “I can wash on the Ascalon. We shouldn’t linger. The Empire knows we’re here?”

Valka gave a small nod. “They must. I had to use my name to call for Gibson’s doctor. They’re bound to notice.”

I looked out to sea, toward the gray shape on the brightening horizon that was the isle of Racha. Presently I turned to Imrah. “I fear I’ve brought the hammer down on you and your people,” I told her.

The Sevrastene native swore an oath in her language whose meaning I could well guess, and she gestured as if to throw something away. “They will not bother us. It’s you they want.”

“All the more reason for us to go now,” I said to her and Valka both. I would never forgive myself if any harm befell the islanders.

“What will you do?” Imrah asked.

Valka and I held one another’s gaze a long moment then, neither speaking. We had rehearsed our plan before, several times. I had intended to go straight to Aea and the athenaeum at Nov Belgaer after we visited Thessa and the other islands, but the discovery that Gibson was alive—against all hope and reason—had shredded what thin resolve we had. After so many years alone aboard the Ascalon, after that black day on Eue and all that I had suffered on Dharan-Tun, I had not been able to bring myself to return to the Imperium proper, to place myself in their power, at their mercy.

I had not wanted to leave Gibson.

Still, I had always known I must.

Not taking my eyes from Valka, I answered Imrah, saying, “We’ll leave directly for the city. They probably won’t expect that. I mean to land at Nov Belgaer and speak to the scholiasts . . .”

My voice trailed off as I remembered Gibson’s muttering in his fevered dreams. He had spoken of his son—his true son—and thought me him. He had cried out in turn for Alois and Livy, and had thought he was on Belusha, the most feared of the Emperor’s prison planets.

“Is Arrian still the primate at the athenaeum?” I asked.

“Arrian?” Imrah asked, dark brows knitting. It was not impossible. Tor Arrian had been young enough when last I’d come to Colchis, and he was of the Aventine House, of the Blood Imperial. The centuries would have weathered him, but they need not have cut him down. “The name sounds familiar? The Emperor’s cousin or some such? We don’t have much dealing with city folk, but I think that’s right.”

“Good.”

By announcing myself to one of the Emperor’s own family, I would make matters that much harder for the Chantry and those other forces within the Imperium that would leap at the opportunity to make me disappear.

The governor-general in Aea had a telegraph containing a particle directly entangled with one aboard the Emperor’s vessel. I would be able to transmit a message directly to Caesar via the line he had given me when I first sailed to Colchis, without having to speak through the Council or any of the various ministries. I had had such a particle aboard the Tamerlane, but the Ascalon had none.

“My arrest must be as public as possible,” I continued.

“Arrest?” Imrah asked, confused. Doubtless she thought we were all on the same side, that it was all so simple.

“My detainment, let’s say,” I replied.

Valka and I were supposed to be dead, lost fighting the Cielcin. If Dorayaica had been true to its word—and I had no reason to doubt its truth—Lorian Aristedes would have arrived on Forum bearing the news of Cielcin unification, of the new, Pale empire raised against our red one.

Chess pieces moved in my mind.

Our survival would be a shock.

“Shouldn’t we go directly to the governor-general’s palace?” Valka asked. Nov Belgaer had not been a part of the plan we’d discussed so intermittently for so long.

I was already shaking my head. “I need to see Arrian. I have questions.”

Valka took a step nearer me. “About Gibson?”

I made to smooth back my matted hair, but the sight of the dirt on my hands stopped me. My fingers were crusted with dried blood where the knuckles had cracked during the previous day’s exertions, and thin scratches covered my forearms, red against the paler scars. My whole body ached. “He didn’t tell me who he was.”

“Does it matter?” Valka asked, eyebrows coming together. “You know who he was to you.”

I threw up my hands as if to encompass the whole island. “How did he pay for this? That hospital pod must have cost ten million marks at least! And to ship it here without attracting notice! Don’t you wonder?” In fact, I wonder now if she did not already know. Many were the nights when I had retired early, and it was she who had stayed awake with the old man, talking into Colchis’s overlong nights. That thought did not occur to me then and there.

“Imrah!” a rough, masculine voice called from the water’s edge. “The doctor wants to know when we’re putting out!” It was the voice of Imrah’s brother, Alvar, who stood with hands cupped about his mouth on the stone pier the Rachan villagers had built out from the shoreline.

Siran’s great-great-grandchildren . . . 

“What?”

Something of the new light of day haloed the two of them, Imrah and Alvar, and I smiled in the brief instant between his shout and her reply. Some good had come from the Red Company, from my actions, however small. Siran was dead, but had died happy, had left this family behind. Lorian yet lived, and Switch—I did not doubt that he had died so very long ago. Had he died happy, despite my actions? My smile faltered to realize that in sending him away, I had spared him death at Akterumu. Might I have spared all the others, if I had driven them each away as well?

“I said the doctor wants to know when we’re heading back! She wants to get home!”

“Tell her it won’t be long!” Imrah shot back. “Valka says she packed near everything in the night. Lord Marlowe’s come down off the mountain.”

Alvar paused on the pier a moment, noticed me standing with the two women for the first time. “You all right, lord?”

I raised a hand in silent acknowledgment.

“What’s left to pack?” I asked Valka.

“Just your things,” she said. “I got most of it together, waiting for you. I left out what I thought you’d need. You really should clean up, you know. ’Twill not take long.”

She was probably right. I only nodded weakly in reply, brushed past her and Imrah and into the pod Valka and I had shared with Gibson. Valka had said it was the same pod we’d stayed in when the Red Company came to Thessa the first time, but I could not remember. Unlike the majority of the pods—which were bunk houses that slept fifty each—ours had been intended for use by the high officers, and contained only four bedrooms clustered about a common room that opened on the veranda the locals had built up around the old prefabricated unit. It had been our home for the too-short years we’d spent on Colchis, and standing on its threshold I felt certain I would never see it again.

I had needed to come to Colchis. For Siran, for Gibson, to feel right again and whole. Siran’s grave had—in my mind—become a grave for all the Red Company. Now that I had built the graves upon the whole of the island’s crown, and buried Gibson, too, I found I had no reason to remain. I was not even sure I could bear to climb back up the cliffs to the funeral grounds.

It was time to go.

Despite what she had said, Valka had packed most of my things. Two black trunks stood stacked, closed at the foot of the rumpled bed we’d shared, a bag half-open atop them. Stripped of the detritus of our lives, the room felt barren, lifeless, and larger than ever it had before. Fresh clothes lay out for me on the gray bedsheets. Not the knee-breeches and linen tunics I’d worn in the style of the local fisherfolk, but the old Marlowe blacks. Feeling the pressure of time, I skinned out of my soiled clothes—leaving them in a trail behind me—and staggered into the bath. My scarred reflection greeted me, black hair shot with silver at temples and forelock. Scraped and sweating from the long night and the labor of building Gibson’s cairn, I still looked better than I had done in as long as I could remember. Gone was the skeleton man that had crawled out of the Ascalon and capered in the sun and salt spray. In his place, a man stood neither old nor young, eyes deep and distant as the sea. New muscle had returned to wasted limbs, but his scars were numberless, and his motions clumsy and never without pain. The marks of alien talons slashed his left cheek, and yet it seemed in the dawn light that he bore them nobly.

It was a new day on Colchis, and for Hadrian Marlowe, and as fair as any he had seen.

The ugliness of the world does not fade, nor are fear and grief made less by time, nor is any suffering forgotten.

We are only made stronger by its blows.
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All in black again and clean, I left the pod, Valka’s leather bag slung over my shoulder. She had not come to check on me, but I had not wasted time. If the local prefects came to Thessa in the hopes of finding us, they would find us lately gone: clothes discarded on the floor, the beds unmade, the climate control still powering down.

Valka rose quickly from the carved wood bench to the right of the doors beneath the pill-shaped window. “All ready?” she asked.

“Where’s Imrah?” I asked in return.

Her tattooed hand checking the drape of her braid, Valka answered, “Gone to the ship.”

“We need Ginoh and Alvar to get the trunks,” I said, indicating the bag on my shoulder. “I’ve got everything together.”

She offered me her hand, and I took it, and led the way along the stony path down to the water and the stone pier that stretched out into it. The tide—made extreme by the proximity of the planet, Atlas—was at its highest ebb, and the waves splashed up and over the sides. We broke apart as we reached the end of the pier, and I called out to Alvar, who stood at the gunwale, asking him and his cousin to hurry and grab the trunks we’d left in the pod building.

Imrah emerged from beneath the covered area that served the little trawler for a bridge. With the sun rising, she’d found a broad, conical straw hat that tied below the chin, and hugged her painted linen coat to ward off the spray. An older, gray-haired woman in a blue tunic and trousers followed after. The doctor that had been too late to help Gibson.

“Are we ready to go?” the old woman asked.

I gave her a withering glare. A man was dead. The very best man I had ever known. And this woman was in a hurry. I turned instead toward the front of the ship and—without a word—climbed up onto the forecastle.

A shadow drew up beside me.

“Your work is done, I think,” I said, looking down at the Keeper of Thessa.

Imrah adjusted the set of her hat with a finger, but did not take her eyes from the island. “Oh no,” she said. “The dead still need their Keeper. Some of the village families have been burying their dead on the north side of the island now, too. The rich ones. Once word gets out the Halfmortal was here and raised monuments to his fallen companions, everyone in the islands will want to be buried here.” She did turn then, and smiled. She looked so like Siran, with the same almond eyes and strong jaw. “There are so many here who talk with pride about their ancestors from Marlowe’s company, all over the islands. They’ll want to get as close as they can to the legend.”

I sniffed, bowed my head. “The legend.” It was hard to minimize the derision in my voice.

Imrah seemed not to notice. “There will always be a Keeper here. Now.” She leaned against the railing. “I never thought I’d be the one. To know you, I mean.”

“I owe you and your family more than you can know,” I said thickly. “For watching Gibson. All these years . . . for everything. What?”

The woman was shaking her head, shrugged her linen coat about her slim shoulders. “You owe us nothing, lord. None of us would be without you. You let Siran stay. Commanded it.”

“Is that what she told you?” I almost laughed.

“Live well, and light a candle for me.” Imrah’s words carried the weight of religious recitation. I did not recognize them, not at first. Did not remember them.

We’ll need it.

We had needed it, in the end.

“I only told her to live,” I said at last. They were the words of my last command to Siran of Emesh, spat at her in the tunnel beside the blast pit in the cothon at Aea’s starport. “I almost cursed her, did she tell you that?”

I could not make out the feelings in Imrah’s face, so studious was her control. Presently she shook her head. “I never knew her.”

“But you thought it was a blessing? A gift I’d given her?” I asked, looking up to see Alvar and Ginoh returning with the first of the two trunks between them. Off to our right, a gull pierced the surface of the waters to catch some hapless fish. “She didn’t tell your grandmothers that she was an oathbreaker? That she all but dared me to kill her for her desertion?”

Was that horror in the young woman’s eyes? Surprise? Misunderstanding?

I let a breath hiss out between my teeth. “I had a friend once. He betrayed me, and I . . . sent him away. Siran knew if she betrayed me in turn—wanting to leave—I’d not stop her. I’d not have stopped any of them.” I turned fully away from her, stared up the rocks toward Gibson’s tomb. I could almost see it from the water. “Now I wish I’d let them all go with her. They’d have lived, too.”

I could feel Valka’s eyes burning their hole in the back of my head. We had been down this road before, a thousand times. “No one lives forever, lord,” Imrah said after a pause. Ginoh and Alvar had reached the boat, and—dropping the trunk on the deck—had turned already to fetch the final one. “If they had stayed, their graves would be here on Thessa just the same, only you’d not have been the one to build them.” A warm hand touched my arm. “The gods bend evil to good ends. If Siran betrayed you, as you say, it was so we would be here when you returned. And your father. So too I believe the evils you have seen must serve some good in time.”

I had nothing to say to that. Had I not said much the same thing before, in my turn?

“Do you know, Imrah, that you live on a truly beautiful world?” I asked, turning to take in the whole of that island of the dead before looking back at her.

She was smiling then, and Valka smiled behind her. “I do,” the Keeper replied.

“I have always struggled,” I said, “to stand still long enough to see it. All my life. All my life I’ve spent chasing my dream. That was what Siran betrayed, what Switch—my other friend—betrayed. I could not bear that they had dreams all their own.” I put a hand on the Keeper’s shoulder. “I do owe you, Imrah. Your whole family. And Siran. For reminding me to be . . . human.”

So often we don’t see the truth because we won’t look low enough.

Gibson’s words resounded across the waters, as if falling from his tomb. “The highest place . . . the bottom of the world.” I looked up at the mountain, at the man buried beneath the earth there. One could hardly look lower than the grave.

“What?”

Seek hardship.

“Nothing,” I said, and smiled.

Alvar and Ginoh returned not long after, and in moments the ropes were cast down and the ship put out on the fading tide. The two men called to one another, and steered their boat back into the waters for Racha, the Ascalon, and the universe beyond.

As we sailed away I moved to the rear deck to watch the island fade.

It never did.

The rising sun ahead cast white light down upon the silver sea, and caught upon the whited stone that crowned the isle of the dead. The numberless graves shone like fingers of pale fire, gleaming in the sun. Monuments not to death were they, but to glory.

My friends were dead, and Gibson was dead. Their souls were gone into the Howling Dark, never to return as I had.

As I had . . . 

I was not dead, nor sailing to my death—I knew—but back to life and the worlds of men, and not alone.

Valka took my hand.




CHAPTER 2

THE ATHENAEUM AGAIN

“TELL ME WHO HE was,” I said again, sitting on the edge of my seat. Across the ocean of polished wood and vellum and brass writing instruments between us, the aged primate Arrian narrowed his eyes. He had been a prince once, a cousin of the Blood Imperial via a cadet line. That was no secret. The primates of the Great Library were almost always close to the Imperial blood. Tor Aramini, who had designed Nov Belgaer Athenaeum and the secret archives that housed the Mericanii daimon, Horizon, had been the brother of Emperor Gabriel II. But the former lives of most scholiasts were abandoned when they chose their new names, consecrating their lives to research, to study, and to service.

It had not been so for Arrian. His role as primate of the Imperial archives had been a political appointment, and why not? Most scholiasts were palatine, the lesser sons and daughters of the old families. Each one had been someone, carried allegiances and pains. The Emperor would want the chief of his greatest library to be a man bound to him by blood as well as duty, to keep him close.

Only the past is written, Gibson had said to me. On no world was that truer than on Colchis, where the past was indexed and alphabetized. If an answer existed to my question, it was here.

“Do not presume to order me, Lord Marlowe,” the primate said. “You are not here under Imperial authority this time.” How old the primate had become. The centuries wore heavily on him, and his once-red hair had turned the yellow of aged ivory. His once-smooth face was furrowed where time had worn away his features as water scratches at limestone. And the eyes . . . those chips of Imperial emerald—once nearly so sharp and bright as those of the Emperor himself—were dim as smoked glass and concealed behind a constellation of interchangeable lenses by whose art alone Arrian might yet see at all. Still, the Imperial iron had hardened in his bones, and he did not bend before me.

“Do not threaten me, primate,” I said coolly.

“I do not threaten,” Tor Arrian replied, “I simply remind you that I allowed you through the gate as a courtesy, lordship, and that courtesy may be revoked.” He moved a stack of papers obscurely across the desk in front of him. A fire crackled in the hearth—the only heat in that chilly stone room, and the air smelled of peat. “Your previous visit was a service to us, and we are grateful. It is this gratitude that opened the gates.”

It was my turn to narrow my eyes. “Do not lie to me, primate.” I had stood outside the gatehouse in the light rain for the better part of an hour, had shouted and pounded on the doors. Only my mention of Gibson’s death had opened the gates, and three brothers in green robes had hurried me directly to Arrian. “My previous visit is immaterial. You opened the gates out of simple curiosity.”

“We all thought old Gibson dead for centuries,” the primate admitted. “The islanders delivered his ashes.” Arrian splayed gnarled hands on the tabletop before him. “And we all thought that you were dead.”

That caught me by surprise. Nearly half a century had passed since I arrived on Padmurak, it was true, but I had not expected word of my disappearance to have penetrated the confines of the athenaeum, or to have spread across the Empire. I thought the death of Hadrian the Halfmortal to be the sort of thing the Imperial propaganda corps would prefer be kept secret. Rumor—it seemed—was faster than light.

Thinking along this line, I asked, “Does everyone believe this?”

“News of your death has not entered the public record, but there are whispers.” The primate’s eyes grew narrower still behind their cluster of lenses. “William wrote me personally to confirm them.”

William. Strange to hear the Emperor referred to with such familiarity.

Arrian sat back, flicked a set of lenses down into place over his eyes to better see me at his newfound distance. The apparatus had the effect of magnifying his eyes to monstrous size, making him seem some species of owl. “Where have you been?”

“Tell me who he was, Arrian,” I countered, “and I will answer your questions.”

“You’ll answer to His Radiance soon enough.”

“To His Radiance, yes,” I agreed. “Not to you.”

That brought the conversation grinding to a halt. Tor Arrian removed his lenses, turned a delicate brass knob on one side before replacing the device on his face. He hid his agitation well, but I—who had a lifetime of interpreting the alien minutiae of Cielcin expressions—was uniquely attuned to read the elderly primate’s angst for what it was.

“Before he died, Tor Gibson had a stroke. It left him very confused about where he was. He thought he was on Belusha.” The name of the prison planet made Arrian blink. “For a scholiast, primate, you emote rather a great deal.”

Those huge, cloudy eyes blinked again, and Arrian said, “There are so many of us, I do not know everyone’s names or histories.”

“Nonsense,” I said without hesitation. “You are primate of the Imperial Library. He was one of your archivists.” Scholiasts were expected to command enormous swaths of information. They were masters of mnemonic. Asking me to believe he simply did not know was ridiculous. Placing one hand on the edge of the desk before me, I bowed my head. “I know what I am asking is not in keeping with tradition. I also know it is not a violation of Stricture. Please, Arrian. Tor Gibson was . . . a father to me. I would like to know his name. That is all.”

Tor Arrian shuffled his papers again and stood, groaning. Old as he was, he moved smoothly enough, slippered feet shuffling on the Tavrosi carpet that lay upon the smooth stone of the floor. A bust of Zeno looked down from a niche behind his desk. In silence, he approached the tall, arched window that overlooked one of the athenaeum’s interlocking quadrangles. “Do you know what our Order is, Lord Marlowe?” he asked, clasping gnarled hands behind his back. I said nothing, sensing it was better to let the old man have his floor. “It’s a gutter,” Tor Arrian bowed his head, “into which the refuse of the great houses is finally drained.”

I sat there stunned to silence. Whatever I expected the primate to say, it was not this.

“For every one of us evoked by the lords of the Imperium, called to a life of service, there are ten unfit to serve. These halls are filled with the inconvenient sons and daughters of the Empire. Those unfit to rule, to serve in the Legions, the priesthood—those their parents cannot even give away in marriage.”

I turned fully in my seat. “How can that be?” I asked. To be a scholiast required enormous discipline, decades of study and practice, the command of many libraries’ worth of information.

“Ask any of the brothers in the kitchens for counsel, and they will give you blank stares,” Arrian said. “Ask them to perform an analysis of Imperial spending in the last millennium, or to calculate the amounts of fuel that must be manufactured in a given sector for a given period. They will give you nothing.” The primate’s reflection stared at me out of the window glass. “Most of us are here not because we choose to be, or because we are capable, but because we are embarrassments.”

Still I was stunned. I could not believe my ears. I had wanted to be a scholiast with such fervency, such longing, that to imagine it a kind of punishment was alien to me as the slime-choked pits of Eue.

“I was myself forced into the Order,” the master scholiast said. “There are so many of us lesser offshoots of the Imperial blood . . . all of us forbidden to bear children since the days of the Great Charters.” Again Arrian fell silent, and removed the elaborate spectacles from his face. “You must understand, all manner of men come to us. Exiles. Refugees. Criminals. We even train peasants in the arts of thinkery, and they return to their villages as instructors and counselors—though a mere plebeian cannot hope to become a true scholiast. They haven’t the time.” Without the strange constellation of lenses to obscure his features, Arrian looked almost like the red-haired clone of the Emperor I recalled from my first visit—almost the young man he had been—if in a thin and fading way. “Tor Gibson’s story is not unusual.”

“Tell me,” I said, growing irritated with the old man’s delay and unable to quench the sudden knot of anxiety that had begun to tighten serpent-like about my innards.

Arrian turned, putting his back to the window. “Are you familiar with the Septembrine Revolt?”

I shook my head, prompting the scholiast to sigh. “We have so much history now, even controlling for the Cielcin. We have too many worlds. Soon even we will not be able to account for all of it. You know I sometimes think the Empire must crack under its weight?” I did not tell him that it was cracking already, did not remind him that the Norman Expanse was lost. “This was before the Cielcin invasion. Early sixteenth millennium, during the reign of our Radiant Emperor’s grandfather. Prince Charles Bourbon—the Fifty-Third, that is—passed over his eldest son, Philippe, in favor of the younger one, who would go on to become Charles LIV, Prince of Verehaut.”

“House Bourbon?” I said, and remembered the story. Prince Philippe Bourbon had been Lord Augustin’s father.

“Prince Philippe attempted to murder his brother. When that failed, he gathered together a coalition of lesser houses loyal to the Bourbons. The poine fighting lasted the better part of two decades before Philippe’s son, the late Lord Augustin of the Imperial Council, betrayed his father to Prince Charles’s men in exchange for his life and freedom.” One of the lenses in Arrian’s mad spectacles clicked upward out of the way, responding to some condition of the light perhaps. “I’m not surprised you’re not too familiar with the story. It was several centuries before you were born, and Verehaut is quite far from Delos, but the Septembrine Revolt was one of the more foul examples of poine in recent centuries.”

A leaden weight was forming in the pit of my stomach, and I fixed my eyes on the window above the primate’s head. “I knew a little of it,” I said, a shade defensive. “If not the name.”

“Charles Bourbon would not execute his brother. Prince Philippe and his Septembrines were exiled to Belusha. I understand that most of them died there.”

“And Gibson was one of them,” I said, in a desperate attempt to divert what I knew must be coming. “One of the Septembrines.” I wished at once that I had not come to the athenaeum.

I knew what Tor Arrian was about to say.

“Oh no,” the elder scholiast said, eyes hugely magnified so that twin moons shone down on me, green as his robes. “He was the prince himself. He served most of his time on Belusha in cryonic fugue—a benefit of his rank—and appealed his way into athenaeum on Syracuse. The Imperial Council commuted his sentence, in part at Prince Charles’s urging, and he was permitted to embrace Stricture and join the Order.”

I closed my mouth, had hardly heard any words after that first sentence.

He was the prince himself.

I had always suspected that Gibson was from some exalted line. His great age alone testified to his belonging in one of the great houses of the Imperium. As a boy, I used to imagine that he was—like Arrian himself—a cousin to the Emperor through some lesser line. Believing that Gibson was some lord greater than my father, some higher authority, had been a comfort when Lord Alistair would lash out in his cold rages, or force me to sleep in a bare cell.

But this?

Had Valka known? Had Gibson told her?

“Gibson was . . .” I could hardly get the name out, “Philippe Bourbon?” I tucked my hands into my coat pockets to hide their shaking, though perhaps the nearly blind old primate would not have seen.

“As I say,” Arrian said, “exiles, refugees, and criminals. Why do you think we strip away our old names? As Tor Gibson, Prince Philippe was permitted to live out his days anonymously, and in a role where he could do no more harm to the Imperium, and where it could do no harm to him.”

“No harm to the Imperium?” I almost laughed. Almost. “He taught me.”

And I had killed his son.

The thought ran through me like the wind rushing out an open airlock, and I sat half-frozen in my chair. Only the cheery crackling of the fire could be heard, strange counterpoint to the unheard roaring in my mind. Augustin Bourbon had tried to kill me. Him, and Sir Lorcan Breathnach, and the Empress herself. They had armed the assassin, Irshan, and bought Lieutenant Casdon’s loyalty, helped her to smuggle a knife-missile into my cabin aboard the Tamerlane. They had nearly succeeded, and nearly killed Valka as well. I should not feel horror, or pity.

But I had killed Gibson’s son.

I should never have come here.

Never mind all else he had been, never mind that Augustin Bourbon had himself betrayed Gibson in his former life. I still had killed him, had ordered his death. And I had told Gibson everything. Told him how I had summoned Crim to my bedside whilst I lay recovering from my wounds, how I had ordered him to find a means of killing the Lord Minister of War. He had said nothing of the relationship between them, revealed nothing.

I am sorry, my boy, he’d said instead—when it was I who should have apologized, should have begged for forgiveness—and would have, had I but known. I wanted to give you a better life, Tor Gibson had told me. This life. Gibson had wanted me to become a scholiast—I had wanted to become a scholiast. In the Order’s embrace, Gibson had found a new kind of freedom, and wanted it for me.

I had become something else instead, and time moves in but one direction only.

Only the past is written.
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I was still moving in a kind of haze when I left the athenaeum by the main gate and began the long descent down the bluff toward the lot where visitors were obliged to park their vehicles before beginning the climb. I remember that the sun shone very bright and beautifully that day—just as it had on Thessa—more white than gray. The morning’s rains had passed away, and the thin layer of cloud that so often shrouded the misty library fortress and the moors below was banished utterly by the noon. The pale towers of the city of Aea shone away to the south, white and gray amid all that greenery. The Ascalon waited below, its single rear fin rising like a tower itself from the hills below, black against the verdant highlands.

It wasn’t alone.

Three white fliers orbited like vultures in the sky above, and another six formed a cordon on the ground about our vessel. I had expected to find them there, and so paused only a moment, and clutched the packet the primate had given me. I had done as I’d promised: explained what had happened to old Arrian, told him that the Commonwealth had knelt to the Cielcin; that the Cielcin were now unified, an empire in all but name; and that I had escaped only through the sacrifice of my entire company.

He did not try to stop me leaving. Arrian knew so well as I that our loud arrival at the base of the mesa had alerted Imperial authorities. We had both known my road ran straight into the arms of the Empire, that nothing I could do could stop that now. As I’d risen to leave, Arrian had handed me a leather envelope, its surface cracked with age. It bore no device, no emblem, no mark of any kind save two words inscribed in flaked vermilion ink. Ancient as the letters were, Gibson’s hand was unmistakable.

For Hadrian.

“We found it in his cell when we emptied it,” Arrian explained. “After the islanders wrote to tell us he was dead.”

“And you never investigated,” I said, accusingly.

“There was no cause for it,” Arrian said. “We had no reason to suspect the villagers of duplicity.” For what seemed the hundredth time, Arrian had removed his convoluted spectacles and polished them with a silk cloth that he kept neatly folded on his desk. “We retained the letter against the possibility of your revisiting us.”

I eyed the old primate with suspicion. “Did you open it?”

Arrian replaced his glasses on his aquiline nose. “You would be surprised how many such artifacts we retain from the brothers and sisters. We have an entire collection of unopened letters.”

“You don’t send them?”

“Unless a scholiast is evoked by the outside, his work—like his person—is forbidden to leave the athenaeum,” Arrian answered. “It is well you came.”

I had intended to open the packet on the Ascalon, but seeing the fliers waiting, I knew I would not have a chance. Not for hours. Maybe days. Standing alone on the ancient, sandal-worn steps leading down from Nov Belgaer, I broke the primitive wax seal and glanced briefly at the contents. A letter and a small packet waited within, each wrapped in machined vellum of the kind designed to outsit eternity.

Nervous, I fished the letter out, tucking the packet under my arm to read more easily. For Hadrian, it said, handwriting matching that on the leather envelope. Sinking onto the steep stair, I broke the second green wax seal. Gibson’s familiar spidery hand shone up at me in the customary scholiasts’ vermilion.

Dear Hadrian,

I have no way of knowing when you will read this, but there is no better place in the galaxy to leave a letter in safety than in an athenaeum, and while I have little expectation that you will return here whilst I am yet among the living, I suspect you will return one day. As I am not permitted to send you a message, I must be content to write one and hope that you come calling in future.

It is ISD 16607, the 27th of October. Tomorrow, I leave Nov Belgaer and take ship for the southern isles. Your friend, Siran, has written the college hoping that one of our order might serve to chronicle the history of the islands, and I have taken the quest on myself. I understand she has quite the family now. You might come and meet them . . . 

I put the letter down and smiled at the heavens, heedless of the white shapes of the Imperial fliers that awaited me on the moor below. It was a map of sorts, one that ran straight to Thessa and the white dome of a hospital module. “Clever bastard.” Gibson went on, detailing his plans to travel to Racha by way of Aea and Egris. He spoke a little more about Siran and her family, how she would visit the athenaeum each year at the new year, when the college opened its gates to the public for two weeks. It was comforting to think of them growing close in my absence. I wondered how it had begun. Siran had met Gibson briefly during our first visit to the Great Library. She must have returned to the college after I left her with Lem the eolderman. Nostalgia for her heroic past? Or simple curiosity.

I read on:

I wish I understood what was happening to you, but you’ve grown beyond an old man’s limited knowledge. I do not envy your road. I think of you often, and meant what I said: you are your father’s son. What I have not said, what I should have said, is that you were ever a son to me. The son I always wanted.

Yours,

Tor Gibson

I was weeping silently by then. The Greeks spoke of catharsis, of the purging of emotion by tragedy. I have always imagined it a kind of breaking, of shattering—not into a thousand shards—but back into one.

I shattered then, knowing what I knew. There was no admission in his letter, neither that he was planning to freeze himself on Thessa with Siran’s help, nor that he was the father of the lord minister I had destroyed. No recrimination, no revelation either.

But the old man—Tor Gibson, Prince Philippe—was not quite done.

There was a postscript.

Please find enclosed a replacement for the gift you so carelessly lost leaving home all those years ago. Be careful. I do not think I will be able to replace it a second time. You may yet find a use for it.

Fingers at once numb, I removed the small parcel from the leather packet and broke the seal. I recognized the brown book at once. The edition was identical, down to the embossed motif of the single, weeping eye on its cover beneath the title.

The King with Ten Thousand Eyes.

I opened that romantic novelization of the legend of Kharn Sagara—trying not to think about my brush with the reality behind that legend—and there it was, tucked inside the front cover just like the first.

A letter of introduction.

The words To the Primate shone red on the front of the envelope. The green wax seal on the reverse bore no mark, for the scholiast who wrote it had no rank, no title, no name save that which he took on when he embraced Stricture and the Order.

I did not open it.

I did not have to.




CHAPTER 3

THE WAKING WORLD

GIBSON’S PACKAGE UNDER MY arm, I crossed the road from Aea that passed the Library on its mesa and ran north to the gentle slopes that led into the moorland. So much of the moors of the northern continent were unsettled and unplanted, a lush, green desert of moss and wort, with here and there a lonely tree born from seeds dropped by the chance action of a bird. Thousands of years of human cultivation, and Colchis was still in the first blushing of its flower. Like so many planets across the cosmos, it would take aeons to fully develop the ecosystem until it was an image of Earth’s. There was an emptiness about those highlands that recalled the damp wastes of Eue, and I shivered and turned my collar up against the wind.

I had loved Colchis when first I came to it, and loved parts of it still. But one cannot step into the same river twice, nor onto the same world. All things are always in motion. That is why it is the highest good and cause of civilization to preserve—to conserve—what is good. It is for that reason we plant new seeds, that if we might not preserve the trees, we might preserve the forest. If Earth is truly lost—as I believe—and not returning, then it is good that we plant her children across the stars.

Such empty places as that moor ever bring my mind to such thoughts. To the responsibility we men have as gardeners and stewards of creation. And perhaps the addition of a few new trees would lessen that place’s resemblance to the blasted sands and slime pits of the cold, damp hell that had swallowed my men whole.

But there were no trees.

There was only the arrowhead shape of the Ascalon ahead of me, with its slim tail fin rising from the rolling hills. It would have looked lonely were it not for the low-slung forms of the Legion shuttles parked not two hundred feet from the landing ramp and the Sparrowhawks circling above, white and red. As I drew nearer, I could count the legionnaires standing guard or moving between the shuttles and the ship. There were at least thirty.

“You there!” proclaimed a soldier with the faceless red mask and gold medallions of a centurion. “Identify yourself!”

Several of the guards trained stunners in my direction, and a few gripped their lances tighter.

“I’m not armed!” I said, dropping Gibson’s parcel on the mossy ground to raise my empty hands.

The centurion pushed his way past the forward ranks of his men. “Identify yourself!”

“You know full well who I am!” I said. “Where’s Valka?”

“I’m here!” Valka emerged from the ramp, followed by two bare-headed soldiers.

The centurion raised his own stunner. “I said identify yourself!”

“What a welcome this is!” I snarled, hands still in the air. “I’m Lord Hadrian Anaxander Marlowe, Royal Victorian Order, formerly of Delos. Lower your damn gun, centurion, and quit acting the fool!” My own rage surprised me. I had not expected to meet the guards with anything other than resignation, but a sudden fear for Valka’s safety had flowered in me. I had been too long away, and what trust or safety I’d felt in Imperial hands had long faded away.

I could feel the discomposure of the men around me like a tremor in my boots. They shifted uneasily where they stood; one or two dropped their guard, faceless heads cocked with disbelief.

“Is it really him?” one man asked.

“Lower your weapons,” the centurion said, letting his own stunner fall. He advanced, flat red mask betraying no hint of emotion. When he’d come within five paces, he said, “I didn’t believe it when we got the call. Growing up, they always said you died.”

I had to remind myself that the officer was likely so young that he had not even been born when we first landed on Padmurak. He’d lived his whole life in the time since I’d leaped upon that chariot in Vedatharad, probably in the time since I awoke in the darkness to find Severine and Syriani staring down at me.

When I said nothing, the centurion knelt. “My lord, I’ve been ordered to bring you and the lady to Governor-General Dorr.”

“She’s not a lady,” I said, catching Valka’s eye and finding a rare smile. “She’s a doctor.” Stooping, I collected Gibson’s envelope with the letters and the book. “Are we under arrest, centurion?”

The man did not reply at once. A sufficient answer. “You are to be guests of the governor-general, lord.”

“I see,” I said. “Permit me then to gather my effects. I would prefer not to go before your master as I am.”

“Of course, my lord.”
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I need not have feared. The guards treated us with every courtesy after the tension of our initial encounter, though they took Valka’s sidearm. I had no weapon to surrender—having thrown Olorin’s sword into the sea at Thessa—and was surprised when the guards made no moves to bind our wrists. That was a good sign. We’d had no way of knowing which Empire it was we’d given ourselves over to. I had hoped to find the governor-general favorable to me and not aligned with the Empress and her Old Lions—or the Chantry—and for the time being at least it seemed that hope bore out.

A small team of the soldiery remained behind to fly the Ascalon to the cothon at Aea’s starport, but Valka and I were placed directly onto one of the smaller fliers. The soldiers spoke no word to us save those that were necessary, ushering us from the flier when we landed and out into a high-walled court whose pale stone walls I recognized as a part of the governor’s mansion.

Soldiers clad in Imperial white and crimson patrolled the walls and stood at posts along halls and colonnades, and we were shown inside without delay. Once or twice logothetes in the drab grays of the civil service froze in their tracks to watch us pass, and a black-skirted maid stood wide-eyed and dropped her silver platter.

“They thought us dead,” Valka hissed in Tavrosi Nordei.

I shook my head. Whether or not they thought us dead was not the issue. We were storybook characters to them, myths and legends. We might have been Jason and Medea returning from the sea, or Sir Tristan and Iseult, or Cyrus and Amana. Had Thor or the Cid Arthur himself appeared before them, they could not have looked more surprised. One old man in the black uniform of an officer saluted to see me.

I did not return the gesture. I did not want him to see my ruined hand.

The governor-general’s office was where I remembered it, at the far end of the administrative wing on the fourth floor, overlooking the walls and the corner of Front and Sun Streets with a clear view of the Chantry building with its green copper dome and minarets topped with icons of the virtues. A statue of Open-Handed Mercy shone white upon the nearest, wings spread out like those of an angel. The granite floors and inlaid cabinetry were all the same, and the great desk—a monolith of hand-carved ebony—was exactly as I remembered it.

But the man who sat behind it was changed.

On our first visit to Colchis, the governor-general had been a tall, icy woman with white-gold hair and pale eyes. I do not remember her name. But she was gone—dead, I felt sure, another casualty of Ever-Fleeting Time. In her place sat a broad-shouldered, yellow-bearded man dressed in the white suit and red sash of his rank, rings on his fingers like a petty impersonation of the Emperor himself.

He stood swiftly as Valka and I appeared, evidently as stunned as his staff and soldiery. “Earth and God bloody Emperor,” he said, and made the sign of the sun disc with his hand—as though this small piety might erase his larger blasphemy. “It really is you. I thought my men had made a mistake. Hadrian Marlowe . . .” He shook his head. “I never thought I’d see the day . . .” He came round his desk and thrust a hand toward me. “I’m Velan Dorr, Governor-General of Colchis.” There would be no hiding my hand this time. I reached out and grasped the governor-general’s offered hand, smiled, but said nothing. If he marked my missing fingers and the scars on my face and arms, he did not betray himself. “How do you come to be here, my lord? Of all places? The rumors . . . they say you died!” He drew back, looked round to Valka and to his men, as if expecting an answer might come from anywhere.

“I must ask for the use of your telegraph. What I have to say must be said to the Emperor himself.”

“Where have you been?” Dorr asked, his initial shock fading. “Our last record is from your stopover here on route to the Commonwealth. I’ve just been looking. That was almost a century ago.”

“I must speak to the Emperor, Governor-General,” I said more stridently. Dorr and his men seemed well enough disposed toward me. There was a chance I might simply bully my way through this episode to some security. Now that I was in Imperial hands, I found I did not want to talk about Padmurak and Dharan-Tun. I certainly did not wish to unburden myself to this man, not when I knew I must do so again for Legion Intelligence and the Council and the Imperial Office itself.

“Not until I know what’s going on!” said Velan Dorr. “Please.” He gestured to a sitting area to the right, red velvet chairs circled beneath high windows and a view of Sun Street. The stuffed head of an Athyrasene xanarth hung mounted to a plaque between those windows, its huge, square jaws open to expose block teeth, each as large as a man’s fist. Dorr had taken three steps by the time he realized I was not following, and turned back.

I was trapped, I knew. To refuse at this juncture would be to declare myself hostile, to force Dorr to escalate our conversation to interrogation. I took a deep breath instead, then, looking round at the guards, at the servants standing—heretofore unseen—in a corner by a pocket door.

“Send your people away,” I said, still commanding. When Velan Dorr made no sign, I said, “The things I have to say cannot get out, my lord.”

Dorr seemed to mull this over, arms crossed. Presently he made a gesture, two fingers toward the double doors. “Leave us. All of you.” He turned his back, moved to the circle of fine armchairs. He touched his right ear as he went, said, “Ada, send in Numa, thank you.” He waited at a sideboard while the guards and servants filtered out, then made the same, two-fingered gesture to indicate his chairs. “Sit. Please.”

Ever the more prudent one, Valka made our choice for me, and slid into the nearest of the fine chairs.

Dorr took a seat directly beneath the head of the great xanarth, directing his words to Valka as he did so. “You’re Doctor Onderra, are you not?”

Valka gave a crooked smile—never a good sign from her. “I am, yes.”

“Can I offer you a drink?” the governor-general asked us both as I came to sit beside Valka. “Wine? Brandy? I’ve some feni I had shipped in from Athyras.” He pointed up at the xanarth. “I spent some time there as a young man. Reminds me of then.”

“Do you have any zvanya?” I asked, thinking of the strongest liquor I could. I felt at once that I would need it.

“Jaddian stuff? No, my lord.”

“I’ll take the feni, then,” I said.

“Wine for me, if you’re offering,” Valka put in.

The great double doors opened a moment thereafter, and I turned to see a slim, bald man enter. He wore the green robes of a scholiast, and the necklace of bronze medallions that hung heavily from his shoulders showcased the degrees of his education. “You called, lord?”

“Numa!” Velan Dorr said, gesturing from the sideboard at Valka and myself as he went about producing the appropriate glassware. “Good. I wanted you for this. Lord Marlowe, Doctor Onderra, this is my counselor, Tor Numa. You may say in front of him anything you would say to me.”

“I would as soon speak directly to the Emperor,” I said again, a half-hearted final attempt.

“So you have said,” said Dorr, proffering a glass of the clear liquor, a sphere of ice floating in it. “But I am the Emperor’s servant here.”

Unstoppable force. Immovable object.

So I stopped, took the offered glass. “The Red Company is lost,” I said, and the words were like the tearing off of a bandage from a wound half-healed. “We were captured. At Padmurak. Betrayed.” I threw back the harsh, astringent liquor in one toss, made a face. “There is a king now among the Cielcin.”

I recounted then—for the first of what felt like a hundred times—all that had happened since our ship passed Colchis on the way to Padmurak. I told them how we had come to the Commonwealth and been welcomed at the Great City of Vedatharad, and how the Conclave Guard disguised as revolutionaries had attacked me on the bridge. I spoke of our escape through the city, and of my ill-fated decision to leap onto one of the chariots that had pursued us, and of how I languished in a Lothrian cell.

I did not speak of the vision I’d had of myself in that cell, or of any other vision, but told how the Lothrians—in league with the black sorcerers of MINOS—had handed me over to the Cielcin. And when I spoke of the alliance between the Lothrians and the Cielcin, Velan Dorr uttered an oath so foul even Valka blushed.

“They have us encircled then,” Dorr said. “The Cielcin to the east in Norma, the Lothrians to the north and west.” I thought he might spit then and there upon his fine carpets.

“And all the food they’ll ever need,” Valka put in.

That made me think of Looker and Carry, of Magda and all the zuk laborers across the Lothrian stars. I thought, too, of the terrified and mutilated slaves I had known in Dharan-Tun, the legions of human misery toiling beneath the skin of that wretched world. Cattle in all but name.

Words halting by then, I continued from Padmurak, and spoke of Syriani Dorayaica, of the great palace of the Dhar-Iagon, of the Iedyr Yemani, of MINOS and of how I came to realize the Tamerlane had been taken along with me. I spoke then of Eue, of how Dorayaica’s forces had landed in triumph and been welcomed by the other princes of its kind. I spoke of the alliances Dorayaica had forged with Peledanu and Attavaisa, and about the Aetavanni.

“He killed them all?” Dorr asked when I paused to take a sip from my second glass of feni.

“It did,” I answered, cradling the cold glass in my hands. Valka gripped my wrist to steady me. “Dorayaica’s human allies released a neurotoxic gas that killed all the Cielcin in the temple. I thought it would kill me . . .”

I came then to the coronation feast, and I told how, on Dorayaica’s orders, the slave-generals of the White Hand doled out the bodies of the lesser princes to the gathered masses of the Pale. Bastien Durand’s head bounced down green marble steps, his headless body falling like a tree. And I heard once more the crash of thunder as the Tamerlane’s guns resounded one final time.

Elara died. And Crim died. And Ilex died. And Pallino died alone with me atop the wreck of the Tamerlane. I did not speak of the Quiet, or of the other Hadrian who had put his sword into my hand. I spoke little of Miudanar, reducing the black temple of the Watcher’s skull to a mere building. It was more than Dorr and Tor Numa would believe. As I spoke, the crumbling halls of the Tamerlane collapsed once more about me, and I stumbled—delirious—back down the winding stair and along the umbilical in the shuttle bay where the sleeping Ascalon stirred.

Valka emerged from the airlock. My heart and my salvation! She raised a hand and slew my pursuers with a spell. Engines flared, and Corvo stayed behind to man the guns and cover our escape.

I fell silent then, imagining—not for the first time—Otavia Corvo watching us from the bridge, shielded from the flash and radiation wave as the Ascalon leaped to warp. How many Cielcin had we slain with our leap to transcend light? I liked to think of hundreds falling from the skin of the Tamerlane, struck dead by light more blue than even their inhuman eyes could see.

In the silence that followed my narration, Corvo turned from the tactical console that had been Lorian’s in the pit beneath the captain’s overlook and took up the rifle she must have carried with her . . . and waited.

One last warrior alone in the city of Akterumu—a captain gone down with her ship.

Black curtains seemed to fall across my mind’s eye, obscuring my tale.

“And then we set course for here,” Valka said, picking up the thread I’d let fall.

Through the window, Open-Handed Mercy—whom the ancients named Eleos—smiled beatifically from atop the nearest of the Chantry’s minarets.

“Why here?” asked Tor Numa, the perfect scholiast. The perfect question.

I looked up at him, studied his thin, bloodless face, the viridian robes I’d so wanted to wear and the necklace of bronze medals. How much should I tell them? I wondered, and answered before any of my thinking might register on my face. “Because we had been here before.”

“Colchis was the nearest world familiar to us,” Valka said. “We could not have hoped to reach Forum or return all the way to Nessus, not without a crew or more than we had.”

“You had no crew!” Governor-General Dorr exclaimed, the reality of that fact just sinking in. “How did you manage the journey? Across Commonwealth space . . . it must have taken decades.”

“Twenty-eight years,” Valka said.

I drained my third cup of feni and was silent.

“Just the two of you?” Velan Dorr asked. “It’s a miracle you didn’t go mad!”

“I spent most of it in fugue,” Valka confessed, turning to me. I glanced at her and away.

Dorr’s gray eyes focused on me, and he practically mouthed the next question. A single word. “Alone?”

I nodded, swirled the quite shrunken sphere of ice about the base of my tumbler. The cashew liquor was stronger than the palm wine favored by the Sevrastene islanders, but I contemplated asking for the bottle. In the new silence, I weighed the risks of sharing our fears that we should fall into the hands of the Chantry. Dorr was the Emperor’s man, but there would be only so much he could do to resist the Inquisition should they demand he hand us over.

The governor-general’s mouth hung open. A sudden premonition overcame me as I realized that here was yet another song the future would sing of the Sun Eater. How Hadrian Halfmortal waited utterly alone for a dozen years and more beside the crystal coffin of his lady! I have heard versions wherein I dealt with demons in the dark silence, with the very devil that adorned my father’s banners. One particularly good opera—by Martezi—had me contend with a king of the Extrasolarians for the sake of Valka’s very soul.

I wish it had been true. The reality—the soul-sucking solitude and grinding loneliness—lacked the romance of these stories. Lacked almost everything at all.

“There is a part of your story I don’t follow,” Tor Numa said into Dorr’s incredulous silence, shaking me from my own reflections. But the scholiast’s eyes moved to Valka. “How did you come to be in a position to intervene at this . . . Akterumu?” He had not seated himself during the entirety of my story, and circled round the far seat where Dorr sat beneath the xanarth’s head between the high windows. “Marlowe said you were separated on Padmurak, that you commandeered a Lothrian vessel and stowed away on the surface of the Cielcin worldship, but I believe I speak for Velan as well when I say we would like your story.”

Valka and I exchanged glances.

“It will need to go in the official report,” Numa said, which I took for gentle pressure.

I knew the coming days would be filled with Valka and me both recounting our stories—separately and together—to logothetes and representatives of every office and department on Colchis. We’d already been at it for more than an hour.

Valka’s eyebrows arched, and she massaged her neck with one hand. “’Tis as you say. We managed to escape the Lothrian guard when Hadrian was taken. By then the Tamerlane was already in Cielcin hands, I think. They wouldn’t answer our comms . . .”

And she began to recount her story, which I had heard in full only once before. She had recounted it to me in brief after that black day in Akterumu, while she tended to my wounds. It was only later—after I recovered something of my wits in the first year of our voyage to Colchis—that she recounted her journey to me in full. I would hear it again a hundred times in the coming days, as we were each interrogated and questioned and asked to read our accounts into Imperial record, and so I remember it well.

You may think, Reader, that I ought to have told her story sooner, included it—perhaps—while she slept on the long road to Colchis. But I could not do it. I felt at the time that doing so would prove needless, that I had said enough. I was not with her, and I felt it was not my place to tell her story. And besides, the thought of her alone but for her three companions for so great a length of time still tears at my heart.

Even after all these centuries, it pains me to think of her thus.

But now I see I cannot pass her story by, for it deserves telling. Valka and Pallino, Corvo and Crim alone against the Cielcin. Alone for eleven years while I languished in chains in the pits of Dharan-Tun.

I shall attempt to recount it here, as I heard it that day beneath the xanarth’s head and the watchful gaze of Eleos. I shall try. But I am not Valka. My old memories are—will ever be—imperfect. Even now, when all has changed . . . rare are those moments which retain their brightness, which hang inviolate behind my eyes and echo in my ears.

I may falter, or wander, or err where she would not.

But I shall try, for this is the proper place—and the last—for it.
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