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Prologue

The station lounge was nearly empty, and the only sounds to be heard were the quiet hum of generators somewhere in the distance, along with an intermittent growling vibration as a starship set off from a nearby port. Through the giant viewports there could be seen the occasional caravan slowly drifting into warp position, the sun glinting off its metal carapace.

The only inhabitant in the lounge sat dead still and gazed out at the ships and the stars in the dark space beyond. He was an old man with wispy grey hair, and was of average build and height, and altogether not someone one would remember encountering. He had a common name, too, and there were very few traces of him in the station logs that could not be eliminated should a situation arise where he needed never to have been on this station at all.

There was a faint, slow tapping sound, of someone arriving on the other side of the lounge and casually walking over to him.

A voice behind him, of a much younger man, said, ‘Thanks for seeing me.’

He turned. The visitor was dressed in simple but stylish clothing of an expensive cut, as befitted someone who worked in administration on a massive space station.

The older man nodded to him. ‘I was due to pass through this area. If you have any concerns, I’ll do what I can. Though I suspect I already know what this is about.’

The young man said, ‘It happened again. Thousands this time.’

The older man sighed.

‘It has to be stopped,’ the young one added.

‘We need to be careful. Wait for an opportunity.’

‘We can’t wait forever.’

‘We have feelers out for people,’ the old man told him.

‘There are plenty of plans ready—’

‘Plans are easy and mutable. We need the right people to accomplish anything of consequence.’

The young man took a long, deep breath. Words held too much power not to be carefully chosen. ‘We’re working for the same cause. You know I would never doubt that. But it’s frustrating. It’s so frustrating. Thousands, just today.’

The old man nodded in sympathy. He looked out the viewport again, at the myriad of stars that shone in the distance. ‘Something will turn up. And when it does,’ he said, ‘everything will change.’

‘It has to,’ the young man said, and he started to walk away. ‘Because until we take care of the problem, every one of those lives was lost for nothing.’




PART I

Life




1

‘We will eat the body and sanctify its blood, to let it be born again.’

The apartment felt sucked dry of air, replaced with a gaseous formaldehyde that put everything and everyone in stasis. The attendants had formed small clusters, the men standing and facing the floor in grim silence, the women sitting, crying and comforting each other. It was a young man’s apartment, little more than a studio with a small bedroom off to the side. The door to that room was ajar.

Drem Valate, so numb of emotion he felt like a sleepwalker, went and hugged his grandmothers. Both of them had a necklace with a tiny golden vial, and both fingered it incessantly. ‘We will consume him, dear,’ they were saying in a shivering stammer. ‘We shall take him into our fold and make his blood our own.’

It was an old prayer of the Sani Sabik, spoken in hard times, and they murmured it like an endless litany. ‘We will eat the body and sanctify its blood, and we will consume him until he is gone, to let his soul rise again.’ They did not cry, for they were too old and weary, but the words fell from their mouths in droplets.

Drem let them go and looked around the room, still avoiding the sight of that half-open door. It was dawn on the colony. People stayed away from the windows, as if the Red God might come and take them away, and through the glass Drem saw the first rays of the nearest sun glide their cold way over the colony dome.

He wondered momentarily if he should walk about and talk to everyone, but he knew it would merely delay the inevitable. He went  over to the bedroom door, opened it, took a deep breath and stepped through.

It was dark inside and the air was even heavier. The curtains were closed. There was little decoration: some plants in sealed minidomes, and a couple of holoposters on the walls that cycled through images of space. In the corner stood an inconspicuous machine, dark and quiet, laced with all sorts of wires and tubes that had now been wound up in a loop and left to hang off one side. The sight of that machine felt even more than a death sentence, Drem thought, than the body lying on the bed. You died not when you expired, but when your life was neatly packed away.

His brother had needed that machine. He hadn’t been tied to it; he merely plugged in twice a day for a few minutes and otherwise lived a relatively normal life. Drem had been helping him save up for a more mobile unit. It was just the two of them now; their parents had died years ago on a blood-harvesting excursion.

Drem, on reflection, supposed it was only him now.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and remained quite still for a long time, looking intently at the machine. His fingers, meanwhile, blindly found their way to the body of his brother. They held his heavy hands, stroked his cold, inert cheeks, and ran slowly through his lifeless hair.

Drem wanted to cry, but couldn’t. He wanted to scream, but couldn’t. He wanted to think of Leip alive, to imagine some course of events by which none of this was even a reality, but those thoughts were opaque and he was too numb to grasp them. Some part of him, he knew, had realized that everything had changed and had put up a rock-solid dam to stem the flood. There would be no proper grief until everything was over, until Leip had been bled and the rituals completed.

Drem sat there until he began to hear whispering at the door. He got up, kissed his brother’s forehead and left the room, letting one of his grandmothers take his place. The light outside the windows felt preferable to the bleakness in the house - the presence of a dead body, in and of itself, did not bother Drem, but the immense and silent anguish he saw on everyone’s faces, and probably reflected in  his own, was becoming unbearable. He headed out into the yard, and took a long, cold breath of morning.

It was early enough that he could still see trails in the sky from the night’s shipping traffic. The entire colony was attached to a moon in wide orbit around the sparsely colonized planet below, and functioned both as a delivery port for arriving interstellar shipments and, to a lesser degree, an assembling plant for various pieces of technology sent up from the planet and bound for somewhere else in dark space. Drem had been raised in another section of the colony located nearer to the outlying landing base, and had grown used to the silent tremors of starships taking off in the dark. In wintertime, he and Leip had sometimes sat by the window, long after they should’ve been in bed, watching the bulging columns of smoke as the daily shipments of raw materials were readied to be flown back planetside. Drem and Leip would look at each other, grinning, then in unison place their hands on the windowsill, palms flattened. A few seconds later the soundless vibration from the launch would hit, travelling from the airless landing strip through the metal of the colony and the stone of its mother asteroid, through the atmospheric shield and the ground beyond, up the walls of the nearest houses and into the bones of their hands, the boys giggling like mad.

Drem rubbed his eyes and realized he was crying.

Someone approached him and softly cleared their throat. Drem looked up and saw a middle-aged man, grey of beard and hair, dressed in the familiar red and black garb of the Bleeders. They were the combination law enforcement and religious sectarians of the Sani Sabik. If you ever needed either a priest or a policeman, you’d find a Bleeder. They presided over every religious gathering, acting as everything from midwives to funeral directors, and it was an old joke that you literally had a Bleeder watching over you from the moment you were born until the last breath of your life.

‘Hi, Father,’ Drem said, not bothering to wipe the tears from his face.

The Bleeder sat beside him on the grass. ‘Hello, son. I’m Brother Theus. I understand there’s been a loss in this house.’ His lips were fixed in a tempered smile held in place by the many wrinkles on his  face; a deep concern woven with experience. Drem didn’t dare assume how much of it was genuine and not merely the result of years of practice with the grieving, but he found it calming nonetheless, and felt thankful towards the man.

‘My brother,’ Drem said. ‘Died in his sleep last night, apparently. He was . . . well, I don’t know.’ He sighed and looked at the sky. ‘He’d been having some trouble, what with the sickness and all. But nothing that should’ve caused something like this.’

‘Sickness?’ Theus asked.

‘Sabik’s Sepsis. It wasn’t severe, but it caused a whole damn headache of problems. Leip had a haemopurifier that he used twice a day, and it helped, but you can’t be sick the way he was and get out of it unscathed.’ Drem’s ears caught up with his mouth. ‘Or get out at all, apparently,’ he added with a sigh.

‘It is always hard when a child leaves the family,’ Theus said.

‘Oh no, he was an adult. Not old, but in his twenties,’ Drem told him.

‘Your brother had permanent blood poisoning?’ the priest said to him. It was barely a question and verged on judgement. The worry wrinkles on the old man’s face increased, but Drem now found them less comforting.

‘Is there a problem?’ he asked the priest.

‘I must go inside, my son, and see the family. Are you the closest living relative to the deceased?’

‘Yes, Father. I am.’

‘Then we will need to talk.’

 


The next day Drem, with head full of thunder, went to his grandmother’s house to meet the family for the wake. People would be coming and going all day. They had a young man to bury, and, Drem had discovered, a terrible problem to solve.

The house smelled sweetly of spices, and of flowers left to dry in the air. Derutala, known to the family as Granny Deru, had been baking and cooking all day; mostly, Drem suspected, out of a need for something to do. When he came in she was in the kitchen, busying herself with an oven that only she could use without burning  its contents. Everything was made of steel and patience here, including Granny Deru.

Drem made his way into the living room. His cousin Vonus was there, standing by a shelf and inspecting the metal picture frames. Vonus’s wife sat in a chair beside him, cradling their infant child. They were only a few years older than Drem, and still building a life. At the other end of the room stood another man whom Drem had seldom seen and had not been expecting: Dakren, his father’s brother, a much older man with grey hair and grey eyes.

The infant gurgled happily, and Drem smiled at it. Its mother smiled back at him but with deep furrows of worry in her brows.

Vonus said, ‘How are you doing, Drem?’ in that low voice people reserve for the traumatized, as if soundwaves might break them apart.

‘I’ve had better days, thanks,’ Drem said. ‘How are you?’

Vonus took his time to phrase the reply. ‘I’m doing all right, though I have no idea what’s been happening over the past few hours.’

‘The priest spoke to you, too, did he?’ Drem asked.

Vonus hesitated and looked to his wife. She nodded. ‘Yes. I think he spoke to most of us there.’

Drem looked at the picture frames Vonus had been inspecting. It was a large family, which was common on a workers’ colony. Their little community was sitting on a rock floating in the deeps of outer space. There had been nothing natural here: no atmosphere, no running water, no geothermal heat, and no life. It had taken a long time to give this place anything resembling habitability, and it took no more than a look through its dome to remind the viewer just how tenuous that existence was. In a place like this, people clung on to whatever provided the safety and comfort they needed to prove their mastery over their own lives. It made for strong faith, sometimes heavy drinking, and plenty of children.

‘I had a talk with him, too,’ Drem said. ‘Twice, even. First one was yesterday morning, when he came to comfort us on the loss of my brother. Then again early this morning, when he told me what this meant for me and this family.’

He glanced at Dakren, who offered no comment. Drem went on, ‘Leip had a special kind of blood disease. It’s rare but not unheard of. What is rare is for the Sepsis to last into adulthood, because for almost everyone who gets it, it starts to fade rapidly by age four, and by the time puberty starts it is usually gone for good. But not for my brother.’

The little family sat in dead silence as Drem continued, ‘As we found out when he was first diagnosed, this condition, among the many other things it made Leip suffer, left him unable to donate blood when required for rescue work or ceremonial purposes. If we were still in the Amarr Empire, this wouldn’t matter.’

Vonus and his wife winced. The mention of the old world, which their nation had left a long time before any person in the room had been born, was still not done idly. The exodus had taken place for complicated reasons and left wounds in both factions, which, despite the Blood Raiders’ extremism, still shared a substantial amount of core beliefs.

‘He’d have been treated like any other person with a permanent illness, no more nor less. But this is the Sani Sabik, where we worship the blood. We have ships out there somewhere, raiding the skies in our name, and in the empires they use us as monsters to frighten their children.’

Drem reached out and plucked from the shelf a small picture frame, set slightly aside from the others. It cycled slowly through pictures of his brother, one smiling face morphing into another. ‘Apparently, an adult having poisoned blood, to a member of the Sani Sabik, is a sacrilege. The very idea defies the Red God’s laws. I thought I knew a lot about the rules of my faction, but I did not know about this.’

He gently stroked his thumb over the image, then put the frame back on the shelf and turned back to his family. ‘Leip cannot be buried. He can be kept in stasis for as long as it takes, because we Sani Sabik are good at keeping people fresh,’ he spat the word. ‘But he can never be buried, not unless by some miracle we convince the clergy to write his name in the Books of the Dead.

‘The alternative is that he be stricken from existence, as if he had  never lived at all. All records of his life would be expunged, insofar as such a thing is possible. When the priest told me this, I was too numb even to answer, so he added one last streak of piss to this whole disgusting mess.’

Drem looked at Vonus’s child. ‘Until this matter gets sorted out, no more children in the family can be brought into the fold. Not even this beautiful little thing here.’

He kneeled and stroked the child’s head, smiling at it. ‘Until my brother’s life has been erased from existence,’ he said to it, gently, as if he were soothing it to sleep, ‘you simply won’t exist. You won’t go to school, you can’t go to hospital, you’ll be banned from our churches. In their eyes, you won’t even have a name.’

‘Drem . . .’ Vonus said.

Drem got up and faced his uncle, ‘Adult relatives are safe. Their rights aren’t infringed at all, because if they were, the clergy knows that they would revolt. So instead they go after the children, because Blood Raiders understand people’s weak points and they know it’ll turn you against me.’ He smiled faintly. ‘Understand, if I could kill this priest, I would. If I could walk up to him, with his understanding smile and his wrinkles of worry, and shove a nail so far into his eye that it would penetrate not only his brain but those of every single clergy member in the Sani Sabik, I would do it without a second thought.’

Behind him, he heard a gasp from Vonus’s wife. He turned back to her. ‘But I can’t, obviously. I can’t do much about this at all. There are special dispensations for those with money and connections, but we have neither. My only option is to have Leib stricken off the list. That, or see every new child in this family be turned into an outcast.’

He sat down on the floor. ‘Is this what the priest told you?’ he asked the couple.

Vonus cleared his throat. ‘He said that there would be a problem of a clerical nature, and that we would need to convince you to make the right choice. He also mentioned the striking commission.’

‘Which I would be paid as compensation for losing my brother, or whatever the half a life the Sani Sabik think he had is worth. It  would even be enough to buy me passage off the colony, away from the memories I’d leave rotting in the ground.’

‘Will you consider it?’ Vonus’s wife said, too loudly. ‘Will you please consider it?’

‘No,’ Drem said. He saw tears form in her eyes, and looked away, shutting his own eyes and rubbing his fingers over them.

‘What do you need?’ said a dim voice from the other side of the room.

Dakren was a rare presence at family gatherings. He worked closely with the Blood Raiders, the sect of Sani Sabik who spent most of their lives in space, hunting down, attacking and harvesting the blood of non-believers for various purposes, scientific and liturgical. There was money in that life, and honour, and not a little craziness. From what Drem had been told, Dakren had gotten both of Drem’s parents involved with these harvest missions. Then on some trip into deep space their victims had fought back, and all Blood Raiders ships on the venture had perished. Dakren had rarely spoken to Drem since.

Drem looked at him now. ‘I need my brother to be given a funeral and a line in the Books of the Dead. I need the clergy to approve his ascension. And I need to punch a priest in the face, but that can wait.’

Dakren gave a thin smile. ‘I’m familiar with what it takes to finagle one’s way into the clergy’s good graces. The traditional way is to perform a special service to the Blood Raiders, but it can also be accomplished by donating substantial amounts of money.’

‘Seeing as how I can do neither, it’s not really an issue,’ Drem said. ‘I hear the service has to be something that’s demonstrably in the favour of the Sani Sabik as a people. It can be a new type of highly valuable technology, or a service in the diplomatic favour of our faction, or just something that saves the lives of a lot of our people. I imagine whoever designed Leip’s haemopurifier got an easy pass,’ he added in a bitter tone.

Dakren was silent. Drem watched him closely, then said, ‘I have tried and tried and tried to figure out a way for this. I have thought  harder about this than anything in my life. Do you have any idea,’ he asked the old man, ‘how it can be done?’

‘It’s a difficult matter,’ Dakren said and looked out the window.

Drem sighed, got up and left the room.

 


He wanted to leave the house, but he was afraid that it would look as if he had abandoned his family, and he did not want to add even more drama to their worries. Also, if he left now, feeling like he did, he feared he might wander off until he had left the colony and this life altogether, his brother nothing more than a name crossed out on a list. So he went to his grandmother instead.

Granny Deru’s kitchen was small but felt big. It was always the brightest place in the house and felt the warmest. Nothing here was pure decoration; this was a place where things were put to use, and it seemed to have taken on the aura of the people who’d been there. The room felt alive and quietly breathing, and was eternally scented from good food and baking.

Granny herself now stood by the kitchen counter, lacing a cake with dark berries. On the wall in front of her hung a varnished wooden plaque with a large gold and silver vial affixed: the vial itself golden, and silver drops pouring down its sides. On the wall to the side was a needlepoint, red on white, with the words ‘Babies Need Blood’. Granny Deru was humming to herself, some old song Drem remembered from his childhood. He cleared his throat.

‘Oh, hello dear,’ she said, as if he’d popped over for a visit rather than just across rooms. ‘How are you holding up?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Drem said. ‘Still on autopilot. Don’t really dare stop and think.’

She gave him a sideways glance. ‘I’ve already lost one grandchild, dear, and I’m not going to have another burn himself out. Talk to your gran, now.’

Drem leaned against a wall, hung his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I know, Gran. I know. But everyone is still in shock, and the clergy’s made a mess, and if I start trying to unravel this massive knot of feelings that’s inside me, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop.’

Deru placed the last berry, wiped her hands and put the cake into the cooler, then got out a large bowl and several big boxes. She opened each box and began picking out cookies of various sizes and shapes, arranging them in patterns in the bowl. ‘It’s a nasty business we’re in, dear. Did you talk to Dakren about it?’ she said without looking at him.

‘I did.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘When I asked him if he could help, he said he couldn’t.’

‘Did he now, dear? That’s certainly a shame,’ she said, quite blithely.

Drem looked sharply at his grandmother as she busied herself in the kitchen. ‘Yes, Gran. It is.’

She had put away all but one canister of cookies when his resolve broke. ‘All right, Gran. Please. Explain to me.’

Granny Deru looked at him and smiled her old smile. ‘I know the men in this family, Drem. Most of them I’ve known since they were standing in this very room, with scabbed knees and teary eyes, pleading for a cookie. I remember you, even, and look what a determined young man you’ve become.’

Before Drem could respond, Gran continued, ‘Dakren was a boy once, just like you were, but that was a long time ago, and he has seen darkness I hope you never encounter. He has that rarest of talents, which is how to understand a problem and find a solution to it, whatever the cost. If something is broken he will look at it from all angles, until he understands both its original function and the nature of the break, and he will find a way to fix it. If it cannot be fixed at all, he will not even try, but if it can, he will always look at the worst-case scenario and work his way up from there. He’s a lot like you, really, except he’s had more practice in dealing with evil.’

Drem had a million questions, but anger overrode them. ‘And who decides who’s evil - the clergy?’ he said.

‘There are all sorts of evils,’ Gran said, and left it at that.

‘So you think he can help me?’

‘He has worked with some very powerful people in his time. And he’s always looked after you and the rest of this family. I will be very  surprised if he cannot find a way to sort all of this out for us. But it will come at a cost.’

Before he even spoke he had halfway decided to seek Dakren’s help, whatever it demanded of him. ‘Gran, if this can be solved . . . I can’t imagine what he would ask that I could refuse.’

‘That’s good, dear. Because Dakren will want his part acknowledged, likely by asking your forgiveness.’

Drem stared at her, and incomprehension gave way to dread. He said, ‘I don’t know if I—’

‘Here’s what you’re going to do, ‘ she said, checking briefly on something that was cooking in the oven. ‘You are going to get your head right. You are going to realize that keeping this family intact, and you with it, matters more than anything. It trumps your anger over Leip’s death and your business with the clergy, and whatever feelings you have towards Dakren. You should have settled that long ago, instead of letting it poison you. Now’s your chance to get it done.’

The silence settled in the warm air.

‘How do you feel, dear?’ Granny Deru asked him.

Drem inhaled deeply. ‘I’m not sure. I’m trying to do what’s right. I’m not sure what good it’ll accomplish.’

He picked up a cookie, looked at it, and put it back on the tray. ‘But I suppose that’s the wrong way of looking at it. Right now I just want to help those I can.’

‘Doesn’t feel so bad, does it?’ Gran said with a smile.

It struck him that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d asked her how she felt, about anything. ‘Who helps you out, Gran?’ he asked. ‘Who listens?’

‘God listens to me, Drem. Now get to the door, I heard someone come in.’

And he thought it might all work out, right until he went to the door, opened it and found nobody there at all. He walked out in the yard and noticed faces looking out from other windows nearby, then people coming out of their own houses.

A tremor made him look at the ground. The grass was swaying. When he looked back up, to the dome and the space beyond, he saw  what he first thought was a new sun, its orbit somehow heading his way.

The missile exploded on the colony’s shields, splashing oily fire over its dome. Further in the distance, Drem could see another volley of deathbringers headed his way.

With every hit, the colony trembled. Drem could hear things falling off the shelves in Gran’s kitchen. Through the dome he saw a starship approaching the colony, massive even at this great distance. Its missile bays were dark eyes, open and gazing directly at Drem. Another missile launched, starting off as a trail of dust, then picking up speed so rapidly that before Drem could think, it had reached the dome. He dropped instinctively to his knees just as it exploded, setting the entire sky awash with flame

Several Blood Raider vessels entered the area in defence. The sun glinted off the starship’s metal hull as it turned to face them. Its guns swivelled, too, focusing on the leader of the Blood Raider armada, and they were so large that Drem actually saw them kick back as they pumped volley after volley of projectiles into the Raiders’ craft. Missiles swiftly followed, and the corona of explosion as they tore through shields and armour was agonizingly beautiful. Drem stood there transfixed, knowing that he would likely never see something of this magnificence for the rest of his life, brief as it was going to be. It was like the Red God had come for him at last, and brought Armageddon along for the ride.

One Blood Raider ship exploded in a minor nova. The attacker’s guns turned and started firing on the next one. Missiles swept across the sky.

The entire fight was over in minutes, and yet seemed to Drem to take a lifetime. By the time the last Blood Raider vessel fell apart, he briefly had time to wonder how his own death would look to those crewmen who’d made it to their escape pods.

The ship turned back to the colony, its black eyes like those of a god turning its face on a doomed people, and Drem had the crazy thought that somehow he had brought this upon them: all of it, his brother’s illness, Vonus’s christening troubles, Dakren’s need for forgiveness, and now the death of them all. He did not move. There  was nowhere for him to run. The Red God was in power now, and nobody else. He felt awash with relief, followed by guilt.

The walls of the dome, transparent until now, went opaque, like the blindfold of the execution victim, laid over the eyes of an entire community.

The world tore itself apart around him, and somewhere along the way it took him, too.
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