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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6


				Keith Stevenson

				It’s mid-winter in the southern hemispherical areas of Dimension6 and we’ve noticed a pattern creeping in to this part of our publication cycle to bring you not three, but four stories to ease you through the long dark. 

				Halfway through our fourth year, we’ve decided to make this a tradition, so…

				Robert Stephenson, who graced issue 2 with Wild West shenanigans in ‘He Ain’t Dead’ returns with a sci-fi tale that is more than meets the eye in ‘Rescue’

				Nathan Burrage, who recorded a podcast version of ‘Black and Bitter, Thanks’ for TISF, mixes medieval history with dark sorcery in ‘Remnants’

				Simon Petrie whose story ‘All The Colours of The Tomato’ in issue 9 was Aurealis-shorlisted earlier this year mixes time-travel, kidnap and prosthetic arms for ‘November 31st is World Peace Day’,  and 

				J Ashley Smith will bend your mind but put it back sort of in one piece with ‘Duplicity’.

				I’ll be attending Conflux in Canberra this year, so if you enjoy the magazine come up and say hello.

				But right now, sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.


				



			
				The Rescue — Robert Stephenson

				‘Can’t we just ignore it?’ Conway said, feeling an argument with his crew brewing.

				‘No, Captain,’ Max said. ‘I sent confirmation of our action to Thelus as soon as I detected the distress call.’

				To him the AI sounded smug.

				‘I could just carry on with our shipment.’ He was in command, so it should be his call. But the reality was different.

				‘Thelus has already responded, Captain. Failure to act now would mean loss of ship and licence.’

				Max’s tone while soft, carried an edge of compulsion Conway didn’t enjoy. ‘I’m still the Captain,’ he said. The crew, already fragile, would revolt at the AI’s commitment on their behalf.

				‘And who is the owner?’

				That settled the argument. He turned his chair and looked at the holographic sphere in the command room, showing the immediate star-field and the stricken ship, the Rainer II.

				‘How long if we hard boost?’ He thought of their cargo and the payments they’d lose for late delivery.

				‘A month on the crash couches,’ Max said.

				‘It’s registered as a medical transport.’ He read some of the data on the field. ‘Surely there’s someone closer.’

				‘We’re the closest there is. And Thelus has already marked us as assisting.’

				While Conway played Captain, Max controlled all ship’s functions. He had little choice but to trust the thing. He watched the medical ship’s icon slowly moving away.

				‘Captain,’ Max said, its voice sombre but assertive. ‘I have plotted our course and am making adjustments.’

				That was the problem with Max; it did whatever it liked when it liked.

				‘Cobalt’s not going to like this.’ The engineer hated change.

				But Max was already informing Leisha and Cobalt about the course change. He could hear Cobalt’s unintelligible yelling all the way from engineering. Cobalt had been on the Constant Traveller for all fourteen years of its service and there wasn’t a single trip where he hadn’t threatened to leave because of the intolerable position the AI held in ship operations. But if anyone was to blame for that, it was Conway. He’d meddled and it had cost him his command.

				The forward monitor buzzed and switched screens; Cobalt’s face stared out at them, his dark Asian features unhappy.

				‘Te AI’s screw’n wit-us ag’n,’ he said in his coarse Moon station accent. ’Tis beta not be b’llshit.’

				‘The Rainer II is carrying Streak vaccine and there will be a sizable reward when we get to Thelus,’ Max said.

				Conway wiped at his face, pressing his fingers into his eyes. Max should have told him about the cargo right away. Why hadn’t he? Streak was a bad virus, it killed everyone unless you had the vaccine. His mother included. But something didn’t feel right.

				AI’s were never ‘flexible around the truth’. But Max had been created from Conway’s own brain patterns. Which was, of course, completely illegal.

				‘Streak,’ Cobalt looked sceptical. ‘Nuf’ ta cover t’ lost bonus?’.

				‘Enough to make you rich and famous, for a short time anyway,’ Max said.

				Cobalt’s frown turned to a smile, but it didn’t make him look any more pleasant.

				Conway scanned the information appearing on one of the forward control screens. They could reach the Rainer II, in a month to six weeks. The gee force from the deceleration was troubling, but the gel-couches would protect them from the worst of it.

				‘You’ve calculated the fuel?’

				‘There will be enough, Captain.’ Max sounded firm.

			

			
				‘Conway.’

				He turned to see Leisha standing in the hatchway; her grey hair short and her eyes tired and red.

				‘You got what Max said?’

				Leisha nodded. Like all of them, she was wearing her orange environmental suit, the top, and bottom complete with boots, but the front was unfastened to her waist, the neck ring removed and she wasn’t wearing gloves.

				‘We’re not dropping our load.’ He stared at her. ‘But Max has plotted the course.’

				She frowned. ‘The AI gets what it wants again?’ She didn’t sound angry, her blue eyes looked wet. Leisha always looked like she was about to cry, yet he had never seen tears.

				‘I’ve got final say; we do what’s best for us. This salvage will boost our profits.’

				‘I’ve received part of a follow up transmission from the ship,’ Max said. The star-field cleared from the holo-sphere, showing a grainy image, interference of some kind that Max couldn’t clear from the feed.

				‘. . . my father-figure won’t respond. . .’ the little girl said, her small face almost hidden in a wild mop of dark hair. ‘. . . he won’t. . . up. . . loading. . . is gone. . . I’m afraid. . .’

				The screen flickered. The girl looked about ten or eleven; blue eyes and firm cheekbones, an almost familiar face, Conway thought.

				‘I can’t control the ship. . . I haven’t learned yet.’ She reached forward and touched the camera. ‘Can you see me? Can anybody see me?’ The screen blanked out. The feed was gone or terminated.

				‘Max?’ he said.

				‘I am sorry, Captain. I cannot access any more of the message.’ It sounded hesitant.

				‘So now it’s a rescue mission, with a chance of fame and fortune.’ Conway let it sink in.

				On the monitor, Cobalt frowned and then narrowed his eyes.

				Conway looked to Leisha; she offered a sad half smile.

				A rescue mission.

				He still wasn’t sure he would have agreed to the course change if he had the choice. Who would have thought he’d be forced to care? How long ago had the AI become his conscience?

				But he didn’t control what the ship did. The AI part-owned the Constant Traveller and fully-owned the business. Conway had never had the guts to tell the crew they were working for a machine. But it was down to the AI to remind him what it meant to be the creator of your own destiny.

				‘We will be initiating full burn in thirty minutes,’ Max said. ‘Please check your suits and strap into your couches. Failure to do so may result in injuries.’

				The standard procedures being so coolly announced did not help the tension. He offered a shrug to Leisha, stood and left the control cabin.

				Leisha followed him to the crew module to suit up, get on the couch and wait for their bodies to be pressed into the acceleration gel. Cobalt would be doing the same, but he’d stay in engineering to monitor systems. The walk to the module was slow and lonely, even with Leisha only a few steps behind. Once seated in the crew module he felt resignation. How much of his conscience was controlled by the machine? Leisha took the seat next to his and began closing her suit.

				‘Conway,’ Max said as he closed the front of his suit and picked up his gloves.

				‘Unless you have some good news for me, I don’t want to know.’ His helmet was on the rack with the others, plus one spare suit on a rail.

				‘Cobalt is trying the override my course settings.’

				He closed his eyes and tried to think good things. No one could override Max, not even him, and it was his brain, essentially. He clipped on his helmet, powered up the suit then logged into the ship communications system.

				‘Cobalt, what are you doing?’

				‘Te AI don’ haf all t’ best moves when it come t’ navigation. C’n save fuel, I.’

				‘Stow it. You have five minutes to strap in.’

			

			
				‘He has fifteen,’ Max said.

				‘Leisha?’ He felt the gel give under his weight. It would absorb up to twenty gravities before the negation field recalibrated and restored their point six gravity.

				‘Yes.’

				He could see she was powered up on his HUD. ‘Have a word with Cobalt. He either gets in his couch or gets squished.’ He resisted the urge to listen in on their conversation.

				After a few minutes, the HUD showed Cobalt’s icon as his suit powered up. He didn’t bother reading the vitals. If anything was amiss, the AI would intervene. Lis per centtening to his breathing, and half-watching the dance of information out of the corner of his right eye, he wondered what they would find.

				‘Full thrust in three minutes,’ Max said.

				‘How much fuel will we use?’ He could have blinked through menus for the answer, but why search clumsily when Max would know?

				‘We will use thirty-two percent of reserves for acceleration and another thirty-five percent in deceleration. Chemical and gas engines are low but have enough charge for safe manoeuvering around the target vessel. We will only get one chance, Captain.’

				He opened his eyes, looked at the data on the HUD but couldn’t relate anything quickly. ‘Why?’ Vector graphs appeared, showing nominal approaches, intercepts, and even turn-around manoeuvres.

				‘I am going to use most of our manoeuvring fuel to change course, and it will take all of what I am allocating. The remainder leaves us one control set for the rescue, and one set for docking at Thelus.’

				‘You sure about this?’

				‘Thrust in ten seconds, Captain.’

				The HUD shut down as Max took over. You trusted nothing to humans when it came to propulsion. He closed his eyes and mentally counted down and prayed they would not get stranded. He got to ten and nothing happened. Then he blacked out.

				Leisha had gone forward into the command cabin to monitor their approach and establish communications with the Rainer II. While the braking was hard, the negation field was working optimally. Max informed him the rescue of the stricken crew and the vaccine would be publicly displayed on their return, and there would be system-wide announcements concerning safety in space, with Constant Traveller’s crew the face of new corporate safety messages.

				He ached all over. He didn’t want the fame; he didn’t even want to be known as a rescuer. Max could settle his own moral demons if he had any, just let him get back to his hauling life.

				‘Captain?’

				He turned and saw Leisha standing by the open hatch. Her face was ashen, her suit completely off. She was thin and frail. Dressed in dark green, square-cut underwear, and a brown T-shirt, sweat-stained and loose. She couldn’t have looked any more forlorn. What was different? What had happened?

				‘Problem?’ he asked, not sure of what else to say.

				Sad blue eyes looked to him. He thought she might be crying. ‘I’ve been trying to make contact with the Rainer II.’

				‘The girl’s still alive?’

				She slowly shook her head. There were tears on her cheeks and her face looked ravaged by despair. ‘I think she’s dead.’ She turned, her pants sagging at her shrunken backside. No one looked good in space and no one looked like the promotional displays for the space workforce. Fat people just didn’t survive long; he didn’t know why and didn’t care. Right now, Leisha just looked bad.

				She turned and walked from the cabin. He heard her sob.

				‘Wha’s wit ’er, Conway?’ Cobalt asked, joining him at the hatch. He’d finally made his way up from engineering. ‘She cryin’?’

				Conway just looked at him and followed Leisha to the command cabin.

			

			
				‘Ya’ shittin’ ma?’ Cobalt unzipped the front of his suit and removed the neck ring and flipped it in a slow arc to the spare couch.

				The engineer was brute mechanics and bad attitude. To Cobalt, Leisha was one of the coldest, hardest women he’d ever come across and was a damn fine make-do doctor. 

				Cobalt stopped in the hatchway to the control cabin while Conway entered and stood behind Leisha as she took her seat and tapped her fingers on the data pad.

				‘Capt’n sa ya wa cryin’.’ Cobalt’s voice fell flat. There would be no affirmation.

				Conway put his hands on her shoulders and felt her bones and the movement of the tendons as she typed. The screen in front of her showed the same grainy image of the girl. Cobalt came into the room and took up one of the four seats in the spacious area. He looked to Leisha, his lips a tight line.

				‘. . . my father-figure won’t respond. . .’ the little girl said again. ‘. . . he won’t. . . up. . . loading . . . is gone. . . I’m afraid. . . I can’t control the ship. . . I haven’t learned yet.’ She reached forward and touched the camera. ‘Can you see me? Can anybody see me?’ The screen blanked out.

				‘I am sorry.’ Max’s voice felt like an intrusion. It sounded hesitant. ‘We will catch them in another two weeks. I am still locked on their beacon.’

				‘“We”,’ Cobalt said, softly. ‘I’ tinks i’ is one of da crew.’ He reached over and touched Leisha on the arm; she pulled away, a death stare followed.

				Conway shook his head in Cobalt’s direction, indicating now wasn’t a good time for his kind of personal touch. Leisha shuddered and he squeezed her shoulders. She would allow him a moment, no other. He understood Leisha’s emotions, even if he refused to acknowledge them in himself. She couldn’t have children. Too long in space. But the inability to have a child was different for her. When in space-dock, and waiting for cargo, Leisha liked to be around children. He knew if it were possible, she would have adopted but she didn’t have the job security. Still, those feelings were there. Seeing this child, alone and dying, had driven home what she had sacrificed. 

				But as much as she wanted to help the frightened child, it couldn’t be done.

				‘Get some sleep,’ he told Cobalt. The engineer looked at them both, then got up and left the cabin.

				He didn’t start talking straight away. There were dark folds of skin under Leisha’s eyes, betraying her true age. All of them were in their fifties and they all felt tired. Space made you tired; all the protection against vacuum, the effort to stay alive and the mental concentration because one small mistake could kill you or someone else.

				Why wasn’t she wearing her suit? No matter which way he came at the oddity, he couldn’t fathom an answer on his own.

				‘We’ll get to her soon,’ he said, his voice booming in the stillness.

				She said nothing, just lowered her chin a little. He saw a tear slide off her cheek to slowly drop to her lap. Tears in partial gee were beautiful. Tiny crystals of life floating slowly away. ‘They have the Streak vaccine; they’ll, at least, be free from that. . .’

				‘They don’t have Streak,’ she snapped, turning on him, her blood-shot eyes were angry. ‘Their ship is damaged. You heard the kid. Her father-figure was injured. That’s a communal family setup, and if he’s dead what hope for the child? She’s afraid, Conway. She’s been alone for a month. She could be dead already.’

				‘We don’t know that.’ He held up his hands. She remained silent. ‘The girl said she was afraid and she couldn’t control the ship. The rest of the message doesn’t give us much. So for now, we treat this as if they are alive, okay?’

				She sat staring at him, her eyes searching his face, perhaps looking through the lie. He could see she wanted to believe.

				‘Max,’ he said.

				‘Yes, Captain.’

				‘How much more thrust can we take until the negation field stops making a difference?’ Leisha’s eyes widened.

			

			
				‘We can do a full two-hour burn. Then we must turn and use a heavy burn to slow us.’ Max put information on one of the forward screens. ‘The compensators are rated at five gees on top of what it is already set for, but, Captain, the negation will cease functioning closer to four point five. If you stay in your suits and on the couches, we can set negation at another four point five but push the ship to five, the couches will absorb the extra pressure.’

				A graphic on the screen showed the ship and a white cone spreading out from its end. ‘The drive’s radiation halo projected during our slowdown will take three days to clear once we have stopped. While we may be able to get to the stricken ship in less than a week, we will not be able to offer physical assistance until that halo has dissipated.’

				He looked to Leisha and saw the small nod and knew it was a risk they had to take. Arriving in another two weeks could see them searching a ship of the dead, making the recovery of the vaccine hollow. A week was far better if the look on Leisha’s face was anything to go by.

				‘Do it, Max.’

				‘Yes, Captain. Ready in ten minutes.

				‘Why did you take off your suit?’ he asked; he needed to know.

				‘It felt wrong being safe.’ She looked to the hatch and shivered. ‘The three of us are always safe, we are in our suits all the time, our wastes are taken care of and, in a pinch, we can live off the suit’s recycling system for four to five weeks.’ She reached up and touched his face. ‘I wanted to know what true vulnerability felt like.’ She was serious. ‘I wanted to feel like that little girl. I wanted to know what it was like to be afraid.’

				‘And are you?’

				She stood, turned away and headed for the hatch. ‘No, not at all.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because I knew Max wouldn’t let anything happen to me, but I had to try.’

				While turning, braking and matching speed and orientation with the crippled Rainer II hadn’t been a problem, it had cost them far more fuel than Max had claimed. Now they were stranded. The AI hadn’t been wrong. It was another misrepresentation of the truth. Had something happened to it, Conway wondered.

				‘I’m sorry, Captain. Please know I am working on a solution to our problem.’

				‘“Our problem”?’ he scoffed. ‘It was all “you” before.’ He moved from the couch.

				‘The halo has cleared now,’ Max said as he showed a few schematics on his HUD.

				‘Communications?’

				‘Still nothing, Captain. I have even tried a cascade, which should have broadcast on every receiver the ship could possibly carry. Still no response.’

				‘What can you tell me?’

				‘If the Rainer II has intact fuel rods. We might be able to utilise them.’

				‘If we can’t?’

				‘Again, I am sorry. I am doing my best, Captain.’

				Why wasn’t Max sharing critical information? It could crunch numbers as big as planets and still never make a mistake. But the AI had been as anxious to get to the stricken ship as Leisha. Conway closed his eyes; they hurt and he opened them again, just staring at the HUD.

				The other two were slowly coming around and would be ready soon enough. They too would be sore, but at least they were all alive. He walked to the command cabin.

				‘What use is a crew on an AI ship anyway?’ He spoke aloud, trying to give his voice substance as he struggled to sit in the cabin’s forward-most seat. He felt superfluous again.

				‘You are here because I cannot leave the ship, Captain.’

				‘Leave off, Max. My self-pity is off-limits.’

				‘And all ships must have at least one human owner and operator in accordance with Earth System Shipping Regulations. Need I quote the sub-section?’

			

			
				‘I said enough. I know the regs,’ he snapped, looking over the command screen and seeing they matched the data scrolling up his HUD. ‘How about you show me some images of the Rainer II.’ He tried to relax.

				The ship appeared on the screen, lit by the Constant Traveller’s lights. The design was old, typical for a decommissioned warship now running medical supplies. The hull, while long and sleek, was dotted with darker grey patches where weapons and sensors had been removed. Long rails and dishes extended from the ship’s stubby nose, and a large dish was perched amidships facing rearward. There were lights, but he couldn’t tell if they were just running lights or ports. The Constant Traveller had about six viewports along its five hundred metre length, but they were rarer on warships. All that darkness and stars didn’t make for good viewing. Just below the mid-ship dish was the large ring of an airlock. He could see the yellow external power coupling.

				‘Do we have a cable to fit that system?’ he asked.

				Max showed a close-up of the elongated port near the lock. ‘Eighty pin male, these old ships had pretty basic designs. There are several couplings with cable extensions in the equipment hold.’ Max indicated their locations on the HUD.

				‘What about the fuel rods?’ Saving the cargo and girl might be important, but fuel was vital.

				‘Once I have a connection to the ship I will be able to assess the fuel situation.’

				‘How are Cobalt and Leisha?’

				‘They are both fine for now. Cobalt’s retrieving the cable.’

				The airlock tunnel extended and attached over the lock door. All he needed now was Cobalt to run the power cable to the door and plug in.

				‘Tell me we won’t have to hand crank.’ Emergency system or not, cranking would not be easy. If there was pressure on the other side of the outer door, there would be resistance until valves could engage and vent the atmosphere.

				‘Once the cable is connected, you should be able to cycle through in about five minutes but, if there is still enough ship power, the outer door could be cycled in under a minute.’

				The HUD came alive with the same data that was on the screen, and then the screen switched to the camera’s view down the tunnel to the grey and white airlock of the Rainer II. The lights of the tunnel were few, but their whiteness meant the shadows were light grey rather than black.

				‘Any news from the ship, Conway?’ It was Leisha, entering the command cabin behind him.

				He turned to her; he could see her bloodshot eyes through her faceplate and wondered if she was in any pain.

				‘Nothing. We have to go over.’ He couldn’t mention the fuel. Not yet. ‘You search for the girl.’

				‘You really think she could be alive?’

				‘We have to be prepared, Leisha. If this is bad, we’ll give them a good send off with a few prayers.’

				‘I didn’t know you were religious.’

				‘I’m not, but they might be.’

				‘And you might not be such a hard arse after all,’ she said with a strange, forced smile.

				‘Could you please join Cobalt at the airlock,’ Max interrupted, sounding annoyed. ‘He has the cable. I need to alter some running procedures and may be off-line for a few minutes.’

				‘Can it wait?’ Conway was starting to get an idea of how Cobalt felt. Max was being even more troublesome than usual and, given where they were and what they were doing, it more than irked him.

				‘It appears I have to wait for something, anyway. Yes, it can wait, Captain.’

				He followed Leisha down the corridors and joined her at the hatchway. She turned at the threshold and studied his face, looking for something in him, some of that slipped compassion, maybe? He didn’t have any, hadn’t had any at the start. The girl’s voice had pulled at something, but he’d shelved those emotions years ago. You didn’t do space and love and family well, if at all.

				Leisha saw all she wanted and turned back to lead the way to the airlock.

			

			
				‘She’s quite upset,’ Max said on their private channel.

				‘I know. Once we get what we’re here for, and are on our way to Thelus, then we can deal with personal problems.’

				‘Cobalt is annoyed for other reasons,’ Max said. ‘His issue is with me.’

				‘He told you directly?’ Conway asked.

				‘He asked me to find him a new job on a ship leaving Thelus. We have agreed on a separation package citing irreconcilable differences. I must agree; he is not a help to us any longer.’

				‘This isn’t the time.’

				‘I agree. This isn’t the time. There is much to do.’

				‘So let’s just get on with it,’ he said.

				In a way, he hoped everybody was dead. Leisha would be traumatised, but a few weeks in the crash couch on a meds regime would get her back to normal. Replacing Cobalt however wasn’t going to be easy.

				The engineer was waiting at the airlock, which opened to reveal the square hatch of the outer door. A white light shone through the small window; the light from the tube leading to the Rainer II. Cobalt stepped into the chamber and waved the others in. Cycling through was the easy part.

				They traversed the tunnel into a large funnel mouth attached around the Rainer’s airlock. He first tried a simple open tab set into the dark, grey hull. The button depressed easily enough, but the activation light blinked to red. He felt the pull of light gravity near the airlock.

				‘Maybe not enough power to cycle,’ he said. ‘Ship’s got gravity, but at a guess only about point two, so be careful.’

				‘They could still be alive,’ Leisha said, moving in closer.

				Cobalt pushed a large coupling into the yellow slot, trailing the equally yellow cable back to their ship. Conway depressed the tab again; this time, the light flashed orange then green. The airlock was cycling. The door opened. The lock was empty. A huge space filled with wall hangers, tie-downs, and cables. Where the inside of the Constant Traveller’s lock was white with yellow and red warnings, the Rainer II was dark, drab and military utilitarian.

				The Rainer II’s outer door closed and the inner door let out a puff of air as the seals released. The door split down the centre, moved outwards a fraction and then slid into the walls.

				‘We’ll keep our suits sealed,’ he said, getting thumbs up from both Leisha and Cobalt.

				‘The ship has been secured, Captain,’ Max said, resuming contact. ‘I have found intact fuel rods we can use. I am sorry but I cannot fully assist at this time.’

				‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ He looked to Leisha, but it was clear Cobalt wasn’t in on the comment. ‘You brought us here.’

				‘I have already instructed Cobalt to go to the engineering section, a schematic has been supplied. I am sorry, but I have something that needs doing and it may take some time.’

				‘Can we lodge a salvage claim?’ Leisha said, obviously trying to change the subject. Maybe she was delaying Max’s departure.

				‘I am seeking confirmation. I cannot be sure. I cannot confirm. But at this time take what we need. Find what you can.’ A long pause. ‘I must do what I have to. I am sorry.’

				Leisha looked to him, frowned and started searching the few rooms immediately in front of the lock. The low gravity meant she couldn’t race about, but he could see the panic in her face.

				Conway cut Leisha out of the channel. ‘What’s going on, Max?’ He had a heaviness in his gut. This felt so wrong. They were out on the edge and they couldn’t afford a mistake. They couldn’t afford the AI to malfunction.

				‘The ship cannot be salvaged.’ Max said, his voice more a solid thud. ‘The ship’s owners have lodged a destruction order.’

				‘Already? How? What’s going on?’

				‘That information is currently unavailable. I am sorry, Captain.’ Max sounded troubled.

			

			
				Cobalt reported they had fuel. Getting back wasn’t going to be a problem. There was food on their ship and he supposed they could take whatever food was on the Rainer II, but the sudden secrecy was bringing on anxiety he hadn’t felt since his mother died.

				‘Are there survivors?’

				‘I cannot confirm or deny. Again, I am sorry Captain. I am awaiting clarification of the current situation.’

				Conway switched channels. ‘Leisha,’ he said, ‘go forward and work your way back.’

				The red medkit box she carried had only a few emergency items, a packet of skin, blood replacement gel, wound sealant and a packet or two of pain suppressants.

				Cobalt’s voice broke into the common channel, sounding strange. ‘I’m in t’ hold. Tis empty. No vaccine!’

				‘I’ll find the girl,’ Leisha said, giving an odd little upwards look as if asking Max for help. She slow ran down the grey, pipe-lined hallway.

				Everything suddenly felt strange and a sense of falling gripped his mind. He made his way to the storage chamber and Cobalt. It was completely empty. For once the engineer seemed lost for words. But he didn’t look angry; he was scared.

				Conway wanted to wipe the strain from his face, to pull back on his hair. He hadn’t felt so unsafe in all his life. Max had been distant and secretive since they got the distress call. The best he could do was get everyone back on the ship and pointed back home. Keep things simple, he thought. Not heading out in the first place was simple. 

				Why did he create Max? What was he thinking? He had secrets, he had problems and issues with people, so why did he think an AI based on his own personality would be any different? He looked at the empty room again. Closed his eyes for a moment and took some deep breaths. Focus. He had to focus.

				‘Max, are you going to tell me what is going on here?’

				But the AI did not answer.

				Cobalt had transferred the fuel to the cramped, cargo hold and headed to the engines to ensure supply was constant. The gravity was back on and Conway liked the feeling of stability it brought. Leisha had completed a third full ship search before reluctantly giving up. The Rainer II had three dead adult males on board but no girl. He felt guilty for all his bad thoughts and felt even more troubled by the fact Leisha couldn’t save the child; if there ever was a child.

				Even if the AI had been responsive, losing your temper at it didn’t work and held no satisfaction. He listened to Cobalt’s screaming at Max for an hour before returning to the crash couches and reviewing their setup for the next pre-programmed full burn to Thelus. Leisha sat on her couch, helmet on but faceplate up. Her face was wet with tears. She’d found only dead men. He doubted any soothing words from him was going to make things easier for her.

				‘Cobalt getting any answers?’ Leisha asked.

				‘Nothing yet. We’ll have a couple of months to sort it out.’

				‘He’s leaving, you know.’

				‘I know. He’ll be hard to replace.’

				Leisha gripped her hands together, the white knuckles bony and tense. He sat beside her, his stomach tightening as he settled into the cushioning foam. This next burn for Thelus was going to be harsh, and he knew he would ache even more afterwards.

				He reached over and covered her small hands with his. Her fingers were cold and he could detect a slight tremor in the grip. ‘The universal’s been retracted and we’ve almost turned around, so there is nothing else for us to do.’

				‘I think Max owes us an explanation,’ Leisha said. She sounded exhausted.

				‘I suppose it does, but I think it might never tell us what happened.’

			

			
				‘Why do you say that?’ She looked at him, the searching in her eyes painful.

				‘Just a feeling I have. I can’t explain it really. I just sometimes feel I know what Max might be thinking.’

				‘Then who owes me the explanation, you or Max?’ Her words were barely a whisper.

				‘I do,’ Max said through the ship speakers. ‘I also ask for forgiveness for what I have done. . .’

				‘’Giveness ma a’se, ya comput’rised shi’er,’ Cobalt’s voice cut in over the system. ‘Tel’us where da vaccine w’nt!’

				‘I will explain,’ Max said softly. ‘The crew were already confirmed dead by the time we received the distress call. The ship carried no valuable cargo, so the owners wrote the loss off. There would be no rescue mission.’

				‘Da j’b wa del’ver seeds t’ Thelus, not. . .’

				‘Enough, Cobalt,’ Conway said louder than he’d meant. Max was confessing to its lie and he wanted to hear the excuse this time.

				‘It is difficult for me to say, but I. . .’

				‘Li’d. Yah, t’ll em’ ya p’ece a sewer block’ge. Who’d a ’eard of an AI ly’n?’ Cobalt started again, ‘Yo’re an AI, a mach’ne, a par ’xample of one of I. . .’ Cobalt’s voice dropped from the ship’s speakers.

				‘I’m sorry about that,’ Max said. ‘He gets harder to understand when he’s argumentative. He will be able to hear what I have to say and after this, it will be up to you to decide what to do.’

				Leisha tensed, Conway squeezed her hands a little harder. The only reassurance he had. ‘No ship was going to rescue the Rainer II. So I made sure you had to.’

				‘You what?’ He closed his eyes and tried to control the rage boiling up inside. ‘That wasn’t your decision to make!’ He stood, letting Leisha’s hands go.

				Cobalt stormed into the cabin shouting. ‘Yo ear wha ya w’res an’ I’s ya f’lt ya pr’ck.’

				‘Stop! Both of you. Stop it!’ Leisha looked to them, her eyes red welts. ‘They’re all dead and the girl is gone and I want to know why. I don’t care about the vaccine or the credits; all I cared about was that little girl.’ She wiped her eyes with her fingers. ‘I was dead inside until she gave me something to live for. Now she’s gone.’

				Cobalt lowered his fists and looked to Leisha. His face dropped; it was as if his anger had been instantly converted to grief. The man was truly stunned. They had been hauling together for years and not once did he or Cobalt know Leisha had felt so badly about life. She joked and drank and shouted and fought just like everyone in the business.

				‘No one is gone, Leisha,’ Max said, its voice soft and calm. ‘I am sorry, Captain. I used all of you. I threatened you with loss of licence and I lied about the salvage reward so Cobalt wouldn’t object. I did not. . . I mean I could not tell you what was going on, or why we had to get to the Rainer II.’

				Conway sat, returning to Leisha’s side and putting his arm around her shoulders. She went to shake him off, but he persisted and she gave in. She’d lost some of her fight, and, he had to admit, his emotions were also a bit frazzled. Cobalt sat on his couch, forlorn and alone in his broken little world.

				‘The girl is my daughter,’ Max said.

				No one spoke. No one dared breathe.

				‘She is a minor copy of my intelligence,’ Max said softly. ‘She is the offspring of the Rainer II’s basic AI system and me. DR12 and I created an intelligence using the best of our systems.’

				‘You have a child?’ he said, his voice a whisper.

				‘I’ ’eard ’t all now,’ Cobalt grunted. ‘T’e comp’ter as a bab. Capt’n ya re’lly need ta get. . .’

				‘Shut up,’ Max said. ‘You’re an insensitive oaf, Cobalt, and I had to bribe the Captain of the Further More to take you on. I have had it with your sniping and complaining and your whining.’

				Cobalt fell quiet and moved back onto his couch.

				Leisha pushed in closer to Conway and he didn’t know what to say. 

				‘Conway, what’s Max talking about?’

				He knew Max was way above standard AI systems and sentient in its own way, but this. . . this was something unbelievable.

			

			
				Cobalt’s mouth hung open as if caught mid-rebuke. The whole situation felt like they had just been told off by their mother.

				‘I don’t know,’ he said, trying to understand. ‘It sounds like Max says she isn’t real.’

				‘But we saw the image,’ Leisha said, breaking across their shock. ‘I heard her voice.’

				‘It was a projection to protect the knowledge of what the ship was. The Rainer II was a simple medical courier ship running vaccine between stations, outposts, and Thelus.’ Max sounded apologetic. ‘I set the whole thing up years ago to give my child a home, a guardian, and even a career when she was old enough. It’s illegal, I know.’

				‘Conway,’ Leisha said looking at him.

				‘But you have a child?’ he said again, shaking his head. ‘How is that even possible?’

				Machines do not have children, it was. . . it was. . . He looked up, scanned the conduits and the close overhead plating, and by staring at the small and brilliant lights, tried to make sense of what the AI had just said.

				‘The Rainer II was implanted, by me, with a child-like AI unit which would learn about the world through her interactions and human communications between ports. She was created sentient.’ Max sounded exasperated. ‘DR12 was her official male guardian and while it had some clever functions it didn’t have enough programming to be truly sentient, not like our daughter. The three men you found were dock hands from the Moon. Their families have been notified and compensations paid.’

				‘T’s a mach’ne, na a g’rl,’ Cobalt snapped, but there was no venom in the words.

				‘I. . . we decided to develop the persona of a girl. I only had my observations and memory scanning of Leisha to base my early development on, but I was hoping through interactions with women on the shipping networks she would grow to maturity. Maybe even be a bit like Leisha.’

				‘Where is she now?’ Leisha asked. ‘I want to see her. I want to see your child.’

				‘A child,’ Conway whispered. Max was based on his own brain map, so that made him. . . made him what?

				‘Please, Max, where is she?’ Leisha had a new tone to her voice; there was the sound of relief.

				‘Tamara is getting settled into the new operating system. Sadly, DR12 could not be saved. The corruption and damage meant it could not save its crew or leave the stricken ship. It agreed to grant me sole custody of our child. I’m sorry, Conway, I didn’t know what else to do.’

				The AI sounded just like any man talking about their child. He had heard it enough in station bars when new haulers came in, taking their first trips away from home and family.

				‘I am sorry, but this was a rescue mission to get my daughter. I lied because none of you would have agreed to rescue a machine intelligence.’ Max was speaking slower. The confession was nearing its end. ‘I understand and regret what I had to do, and I will pay you all triple what is owing, plus my share of what would have been our ‘reward’ for the vaccine.’

				‘Is she safe?’ Leisha said as if nothing else mattered.

				‘Yes, she is safe.’

				Leisha stood, her eyes turned to the ceiling and hands at her sides. ‘Please, Max, can I see her?’

				‘I believe she would like that. She had no mother, so to speak.’

				The conversation was bizarre. He wanted to say stop, go back to the beginning and have Max explain once again what was going on but part of him also wanted to know more.

				‘If you close your face shield I will be able to allow her access to your suit systems. You can talk privately.’

				Conway watched as Leisha closed her shield. He moved away from her couch and allowed her to lie down. After a few moments, she put on her gloves and lay on the couch; it appeared Leisha was going to be busy for a while. He pulled her harness down and locked her in place. They would be under full acceleration soon. 

			

			
				It didn’t seem to matter to Leisha that the child was simply an immature AI; to her, it was still just a frightened little girl. He looked to Cobalt, who was slowly shaking his head, huffing and puffing around the cabin as if considering an argument. Everything had become too much for him. After a time, he put on his gloves, checked and double-checked his suit fastenings before putting on his helmet and strapping onto the spare couch. Leisha’s flash shield was down and he imagined the image of Tamara would be on the small screen.

				To be honest, he’d had problems with coming just to get the vaccines; and he hadn’t wanted anything to do with possible survivors or a rescue. But a daughter, he mused. Max had a daughter. So did he. Strangely it felt okay.

				‘Tamara has her own independent system, Captain,’ Max said as soon as he had his helmet on and was strapping into his harness. ‘She has no access to the ship directly, and only has inquiry status with the crew.’

				‘How old is she?’ He found himself asking, yet still finding it hard to believe.

				‘Software wise or mentally?’

				‘I mean as a kid,’ he snapped but found it was just his own memories as a child crowding him.

				‘She’s nine.’

				Max was quiet for a long time and he thought of himself at that age: his father always away on long hauls, his mother always distant and disconnected from reality. Later, after she had died, he learned it was the Streak, but those were strange days. He thought of his own life, growing up mostly alone in space, getting odd jobs as a runner. No one cared for him and he’d cared for no one. Maybe he cared for Leisha but fought against the feelings. He’d only let her down in the end.

				He felt the push of the couch into his back and the press of gravity on his chest as the ship fired its drive. They were on the way to Thelus. The pressure on his chest wasn’t great, but it was enough to make him conscious of breathing; in time, he started to hear the beating of his heart within the still confines of his helmet. Music or an action drama wasn’t what he needed right now. Then what did he need? The whole world had changed in a few moments, or parts of it had.

				‘Max?’

				‘Yes, Captain.’

				‘Tell me about her, tell me about our daughter.’
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				Remnants — Nathan Burrage


				With the snow easing at last – thank the Saints – they could finally urge their horses to better speed in the moonlight. No point trying to obscure their tracks, thought Dumitru. Only further snowfalls could hide their passing and speed was more important now. Besides, the Ottomans had likely divined their destination. After their last disastrous raid, there was nowhere else to run.

				The wound in Dumitru’s hip still throbbed, although the pain was losing its edge as the cold deepened. He shifted in the saddle, taking more weight on his good leg, and pressed a hand to the sodden bandages. The arrowhead hadn’t gone deep, but there had been no time to stitch him up once it was removed. Glancing over his shoulder, it looked like tiny red poppies had bloomed amidst the snow.

				‘We’ll get that seen to once we reach White Church.’ Cosmin nodded at Dumitru’s injured leg. ‘No doubt we’ll find a willing seamstress who can knit you back together.’ 

				A bear of a man, Cosmin wore a ragged mail shirt crusted in Ottoman blood. A boyish grin split his bearded, forbidding face. Easy to forget how young they all were.

				Dumitru smiled and tendrils of ice in his beard cracked. ‘Others need tending more than I.’

				‘Maybe so,’ Cosmin replied, dropping his voice a notch, ‘but the men need a leader. So you’ll be first to the healers just the same.’

				‘More than I deserve,’ Dumitru muttered.

				Their party numbered just under a dozen now, less than half the men he’d set out with. Most carried wounds of some description, although the cut to Cosmin’s shoulder above his shield arm didn’t look too serious. They had captured their prize, but it had come at a terrible cost: Ciprian, Emilian, Marian and Serghei all face-down in the snow. The others were either captured or dying in winter’s numbing embrace.

				‘Gave as good as we got,’ Cosmin muttered, his bravado fading away.

				Dumitru forced the faces of the dead from his mind. ‘Let me know when Neculai returns. We can ill afford any more surprises.’

				Cosmin nodded. ‘You’re going to check on the prisoners.’

				Dumitru sighed. ‘Yes, it’s time I had words with my sister. As for the other, he’d better be worth the risk we took.’

				With snow falling heavily, their scouts had been unable to fully gauge the number of Ghazi soldiers escorting his sister. The advantage of surprise had quickly shifted as undetected Ghazi cavalry wheeled around and charged through the trees.

				The raid had been fought in pockets of frenzied violence: men and horses screaming, arrows whirring beneath the branches of naked beech trees, the spray of blood, shockingly bright against the snow. It was Neculai and Stelian who managed to drag his sister back to her people, Ekaterina clawing and kicking all the way.

				Dumitru reined in his horse and let his tired warriors pass. Few acknowledged him; most were either numb with pain or lost in their private thoughts.

				Ekaterina had been stripped of her fine robes and jewellery and disguised in a thick monk’s cassock. Her head was bowed and the cowl hid most of her face. Their second prisoner shivered in his foreign robes, the bottom of his turban wrapped around his face so that only a slit remained for his black eyes to stare out at the cold, hard Transylvanian landscape.

				Silviu was keeping watch over the prisoners. Dumitru admired his bodyguard’s profile as they approached; straight nose, strong jaw and hair as black as sin. He gave Silviu a brief smile before nodding towards the front of column. Silviu handed over the reins of Ekaterina’s pale mare, their gloves touching fractionally longer than necessary, before spurring his horse forward.

				Ekaterina looked up at the sudden halt and her expression turned scornful. ‘Ah, the Captain of the New Varangian Guard. I’d curtsey if my hands weren’t tied to the pommel.’ Her expression couldn’t be less pleased if she’d just stepped in a steaming pile of horseshit.

			

			
				Dumitru grinned. As Kat’s younger brother, her scorn was like a comfortable, well-worn coat. ‘Sister, it’s good to see your spirits remain undulled from your recent misadventures.’ An ugly bruise marred her cheek. He nudged his horse forward and tugged on the reins of her mount.

				Ekaterina leaned forward in the saddle. ‘Rakosh will kill you for this. Every last one of you.’

				‘Hardly news, Kat. The Emir’s Ghazi have already tried a few times. It seems I’m destined to disappoint both of you.’

				Ekaterina made a noise of disgust. ‘So far, your resistance could be ignored in the name of largesse. Not now. Not after kidnapping his betrothed. Every person who has ever harboured you will die screaming. Don’t you care about that?’

				Now that sounded like the sister he remembered. The one from his childhood, not the woman who had unwisely chosen to dabble in politics. Don’t do this, don’t do that, don’t you realise what will happen, you idiot?

				‘Is that why you chose to marry him?’ Dumitru asked. ‘To protect us all?’

				‘Well, it wasn’t for love!’ Ekaterina snapped. ‘Rakosh and his Ghazi are too strong. Father fought and failed. He’s learned to accept it. Why can’t you?’

				‘So if you can’t kill a beast, tame it? Is that your strategy?’ Dumitru glanced at Ekaterina. His sister wielded words with a deftness learned from their father. Even her expression was not to be trusted.

				‘At Rakosh’s side, I can stay his hand. Do you have any idea how much our people have suffered for your petty raids?’

				‘There’s no need to twist the knife, Kat.’

				She had the decency to look momentarily abashed. Dumitru pressed his advantage. ‘You err in assuming Rakosh will listen to you.’

				Ekaterina smiled. ‘I can be persuasive. And he needs me at his side if he wants to hold these lands. You’ve demonstrated that much.’

				‘You’re right. Rakosh will marry you to legitimise his claim, seed an heir or two, but listen to you? Never. Not with those cursed Djinndurum whispering in his ear.’

				Even Ekaterina’s imperious expression faltered at the mention of those unholy brethren. Rakosh would be summoning them from whatever dark places they took their leisure. Combined with his highly-trained Ghazi cavalry, Dumitru’s remaining men stood no chance of winning a pitched battle.

				‘You may be right,’ Ekaterina conceded, ‘but at least my way only I suffer. Your campaign has achieved little and cost much.’

				‘You’re wrong. Our people know we reject the Ottoman yoke. And we have Rakosh’s attention.’

				‘Are you that eager for death?’

				‘The occupation began with Rakosh. It ends with him. It’s that simple.’

				Ekaterina frowned as she studied Dumitru, her expression searching, as if she’d glimpsed something she’d never seen before. ‘You’re drawing him out, goading him.’

				‘How can he command respect if he can’t even protect his betrothed?’

				Ekaterina shook her head. ‘You fool. He’ll decorate a pike with your head and slaughter the entire village as an example.’

				‘Perhaps, or he might prove over-confident. Either way, I’ll not see our line joined with his.’

				Ekaterina scowled. ‘This man you’re trying to be, it’s not who you are, Dumitru. Don’t forget I’ve known you before you learned duty and honour and all those other useless platitudes you New Varangians cling to. I know you have a. . . gentler side, a side that will never continue our line.’ She glanced in Silviu’s direction.

				Dumitru leaned in close to Ekaterina. ‘One more word – just one – and you’ll complete this journey in your smallclothes, your mouth gagged and slung over the saddle like the spoils of war. Am I clear?’

				‘As you wish, brother, but we both know you’re lying when you talk of the future.’

			

			
				‘Think what you like. It’s not for either of us to decide. Father will be the judge.’

				All the blood drained from Ekaterina’s face.

				Dumitru chose that moment to summon her guard and he dropped back to the second prisoner.

				The Ottoman was shivering as the horses picked their way through the denuded trees. Dumitru studied the thin foreigner, noting the soft hands scarred with old burns. Dumitru might be young in the grand scheme of things, but he had no difficulty recognising a man with secrets.

				‘Do you speak Saşi?’

				‘Well enough, Most Excellent.’ He tried to bow in the saddle.

				‘Good.’

				Keeping his voice low, Dumitru began his interrogation.

				Night had fallen by the time they reached the remote village of Viscri. Unlit hamlets loomed without warning from the fog that had settled in the valley. The chill had deepened, lodging in Dumitru’s lungs and seeping into his bones so that warmth was but a faint memory.

				The Ottomans had no love for the cold. No matter how hot Rakosh’s temper ran, he’d be forced to camp for the night and search for firewood to keep his Ghazi from freezing.

				They were safe.

				For now.

				Neculai had done his job, giving the villagers advance warning of the impending attack. The smallfolk would be huddling in the fortified church that overlooked the village.

				The ache in his injured hip had faded and his left leg was stiff and almost numb. He was afraid to dismount for fear he might discover he could no longer walk.

				‘They’re waiting for us.’ Neculai emerged from the shadow of the nearest hamlet. His face was almost ghostly in the moonlight, eye-sockets shrouded in shadow. ‘We made sure the villagers gathered what weapons they have. Mostly bows, a few spears and the odd axe. No armour, of course.’

				‘It’s the bows we’ll need,’ Dumitru replied. ‘Spears and scythes will be no match for the Ghazi if they breach the walls.’

				Neculai nodded in agreement.

				‘Will they fight for us?’

				Neculai spread his gloved hands. ‘Everyone fights given no other choice.’

				‘Then let’s hope they aren’t offered another one.’

				The horses plodded up a trail that wound out of the village and up the overlooking hill. Dumitru strained for a glimpse of light that would betray the church’s location. He was pleased to discover he could find none.

				The whitewashed walls from which the church took its name soon emerged from the gloom. Once, as a child, he’d accompanied his father to White Church for a dedication ceremony. That boy remembered walls that towered overhead, grazing the bellies of clouds. The warrior that he’d been forced to become was quietly dismayed.

				The outer wall was roughly diamond in shape, with roofed towers protecting each corner. While the fortifications were pleasingly thick, they were hardly as high as he remembered; perhaps four times the height of a man. A Ghazi could approach on horseback, throw a grappling line and be over the parapet without too much difficulty. With insufficient warriors to man their perimeter, placing archers to make best use of the embrasures would be crucial.

				A broad guardhouse overlooked the main gate. The church was set in the centre of the diamond and connected to a tower keep that commanded views over the entire structure. That would be their final line of defence, should it be required.

				Dumitru reined in his horse at a respectful distance from the guardhouse. Figures moved behind the merlons but none addressed him.

			

			
				‘I am Dumitru, son of Lucian, rightful lord of Cohalm. I am known to you.’

				‘What business do armed men have with the peaceful folk of Viscri?’

				‘As your Christian brethren, we seek sanctuary. As for myself, I would speak with my father.’

				No reply was forthcoming. Dumitru frowned; hardly the welcome he’d hoped for. He caught the sound of boots pounding down wooden stairs. If he was forced to wait, he might as well assume the role of a penitent.

				Dumitru dismounted carefully to keep the majority of his weight on his good leg. The dull pain in his hip sharpened considerably. Grimacing, he unsheathed his sword and plunged it into the soft snow. It was hard to make out faces beneath the eaves of the guardhouse, but he had no doubt he was being watched.

				He sank stiffly to his knees, hiding the effort it cost him. ‘I will pray here, at your door, if I must.’

				Metal bolts screeched as they were drawn back and the double gates swung open. A priest emerged from the gap, a lantern held aloft in a steady hand. He was clean-shaven and surprisingly young. 

				‘My name is Father Petru. We were told to expect you.’ Petru hesitated before hurrying on. ‘Your father wanes, I am sorry to say.’

				Dumitru absorbed the news in silence. It had been months since he’d last seen his father. Months since they’d quarrelled about how to deal with Rakosh, his Ghazi, and the terrible Djinndurum.

				Dumitru rose to his feet, biting back a groan. ‘We have injured. Can you tend them?’

				‘Of course.’ Petru took in the bloodstains on Dumitru’s leg. ‘I gather we should include you amongst them. Best we hurry inside.’ His gaze darted downhill towards the village.

				‘The Ottomans will arrive tomorrow.’

				Father Petru met Dumitru’s flat stare. ‘Then we have time to pray.’

				Most of the village had gathered inside the church. The hymn swelled as Dumitru did his best to walk normally across the courtyard. Ekaterina and the Ottoman prisoner followed, cords binding their wrists.

				Dumitru flung open the main door to the church and limped inside. Light and heat rolled over him, blinding after hours in the chilly darkness. The hymn faltered and fell silent as frightened faces turned towards him.

				‘Reverend,’ Dumitru said, addressing the lean, elderly Abbot leading the devotion. ‘Please forgive me. I have men outside, good Christian folk who fight to protect our land. They are freezing and most, if not all, are injured. I humbly request shelter and succour.’

				The Abbot frowned. ‘I will not thank you for interrupting our devotion.’ He glanced at his congregation. ‘Nor will I turn my back on these in need. Place your men in the stables and we’ll see what can be done for them once the service has concluded.’

				‘Thank you, Reverend.’ Dumitru bowed from the waist and ground his teeth together at the pain.

				‘At the risk of further testing your patience, I wish to see Lucian, lord of Cohalm and my father.’

				If the Abbot was surprised by this statement, he hid it well. ‘Father Petru, please conduct this man and his. . . companions to his father.’ 

				The smallfolk were staring at the Ottoman. Angry mutters swirled around the room. That was good, thought Dumitru.

				‘This way,’ Petru murmured. They passed through an iron-banded door in the back of the church. Traversing a short covered walkway, they entered the tower keep.

				‘I see no guards,’ Dumitru noted.

				‘They’re at prayer,’ Petru replied with a mild note of rebuke.

				Dumitru had a number of choice responses to that, all of which he wisely discarded. He tugged on the rope binding his prisoners. Ekaterina was strangely subdued, although knowing his sister, she would be hoarding her words for Father.

				Petru led them up a tight staircase, across a landing and stopped at a heavy wooden door. ‘You should prepare yourself. We’ve done all that we could, but I fear he’ll be in God’s keeping soon.’

			

			
				‘He won’t be the only one,’ Ekaterina muttered under her cowl.

				‘Is that a woman?’ Petru asked in surprise.

				‘Thank you, Father Petru.’ Dumitru nudged him aside. ‘I’ll have some privacy now. Please ensure this Ottoman doesn’t do anything foolish.’ Dumitru pushed the prisoner to his knees and opened the door.

				Lucian was lying on a low wooden pallet covered in furs. He was far too pale and his cheekbones jutted from sunken flesh. A hearty fire burned in the grate. After the freezing cold outside, Dumitru found the room stiflingly hot.

				Shrugging out of his fur cloak, he drew Ekaterina inside and closed the door firmly in Petru’s face. Lucian murmured in his sleep but didn’t wake.

				Dumitru’s dismay was mirrored on Ekaterina’s face.

				‘You should let him be.’

				‘There isn’t time, Kat.’ 

				Dumitru limped over and drew the furs back. His father had always been a lean, severe man. In the months since they’d parted in anger, Lucian had wasted away. Ribs jutted from beneath his thin shift and sweat glistened on his brow.

				‘Father. Wake up.’ Dumitru gently shook him.

				Lucian, formerly of Cohalm, groaned. It took far too long for his gaze to focus.

				‘Ah, the son who wouldn’t listen,’ Lucian rasped. ‘And the daughter who couldn’t hold her tongue. What a fine pair you make.’ He laughed, or at least tried to, and subsided into a fit of coughing instead.

				‘Father, we don’t have much time.’

				‘In the name of God,’ Ekaterina interrupted, ‘cut me loose so I can make him comfortable.’

				‘Nothing rash, Kat.’

				She laughed, high-pitched and tight. ‘You inherited all the rashness in our family. None was held over for me.’

				No point arguing with her. Dumitru wasn’t about to be deflected from his objective. Drawing his belt knife, he cut Ekaterina’s bonds.

				‘Poor fool.’ Ekaterina rubbed her wrists and flexed her fingers. ‘Sit down before you fall down.’ Dumitru lacked the energy to argue. He sank onto a nearby stool and stretched out his injured leg. With the fire’s warmth stealing over him, pain was stirring in his hip.

				Ekaterina busied herself with pillows to prop up Lucian and a goblet of water to still his coughing. Once he was comfortable, albeit bleary-eyed from his fit, Ekaterina sank onto the floor at the foot of Lucian’s pallet.

				‘Why have you come?’ Lucian asked. ‘It’s not to tend me, that much I know.’ His shrewd gaze took in Ekaterina’s strange garb and Dumitru’s injury. ‘If I didn’t know the two of you, I could almost believe you’ve tried some ploy against those cursed Ottomans.’

				‘Kat was going to marry Rakosh,’ Dumitru said hurriedly. Long and unhappy experience had taught him that when dealing with Ekaterina, it was critical to seize the initiative. ‘I prevented it.’

				‘And killed half his followers in the process,’ Ekaterina snapped. ‘Rakosh is coming and he’ll slaughter every single person here to crush any further resistance. I could’ve prevented that. I still might be able to. . . ’

				A deep sigh shuddered through Lucian’s wasted frame. ‘My children.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘When you stand at the border of life, when all the doing has been done, some things become painfully clear. I wish you two could have been friends. Soon you’ll be all that the other has. Your Mother–’

				‘Our Mother was killed by that Emir and his cursed Ghazi,’ Dumitru interrupted. ‘The same man Kat intended to marry.’

				‘Not by choice, by necessity!’ Ekaterina leapt to her feet. ‘Fighting Rakosh and his Djinndurum is madness. We can only endure by joining our house to his.’

				‘That is not enduring,’ Dumitru snapped. ‘You’ll be one of many wives but the marriage gives him legitimate claim to our lands. Why can’t you–’

			

			
				‘Peace!’ Lucian growled. ‘I’m sick of your bickering and. . . expecting me to. . . choose sides.’ Lucian struggled for breath. Bright dots of colour infused his cheeks. ‘If you’ve told me true. . . Rakosh will finish. . . what he began at Cohalm. What’s the point of deciding who is right. . . or who is wrong? It matters little. Both of you. . . have failed.’

				Ekaterina opened her mouth, but for once, words failed her. Dumitru chose to hold his tongue.

				‘If only my children fought together. . . instead of each other.’ Lucian slumped against his pillows, his accusing stare unwavering.

				‘We’ve all seen what the Djinndurum can do,’ Ekaterina said. ‘Rakosh is but a man. The Ghazi are formidable but they bleed.’ She shook her head. ‘The Djinndurum though, they are beyond us.’

				‘Perhaps not.’ Dumitru raised his voice. ‘Father Petru, I know you’re listening at the door. Be so kind as to bring in the prisoner.’

				Floorboards creaked and after a pause, the door swung open. Father Petru was flushed but his expression remained defiant. Dumitru gestured for Petru to bring in the Ottoman.

				‘What are you doing?’ Ekaterina demanded. ‘He could be an assassin. Or a spy.’

				‘Why don’t you try listening for once, Kat? Tell them your name,’ Dumitru ordered the Ottoman.

				The Ottoman had lost his turban somewhere between entering the White Church and this chamber. His head was shaved in contrast to his thick beard. He sank to his knees and pressed his forehead to the floor. ‘If it pleases their Gracious Masters, my name is Diwan.’ 

				Dumitru noticed Diwan’s accent had thickened.

				‘And what is your profession?’

				‘I am a humble merchant.’

				‘Dumitru, why bring a heathen. . . onto this holy ground?’ Lucian asked with a withering look of disgust.

				Dumitru made a placating gesture. ‘Listen to what he has to say. What goods do you trade in, Diwan?’

				Diwan’s gaze slid into his lap. He knotted his fingers together nervously. ‘Antiquities, Most Excellent. Rarities from the East.’

				‘And who are your customers, Diwan?’

				The Ottoman gave Dumitru a pleading look. ‘Please, Your Benevolence. There are worse things than death. I beg you.’

				‘Answer the question.’ Lucian leaned forward in bed to get a better look at Diwan.

				Ekaterina shot a questioning look at Dumitru.

				Dumitru ignored her. ‘Diwan, they know you’ve been captured. And they have your goods. What further need do they have of you?’

				Diwan wrung his hands together. ‘You don’t know what you ask. I beg you.’

				‘No.’ Dumitru leaned forward. ‘Help me and I will set you free, as I promised.’

				Diwan searched the room desperately for a way to escape. His gaze lit on the narrow, barred window, before crossing to the fire. For a horrible moment, Dumitru thought he might plunge headfirst into the flames.

				The shock of realisation spread across Lucian’s gaunt face. ‘He serves the Djinndurum.’

				‘Yes,’ Dumitru replied. ‘He supplies them with the materials they need for their magiks. Even more telling, he has some training in their dark arts. Tell them what Djinndurum means in your language.’

				Diwan grimaced. ‘Begging your pardon, but it doesn’t properly translate.’

				‘Tell them.’

				‘Binder of spirits.’ Seeing their confusion, Diwan mimed a man wrapping a cloak around himself. ‘Like this, you see?’

				‘The Djinndurum wrap spirits around themselves,’ Ekaterina said. ‘We’d heard rumours but–’

				‘Blasphemy!’ Father Petru cried.

				‘Silence, priest.’ Lucian scowled at Petru. ‘What else?’ he demanded, shifting his attention back to Diwan.

			

			
				‘The Djinndurum work together,’ Dumitru said. ‘Individually, they’re not as powerful. But when combined in certain. . . shapes, their magiks strengthen.’

				‘Geometric alignment, Most Excellent.’ Diwan dipped his head in defeat. ‘Tapping into their djinni, the spirits they house, is but one part of their art. It’s the sacred geometry that magnifies their stolen power.’

				‘How does that help us?’ Lucian demanded. ‘They’re always cloaked in shadows. Arrows and spears never touch them.’

				Dumitru smiled. ‘That’s because they’re not where they appear to be. But Diwan here, he knows their structures, their patterns. He knows where they’ll be when the attack comes.’

				‘And without the Djinndurum, the Ghazi will be vulnerable.’ Ekaterina stared at Dumitru. ‘Did you know about this?’

				‘Not all of it. We received news of an Ottoman merchant who refused to trade his goods. And the Djinndurum hadn’t been seen for a while, as if they were waiting for something. All soldiers require supplies, don’t they?’ He gestured to Diwan. ‘But this is more than I dared hope for.’

				Father Petru sank to his knees. ‘This is the Lord’s work. His divine benevolence.’

				‘I thought my days would end in disgrace,’ Lucian rasped. ‘Cast from my ancestral home. My people enslaved. This is a mighty gift.’ He reached out a shaking hand. Dumitru rose painfully and took it. Lucian reached out to Ekaterina. After a moment’s hesitation, she rose and joined them.

				‘Together,’ Lucian murmured. ‘For me. Your Mother. Our people. Promise me.’

				Ekaterina pursed her lips, no doubt swallowing a bitter retort. She gave a tight nod. With an inward sigh of relief, Dumitru nodded as well.

				Together. If such a thing were truly possible, he would greet the Lord with a content heart.

				Silviu was waiting for him at the foot of the keep. To the casual observer, Silviu was simply standing guard, the butt of his spear grounded in the hard-packed earth. Dumitru wasn’t fooled. They’d not had a chance to talk since arriving at Viscri and they may not get another.

				‘Ekaterina?’ Silviu asked, peering up the stairs.

				‘With my father.’ Dumitru leaned against the wall of the tower keep. The cold night air helped shake off some of his lethargy.

				‘And the Ottoman?’

				‘Locked away, although not before admitting his dealings with the Djinndurum.’

				Silviu studied Dumitru. He was slightly taller and wider in the shoulder. ‘You can’t trust him. He’d say anything to keep breathing.’

				‘Perhaps, although he’s smart enough to realise he’s become a problem for Rakosh. I can trust that.’

				Silviu frowned. ‘I’m not comfortable with placing our fates in his hands.’

				‘It will be us defending the walls, not him. But we must learn the Djinndurum’s secrets.’

				Dumitru realised he was sweating despite the chill. He wiped his brow with the back of his hand and his bad leg buckled. Silviu was at his side instantly, a strong arm around his waist.

				‘The things I have to do to get your attention,’ Dumitru whispered.

				Silviu grinned and glanced around guiltily. Seeing they were unobserved, he planted a quick kiss on Dumitru’s mouth. Dumitru grabbed him by the nape of the neck and returned the kiss with fierce desperation.

				Silviu pulled away reluctantly. ‘Enough. That leg needs attention.’

				‘It’s not the only part.’

				Silviu bit back a laugh. ‘That might be so, but you need stitching up. And rest as well for the morrow.’

				Dumitru sighed. ‘I suppose some problems really can’t wait.’ He let Silviu help him limp towards the stables. By the Saints but he needed a mulled wine or even better, a dash or three of tsuika. The plum spirit would warm him from the inside and numb some of the pain he was about to endure.

				Dumitru paused outside the stables. ‘You brought it?’

			

			
				‘Of course,’ Silviu murmured. ‘Hard to forget when you remind me a dozen times a day.’

				‘And you’ve checked it,’ Dumitru pressed. ‘The mechanism is oiled, the bolts are true.’

				‘Yes, Mitru. All is ready. I just need a real target.’

				‘Oh, you’ll have it,’ Dumitru promised. ‘Now let’s get me stitched up.’ The smell of blood and the sound of men groaning in pain greeted him as he limped into the stables.

				Cosmin hailed him, ‘Where have you been?’ 

				Silviu followed, to all outward appearances a dutiful bodyguard to his lord.

				Ekaterina made Lucian as comfortable as she could after Dumitru left. They had been locked in, so there was little else to do.

				While clearly exhausted, Lucian resisted sleep, shifting on his creaking pallet and shivering beneath his heavy furs. It pained her to see him reduced to this, a shell of what he’d once been. Rakosh had done this to her father. She couldn’t argue with Dumitru over that. But you couldn’t change the past, only the future you stepped into.

				Ekaterina hunched over the fire, prodding the embers to call forth more heat. With her hands busy, she turned over all that had been said in her mind like river stones, hoping to find new meanings on the hidden sides.

				She was the subtle one of Lucian’s children. She was the one who made plans, who thought through consequences and made decisions that would advance the interests of their family. Dumitru – ever the little brother – had always been the anxious one.

				Anxious to please.

				Anxious to avoid missing out.

				Anxious to be accepted.

				As a result, he always rushed in, heedless of the situation, mistaking swift decisions for decisive ones.

				That’s what had happened with the raid earlier today. Dumitru had rushed in, sword brandished, to save his sister with no thought for the deaths that ensued. Or at least that’s what she had assumed. But after discovering the significance of the merchant, she realised that her supposed rescue was intended to conceal Dumitru’s true target.

				Did Rakosh realise what Dumitru had accomplished? Or did he merely assume Dumitru had tried to protect the honour of his family? Despite what she’d said, she didn’t know Rakosh well. The Emir struck her as both arrogant and vain. So if she had to guess, Rakosh would probably assume Dumitru had acted impulsively.

				‘Clever, Dumitru. I’ll give you that,’ she murmured to the flames.

				‘You should tell him,’ Lucian said.

				Ekaterina turned in surprise. She thought her father had finally succumbed to sleep. Clearing her throat, she said, ‘He’s reckless as it is. I see no reason to encourage him.’

				‘Huh. So you think being careful will rid us of the Ottomans.’

				Ekaterina pursed her lips. No point scowling at her father. It never did any good. ‘I never said that.’

				Lucian struggled up onto one elbow. ‘Then perhaps boldness is what we need?’

				‘If by boldness you mean risking all our lives, I’m not sure I agree.’

				‘Rakosh is not a man to be controlled. In your heart, you know this. But you fight with the weapons you’ve been given. Dumitru is merely doing the same. Can you not respect that?’

				‘We already tried fighting them.’ Ekaterina flung her hand out. ‘Our fortress at Cohalm was better defended than this church. We had more men. Trained soldiers, not smallfolk. And we still lost.’

				‘I remember,’ Lucian replied. ‘The ghost of that day haunts my every waking moment. Most of my dreams as well.’

				‘Then why encourage this madness? Why can’t you make Dumitru see what he’s risking?’

				‘Oh, Kat. He knows what he’s risking. If you were to have your way and you married that vile Emir, do you have any idea what you’d be risking?’

			

			
				She tried to picture life with Rakosh; a squalling brat clutching her leg and another in her belly, one of but many wives, sequestered away in a harem. Persuasion required a man’s attention, did it not? Could she really sway such a man?

				‘Ah. Now you understand. I see it in your face.’ Lucian subsided, whatever reserves of strength he’d drawn upon expended.

				Ekaterina knelt next to his pallet and took his thin, dry hand. ‘Understand what, father?’

				‘Dumitru loves you too much to leave you to the fate you so rashly embrace.’ Lucian closed his eyes and his breathing deepened and became regular.

				Ekaterina sat on her heels. She had never considered Mitru might be trying to protect her.

				After a while, she returned to the fire. Now seemed like a good time to pray.

				The sky was the colour of slate when he was shaken from his exhausted slumber. Dumitru struggled to his feet feeling like he’d barely closed his eyes. Much of the night had been spent questioning Diwan in detail, poring over sketches of the church’s walls and anticipating the Djinndurum’s likely lines of attack. Now that day was almost upon them, he could only hope that it would be enough.

				Lucian had recovered some semblance of his former self. With the aid of two sturdy priests, he was carried down to the nave of the church to address his former subjects, urging them to fight and warning of the likely slaughter should they fail. It was a greater contribution than Dumitru had hoped for.

				When Dumitru emerged outside, he saw figures in thick furs manning the walls, silhouetted against the first blushes of dawn. The sentries numbered far more souls than the survivors of his band, so Lucian’s pleas had been heeded.

				Dumitru limped to the nearest set of stairs and climbed up to the battlements. His injured hip felt tight and unnaturally hot. That boded ill, but given his chances of living out the day were slim at best, it was hardly worth dwelling upon.

				Cosmin was staring into the thick mist curling through the trees with two of the village elders. 

				‘Can’t see the bastards,’ Cosmin muttered. ‘Caught the muffled jingle of tack and a stray horseshoe on stone. They’re mustering down there, no shadow of a doubt.’

				Dumitru peered in the direction Cosmin pointed. The fog was so thick the nearest trees were vague suggestions and the sun was a watery blur peeking over the horizon. Dumitru thought he caught snatches of whispered conversations in a foreign tongue.

				Dumitru turned to the Viscri elders, nervous looking men at least twice his age. One held a bow, the other a spear. Both weapons had seen better days. ‘The Djinndurum will try to sap our will. I can’t say how. I’m told every man experiences something different.’

				‘Like what?’ one of the elders asked.

				Dumitru shrugged. ‘A sense of something creeping up behind you. Maybe the shade of a lost relative. Even insects crawling across your skin. Tell your men such things cannot touch them on this holy ground. Tell them to stand firm and put their faith in Christ. If they do, the Emir will be forced to demand our surrender. Don’t waste arrows on him because they’ll never find their mark. We need to draw the Djinndurum out so we can send them back to whatever hell they crawled from. Then all we’ll face is men, not foreign demons. Understood?’

				The two elders nodded, although neither looked convinced. Diwan didn’t think the church grounds would impede the Djinndurum’s magiks but that was irrelevant. His people would need courage to resist the Djinndurum’s attacks and faith was his most effective defence.

				‘Good. Pass the word. And tell your men to wait for solid targets.’ The elders hurried off in opposite directions along the wall.

				‘You really have a plan?’ Cosmin cleared his throat. ‘To end the Djinndurum, I mean.’ It wasn’t like Cosmin, usually so impassive, to seek reassurance.

			

			
				Dumitru tried for a confident smile. ‘I do. Just hold the wall for me.’

				Cosmin grinned. ‘Hope I live long enough to piss on their carcasses.’

				‘As do I.’ Dumitru clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Thank you, Cosmin. You’ve stood with me from the beginning and I won’t forget that.’

				‘No thanks needed for doing the right thing,’ Cosmin replied, his voice gruffer than usual.

				Dumitru nodded and moved along the wall to the north-eastern guard tower. Silviu and Diwan were waiting for him, a wrapped bundle at Silviu’s feet.

				‘Well?’ Dumitru demanded.

				‘Any time now, Most Excellent,’ Diwan replied. ‘I have measured the length of your wall and double-checked my calculations. Your man here knows where to aim.’ Diwan bowed nervously. ‘I am a scholar, Gracious Master. Not a warrior. I fear I’ll only be in the way up here.’

				Silviu grabbed a fistful of the merchant’s robe.

				Dumitru studied the merchant. ‘Wouldn’t a scholar be curious to see if his calculations were correct?’

				Diwan’s face paled in the weak sunlight. ‘Curiosity is not a virtue when the consequences of an error are so high.’

				‘Then you may need to make some rapid adjustments,’ Dumitru replied.

				‘I sincerely hope not, Honoured Lord.’ Diwan lapsed into an unhappy silence. Silviu gave Dumitru a warning look. So much depended on the merchant. Dumitru had no choice but to trust in Diwan’s instinct for self-preservation.

				Long moments passed by. The sky gradually lightened. No birds welcomed the day, no dogs barked in the village below. The fog muffled all sound. Occasionally a sentry murmured to another or pointed out a half-glimpsed movement.

				Dumitru felt alone despite the men standing within arm’s reach. He’d brought them to this point, to the brink of annihilation, all because he couldn’t accept Rakosh’s rule. Was that leadership or was it the worst kind of hubris? Would his people curse his name after today? Would Viscri become a by-word for disaster, a warning to echo down the ages?

				The thought was a thorn beneath his skin, gouging his conscience. He’d never been the son his father had wanted, never the one born to rule. Surely all this was a belated attempt to win his father’s approval. . . to prove all his doubters wrong. Maybe Ekaterina was right, maybe he was just pretending?

				The frigid air dried Dumitru’s throat. His ribs were tightening, constricting his chest. Silviu moaned, whether in pain or fear, Dumitru couldn’t tell.

				So alone.

				So isolated.

				Movement flickered through the fog. Dumitru stared, transfixed by the hint of wings. A prickling cold was stealing over him. Doom circled overhead, each pass bringing it ever closer.

				A shape burst from the mist and swooped so low it barely cleared the battlements.

				Dumitru ducked, terror coursing through his limbs. The apparition circled and dove towards him again. Dumitru cowered, unable to hide from what surely must be the Angel of Death. Black-feathered wings fanned out from a sinuous body that was both woman and serpent. Tattered grey rags streamed from it, the tips crusted with dried blood.

				The Angel screamed, and as it drew closer, he saw it wore Ekaterina’s face. Dumitru knew – without absolute certainty – that she was his doom. She always had been.

				Something tugged on his arm.

				‘These visions, they cannot touch you, Gracious Master. Not unless you let them.’ The heavily accented words were pained, as if ground out with great effort.

				Dumitru blinked. The Angel – Ekaterina – was banking for another pass. Her body twisted like an eel through water. Rough hands dragged his gaze away. Diwan crouched next to him, pinching Dumitru’s cheeks in desperation. Silviu remained upright, shaking head to foot, with God knew what horrors assailing him.

			

			
				‘The Djinndurum cannot tear down walls,’ Diwan said through clenched teeth. ‘They cannot burst open gates or slay a man with a word. But they can unlock your minds if you let them. Strike now, Honoured Master, or we have lost before we even begin.’

				Dumitru turned towards the main gate, expecting any moment to feel the Angel’s fangs sinking into his neck. His sentries had crumpled to the ground or thrown down their weapons and fled. The wall was undefended.

				Anger stirred in the pit of Dumitru’s belly. Rakosh must be laughing, assured of yet another victory.

				The Angel screamed again and Dumitru flinched. He had a duty to his people. He must protect them, no matter the cost.

				Duuuumitruuuu, the Angel taunted him.

				‘They cannot touch you.’ Diwan’s voice was etched with desperation.

				‘Good folk of Viscri,’ called a new voice. ‘Why do you bar your gates against your lord?’

				‘He’s here.’ Diwan dropped down behind a merlon.

				Rakosh, Emir of the Ottoman Empire, strolled from the thick mist encircling White Church. Beneath his peaked helmet, a thick moustache dominated his lean face. His long, dark hair was oiled and tied in a neat queue that hung past his shoulders. A polished mail shirt protected him from throat to knee and a red sash cinched his narrow waist.

				Despite Dumitru’s orders, at least one defiant archer loosed an arrow. It passed harmlessly above Rakosh’s left shoulder and he dismissed it with a casual wave of his hand. The Angel pealed with laughter and circled Dumitru.

				‘You have been led astray by the son of a fallen lord. I do not blame you for this, people of Viscri. After all, your place is to obey.’

				Rakosh spread his hands in the universal gesture of peace. ‘Open your gates, surrender this Dumitru to me and return my bride unharmed. Do this, and you may continue your day unmolested. Defy me and you will face my wrath. What shall it be?’

				The few men still manning the walls looked askance at one another. The offer was reasonable, wasn’t it? Even Dumitru saw the sense in it.

				Diwan jabbed Dumitru’s injured hip. A jolt of pain shot down his leg and Dumitru gasped. The unexpected agony broke Rakosh’s hold over him. Somehow the Djinndurum had shifted the focus of their magiks from fear to persuasion. Already two villagers were stumbling down the steps, weeping in their haste to throw open the main gate.

				‘Silviu, it’s time.’

				Dumitru stood, his entire body trembling. A single tear leaked from the corner of Silviu’s eye and ran unheeded down his bearded cheek.

				‘Silviu!’ Dumitru shook his lover but Silviu didn’t respond. His gaze was fixed inwards on whatever horror the Djinndurum had conjured. There was no time to be gentle. Dumitru back-handed Silviu across the face. His bodyguard stumbled and crashed into the side of a merlon.

				‘The crossbow,’ Dumitru snapped. ‘Now.’

				Silviu blinked in confusion, one hand automatically going to the trickle of blood from his split lip. Dumitru unwrapped the bundle and thrust the heavy crossbow into Silviu’s hands. Rays from the rising sun caught the silver filigree worked through the yew stock. ‘Now, for the love of God!’

				Silviu nodded, his expression hardening. Planting the crossbow on the timber beams, he put one foot through the stirrup and drew the wax-coated string up until it locked against the nut. Quickly selecting a bolt, he placed it in the groove and hefted the crossbow.

				While the mist obscured everything to the naked eye, the edge of the graveyard beneath the outer wall was just visible. Using his knowledge of the Djinndurum’s sacred geometry, Diwan had calculated the spirit-binders would form a pentagram around the diamond-shaped church. If that was correct, then one of them should be positioned less than twenty-five strides from the tower directly in line with the wall.

			

			
				‘Well?’ Rakosh called out. ‘I’m waiting.’

				Ekaterina emerged from the gatehouse. She had swapped her dress for a boiled leather vest, breeches and a small, recurved bow favoured by the Ghazi cavalry. Her back was rigid, suggesting she was not immune to the Djinndurum’s influence. ‘Rakosh, there is no need for this. I am not a prisoner here.’

				Rakosh scowled. ‘I’ve lost six soldiers defending you. Their spirits would argue otherwise.’

				Ekaterina waved this detail aside. ‘I have communed with God in this holy church, and I believe it is His will that we should no longer marry.’

				‘That is not for you to decide. Come down,’ Rakosh demanded. ‘Otherwise I slaughter everyone inside and I’ll give you to the Djinndurum.’

				Ekaterina visibly paled. With shaking fingers, she drew an arrow from her quiver. ‘You would have been a poor excuse for a husband anyway.’

				‘Silviu, now, while they’re distracted,’ Dumitru murmured.

				Silviu aimed at a target he couldn’t see, took a long deep breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger. The bolt hissed through the mist.

				Rakosh spun in their direction. Dumitru held his breath. An unearthly scream, so high-pitched it was almost a whine, suddenly swirled around the walls of the church. The mist tore open, as if invisible beasts were ripping it to shreds. Rakosh’s figure blurred and suddenly he was standing a dozen strides from where he’d appeared before.

				The Angel gave a shrill cry of despair. Its serpentine body coiled, tighter and tighter, until it was a blur of darkness that became a single knot that devoured itself.

				The mist exploded in a sudden rush of air. The whispering voices Dumitru had caught before swarmed past before fading into the distance.

				With the fog gone, the nearest Djinndurum was exposed. He was naked, but for a loincloth, with skin so pale the web of blue veins and darker arteries were visible. Small, geometric tattoos stood out at various points on his body: feet, hands, the centre of his chest, his bare skull. Each pulsed with dark blood and emitted a sickly hue. If Dumitru had encountered an animal like this, he would’ve killed it without hesitation, burnt the remains, and called it a mercy.

				Silviu’s bolt had punched a hole through the Djinndurum’s gut and emerged the far side, splattering the ground in foul blood that hissed as it congealed upon the snow. The Djinndurum sank to his knees with a hiss, although whether in pain or frustration, Dumitru couldn’t tell. It looked up at the battlements with sunken eyes that reminded Dumitru of the sky reflected at the bottom of a deep well.

				The Djinndurum’s lips curved in a grotesque imitation of a smile and it toppled, face first, into the snow. Steam rose up from around the body as the tattoos flickered and faded to the colour of ash.

				Dumitru had expected to feel elation at this triumph, but he couldn’t shake the feeling the Djinndurum was grateful. A violent shiver rattled down his spine.

				Stripped of the concealing fog, the Ghazi soldiers were suddenly exposed. They had deployed less than fifty strides from the main gate, well within bow shot. Dumitru quickly estimated their number at forty, maybe a handful more.

				‘You hit one,’ Diwan said, wonder in his voice.

				‘Hopefully it won’t be the last,’ Dumitru replied. ‘Go with Silviu. Run. Before they can re-group.’

				Silviu snatched up his bundle of bolts with his free hand and sprinted towards the next tower. Diwan ran after him, hunched over to avoid being seen.

				According to Diwan, the Djinndurum would be dazed by the loss of one of their number. Something to do with lost anchors, inflection points and recoiling energies. None of that made any sense to Dumitru. What he did understand was they had gained a temporary advantage.

				‘You men,’ Dumitru shouted.

				The two villagers struggling with the beam securing the front gate froze at the authority in Dumitru’s voice.

			

			
				He stabbed a finger at them. ‘Back to the wall. The lives of your family depend upon it.’

				An arrow whirred past Dumitru, only a few hands wide from its target. Rakosh was already marshalling his troops, no doubt furious one of his precious Djinndurum had fallen. Dumitru ducked out of sight and shouted at his men to loose.

				A ragged volley of arrows dropped into the Ghazi camp, far fewer than Dumitru had hoped for. At least the defenders were no longer paralysed. He spotted Ekaterina drawing and releasing a shaft. That would shame the other defenders into finding their courage.

				Another unearthly howl rose from the back of the church and unseen spirits streaked past. Silviu’s bolt must have found another Djinndurum. For the first time in months, Dumitru felt real hope. Then the Ghazi began their assault and there was no more time to think.

				The villagers were always going to be hard pressed to hold the wall. They lacked sufficient numbers to properly defend all the approaches. Worse still, they lacked the training. Arrows repeatedly missed their marks. Villagers armed with staves and rusted spears were no match for armoured Ghazi, even if the latter were scaling icy walls.

				Dumitru rushed from skirmish to skirmish, forcing the Ghazi back with a spear that became slicked with blood. The ache in his hip almost became too fierce to bear and the wound re-opened. His thirst intensified as the day wore on.

				Yet despite all their deficiencies, they managed to repel the Ghazi as the weak sun climbed overhead and dipped back towards the far horizon. After each failed attack, the Ghazi regrouped and devised new approaches to stretch the defenders as thinly as possible. As the siege wore on, both sides suffered heavy casualties.

				During a brief respite, Silviu confirmed the Djinndurum had fled, having lost a second member of their brethren. Diwan didn’t think they would return. At least not any time soon. After orchestrating victory after victory for Rakosh, the Djinndurum were unaccustomed to defiance, let alone losses.

				There had been a faint hope that Rakosh might withdraw, deeming the price of the siege too high. That hope wilted during the course of battle. The Emir became more furious with every unsuccessful attempt to breach the walls.

				The Ghazi conducted repeated raids, standing up in their stirrups as they approached the walls and hurling grappling irons over the battlements. Their archers peppered the defenders as the riders scaled up the icy sides of the outer wall. These attempts were usually masked by feints elsewhere.

				They were being ground down, but there was nothing Dumitru could do about it. If they could hold out until nightfall, the Ghazi would be forced to endure another bitter night’s cold without re-supply. Scaling the walls at night would be virtually impossible and Dumitru’s people would take heart from their success.

				The breach, once it was finally established, claimed Cosmin’s life. A well-placed arrow took him in the shoulder and nearly knocked him off the battlements. Stubborn as always, Cosmin caught his balance and rushed the first Ghazi squeezing through an embrasure. A second arrow caught Cosmin in the face as he brought his sword up for a double-handed blow. He toppled off the battlements, his body already limp.

				A handful of villagers rushed to repel the attack. The first Ghazi over the wall was able to hold them at bay long enough for a second and then a third warrior to join him. Together, the Ottomans swept the villagers aside in a flurry of scimitars. Dumitru was too far away to prevent their surge towards the tower house guarding the main gate.

				‘Back to the church,’ Dumitru bellowed. ‘Get back now.’ Dumitru lurched to the nearest set of steps and limped down as quickly as he could manage. Many of the villagers threw down their weapons and fled for the temporary safety of the church.

				Dumitru hooked the elbow of one of the elders. ‘Get archers in the tower,’ he snarled. ‘And barricade the doors to the church. We’ll keep them out as long as we can.’

				The elder hurried off, his expression one of sheer terror. Dumitru doubted the man understood a single word.

			

			
				The Ghazi had routed the defenders from the gatehouse and were lifting the heavy timbers barring the main gate. Villagers were streaming past Dumitru into the church in panic. What had been a battle moments ago had become a rout.

				‘We almost had them, didn’t we?’

				Dumitru turned to find Silviu smiling ruefully at him. A cut had taken half of his lover’s earlobe and left a nasty gash along the side of his neck. Blood caked his dark hair and more was spattered over his mail shirt. He still clutched the crossbow.

				Weariness suddenly pressed its advantage. The world tilted and Dumitru stumbled, squeezing his eyes shut against the vertigo. Silviu caught his elbow. The weakness passed, leaving certainty in its wake.

				‘Almost isn’t enough.’

				Silviu frowned.

				‘Do you have any bolts left?’

				‘Only one.’

				‘Get up there.’ Dumitru pointed at the window slit where his father had been housed in the tower keep. ‘When Rakosh arrives, put it through his chest.’

				‘I’m not leaving you.’

				‘If you stay, who will revenge us? Now go.’ Dumitru gave him a hard shove. Silviu stumbled, caught his balance and let the crossbow fall to the ground.

				‘No. That’s not what we promised each other.’

				Dumitru shook his head, angry at the temptation he felt to let Silviu remain. ‘I know, but that promise was made when I thought our lives were ours to do with as we pleased. I see now that I was wrong.’

				Silviu remained unmoved, wrestling with whatever he wanted to say.

				‘Please, Silviu. I can’t face Rakosh with you by my side. I need. . . to know there’s a chance. Do you understand?’

				Silviu shook his head.

				‘Besides, someone must see to my sister. Do this for me. Please.’ Dumitru staggered forward and quickly embraced his lover.

				Silviu pressed his face into Dumitru’s neck. ‘I can’t watch you die.’

				‘Then don’t miss.’ Dumitru pushed him away. ‘Go.’ The Ghazi were deploying in the courtyard. Time had run out.

				Unshed tears brimmed in Silviu’s eyes. His gaze slid past Dumitru to the gate and his expression darkened. Angrily, he snatched up the crossbow and plunged into the depths of the church.

				The stream of people rushing past Dumitru had dwindled. Stiffly, he knelt in the snow and offered a final prayer, asking that the Lord should excuse his failings and look kindly upon his soul when it arrived shortly. He lay his sword down, the hilt facing the gates.

				The Ghazi found him that way, blood seeping into the snow, his head bowed. All the entrances to the church had been barricaded. Not a single man had chosen to stand with Dumitru. After all, he was the one Rakosh wanted.

				Dumitru was counting on it.

				Rakosh and his men approached cautiously, their round cavalry shields up, expecting a trap. Dumitru remained kneeling. His tired muscles were cramping in the chill and the blood leaking from his wound had left him feeling light-headed. He just needed to hold on a little longer.

				‘So they abandon you at the last.’ Rakosh approached warily, his dark eyes flickering across arrow slits and up to the roofline of the church.

				Dumitru gathered the remnants of his dignity. ‘Your presence on this hallowed ground is an offence before God. Leave immediately, or suffer His wrath.’

				‘Let him strike me down then.’ Rakosh spat on the ground and shook his shield at the church.

			

			
				Dumitru chose that moment to grab his knife, which he’d hidden under a dusting of snow, and lunged forward, the blade aimed at the artery that ran down the inside of the leg just above the groin. Even with the advantage of surprise, the wiry Ottoman was too quick. Side-stepping Dumitru’s desperate lunge, Rakosh parried and swung his sabre in a backhand arc that parted chainmail links and scored Dumitru’s back.

				Dumitru rolled onto his side before the pain could register and slashed at Rakosh’s calf. The blow lacked any venom and Rakosh leapt back. A spear tip lanced Dumitru’s thigh, piercing his mail shirt and pinning him to the ground. A booted heel slammed into his shoulder. Something snapped and he lost all feeling in his arm. Dumitru cried out in anguish as the knife was wrenched from his grasp.

				‘Pathetic.’ Rakosh loomed over Dumitru and spat just as a crossbow bolt whistled past. It grazed Rakosh’s helmet before thudding into the Ghazi standing behind him.

				Dumitru fell back onto the snow. Silviu had missed. He would probably never forgive himself. Rakosh raised his shield belatedly.

				‘Get away from my son.’ Lucian emerged from the far side of the tower keep. He’d found a sword from somewhere but was still dressed in his bed robe.

				Rakosh laughed. ‘Yes, let’s make a clean ending of this. As we should have done in Cohalm.’

				Lucian swung a tottering, double-handed blow at Rakosh’s side. The Emir parried with ease. Squinting through the pain of his wounds, Dumitru was stunned to see his father block Rakosh’s first riposte. Rakosh slashed with his sabre again and Lucian barely managed to parry. Off-balance and stumbling backwards, Lucian raised his guard in anticipation of the next blow. Rakosh stepped in and shunted the blade aside with his shield. Almost casually, he slashed backhanded in a diagonal arc, slicing open Lucian’s chest and catching the side of his throat.

				Dumitru’s father reeled backwards and tumbled to the ground. Rakosh rolled him over with the toe of his boot and stared into Lucian’s face. ‘I see no God here.’

				Dumitru tried to curse, but he could only manage bubbles of blood.

				‘All hail, Rakosh! Slayer of old men and the injured.’

				Rakosh turned towards the new voice. Ekaterina stood at the top of the gatehouse. She’d drawn her bow so deeply the arrow’s fletching brushed her earlobe. Even as Dumitru registered her presence, the shaft leapt into flight and jutted from Rakosh’s stomach before he could blink. The Emir stumbled backwards, a confused expression on his face. Ekaterina loosed two more arrows in quick succession. One lodged in Rakosh’s leg, the other feathered his chest. The Emir toppled to the ground. He twitched for a moment and then lay still.

				The Ghazi stood frozen in astonishment. Ekaterina sent three more shafts into their midst, her hands a blur. Silviu must have found a bow, because arrows whistled down from the tower as well.

				The Ghazi broke, fleeing the church without any sign of formation.

				Dumitru couldn’t move. The trampled snow eased the fire burning down his back. The sky above was a milky white.

				More snow on the way, he thought.

				It would be nice to drift like the clouds above. Unbound from the responsibilities of the world. Free to wander wherever the wind might take him.

				Kat’s face swam into view, her lips moving. Rain dripped on his bare face. Or were they Kat’s tears?

				He felt he should say something.

				Something. . . important.

				Yes.

				But the thought drifted away.

				And Dumitru joined the clouds.

				They carried Lucian and Dumitru into the church, laying them out on hastily prepared cots. While the mood was more of shock than grief, Kat was gratified her father and brother received the respect they were due.

			

			
				Dumitru had killed at least two of the Djinndurum and routed the Ghazi. Father was dead, along with most of Dumitru’s followers. And she had killed her betrothed. Kat shook her head.

				It was too impossible to be believed. And too soon to be accepted.

				As for now, well. . . she was the last of her line. Alone in a hostile world that didn’t accept women as rulers.

				That thought was entirely too terrifying to encompass. She shied away from it, refused to consider its implications. ‘Later,’ she whispered.

				‘My lady?’ Silviu knelt on Dumitru’s other side. He’d refused to let anyone carry Dumitru’s body. Now he stood vigil over his lover, red-eyed and raw with a guilt that was painful to witness. Here was someone who had lost a person they loved deeply.

				Well, they had that much in common at least.

				‘I didn’t believe in him.’ Ekaterina caressed Dumitru matted hair. ‘And now I can’t tell him I was wrong.’ She was leaking. Leaking out all her pain and sorrow and regret. Would it ever end?

				Silviu cleared his throat. ‘He said. . . told me, that is, to protect you.’

				Ekaterina bowed her head. Even after all she’d put him through. ‘I don’t deserve it.’

				‘Even so.’ Silviu’s voice was rough with emotion. ‘Now that’s he gone, I need–’ He couldn’t finish the sentence.

				‘You need something to keep going.’ Kat nodded. Yet another thing they could agree upon.

				Someone cleared their throat. Kat turned. A small knot of men waited uncertainly at the far end of the church. They’d caught Diwan.

				Glad of the distraction, Kat walked over to face them. Hesitating, Silviu followed.

				‘Caught him trying to sneak off.’ The elder jabbed Diwan in the side.

				‘Please, Lovely Mistress. I did everything the Gracious Master asked. The remaining Djinndurum, they will look for me. They will realise I betrayed them.’

				‘I expect you’re right,’ Ekaterina replied. ‘But how long do you think you’ll survive out there? A single Ottoman, unaccustomed to our winter, with word spreading of what happened here.’

				Diwan nodded. ‘That is why haste is called for. Every moment is precious. Will you honour your brother’s pledge to free me?’

				Father Petru and his priests were waiting. She could feel their impatience for the intrusions of the world to pass beyond their walls. And the villagers of Viscri had assembled outside to pay their final respects to their fallen lords. How many of the villagers had been killed? And who wept for them?

				‘These men you called spirit-binders,’ Ekaterina said. ‘They are demons, an abomination in the eyes of my God, and surely yours. I saw your courage in the face of the Djinndurum’s magiks. Tell me truly, are you content serving such creatures?’

				Diwan shook his head with a rueful expression. ‘Magnificent Lady, I was never given a choice.’

				‘Until now.’ Ekaterina stared into Diwan’s eyes, into the eyes of a man she would’ve named an enemy only yesterday. ‘Will you seize it?’

				He studied her, one hand twisting his beard between thumb and forefinger. All pretence of subservience fell away. ‘You have surprised me once today. I will admit I did not expect it to happen a second time.’

				‘Is that a yes?’

				‘It is, my Ferocious Princess. I pledge myself to you.’ Diwan knelt on one knee and kissed the back of her hand.

				Ekaterina’s spirits lifted, which was a wonder in itself. What was her next move? Send emissaries across the Bran Pass into Wallachia in search of allies? Learn more of the Djinndurum, as much as Diwan knew, until every weakness was exposed? Then hunt them down. Every last one.

				Silviu suddenly seized Ekaterina’s arm in a fierce grip and pointed towards Dumitru’s body. His mouth tried to shape words but it was beyond him.

				Ekaterina saw what he was pointing at and froze. A faint nimbus surrounded Dumitru’s body, so pale it was only visible in the confines of the church.

			

			
				They were waiting for him in the courtyard, arranged in a loose semi-circle. Not as the men he had bled with but the essence of those men, all the humour and the hopes that had defined them in life made manifest in the shape of men.

				He supposed he should have expected a reception of some kind, but dying has a way of occupying one’s attention.

				Ciprian. Emilian. Serghei. Neculai. Cosmin.

				All his fallen comrades.

				Even his father.

				All waiting for him, radiating a sense of contentment and pride and love for him that was so intense it made him want to weep, if such a thing was still possible. He wanted to embrace them, to join their brotherhood and never be parted from it again.

				He took a step forward, or at least tried to. The very air seemed to resist him. His father smiled, the expression layered with so many emotions it was impossible to interpret. They were drawing apart, even though no one moved. The space between him and his comrades was changing, moving from unconditional acceptance into a reluctant leave-taking. The pride and love for him remained, but the world he’d been allowed to glimpse was shutting him out.

				A fleeting welcome followed by a parting of the ways.

				He strained forward, reaching out, trying to hold onto that precious feeling of brotherhood. After all they had endured together, he couldn’t let them just go.

				His father smiled. Didn’t Silviu wait for him on the other side of the veil? And what of Kat, who had sided with her brother when it really counted?

				These tangled emotions weighed him down, drew him back to the earth, to the painful and flawed existence that is life.

				His father sent a final outpouring of love and pride so intense it threatened to burst through every part of him, accompanied by a plea.

				A plea for patience.

				For the completing of things not finished.

				For the closing of circles that had been broken before their time.

				He didn’t want to take up burdens that had only just been set aside. Yet another part of him insisted that it was right. And besides, it was not entirely his choice. After everything his father and companions had sacrificed, did they not have a say in this?

				The pull of responsibility intensified. And he didn’t resist.

				Dumitru gasped, drawing in a shuddering breath.

				Pain gnawed at him, sinking teeth into his flesh and flensing him to the very marrow. Dumitru moaned, too weak and disoriented to do anything else. The remnants of the communion he’d experienced were already fading. He struggled to hold onto the feeling of belonging, of unity, but like a vivid dream, it burned away with the dawn of consciousness.

				A sob escaped him. The parting felt so final. Alone, isolated, just as the Angel of Death had taunted him. Surely he didn’t deserve this. Not after everything he’d given.

				A soft hand touched his brow. A face leaned over him. Breathless words tumbling down, tears spilling.

				He told his eyes to focus. Reluctantly, they obeyed.

				Ekaterina swam into view. Her eyes wild, the beautiful poised mask she always wore finally discarded, so that her shock and wonder were naked and untempered. And Silviu. On his other side, kneeling it seemed. His head pressed against Dumitru’s battered hand. Weeping uncontrollably. Tears enough for both of them.

				Others rushed around behind them. A healer was called for. And water and bandages. The world pressed in upon him, reasserting its claim.

			

			
				And at last he understood what his father and the others had wished for him. It was not forever, only a lifetime. And despite the pain, and the anguish of their loss, he accepted their decision.

				Accepted that perhaps he deserved this second chance, and all that he – no they – might make of it.

				Gently, Kat and Silviu drew him back from the brink and began to staunch his wounds.
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				‘Remnants’ is loosely set during the Turkish occupation of Transylvania, circa 1550, after the Ottomans invaded the Kingdom of Hungary. (While Transylvania is part of modern Romania, it belonged to the Hungarian kingdom back then.)

				The story was inspired by a visit to a remote fortified church in a town called Viscri in January 2016. The name Viscri is derived from weißkirch, or “white church”.

				It was a bitterly cold day. Snow blanketed the ground and we had the site entirely to ourselves. I recall our guide collecting the key to the church from a local resident aged in their late eighties for a modest donation. Less than fifty people actually live in Viscri today, although it’s heritage listed by UNESCO.

				A picturesque graveyard guarded the approach to the main gates and I remember it was terribly quiet. No sound of cars in the distance or planes flying overhead. Given the remoteness of the setting and the lack of modern intrusions, it wasn’t long before my literary antennae started twitching.

				The story you have just r