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For a church dedicated to the worship of
death, the Cult of Nihil stubbornly refuses to die. When word
reaches the bounty hunter who calls himself Logan Coldhand that the
Central World Alliance is willing to pay for members of the
congregation, he takes the job. Perhaps chasing death will help him
recapture the thrill of the hunt, lost ever since the mark that got
away.

Halfway across the galaxy, Maeve and the rest
of the Blue Phoenix crew are still struggling to rebuild their
lives after a devastating encounter with the Nihilists. But when
Captain Myles agrees to take on what should be a simple job –
flying a team of archeologists to the remote planet of Prianus –
they find themselves pitted against old enemies and ancient
terrors.
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Prologue:

Whetstones

 


"Evil perseveres not at the hands of bad men,
but at the inaction of good men."

- The Books of Light (23 PA)

 


Fifty-seven years ago.

Gavriel Euvo stood at the edge of a field of
withered, brittle gray grass that rippled in the freezing wind. It
was always dark on Zeos; dark and dry as the inside of a coffin.
The low sky churned with brown clouds that blotted out the tiny
orange suns and turned the moons into invisible monsters that
tugged jealously at the muddy Zeon oceans.

"Gavriel? Are you sure about this? What if
things don't work out at the university? I don't know where we'll
be then. Gavriel? Love, did you hear a word I said?"

"Hm? Yes, I did." Gavriel put an arm around
his wife's thin shoulders. He could feel the sharp angles of her
bones through her skin and clothes. Jaissa Euvo was only
thirty-seven years old, but a hard life on Zeos had lined her face
with worry and streaked her hair in gray. Still, she was no less
lovely in her husband's eyes.

"Well?" she asked. "What do you think?"

Gavriel pulled Jaissa close and kissed her
furrowed brow. "I'm sorry," he said. "I heard you, Jai, but I think
you're worrying too much."

"And I don't think you worry enough," she
told him, but finally smiled. "Your head's always up in the clouds.
You're never down here in the mud with the rest of us."

"I'm a philosopher. That's my job." Another
kiss. "And that's why you fell in love with me."

"On the very first day of class, great and
wise teacher," Jaissa teased, and then grew serious again. "Do you
think they'll approve the transfer this time?"

"I do. The Alliance Education Board likes
what they're hearing. It might take some time for the datawork to
go through, but then they'll sponsor our move out to Tynerion."

"Tynerion." Now Jaissa was looking up at the
sky, too, as though pure desire could pierce the thick Zeon clouds
and see through to the bright stars beyond. "God, I can't wait.
Zeos is no planet for Sarru."

"And speaking of our tiny devil…"

Gavriel crouched and held out his arms to the
little girl running toward him through the dry grass. It was still
early in the morning, but her jumper was already covered in
colorless dust. She leapt into her father's embrace with a squeal.
The eight-year-old had her mother's graceful dancer's build and
beautiful sky blue eyes. Sarru waved a streamer of bright, shiny
plastic at Gavriel, too close and too fast to read.

"Come on! We're going to be late!" she
shrieked.

"Late for what, honey?" Jaissa asked, full of
mock confusion. "I can't remember what we're doing out in this
God-forsaken cold. We must have gotten lost! Maybe we should just
go home and get warm."

"No!" Sarru cried. She slid out of Gavriel's
arms and stomped her foot in the grass. "We're going to the fair!
Xiv and Dinna are already inside. We have to go soon or they're
going to do all the good rides without me!"

"Well, we wouldn't want that," said Gavriel
seriously. He took the plastic advertisement from Sarru and picked
her up. "Come on, let's go. I think I have some tickets in one of
my pockets."

With his daughter giggling and tugging on his
beard, Gavriel led his family out across the field. The fair was
too small for the large venue, with brightly striped tents
stretched few and far between. Brilliantly lumapainted rides would
have been lonely were it not for the long lines of eager children
waiting for their turn to be thrilled.

At the gate, Gavriel handed his tickets to a
man who winked at the impatiently fidgeting Sarru and made her
promise to have a good time.

"I will," she assured him with childish
gravity. She wriggled free of Gavriel and hopped down to the
ground. "I'm going to find Xiv and Dinna!"

"We're right behind you, sweetheart," Jaissa
said.

They followed their daughter until Sarru
discovered her friends – a small, silver-skinned Ixthian boy and a
taller human girl with Mirran stripes – already in line for the
garishly flashing Whirly-Swirly. Gavriel put his arms around
Jaissa again and watched Sarru bound over to the other children,
cheerfully ignoring cries of dismay from the rest of the line when
she cut in beside Xiv and Dinna.

"She's going to miss them," Jaissa sighed.
"After we move to Tynerion, she's probably never going to see those
two again."

"Sarru's a sweet girl. She'll make new
friends." Gavriel gave Jaissa a reassuring squeeze. "But it's all
the more reason for her to have fun with them now."

Dinna's mother had bought her a huge cone of
fluffy lavender cloud-candy, now proudly shown off and shared with
Sarru and Xiv. Sarru managed only a few mouthfuls before the spun
sugar stuck to her fingers. She giggled and tried to wipe it off in
Xiv's fine white hair. The little Ixthian boy dodged Sarru, but
Dinna caught on to her friend's game and dropped a clump of candy
onto Xiv's head.

"Hey!" he protested. "Stop it!"

"Xiv's a bright boy," Gavriel said
contemplatively. "It would be such a waste for him to become a
miner like his parents. Maybe when we've been on Tynerion for a
while, I can fly Xiv out on a scholarship."

"Really?" Jaissa looked worried again. "You
think you could do that? There aren't very many scholarships."

Gavriel smirked. "No, there aren't. But
what's the point of power if I can't abuse it a little? Once I've
got some clout with the Tynerion universities, I'll see what I can
do for Xiv. Dinna, too, if I can. It would be good for Sarru, after
all. Like you said, she's going to miss them when we're gone."

Xiv's hair was full of purple candy now. He
fought back against the giggling girls, but to no avail. All three
children were screeching and covered in dyed sugar.

Jaissa sighed. "Well, I'd better go save Xiv
or those girls are going to end him long before college age."

She disentangled herself from Gavriel's arms
and went to the children. Sarru and Dinna shrieked and feigned
ignorance of their crime, cramming the last of the sweet evidence
into innocently smiling mouths. Jaissa just shook her head and
picked the candy from Xiv's hair. Her own hands were quickly
covered in sugar, too, sticking fingers together and sending all
three children off into gales of laughter. Jaissa giggled as she
licked her fingers in a vain attempt to clean them. His wife looked
no different than the other girls now, Gavriel thought with a
grin.

The frozen air shifted as the wind picked up,
whipping the low-hanging clouds into sudden motion. They swirled
and danced like ink in water. It could almost have been beautiful.
Almost. Gavriel squinted up at the sky again. There were stars out
there, and worlds better venaformed than Zeos. Worlds like
Tynerion, centers of light and learning.

Thank God I can finally take my family there,
away from all of this muck and dark.

Someone screamed – not the mechanical shriek
of the rides or children at play, but a sharp cry of absolute
terror.

It was Xiv. He was standing over a heaving,
thrashing knot of motion on the ground, pointing and screaming. The
little boy's thin, keening wail cut through the wind and music of
the carnival. Dinna fled the scene, weeping and pulling on her
green braids.

Jaissa was on the ground, twisted in
unnatural convulsions. Her eyes rolled back in her head and her
heels drummed rapidly against the rocky ground. Thick red foam
boiled up from her mouth and streaked her cheeks in gore. Sarru lay
beside her convulsing mother. The little girl tore at her own
throat with her fingernails as she gurgled and choked. Gavriel ran
to his family, scattering frightened fairgoers. He fell to his
knees and gathered his wife and daughter into his arms.

"Relax, Sarru. Just take slow, deep breaths.
Someone call a doctor!" he shouted.

Jaissa twisted like a worm impaled on a hook.
Sarru thrashed in her father's arms and tried to scream, but all
that came out was a strangled choking sound. Gavriel pried her
hands away from her neck and stroked her hair. There was blood
under her nails.

"Everything's going to be fine, Sarru. No…
No, don't fight! Just try to calm down and breathe. Sarru!"

The little girl contorted. Blood erupted from
her nose and mouth. Her eyes – so beautiful and bright blue, just
like her mother's – went wide as her eardrums ruptured with a small
pop. Sticky red poured down over Gavriel's fingers. He held
his daughter to his chest as she died, screaming silently in
agony.

When the medics finally arrived, they found
Gavriel still clutching his wife and child, begging them to
breathe.

________

 


Sky blue.

Gavriel stared at the painted walls of the
waiting room. It was a tiny room, a private place to receive bad
news. A prison cell. Why did they call it sky blue? There were no
blue skies on Zeos. That soft pastel color was supposed to be
soothing, calming, Gavriel guessed. He hated it.

A tall Ixthian woman came to tell him what
had happened. Her clean lab coat – the same lying color as the
walls – was embroidered with the quartered circle of the CWA
Medical Corps.

It was the candy, she explained in a smooth,
soothing voice. The dye had reacted with deoxylene, an airborne
by-product of the mines. The mixture was harmless to most people,
but a rare genetic abnormality made it fatal to Jaissa. She had
passed the same trait on to her daughter. No one could have
predicted it. No one could have known.

That was it. A one in a billion random
chance. An accident. There was no one to blame. No one would pay
the price for their terrible deaths. The mining methods were
extensively tested and verified for safety. Nothing would change.
Nothing could change.

The doctor asked Gavriel to sign the datadex
she held, giving the hospital permission to sequence Jaissa's blood
so that they could screen other Zeon citizens for the same problem.
Gavriel took the datadex, staring at it. He could see nothing but
reflections of the blue walls. Screenings? Why? To save some
stranger from one horrible death, only to deliver them to another?
To be crushed by a car as they carry their groceries across the
road? Murdered by a jealous lover in a fit of rage? Just to choke
to death on a pill meant to save their pointless, pathetic
life?

Gavriel flung the datadex across the empty
waiting room. It shattered into splinters against the wall. The
doctor jumped, startled, and told Gavriel to calm down. Her voice
seemed muffled, echoing as though from a great and uncrossable
distance.

Why do you live? Gavriel wondered.
Why do I live? We'll only die. We all die, alone and in
pain.

Gavriel grabbed her by her slender silver
neck. The smooth, slightly rubbery Ixthian skin was so fragile
under his strong hand. Her compound eyes shone red with fear. The
doctor fought against Gavriel, but he was larger and stronger. She
could not even scream. Just like Jaissa, just like Sarru, dying in
terrible silence… He crushed her throat, choking until she went
finally still.

Gavriel held the Ixthian there and stared
into her eyes until they went dark. Flat black. Dead.

Dead and free.



Chapter 1:

Underground

 


"What's the difference between an evil
thought and an evil deed? We all have evil thoughts, but it takes a
broken heart to act on them."

- Nomusa Udo, Carsan writer (230 MA)

 


Where are you?

Maeve leaned against the window. The glass
was cold and smooth against her cheek, but did nothing to sooth the
knots twisting her stomach. It reflected her face back at her:
anxious gray eyes, pointed ears and short black hair, all against
the backdrop of her white-feathered wings.

Maeve squinted past her own features. There
was a line of monitors set up at the intersection of two busy
streets outside, broadcasting a live stream of Axis news to
millions of passing pedestrians and drivers. Maeve could not hear
the pretty Mirran newscaster, but she could just make out the
ticker running across the bottom of the screens: Union of Light
declares Bannon cult heretical.

"Hey, can I have a drink?"

Across the table, Duaal made a grab for
Tiberius' glass. The old Prian pulled it back. The dark brown beer
inside sloshed and foamed. "Not a chance. You're too young," he
said.

"I'm twenty!" Duaal reached for it again.
"Come on, captain! I've got a Nnyth of a headache."

"You're nineteen." Tiberius took a long drink
and wiped his mouth with the back of a hairy, scarred hand. "And
the Prian drinking age is twenty-three."

"We're on Axis!"

"You're right! Legal age here is
twenty-five," Tiberius said. "Alcohol isn't medicine, anyway. We'll
get you some blockers."

The captain finished off his beer in a few
huge gulps and replaced his empty mug on the tabletop while Duaal
glared. Finally, the boy sighed and sat back, raking his fingers
through his bleached hair.

"Fine," he said. "Unless you'd like to buy
for me, Maeve? You're old enough to be my grandmother."

Maeve turned her attention from the street
outside, back to her captain and his copilot. The fairy sat in her
chair in reverse, straddling the backrest so she could stretch her
wings out comfortably behind her.

"If the bartender will even sell to an
Arcadian – which I doubt – he will surely notice when I fail to
drink my own purchase," Maeve said. She gestured to the corrugated
steel bar just a few yards away. "He can probably overhear our
discussion even now."

Duaal's eyes followed her pointing finger and
winked at the bald, muscular Hadrian man. The big bartender
studiously ignored the oddly dressed young man and set to work
reorganizing the bottles behind the bar. Duaal tugged on the
embroidered cuff of his black velvet sleeve.

"Not bad at all. I'm sure I could get him to
give me something interesting," he mused. "Doesn't have to be a
drink…"

"Don't even think about it," Tiberius told
him. "He'll give you a disease or a fight, Duaal. You keep your ass
right there in that seat."

The Hyzaari boy rolled his eyes and tipped
his chair back on two scarred feet. "Fine. What are you watching
out there, Maeve?"

"The news."

"What are they talking about?" Tiberius
asked.

"Gavriel's church," Maeve said. "The Alliance
Union of Light has named them enemies."

Tiberius furrowed bushy gray brows. "It's
about time. Those death-worshippers are a God-damned menace."

"I don't know if that's good news," Duaal
argued. The Hyzaari boy's dark face had paled a shade. "That means
that the Union of Light thinks that enough of the Nihilists
survived to bother with them. They never did find Gavriel or
Xartasia on Stray. That means one or both of them are still
alive."

Maeve looked out the window again. The news
had moved on to another Starwind press release. But Duaal was
right.

Where are you, Xartasia?

"We're far away from Stray and Gavriel's
cult." Tiberius had to bang his fist on the tabletop to get the
bartender's attention and order another beer. "We've got problems
enough here and now without worrying about the Nihilists."

"If Gripper and Xia can't get anything from
Armon, we may have to go back to Stray," Duaal said.

Maeve considered that. The idea of returning
to Stray was not an entirely unpleasant one. Kessa and her husband
were on Stray. And their baby, Baliend. Maeve would have liked to
see the child again. Perhaps she could find Xartasia somehow and…
and what?

A waitress hurried past, balancing a large
tray of drinks and not watching where she was going. She tripped
over one of Maeve's wings, staggered and fell. Drinks crashed to
the floor, spraying glass and alcohol into the air. A man in a dark
green CWAAF uniform at the next table jumped to his feet and caught
the waitress before she could follow her burden down to the
ground.

"Don't worry about that, honey," he told her.
"It wasn't your fault. That bird-back little slat doesn't know
where her own feathers are."

Maeve curled her lip and stood, bringing
herself eye-to-chest with the much taller Alliance military
officer. She did not recognize the gold rank marked on his
collar.

"You fault me for her clumsiness?"
Maeve challenged. "For no reason but my race?"

"Oh, look," the officer said. He spoke not to
Maeve, but to another uniformed man still sitting at their table.
"Someone taught this little parrot to talk!"

"My Aver is better than yours, human!"

"Forget it, Maeve," Duaal told her. He smiled
and leaned back in his chair again, lacing his fingers behind his
head. "The man isn't lying. Someone did teach you to speak
Aver."

"He is being condescending," Maeve said. "And
so are you!"

"That's enough," Tiberius said in the loud,
serious voice that usually quieted his crew.

But the man in the CWAAF uniform was not
impressed. He crossed his arms glared at Tiberius. "You sure you
want to get involved in this, old man? Your kid seems to have
better sense."

"This guy is Prian, Sanders," commented the
other soldier. He remained in his seat, sipping a strong-smelling
drink. He looked up at Tiberius with a sly smirk. "You don't have a
problem with the bird-backs at all, do you?"

"Your argument is with me," Maeve shouted.
"Let us finish it alone!"

The fairy flared her wings wide and wished
she still had her spear. The presence of a sharp blade always
seemed to level the field of battle – even verbal battle – between
Maeve and her much larger opponents.

The first soldier, Sanders, loomed over
Maeve. "Not much good in arguing with pets, even the ones that have
learned cute talking tricks. But if you're in a biting mood, little
beast, then by all means…" He cracked his knuckles menacingly.

Maeve stood up on her toes and searched for
some suitably cutting reply, another man stepped in front of her,
eclipsing her view. The newcomer also wore the CWAAF gold-edged
green, with gleaming braids on his shoulders. He was a thick-built,
dark-skinned Hadrian, like the bartender. The man stood with his
back to Maeve and looked at Sanders.

"The Prian is right. That is enough,"
he said. "You've obviously had enough to drink, Lieutenant Sanders.
Report back to the Stalwart at once."

Sanders straightened at once and snapped a
salute. "Yes, Commander Kharos."

With a groan, his friend pushed back his
drink and got to his feet. "I guess that's enough fun for one day,
then. Come on, Sanders."

The two men threw a couple of white cenmark
chips on the table and left. A murmur went through the bar; half
disappointed, half relieved. Tiberius nodded respectfully to the
CWAAF commander.

"I thank you, sir," Maeve said slowly. "Your
aid comes unasked, but is no less welcome."

A thin white membrane covered Kharos' eyes, a
polarizing filter necessitated by the bright, harsh sun of his
homeworld. It was impossible to know exactly what he was looking
at, but it did not seem to be Maeve.

"You should get your Arcadian out of here,"
Kharos told Tiberius. "You don't want more trouble."

Tiberius made a flustered noise and went
quite red in the face.

Duaal jumped up. "You're not going to let him
talk to you like that, are you? Captain!"

"What about to me?" Maeve asked sharply, but
Duaal ignored her.

"No, he's right," Tiberius said grudgingly.
"Let's go."

The white stubble on Tiberius' lined cheeks
stood out starkly against his darkened face. Reluctantly, Duaal
followed Tiberius outside. Maeve remained, fists still clenched on
her hips. Commander Kharos said nothing to her.

"Maeve! Come on," Tiberius called, standing
in the door. "We have to go!"

She stalked out of the bar, muttering to
herself. "Sa'aani shae!" Another night.

________

 


They found Gripper and Xia a few streets
away. It was not difficult. Gripper loomed over everyone else on
the crowded walkway. He had stopped to stare at another news
station, like the one that Maeve had been studying not long before.
The ogreish Arboran's eyes were wide and his mouth hung open.

A hundred other people and even passing
vehicles halted to stare at Gripper. Some were stunned into
silence, but others whispered to each other or shouted at the
strange alien. Traffic had ground to a slow trickle and threatened
to stop entirely. Nervously, Xia gave Gripper's arm a tug. He
blinked his huge eyes, shook his head and then followed as the
Ixthian hurried over to Tiberius, Duaal and Maeve.

"Did you see that stuff about the Nihilists?"
Gripper asked as soon as he neared, falling in beside the fairy.
She had to jog to keep up with the longer stride of the taller
alien.

"The Alliance church has outlawed their
religion." Maeve raised her voice to make herself heard over the
cacophony of echoes ringing back from the city's distant
ceiling.

"Yeah! And the CWA is putting a bounty on
them, too," Gripper said.

Maeve had not heard about that. She wanted to
ask after the details, but Tiberius slapped his fist into his
palm.

"That's business for bounty hunters," he
said, and then looked at Xia. "Not us! Did Armon have any work for
us?"

"No," the Ixthian answered with a shake of
her head. Axis' recycled air stirred her short white hair.

"Nothing?" Duaal asked.

"Salvage has been pretty thin and he's got
nothing else to move."

"Bloody hell!" Tiberius growled.

Xia held up her hand to forestall further
outburst. "I did manage to find us some work. Armon didn't have
anything, but I checked my messages on the mainstream and there was
one from an old college friend. I thought you might be
interested."

"A job?" Tiberius asked, still bristling but
curious now.

"Yes. Carrying passengers and some small
cargo out to Prianus."

If Xia expected a smile, she was
disappointed. Tiberius scowled.

Duaal sighed theatrically. "Prianus? What in
the name of God could they want all the way out there?"

"Xen didn't say," Xia said.

They reached a huge silver column of lifts.
The metal was stenciled with a huge, flaking number 4. Duaal bumped
his hip against a glowing call button.

Tiberius looked skeptical. "What does this
hawk of yours do, exactly? I'm not flying anything illegal or
dangerous out to Prianus."

"Xen's a doctor of archeogenetics," Xia told
him. "He's head of the department at Vostra Nor University. I don't
think he so much as experimented with chems when we were in
college. Not outside the laboratory, anyway. But he didn't leave
any details in the message. If you want to know more, we'll need to
fly out to his office on Tynerion."

"Go out there on speculation?" Duaal asked
skeptically.

"Tynerion isn't that far away from Axis. We
probably would have gone further to pick up anything for Armon. No
one can afford to keep anything on Axis. CWAAF keeps too close an
eye on this planet."

That was not the detail that Tiberius had
latched onto. "A professor? The Blue Phoenix is a cargo bird, not
some fancy science vessel!" he protested.

The lift on their right chimed and the light
flashed from orange to blue as the doors slid open. A stout Lyran
business woman pressed herself against the back wall as the group
filed into the lift canister and her bristling tail curled against
the back of her legs. Gripper delicately pressed the close button
with one huge claw.

"Please stand clear of the doors," instructed
a politely sexless computerized voice. "Please stand clear of the
doors."

No one spoke as the elevator seal hissed shut
and slipped into smooth motion, falling down deeper into Axis. On
Level Five, it stopped and the Lyran squeezed out, avoiding the
eyes of the strangers who had shared her ride. When she was gone,
Duaal jabbed the door controls again.

"I don't know how picky we can be about
work," he said. The mage gave Maeve an accusatory look. "Since
she spent all of her money on that damned bounty, we don't
have anything to fall back on. We've got to work, Tiberius."

"Hey, it was her money!" Gripper cried.
"Smoke never asked for any of yours!"

"It was a lot of money, and she blew it all
on that stupid bounty just to get herself killed! Where's all that
color now? In the pockets of the Gharib police, right when we sure
could use it!"

"My money bought your salvation on Stray,
too," Maeve reminded Duaal. She narrowed her gray eyes at him.
"Your infantile temper and weak spells did little to combat the
Nihilists when they came for us!"

"Easy, Maeve," Xia said. "He was terrified of
Gavriel. It was very difficult and very brave of him to do anything
at all."

"Great. Thanks, Xia," Duaal mumbled,
blushing.

"She's just trying to help, Shimmer," said
Gripper, always eager to leap to the Ixthian's defense.

"She doesn't know how to help anyone but
herself!"

Duaal thought that Gripper was talking about
Maeve. Xia opened her mouth to correct him, but Tiberius
interrupted them all.

"Enough!" His voice thundered uncomfortably
in the closed confines of the elevator. "Maeve's money and what you
all did or didn't do on Stray doesn't matter anymore! Since we flew
out of here with Kessa and ducked the Axis police, we're criminals
on this planet. Damnably petty ones, but still criminals."

"I'd just like to point out that Maeve
brought Kessa on board, too," said Duaal.

"Hood that, Duaal! What's done is done."

"He's right. There's no money and it's been
hard to find work. Times have been a little rough and lean." This
was from Xia, who looked at Tiberius with arched antennae. "But
we've got a solid lead now. Yes, it's academic work, but Xen says
the money is good and we really can't afford to be picky."

Gripper stood behind her, fidgeting
uncomfortably as the others argued. He gave his captain a crooked
smile. "Besides, you get to go home, Claws. That's great,
right?"

Tiberius' only response was a terse grunt.
The rest of the long ride down into Axis' lower levels was spent in
silence, leaving Maeve little else to do but think. Seven months
had passed since Stray, since stealing the infant Baliend back from
Gavriel and his Nihilists. Since facing Princess Titania – No,
she is Xartasia now. The dreamer of death. – under the desert
graveyard.

She forgave me for the death of our people.
My cousin would be queen of the White Kingdom, if she would but
take up the crown. And Xartasia has forgiven me.

Maeve looked down at her hands, at the wrists
sticking out from her more or less clean sleeves. The skin was
still scarred by battle and chem abuse, but even those marks were
beginning to fade.

Am I absolved? Do the gods forgive me for the
millions I delivered into death?

Seven months since Logan Coldhand. The bounty
on Maeve was paid – into the hands of the Gharib police, as Duaal
complained – and so the hunter had left. The chase was over. The
loss still weighed strangely heavy on Maeve.

But she was tired of being self-absorbed and
pathetic, tired of everyone around her paying the price for her
indulgence. Maeve clasped her hands in front of her and turned her
attention to her companions instead. Her gaze wandered inevitably
to the shortened length of Gripper's long, mottled left ear. The
Arboran noticed her looking and rubbed the shiny scar
self-consciously.

The events of the last year seemed to have
done nothing to change the unflappable Xia. Sometimes it seemed
that her sweet and motherly – if slightly aloof – nature was the
only thing keeping the Blue Phoenix crew from falling apart
entirely.

Beside her, Duaal leaned against the curved
wall of the lift, eyeing Maeve balefully through braided locks of
bleached hair. Though the surly teenager's clothes remained
needlessly expensive and elaborate, he no longer wore the charms
and magical symbols – moons and stars and angular knots – that he
once did. Back on Stray, Maeve had told him that such things were
the tools of only the youngest, least experienced spell-singers and
the news had deeply shamed the proud Duaal.

Only a child is insulted to be called a
child, Maeve thought. She pinched her arm angrily. By the
standards of her own people, she was still young, too. But still
old enough to destroy the White Kingdom…

Tiberius just looked tired. Maeve's stomach
twisted into a tight, guilty ball again. Tiberius scratched his
cheek and sighed, lost in his own thoughts. The last of his pewter
hair had gone entirely white and he had not shaved in days.

The large 9 beside the lift door lit up and
the speakers chimed, announcing their arrival. When the doors
opened, Maeve followed the rest of the Blue Phoenix crew out into
the streets of Level Nine. A gang of young men with shaven heads
piled into the vacated lift. Glowing lines of color pulsed beneath
their skin. Xia's eyes shone a faint red color, full of disgust.
The glowing subdermal implants were almost as disfiguring as
cybernetics, at least in the compound eyes of the purist Ixthians.
One of the rough-looking males stuck his surgically lengthened
tongue out at Xia just before the lift hissed shut again.

Tiberius and his crew walked close together
along the dirty road. Vehicles here rode low on poorly maintained
null-inertia fields, rumbling past and kicking up clouds of
shredded plastic and crumpled mycofoam. Lumapaint tags marked each
corner as the territory of one gang or another. The lights shining
down from Level Nine's ceiling flickered fitfully and left entire
city blocks steeped in darkness.

"You know, considering what we did in Gharib,
we should get to land up in the nice fields on Level One," Duaal
complained. "Even Logan got to put his ship up on the surface!"

"God damn that bounty hunter!" Tiberius
grunted, but offered nothing more.

"Maybe we can fix this someday," Gripper
suggested hesitantly. "You know, clear our names."

"As far as Axis Control knows, we're char,"
said Duaal. "We tricked them. They're not going to be happy if the
Blue Phoenix shows up on their boards."

They stopped at a tall black wall that
blocked off half of the road. Tiberius pressed a button on the
bottom of a control box welded to the gate. It buzzed and then a
voice crackled over the speaker. "Who is it?"

"It's Captain Myles, Blake. We're ready to
get out of here."

"Surely, captain. By the way, your supplies
arrived. They're waiting at your berth."

"They better not be light, Blake."

"I didn't take any of your stuff, you old
coot. If your crates are light, it's not my fault."

discreet

The Blue Phoenix crouched among a pack of
other grounded ships. It was clumsy-looking and covered in
bristling sensor spars like a grumpy metal hedgehog. A stack of
crates sat behind the Blue Phoenix, just beside the closed loading
ramp. Duaal tapped the security code into a keypad. The airlock
cycled and hissed, then the ramp lowered and clanked on the
ground.

"Maeve, Gripper, get everything loaded and
tied down," Tiberius ordered. "Xia, make sure nothing's missing.
Blake's a bastard and a criminal. I wouldn't put it past him to
steal from his own clients. Duaal, give him our vector and let him
know when we're ready to get out into the black."

"Which is? Where are we going?" asked
Duaal.

"Tynerion. We'll go take your teacher's work,
Xia."

"Great. Hey, captain? Can I fly us out of
here?" Duaal asked. The copilot pointed up at the massive, corroded
old ducting. "It's going to be a sharp ride."

"Maybe next time," Tiberius said. He made his
way up the ramp and into his ship, patting the wall of the airlock
as he passed.

Duaal jogged after him. "That's what you said
last time!"

Shaking her head, Xia followed the two human
men. Gripper pushed a loading jack down the ramp and helped Maeve
lift the crates of food, water and filters. When it was full, he
activated the NI field and the jack floated up off the uneven
ground, light as a balloon. Gripper guided it back into the ship's
cargo bay.

Inside, he turned off the null-inertia
projector and the jack thumped heavily to the Blue Phoenix's
fibersteel floor. He pulled an orange net down from hooks on the
wall and tossed one end to Maeve. She flew up into the air, caught
the corner and dropped it down over her side of the stack. As Maeve
tied the net down to a row of magclamps on the floor, Gripper
leaned against the crates.

"Smoke, are you worried about the Nihilists?"
he asked.

"I have been thinking about it since I saw
the Nihilist name on the news," she admitted. "I worry, yes, but I
do not know if it is the same as your worry."

"You don't think they're going to… come after
us or anything?" he asked.

Maeve shook her head slowly. "No, I do not
believe so. The Cult of Nihil will have their own worries. They are
far more sought-after criminals than we are, and they have their
own goals. Even if he lives, I do not think that Gavriel will not
concern himself with us."

"Really?"

"Only the gods know for certain."

Gripper blinked his big, boyish brown eyes.
"Thanks, Smoke. I guess."

________

 


Duaal opened a radio channel to the landing
field's tiny control center. "Blake, this is the Blue Phoenix.
We're ready to take off on surface vector two eighty-eight."

"I hear you, Blue Phoenix," came Blake's
rusty-sounding voice. "I'm monitoring Control chatter. We should
have a window open for you in about ten minutes."

Duaal put his feet up on the controls in
front of him and inspected his shoes. The leather was getting old.
But when would there be money enough for replacements? Duaal
silently cursed Maeve again for every one of her many, many crimes.
Finally, he sat back and looked over at Tiberius.

"Are you all right, captain?" he asked.
"You've been on edge all day."

Tiberius' joints creaked in audible protest
as he dropped into the pilot's chair. "It's nothing for you to
worry about, Duaal."

"Can't you just talk to me a little? I'm
bored and my head is still curling around the edges."

"Go raid the medbay, then."

"Come on!"

There was a pause, and then Tiberius
answered. "It's all of this."

"All of what?"

"Everything!" Tiberius shouted suddenly,
startling Duaal.

The boy jumped and cracked his head hard
against the cockpit's low ceiling. He rubbed his scalp and checked
for blood. "Ouch, captain."

"I was a cop for forty-one years, not some
plucked criminal," Tiberius said. "It shouldn't be like this –
squatting on illegal fields, buying our supplies on the sly."

"You only tried to do right," Duaal reminded
him.

"And for that, I'm hiding like a rat."
Tiberius shook his head. "I don't want to live the rest of my life
under a rock."

Duaal searched for something to say, but
could think of nothing. He sat back with a sigh and waited for
Blake to tell them that they could finally fly away.



Chapter 2:

Sipho

 


"Without laws, there can be no crime. But
without laws, we are all victims."

- Gaius Varren, Prian police officer (192
PA)

 


Cedon Barnes was a handsome man. He admired
his fine, chiseled jaw and bright blue-green eyes. He really looked
nothing at all like a criminal, he thought. Cedon straightened his
stylish black tie and checked his pale hair in the darkened window.
In the bright Sipho nightlight, the glass threw back a stark
silver-and-black reflection of innocent perfection.

He waited on the corner of Malone Street,
just as his client had requested. Cedon leaned against a waist-high
iron fence that wrapped around the cafe patio. It was the middle of
the night and the chairs all sat upside-down atop of their tables,
legs in the air like dogs playing dead. A few other drivers and
midnight walkers strolled past, but not many. Cedon Barnes waited
alone.

The night was clear and warm. Still, was it
not for the importance of his meeting, Cedon would have been back
in his hotel room, in his warm bed and the warmer embrace of the
woman he had left there. Both were well outside his price range,
but Cedon was about to be a very rich man.

His pay as a floor supervisor in the Narsus
shipyards had been comfortable enough, but then an engineer from
another team left the new schematics just lying out on his desk.
The whole thing, finished and unencrypted. Those plans were worth
more than thirty years of pay, if Cedon could just sell them. So he
pulled the memory chip and slipped it into his pocket. Easy as
that. Once he got off Kahl, all Cedon needed was a rich enough
buyer.

He ran his finger over the patio fence. The
metal was spotted with spreading dew, like it had been decorated in
delicate glass beads. Cedon flicked the moisture from his finger.
It splattered against the window.

The bright core-world stars and multitude of
pearlescent blue-white moons filled the Sipho sky and street with
radiance that outshined the light of the arched street lamps. They
were more for decoration than anything else. Rains on Sipho were
light and short-lived, more like standing in a shower than a real
storm. There were never clouds enough to blot out the skylight.

Sipho was really a rather lovely planet,
Cedon decided. Maybe he would stay. With the money he was about to
make, he could certainly afford it.

A shadow fell across the cobblestone-textured
road. His buyer had finally arrived. The other man was a little
taller than Cedon and wore a long black coat with the collar turned
up as though it was a much colder night. There was nothing
remarkable about his face or short blond hair, but there was
something in his pale blue eyes that made Cedon's throat clench. He
cleared it loudly before calling out.

"Pleasant evening, isn't it?" When he was
close enough, Cedon held out his hand. "Hello, I'm Cedon
Barnes."

His customer kept his own hands thrust deeply
into his coat pockets. "Do you have the plans?" he asked.

Cedon sighed. He recognized that accent.
Prian. Small wonder the man had no manners.

"I've got them," Cedon said. "Do you have my
money?"

A curt nod. "Show me the schematics."

People had no faith. Cedon reached into his
jacket and produced the memory chip with a flourish. It was tiny,
only about the size of his smallest fingernail. He held it up, just
out of the other man's reach. Starlight flashed on the serial
number printed along one side: NSS-NIE-288-37D

"So much precious data on such a tiny thing,"
Cedon said philosophically. "Amazing, really."

The Prian did not seem interested in
discussion. He was pulling his hand from his pocket, probably eager
to pay and go play with his new toy. But the hand that came back up
held not colorful cenmarks, but a large gray laser pistol. A sudden
dread made Cedon's heart skip. He took a hurried step back and
flung his hands into the air.

"No… No, wait! Did Narsus send you?" he
cried.

"Give me the plans."

Cedon's heart was working again, but at about
ten times its normal pace. It slammed against his ribs as though
the muscle might break through and run away all on its own.
Terrified, Cedon held out the memory chip, but his hands shook so
hard that he dropped it. The man with the gun lunged, grabbing for
the tumbling card, but it slid through his fingers. He wore a black
half-glove over the hand, but his fingers shone dully metallic in
the starlight with the same flat gleam as the gun. Cedon's knees
turned to water and he staggered back against the patio fence.

"Oh, God! A bounty hunter," he moaned. "Help!
Somebody help me!"

Why were the streets so empty? Surely not
everyone could be inside. Why didn't someone save Cedon? Why had he
ever agreed to a midnight meeting? The bounty hunter flicked his
gun at the card on the ground. The blue plastic was almost
invisible in his dark shadow.

"Pick it up," he ordered.

Cedon pinched the card up from the street.
The hunter took the schematics very carefully in his metal hand,
inspected them briefly and then dropped the memory chip into his
pocket. "Where are the other copies?"

"Copies? What copies?" Cedon asked.

"You didn't make any?"

"No! No! Don't shoot me, please!"

Some unreadable expression flashed across the
hunter's face. He hauled Cedon up by his collar, holstered his
laser and snapped a pair of handcuffs around his prisoner's
wrists.

"Let's go."

________

 


Logan Coldhand shoved Barnes into the arms of
two waiting CWAAF soldiers. The middle manager who thought himself
a daring thief was still sobbing in terror and very nearly had to
be carried away. They vanished through the door, leaving Coldhand
alone in the waiting room.

The Sipho government had devoted little time
or money to the bounty collection center. The entire building was a
white prefabricated cube and every surface had the faintly oily
look of janitorial nanites, not unlike those used on nanoblades to
maintain the weapons' keen edge.

There were no windows in the building, only a
row of monitors that alternated between local news and cycling
lists of other bounties. Coldhand could have been anywhere in the
galaxy, in any one of ten thousand identical collection centers
anywhere in the Alliance.

The hunt for Barnes had been… unsatisfying.
The man was unbelievably stupid. He had taken a commercial flight
from Kahl, booked under his own name. Investigation of Barnes'
hotel room on Sipho had yielded only a frightened prostitute and
some cheap chems. The self-important little thief really had no
copies of his stolen schematics. He was actually selling the
original files with no thought about what he might do if he lost
them. He threw away his career and his freedom for something he
could sell only once. Cedon Barnes was an idiot.

An idiot worth a lot of colour to Narsus
Shipyards, but no less an idiot.

Coldhand waited. There was an indignant yelp
from the next room as one of the techs checked Barnes' redprint.
The flashing screen on the far wall caught Coldhand's attention:
Cult of Nihil – All members. Wanted for degree one
heresies.

The monitor displayed a sallow-skinned man in
tattered clothes. Coldhand sat forward. The man on the screen was
not Gavriel. This one wore the scarlet of an Emberguard, the
Nihilist's most brutal warriors.

Thieves. They took my hand and my heart. My
life.

Coldhand pushed the maudlin thought aside and
read the text scrolling beside the picture. When the Union of Light
banned the Nihilist teachings, the cultists became criminals under
Alliance law, subject to all of the associated penalties. The CWA
was offering a bounty for any captured Nihilists. Alive only, of
course. It was a government bounty, after all.

The price was low. There were only so many
cenmarks to go around and the Alliance could not pay much for
individual cultists. The bounty posting listed an estimated two
hundred surviving Nihilists. Coldhand suspected there were many
more than that.

He ignored the rest. It wasn't worth his
time. Coldhand had no useful leads. After the destruction of their
Gharib cathedral, the Nihilists had probably gone into hiding on
Stray. The planet was a long flight from Sipho and Stray was an
entire world of desperate people with something to hide. Trying to
find the Nihilists there now would be like sifting salt from
sand.

Too much work for too little pay.

His leg throbbed dully. Coldhand looked down
and found his left hand on his thigh. The illonium fingers had dug
hard into the leg of his pants, bruising the flesh beneath. He
forced the cybernetics to release just as a brown-furred Lyran
stepped into the waiting room.

"Thank you for waiting," he said. "We've
checked over Mister Barnes. According to Narsus instructions, he
will be held here for transport. He'll be assigned counsel and
tried on Kahl. If you'll just sign here, I can pay out the bounty.
It's late and I'm sure you would like to go home, too."

The canine man smiled toothily up at
Coldhand, who wordlessly signed his name to the offered datawork.
The Lyran tucked the datadex under his arm and held out a single
black cenmark chip to Coldhand. The hunter took the plastic square
and turned it over. There was a name on the front:
NARSUS.

The company logo glowed faintly violet at his
touch. He flipped it back at the Lyran, who caught the cenmark in
his paws.

"Is there a problem?" he asked.

"I don't work for credit. Barnes' bounty was
posted in Alliance marks."

"I'm sorry, but this is all that Narsus
Shipyards would approve."

"That's your problem," Coldhand said.
"Alliance colour only."

The Lyran laid his ears back, but left and
returned a few minutes later with a stack of colored plastic
squares. Much less pleasantly this time, he thrust them into the
bounty hunter's hand.

"Alliance cenmarks," he announced.

Coldhand counted the money and nodded curtly.
"We're done here."

The Lyran's furry ears remained flattened.
Coldhand left the canned air of the collection center and made his
way back out into the warm Sipho night.



Chapter 3:

In Time

 


"Wherever there is light, first there was
darkness."

- Gavriel Euvo, founder of the Cult of Nihil
(230 PA)

 


Gavriel considered the darkness. The
lightless void was perfect. It was deep and distant as the space
between stars even as it clung sticky-close as spider webs on his
skin. It hid the ugliness of the universe, swallowed nations and
worlds away into bottomless oblivion. In time, the darkness ate up
even suns and stars. Everything.

Gavriel held his hand up before his eyes, but
could see nothing. The shadows concealed his thin, brittle skin,
spotted by age and too many years under the suns of a dozen worlds.
He was stronger now, since Elsa's unwilling sacrifice. His age had
not left him, but he wore it now like the robe around his shoulders
instead of a weight around his neck.

But even in the darkness, Gavriel could hear
his joints creaking, feel the bone-deep ache of long years of life
and suffering… if there was any difference between the two. The
dark only masked the things that seethed in shadows. It did not
conquer them. The lesson had been hard-won…

He waited in the darkness. The dead girl's
blood was warm and sticky on his hands, but cooling rapidly in the
night air. The street outside the old millhouse flashed with blue
lights as the Sunjarrah police searched for him. Gavriel cursed
silently to himself. They would tire of the hunt, but not before
dawn. Until then, he would have to remain hidden.

The work was too tedious, too time-consuming!
Every time someone screamed, the police gave chase and Gavriel had
to hide again. Too many such encounters inevitably drove him away,
into a new city and then further, onto a new planet.

There were so many billions who needed the
gift Gavriel brought, yet he was forced to grant it one at a time.
It was too slow! Why did no one ever understand the blessing he
gave? The sweet, deep death like falling into a soft bed at the end
of a long, hard day?

Gavriel sheathed the nanoknife and scrubbed
his hands briskly together. The girl's blood had grown flaky on his
palms and sifted to the dusty floor like red snow.

He could not hide forever. Eventually, they
would find Gavriel and haul him away. The trial would be short and
then they would throw him in prison to rot. No one would ever know,
ever understand that he was only trying to help. They would think
Gavriel Euvo was some common criminal, a psychopath who killed for
cheap thrills or perverse pleasures. The very idea made Gavriel
bristle indignantly.

There had to be a better way.

Gavriel flicked his brittle fingers in an
intricate symbol. "Ka li'ae avael!"

An ember kindled in the darkness. The spark
of light flared and golden-red tongues of fire filled the air,
illuminating Gavriel's wolfish smile. The flame died away and left
nothing behind but the faint scent of smoke. Soon, even that was
gone.

There would be nothing left for the police to
find this time.



Chapter 4:

Tynerion

 


"Attending college is expensive, but not
nearly as expensive as not attending."

- Xol, Dean of Vostra Nor University (202
PA)

 


Tiberius banged his fist on the cargo bay
wall. On his other arm, Orphia hissed in irritation. The hawk
fluttered over to the stair railing and landed again. Her sharp
talons clicked on the metal.

Maeve sat cross-legged on top of the supply
crates, stretching her wings. There were few places on the Blue
Phoenix with room enough to do so. It felt good and served as a
sort of… meditation, Maeve supposed.

Lunch had been only a half-hour ago, but her
stomach still ached. It was the withdrawals. Maeve had not taken
Vanora White or Pitch or any other chem in almost ten days. And two
weeks before that had only been a few swallows of bitter narcohol –
just to take the edge off – before she managed to throw the bottle
away.

It was still so hard. Maeve still woke in the
middle of the night with cold sweat sticking the sheets to her
clammy skin and her mouth full of a vile taste, like something long
dead. Did it ever get any easier?

Tiberius called Maeve's name. She looked
up.

"We need to talk," he shouted down to her.
"We'll be landing in a few minutes."

"I am coming."

The Arcadian flew up to the catwalk that
spanned the top of the cargo hold and clambered over the railing.
Maeve followed Tiberius back into the mess. Duaal lounged on one of
the patched acceleration couches in the corner, rolling an antique
silver coin across his knuckles. The rest of the crew sat gathered
around a large table bolted to the floor and looked up as Maeve and
Tiberius entered.

"Hi, Smoke. Want to sit?" Gripper asked.

She took the chair that he offered. Tiberius
took the couch opposite Duaal.

"We'll be setting down on Tynerion in about
an hour to meet with Xia's friend," the captain said.

"I'll be flying," Duaal announced
proudly.

"We should be able to land at the university
field," said Xia. "Vostra Nor is one of the smaller colleges on
Tynerion. There shouldn't be much traffic."

"We're not on Axis. No one here should know
we're God-damned criminals. But we can't take any chances."
Tiberius pointed a thick finger at Maeve. "No making trouble. No
getting into trouble if anyone else makes it. We're going to get on
and off Tynerion just as quick as we can."

Maeve bristled. "Your species' hatred of my
kind is not of my making."

"You don't do much to change it, though,"
said Duaal. "But even if you can behave, I think you should stay on
the Phoenix. Gripper, too."

"Huh? What did I do?" Gripper asked
plaintively.

"You stick out, my friend. Like a giant green
monster. Like an alien. You pretty much ground traffic to a halt on
Axis."

Xia frowned. Her eyes had gone a thoughtful
green. "Unfortunately, I think Duaal has a point. You do attract a
lot of attention on most planets, Gripper, and there are a lot of
students and scholars on Tynerion. They'll want to study you."

"You think they might, you know, grab me?"
the Arboran asked. He chewed nervously on one of his claws.

"No, but they might make it hard for us to
leave," said Xia gently. "Grant money is tight and you never know
what some glory-hungry scientist might do."

"Alliance attitudes toward the other races of
the galaxy are terrible," Maeve spat angrily. "Are Gripper's only
options to be caged aboard this ship or to be pinned to a
dissection table?"

"Now wait a minute!" Tiberius thumped his
fist on the back of the couch. "This is to keep you out of fights
and the rest of us out of jail. I don't give two bent pinions about
your species."

"You may not," said Xia. "But a lot of other
people do. A lot of people who live and work on Tynerion."

"We want to put our best foot forward,
captain," Duaal added.

"I guess our best foot is a little smaller
than mine," Gripper said. He wiggled his thick, dirty toes. No one
manufactured boots large enough for the Arboran to wear. "Are we
going to have to hide in our rooms the whole time we're working for
this Xen guy?"

Xia shook her head. "I don't think that's
necessary. Once Xen's on the Blue Phoenix, he'll ask a lot of
questions, but he won't be able to do much more. Besides, I don't
think Xen would be much of a problem. He's a good man. It's
everyone else on Tynerion that I'm worried about."

Maeve picked at the edge of the table with
her fingernail. It was ridiculous and infuriating, but Duaal and
Xia were probably right. Her all-too-winged presence had made
plenty of past deals more difficult, or ruined them entirely.

"I will remain on the Blue Phoenix while we
are on Tynerion," she agreed.

"We'll find something to do, Smoke." Gripper
gave her a friendly elbow that almost knocked the fairy out of her
chair. "You can help me with my garden."

"Lucky you," Duaal said with a thin
smile.

Maeve sighed.

________

 


With only a few stomach-churning bumps, Duaal
set the Blue Phoenix down on Tynerion. As Xia predicted, there was
no trouble landing at Vostra Nor University. Traffic was
well-regulated and much lighter than the constant congestion of
Axis.

When the ship was on the ground and powered
down, Duaal jumped up from his seat and grinned at Tiberius. "Not
bad!" he congratulated himself.

"It looks good. We'll make a pilot out of you
yet," Tiberius said as he unbuckled his harness. "Now, let's go get
the job. I want to settle the deal and get underway as soon as
possible. This rock makes me nervous."

"Yes, sir."

They met Xia at the airlock. Maeve perched
like an oversized bird on the edge of one of Gripper's vegetable
planters. The Arboran hung nearby, instructing her on the care of
his garden. Maeve watched Xia, Tiberius and Duaal leave. She did
not look happy. Duaal shrugged to himself. Maeve never looked
happy. He ducked through the airlock and followed Xia outside.

It was autumn on this part of Tynerion. The
trees that lined the perimeter of the landing field swayed in a
crisp breeze. Red, gold and orange leaves covered the black
blastphalt and filled the briskly swirling air with a dusty-sweet
scent. Duaal took a deep breath and stretched his arms up over his
head. It felt good to be out in the open.

"Do you know where we're going?" Tiberius
asked Xia.

"Yes. It's not far. Vostra Nor is one of the
smaller schools."

The Ixthian smiled. Her steps were bouncy and
quick as she led the humans out across the landing field, through
an open gate and onto the campus.

Tynerion was one of the first worlds
colonized, venaformed and settled by humans from Axis even before
the creation of the Central World Alliance. In those days, it was
all so new. There were other stars, other planets and plants, even
new species of sentient life. From their new colony, humans studied
it all. Research centers, observatories and laboratories sprang up
all over Tynerion, then libraries and schools. When the Alliance
was founded, new students flocked from all across the galactic core
to study on Tynerion. Before long, the universities were
overcrowded and more schools had to be built. Within a few
generations, Tynerion became the center of academia in the
galaxy.

If Vostra Nor University was a small school,
Duaal had no idea what one of the big ones might be like. White
concrete paths wound through lawns and circular rose gardens that
separated buildings of myriad sizes and shapes. There were long
lines of classrooms and lecture halls like rows of corn. A shiny
observatory dome perched high on top of a blue-and-black trimmed
building and heliographed blindingly in the light of the white
binary suns. In the distance, a slim pyramid of glass and steel
rose sharply from a forest-like arboretum. Xia caught Duaal
staring.

"That's the botany department. It's pretty
much right in the center of campus. There's a monument out front to
the original Tynerion explorers," she explained, then laughed
surprisingly girlishly. "Every year, someone gets drunk, climbs up
the statue and falls off."

"Sounds like fun."

It actually did. Duaal had never given
college a thought, but it suddenly seemed like a pity that he would
probably never get to go. Tiberius would be his only teacher.

And Gavriel.

A pair of girls bobbed past on a silently
NI-propelled board, chattering and giggling at one another. Xia
took Duaal and Tiberius through an aromatic herb garden and then
past a white stone lecture hall surrounded by a tall colonnade. A
carved granite slab in a nearby flowerbed read Veskin Hall –
Physics. They had to weave and push through a crowd of
students, most about Duaal's own age. A Lyran in a tweed suit stood
on the roof, holding a leather pounceball over his head.

"Now stand back!" he shouted to the students
below.

On the other side of a lawn studded with
sculptures of twisted metal, Xia pointed to a stately red brick
hall covered in a thick net of ivy.

"That's where we're going, Xol Hall. We used
to call it the Xol Hole. It's a little cramped inside."

That turned to be an understatement. They
joined the tide of students and professors pouring in through the
pillar-flanked entry. Doors lined the long hallway, crowded display
cases flanked the doors, all full to overflowing with rocks, bits
of old cloth in a thousand fading colors, fragments of pottery,
shards of metal and vials of dust. The ceiling hung artificially
low with sagging maps stapled to the spongy insulation tiles and
genetic models hanging from thin, nearly invisible threads.

A kiosk flickered on one corner where the
hallway intersected another crowded corridor. Xia stopped beside it
and leaned close to make herself heard over the noise. "Directions
to Professor Xen's office," she shouted. The holographic display
buzzed and flickered, then showed Xia what she had asked for:

 


Professor Xen (4)

Office 310

Third floor, fifth door on the left

Office hours: Open

 


A red line blinked through a wireframe map
beside the instructions. Xia glanced down the right-hand hall to
the elevators, but the foyer was full of waiting students.

"Come on, the stairs are over here," she
said.

By the time they reached the third story,
Tiberius was huffing. "This is ridiculous!" he protested. "I've
been climbing mountains – real Prian mountains, not colony-world
hills – since before either of you were born!"

"Maybe Prianus isn't the challenge you make
it out to be," Duaal suggested.

"Shut it, chickling. I'm just getting
old."

Duaal laughed and chased after Xia, who had
pulled ahead. There were fewer people up here, but even more
overfilled glass cases. Xia waved the men over to a closed door,
fifth one on the left. A cartoon had been printed out and taped to
the window, showing a comically exaggerated Hadrian facing off
against an exasperated Axial. The two shared a single dialog
bubble: You show me your monkeys!

Xia laughed. "Pretty good."

Duaal did not get it and tried to think of
some subtle way to get Xia to explain the joke. While he pondered,
she knocked on the door.

"It's open. Come on in!" called a voice from
inside.

Xia opened the door for Tiberius and Duaal,
then followed them into the office. It was only slightly less
crowded than the hallway. A huge window looked out on the sculpture
garden they had passed through on the way in. Monitors filled the
other three walls, all displaying maps and news stories,
photographs and charts. Two desks took up most of the office,
pushed back to back in the middle of the floor and leaving only a
narrow gap around the edge of the room.

A slender blonde girl sat at one of the
desks. She had large green eyes and a pretty, fine-boned face. She
smiled at the three visitors and stood. "Good morning! I'm Panna
Sul, Professor Xen's assistant." She offered her hand to each of
them in turn. "You're probably here to see him, right?"

"Yes," Xia answered. "The kiosk said he was
in."

"He should be, but Professor Xen is
downstairs. He's covering Professor Stark's lecture. That should be
over in about fifteen minutes. Can I get you anything? Coffee,
fizz?"

"No, thank you," Xia declined. Tiberius and
Duaal shook their heads.

"Well, have a seat," said Panna, gesturing to
a row of chairs under one of the screens. She grimaced down at the
computer on her desk. "Are you quite sure I can't get you
anything?"

"I'm sure," Xia said.

Panna sighed and sat down. "Back to grading
undergrad essays, then. They all quote the exact same lecture. I
swear that it's the only one they went to."

Xia asked her a little about the college
while they waited. Panna was more than happy to talk and answered
the Ixthian's questions at length. Duaal stared out the window at
the wispy white clouds racing over the campus. A group of students
sat at a table in the quad below. One of them held a large datadex
and gestured emphatically with it. The others nodded in agreement
with whatever he said and scribbled down their own notes.

Even if I could go to a proper school like
this, what would I study? Duaal wondered. Science?
Literature?

Gavriel made me, raised me up to be a tool
for his magic. That's what I'm good at. That's all I'm good
at. And I can't study magic here.

Duaal was wondering if Arcadians went to
school for their magic – Maeve often talked about the Ivory Spire,
which sounded a bit like a fairy college – when Xen finally
arrived. He was Ixthian, like Xia, with smooth silver skin and hair
as white as the clouds outside. He was tall for a male of his
species, but still stood as high as Duaal's shoulder. The
professor's hair was cut close to his skull and his antennae were
the longest Duaal had ever seen. He wore similar clothes to
Panna's: dark gray slacks and a collared white shirt rolled up at
the sleeves. There was a discarded vest tucked into the back of his
belt.

"Xen!" Xia jumped to her feet and hugged
him.

"Xia, you came," Xen said, returning her
embrace. He sounded surprised, but pleased. "This must be your
captain. Tiberius Myles, isn't it?"

"And our copilot, Duaal Sinnay. I got your
message anteday, on Axis. We came straight away."

"I understand you're looking for someone to
fly you out to Prianus," said Tiberius.

Professor Xen raised his white eyebrows at
the captain. "Your homeworld, to judge by your accent. Yes, that's
exactly what I'm hoping to do."

"Why do you need to go to Prianus?" Duaal
asked curiously. "You and your lovely assistant seem to have plenty
of work here."

Panna blushed and grinned. Xen sat on the
corner of the other desk and flipped open his computer. He touched
something on the monitor and then, with a flick of his spindly
forefinger, sent it up to one of the large wall screens. It was a
colorful topographical map. Xen pointed to a large patch of dark
red in the center.

"Recent tectonic activity on Prianus has
uncovered a new archeological site. It's located up here, in the
Kayton Mountains. There's a local dig team up there now, but they
lack the resources, equipment and manpower to do the job right.
They've requested assistance from Tynerion."

"And you're volunteering to go out there?"
Tiberius asked, clearly surprised.

"Prianus isn't exactly a popular site. It's
remote, hostile and unstable," Xen answered. "No offense intended
to you, Captain Myles."

"None taken. Prianus is a hard world."

"With hard people," the professor said, not
unkindly. "The Alliance can't actually fund additional
archeologists, but is offering a tax benefit to any institution
willing to field a team. Vostra Nor owes the Alliance about three
years back taxes at this point and could use the break. I've been
given admittedly limited funding to hire and supply our part of the
dig."

"Do you know exactly what's out there?"
Tiberius squinted at the map, scratching his bearded chin. "Prianus
is covered in mountains. I don't know this area."

"The head of the local team, Kemmer Andus,
has disclosed very few details. I'm not quite sure what we'll
find." Xen quirked a small smile. "It's made selecting my team and
equipment an interesting challenge."

"How many on your team? And how much
equipment?"

"There are five of us in total and about two
tons of equipment. Is that going to be a problem?"

"Some of you might need to bunk together,"
Tiberius answered. "There are only three spare rooms on the
Phoenix."

"I'm sure we can deal with being a little
cozy. Accommodations on Prianus aren't likely to be plush, either,"
Xen said.

"If Vostra Nor is funding you, then why did
you call me?" asked Xia. "There are thousands of ships on
Tynerion."

"Maybe I just wanted to see you again." Xen
gave Xia a charming smile.

She laughed, but was not convinced. "You
think I can get you a better price," Xia said.

"Discerning as ever, my dear. I always
mourned that you didn't remain in research." Xen spread his hands.
"Yes. The board of regents wants to spend less on my venture than
they will save on the taxes. I'd like to use most of the color on
the dig, not flying out to it. But the starships available on
Tynerion charge criminally high fares. And the cargo space for my
equipment… Yes, I would like something a little less
expensive."

"I appreciate your position, professor, but
I'm not getting tax credits out of this," said Tiberius, shaking
his head. "My bird needs fuel and my crew needs to eat. What kind
of colour can you actually offer?"

Duaal flinched and Xen pressed his shiny lips
into a thin line at the bluntness of the question. Xia watched the
exchange with amusement on her face. Had they wasted their time
flying to Tynerion? She did not seem worried about it.

"I can pay four thousand cenmarks for the
journey," said Xen. "I can also get you the university discount on
any supplies or parts you might need while we're on Tynerion."

"That's twenty percent," Panna
elaborated.

Duaal scuffed the toe of one boot through the
carpet. Four thousand cenmarks was a lot of money, but it was a
long trip out to Prianus. Fuel alone would eat up more than
a quarter of that.

"You can part with a little more than that,
Xen," Xia said. She put her elbows on his desk and gave the other
Ixthian an arched look. "The regents probably charted out ten
thousand for transport. Give us half of that and you still leave
another five thousand for yourself."

Xen blinked slowly and curled his long
antennae. "I have missed you, Xia. Very well, if Captain Myles will
agree. Five thousand cenmarks."

"You've got yourself a ship," Tiberius
decided. "When do you want to leave, Professor Xen?"

"Panna?"

Xen looked at the blonde girl, who checked
her computer. "Arno has a lecture at noon," she said, "but he'd be
more than happy to hand it over to someone else. We could be ready
by seven tomorrow morning. Unless you need more time to buy
anything else on Tynerion, Captain Myles?"

"Just basics for the trip," said Tiberius.
"We'll need to feed all of you and pick up some extra recyc'
scrubbers and air filters."

"I can order those now, if you like," Panna
offered. "I think we can get them delivered later this
afternoon."

"Let us talk to our mechanic before you order
anything," Xia said. She nodded to Panna. "But I can probably get a
list to you in about two hours."

"I guess I need to finish these papers,
then," the girl sighed, tapping her computer with one finger.

"You had better. I'm not doing it," Xen said
with a smile. He stood and held out his hand to Tiberius, who shook
it firmly. "I'll see you tomorrow at seven, captain. I'll transfer
your fare this evening, after I speak to the deans."

"About what?" Tiberius asked suspiciously,
perhaps wondering if Professor Xen would somehow betray the Blue
Phoenix to Alliance authorities.

"I simply need to let them know that I'm
finally leaving. I'm sure they will be thrilled. I think Charne is
tired of my students digging up his quad. Tinkay already has my
lesson plan and can take care of my classes for the rest of the
semester."

"We'll see you tomorrow, then," said
Tiberius.

He gestured for Duaal and Xia to follow him
and left the office. They made their way back out of Xol Hall and
back toward the Blue Phoenix.

Once outside, Duaal whistled happily.
"Finally, some real work! Things are looking a little better."

Xia agreed, but Tiberius only shrugged. "It's
work," he said.

"Aren't you happy to be going home?" Duaal
asked. "I would love to see Hyzaar. I haven't been there since I
was a baby…"

Tiberius did not look at Duaal. He stared up
into the fluffy white clouds. "Prianus is a long way out."

Duaal was not terribly excited to be going
back to the cold, craggy planet. He had been on Prianus far too
long with Gavriel… Still, Duaal could not fathom why Tiberius was
not grinning like a schoolboy to be going home.

Is that just a saying? Or do schoolboys
actually do that?

Duaal studied the Vostra Nor campus. It was
full of young men of all the Alliance races, walking and reading in
the warm sunlight. An Axial man with burnished auburn hair and a
square jaw caught his eye, lounging in the shade of a well-trimmed
oak tree. Duaal whistled and Tiberius shot him a warning look.

"Don't attract attention," he reminded the
boy.

"I wouldn't mind getting that guy's
attention…" Duaal said with a grin.

"You're going to get us arrested."

"I wouldn't mind getting arrested by–"

Tiberius grabbed Duaal by the arm and hauled
him back to the Blue Phoenix.



Chapter 5:

Prey

 


"A man who fears his past does so for fear of
his future."

- Devon LiMalle, Sunjarri consul (136 PA)

 


Logan Coldhand stood at the window for a long
time, rhythmically drumming his fingers against the reinforced
glass. The hotel room was expensive, huge and stylishly furnished.
A single long window spanned the entire wall and looked out over
the shining, glittering city skyline. Logan's bare feet sank into
the deep, soft carpet. Sipho's pale blue dwarf sun was setting,
filling the sky with silver fire. All across the sky, stars
glittered like bubbles in a glass of wine.

Finally decided, Logan went to the bedroom
and dressed quickly. A black shirt over gray pants so dark that
they were almost the same color. He considered the Talon-9, wrapped
in its holster on the neat, unused bed, and buckled it around his
waist.

Coldhand took an elevator down to the garage
and climbed into his rented car. It was the fastest model
available, procured in case Barnes decided to run. The sleek red
car hummed on its NI field and raced out into the street. A freight
truck honked thunderously as Coldhand cut him off. The bounty
hunter glanced down at the car's computer. What he was looking for
would not be marked there, but it would at least get him to the
right part of town. Sipho had a good reputation as a staid, stately
planet. It was peaceful, a jewel of the Alliance. But Coldhand knew
better. Every light cast a shadow.

He drove through the bright-lit, holographed
commercial district, past restaurants and cafes, and then out
through the quiet suburbs. Coldhand came at last to a darkened
industrial zone, shut down for the evening. Factories loomed up on
all sides, slumbering metal beasts that would only wake when the
sun rose once more.

But they were heavy sleepers. The shadowed
street was not silent. When Logan stopped the car and climbed out,
he felt the bass notes reverberating up through the soles of his
boots and thumping against his ribs.

Coldhand found a close alleyway that smelled
pungently of fuel and melted plastic. At the end stood a tiny
concrete shed with a sloped roof with a closed and rusted gate. He
yanked it open on creaking, flaking hinges and ducked inside.

He was at the top of a worn stairwell. The
steep steps were worn and cracked by more than age. Logan had to
keep his head down as he descended. Water ran in crooked rivulets
from the arched ceiling, down the walls and pooled at his feet.

Underground, the music was louder and
Coldhand could hear voices. After a few sharp turns, the stairs
opened out into a circular concrete tunnel. Mottled water spots
stained the walls and a string of work lights glared along the
ceiling, clamped to the support ribbing. The air beat with music,
too, echoing and muffled to make out, but already filling the
tunnel with a thrumming anticipation.

A huge Dailon lounged against the wall beside
the stairwell. It was usually difficult to tell the muscular Dailon
apart by gender, but this one wore shiny purple plastihide pants so
tight that they left little question as to his masculinity.

He chattered animatedly with a pair of young
human women. One of the girls, a Mirran, had painted her stripes
with dark makeup that matched her tiny dress. She stopped in the
middle of her sentence and stared at Coldhand, at the bared
illonium below his scarred elbow and the gun on his hip. She
whispered something to her friend and the two girls retreated down
the tunnel. The Dailon sighed and turned to face Coldhand.

"Thanks for that, maasquat." He
crossed huge, tattooed blue arms over his chest. He thrust his chin
out at the Talon. "What's the iron for? You a cop?"

"No." Coldhand showed the bouncer his E3
credentials. "Where's a good place?"

The Dailon took in the hunter's stark,
utilitarian clothes and his metal hand. "Try Prey," he suggested.
"Might be your kind of place, hunter. A Lyran named Vakk owns it.
Take a right at the next cross-tunnel and go down two
intersections. You can't miss it."

Logan followed the Dailon's instructions,
heading deeper into the Sipho underground. In the early days of the
colonies, before the cloud seeding took hold, these aqueducts
carried water from the polar icecaps down to the habitable zones of
the planet. Now they served a new purpose, arguably just as
important to the people of Sipho.

Deeper in the tunnels, the dank, ashy scent
of old concrete took on a new life. There was musky sweat and the
electric smell of ozone. Coldhand tasted the tang of strong alcohol
and the thick sourness of smoke. He could pick out individual
strains of music, all loud and thumping and warring with one
another for prominence.

Other lights lined the curved aqueduct wall,
pirating electricity from the city lines. They were dimmer than the
construction lights but far more colorful, bunched together in
places like radioactive bouquets. Signs in bright lumapaint and
holographics glowed all along the tunnel. These gave way to doors,
thrown invitingly open to the sources of the booming, conflicting
music. Strobes alternately silhouetted and flash-froze dancers in
storms of pulsing light.

There were other people now, too. Some
dressed as modestly as Coldhand, but most wore no more than shreds
of clinging, transparent cloth or a thin layer of body paint. It
was too hot – in every sense – for more.

Coldhand turned right at a cross-tunnel hung
with tangles of violet light ropes and found himself part of a
thick crowd. The curved aqueduct floor forced everyone together,
closer to Logan and each other than on the spacious walkways of the
city above. The air down here was heavy and humid, pressing in on
him from all sides.

Most of the underground bars and nightclubs
had blocky doors cut directly into gray concrete walls. But the
larger ones had smooth circular entrances framed in lights and
advertisements, spouts that led into the huge cylindrical cisterns
that used to hold Sipho's precious water reserves.

Prey, one of them advertised in
angular red slashes meant to remind Coldhand of huge claw marks.
The hunter separated himself from the throng and paid the ten
cenmark cover charge to a black-furred Lyran woman covered in
piercings. He went inside.

Prey was packed. Mostly with other humans,
but there were Lyrans and Dailons, as well. A bar ran the length of
one curved wall, finished to look like rough-cut basalt and painted
in glowing tribal patterns. But it was the dance floor that
dominated Prey, full of leaping, writhing bodies. The low, flat
ceiling emphasized the claustrophobic crowd of dancers. They were
all young and beautiful, dressed and painted up for a long night of
pleasures. Some had the look of predators searching out their next
conquests. Others enjoyed their role as prey, those sought after
and fought for.

Perhaps sensing a true predator in their
midst, they did their best to get out of Coldhand's way as he
crossed the dance floor, but could make little room in the close
confines. Logan felt warm, sweat-slicked skin against his. Even
this anonymous, uninvited intimacy was… jarring.

He chose a table on the edge of the nightclub
and sat. A holographic flame bobbed in the table's center, moving
in time with the loud music and twisting occasionally into the
stylized shape of a prowling Lyran. The shiny black tabletop lit up
at Coldhand's touch and brought up a glowing drink menu. He swiped
through the options. Prey sold a wider variety than the bars above
ground – including narcohol, which was illegal on Sipho. Coldhand
skipped over that part of the menu. He wanted something to wake his
leaden and unresponsive body, not put him to sleep. The next
screen's offering came not in shot glasses, but in needles and
sealed plastic bags. Frag was at the top, in green letters that
arced with animated electricity. No, Coldhand decided. He had tried
the popular stim a few times, but all it ever did was leave a raw,
coppery taste in his mouth, like blood.

None of the other chems sounded any more
appealing. He waved his left hand over the display to turn it off,
but the sensor beam bounced off the illonium and the confused
computer returned a readout of the music throbbing through the club
– mostly Lyran hunt metal, full of deep drums beating out an
impossibly fast tempo.

A young human woman danced on the edge of the
floor, close against her friends. Her lithe body moved sinuously
under her filmy dress. Dark hair flared as she spun, then slithered
down around her shoulders. The girl licked her red-painted lips.
Sweat beaded on her smooth skin.

Coldhand's cybernetic fingers scraped on the
tabletop. The music drowned out the unpleasant sound and he could
barely feel the hard plastic. Even on a civilized world like Sipho,
there had to be at least a few women who could overlook his
disfigurement. It was only a hand, after all, easily ignored in the
dark. If no one was interested, there were always those willing to
do it for money. The touch of metal was worth the feel of plastic
cenmarks. But none of the girls dancing in Prey seemed worth the
effort.

Logan stared at the dancer without seeing
her. Twenty percent. That's all I have, all I feel. But twenty
percent of nothing is still nothing.

Drugs, drink, women… They were the end goals
for most bounty hunters, but held no interest for Coldhand. The
hunt for Barnes had been just as boring as some corporate desk job.
At the first sign of an interested buyer, the self-important little
thief practically threw himself into the trap.

The underground club suddenly reminded
Coldhand of Stray, of the Nihilist catacombs under Gharib. That
place was a true monument to death, dug beneath the graveyard of
the black cathedral. The bloated dead hung from the crumbling walls
and ceiling like grisly cocoons. Prey was only a pale imitation,
the shadow of a hunting hawk while the real thing circled above,
far out of reach. For all of their funerary black and powdered pale
skin, though they were deep underground, these dancers were not
dead. They were alive. So vibrantly and gaudily alive.

It was all so cheap and tacky, but Logan was
still jealous. They had no idea how easily it could all be ripped
away, chopped off and replaced by cold machines.

Except that that would never happen here. Not
in the core, where there were Ixthian hospitals in every city,
stocked with cloning tanks and redprints for every organ. Prey's
patrons thought themselves rebels, sharp-beaked criminals of the
Sipho underground. They had no idea how nightmarish, how empty life
could become.

Coldhand turned his attention away from the
dancers and back to the tabletop display. He closed the menu and
music screens, then called up the general mainstream access. News
of the Nihilists was easy to find. The Union of Light's
condemnation of rival religions was public and vocal. Though that
was not enough to rouse the Central World Alliance Armed Forces to
action, the Nihilists' many crimes – assault, abduction and murder
– earned each and every one a CWA bounty.

There were some scattered and sporadically
investigated stories of new converts told by the frightened
families that they left behind. Had Gavriel or Xartasia survived
the attack on their cathedral? It was possible and Coldhand could
imagine few other Nihilists convincing anyone to join in their
twisted death worship.

He tapped his identification into a
government node and pulled up the bounty information on the Cult of
Nihil. The money for capture of the individual members was no more
impressive now than it had been the night before, waiting in the
blank white-walled collection center. Coldhand read through the
rest of the posting. He was not the only one who suspected that
Gavriel and his guardian angel might still be alive. The CWA Lyceum
was offering a much more impressive reward for anyone who could
hunt down either Gavriel or Xartasia and bring them to face trial –
five thousand cenmarks each.

It was good money. Not enough to retire, but
enough to keep him flying for a while.

But that's not really the point, is it?
Barnes was good money, too.

What would it be like to face Gavriel's
Emberguard again? Logan touched his good hand to his chest, felt
the thick knot of scar tissue there, even through his shirt. Did
the Nihilists hate Coldhand?

Do I hate them?

If Gavriel lived – the irony of a Nihilist
fighting for his own survival might have made another man laugh
aloud – then chances were good that Xartasia probably had, too.
Would Maeve be searching for her cousin?

Coldhand cleared the table terminal and
strode purposefully through the tight pack of Prey, back out into
the aqueducts. At the stairs leading up, the Dailon bouncer waved
and asked if he had enjoyed Prey. But Coldhand stalked past without
a word, lost in his own thoughts.



Chapter 6:

Dirty

 


"Ixthians don't believe that lovers have
chemistry. They have biochemistry."

- Professor Xen, Vostra Nor University (229
PA)

 


Everyone on the Blue Phoenix rose before the
sun to get to work. The flight to Prianus would be almost a month
long. There were many preparations to make and precautions to
take.

Xia called each of the crew into her tiny
medbay in turn and injected them with tailored immune updates.

"This is especially important for you," she
told Gripper as she held the shiny silver injector to the Arboran's
huge arm. "You've never been to Prianus. You wouldn't believe how
many diseases they have there."

"Have you been to Prianus?" he asked.

Xia shook her head. "No."

"Did you have to take one of these?" Gripper
winced as the needles jabbed him and poured a cold stream of
chemicals into his blood. The Arboran's skin was too thick for
Xia's compressed air injector.

"Me? No. I should be fine. I have seven times
the leukocyte count that you do," she told him.

"Why?"

"Good breeding," said the Ixthian simply. She
wiped the needles clean and replaced the injector on a nearby tray.
"A good immune system is one of the top traits we seek in our
mates."

"Um, that's not very romantic."

Xia just laughed and sent Gripper to go find
Maeve.

________

 


Duaal was up in the cockpit, downloading
updated astronavigation charts off the university mainstream and
mapping out their course. Stars and planets were only a few of the
potential dangers between Tynerion and Prianus. At superluminal
speeds, a single surprise comet or solar ejection would tear the
Blue Phoenix apart and scatter wreckage across half a stellar
system.

Tiberius and Gripper spent the morning
getting the Blue Phoenix fueled and tuned up, replacing filters and
checking seals. With twice the usual compliment of passengers on
board, the aged recycling systems would be hard pressed to keep
up.

That left the final task to Maeve, who lacked
the technical expertise to help with anything else. She surveyed
the room and sighed. The spare quarters were closed up and sealed
when not in use, which was often – the Blue Phoenix did not have
many passengers.

Logan was the last. My hunter.

Maeve pushed up her sleeves and got to work.
She scrubbed the floors and walls, changed light tubes and sheets,
and cleaned each room's single small viewport. By the time she was
done, her clothes were caked in dust and her sweaty black hair
stuck to the back of her neck. Maeve carried the dustpan outside
the ship to empty it. No point in running more dirt through the
Blue Phoenix's recycling system than she had to.

How in the name of the All-Singer can sealed
rooms get so filthy?

There was a sharp crash behind her. Maeve
turned to find a slender, pretty blonde woman standing with hands
pressed to her mouth. She looked like she was going to be sick.
There were three men with her. One of them – a serious-looking
Dailon with a long dark braid – retrieved the suitcase she had
dropped.

"God, Panna. Take your meds next time," said
a brown and white patched Lyran. He looked at Maeve. "Is this the
Blue Phoenix?"

"It is," she answered. "Are you Professor
Xen's colleagues?"

"That's us. Gruth Rommik." The Lyran dipped
his chin to indicate that this name was his own, then pointed to a
short, round human man with freckles and red-orange hair. "This is
our geologist, Phillip Arno. The big Dailon there is Enu-Io Crath.
And the girl who can't hold onto her luggage is Panna Sul."

"I was just surprised," Panna said. "I didn't
expect… an Arcadian."

The spoiled coreworlder girl had probably
never seen a fairy before. Maeve made herself smile at the
scholars. They really did need paying work. "Where is
Professor Xen?" she asked.

"He'll be here soon with the rest of our
equipment," Panna answered. "We came early to hand off some of the
delicate stuff."

"Let us hope that you were carrying none of
it, then," said Maeve.

The Lyran, Gruth, laughed and elbowed Panna
in the ribs. "The bird-girl's got you there."

Panna recovered and held out her hand.
"Ignore the furball. I'm so sorry. May I ask your name?"

"Maeve Cavainna." She took the offered hand
briefly. Panna looked uncomfortable. "I am first mate of the Blue
Phoenix. Your accommodations are prepared, if you wish to
board."

"We should wait for Professor Xen and help
him with the equipment," said Enu-Io.

Maeve nodded. Duaal appeared at the airlock
and waved. "Are these our passengers?" he called.

"Hello again, Mister Sinnay," Panna said.

"Just Duaal. And who are the rest?"

The Hyzaari copilot came down the cargo ramp
and exchanged introductions with the archeologists. He winked
flirtatiously at Enu-Io. Maeve fished her com – short not for
communications, but compound phone/radio – from her
pocket and called Tiberius. There was a metallic clang and some
shouting before he answered.

"Myles here. What?"

"Most of our guests have arrived. Professor
Xen will join them soon, along with the majority of their
equipment. Have you finished with Gripper? We could use his help in
loading."

"We'll be there in just a minute. Keep your
wings on!"

"Yes, captain."

Duaal was deep in conversation with the stout
geologist, Phillip, who was familiar with Hyzaar. Panna was
watching Maeve again, but colored and turned away when she noticed
the Arcadian staring back.

At exactly seven o'clock, Professor Xen drove
out onto the landing field in a flatbed truck piled high with
crates and cases. He pulled to a stop behind the Blue Phoenix ramp
and called to Panna.

"Would you supervise the loading?" he asked.
"I need to have a word with Captain Myles."

Panna nodded. She climbed up onto the truck
and began checking over the crates. Gruth, Phillip and Enu-Io went
to help. Xen asked where Tiberius was.

"He is in the engine room with Gripper,"
Maeve answered. "He will arrive shortly."

The Ixthian professor looked at her for a
moment with eyes shifting through a spectrum of colors too quickly
for Maeve to read, then nodded. A moment later, Tiberius and Xia
emerged from the Blue Phoenix. Xen exchanged a handshake with
Tiberius and a hug with Xia. They all joined the rest of the team
in grunting and straining as they unloaded the truck.

A few of the crates were marked with yellow
biocontainment stickers and had to be handled with care, but most
were just heavy. Only the large, strong Enu-Io was not streaming
sweat. Maeve's feathers made Gruth sneeze every time they passed
one another. Most of the work was done when Gripper swung down from
the upper walkway and landed in the hold.

"Sorry, Claws," he apologized. "That last
bolt got stuck. Had to replace it."

Xen stood to one side, alternately talking to
Xia and checking over a datadex that Panna held. He caught sight of
the Arboran and whistled sharply. Gripper looked at him and
colored.

"Hi, I'm Gripper. Professor Xen, right?"

"Amazing. What are you, my boy?"

"His species is called Arboran," Xia
said.

Xen's eyes flickered again through several
colors. "Arboran? As in the arborus genox? Trees?"

"Um, yeah. The Lyra who found me gave it a
name in Aver," Gripper said. "Back home, we didn't really have one.
We called the forest Weh-weh, though. It uh… it means
tree-tree."

"Amazing," Xen said again. "Simply amazing.
How many other secrets are you keeping on this ship, Xia?"

"Gripper's the big one, I think. I'm sure you
can understand why we didn't want to drag him across the university
to meet with you."

Xen looked Gripper speculatively up and down.
"I suppose I do, at that. This will be a fascinating trip."

"It won't be if we can't get this stuff
loaded up," Gruth shouted from across the cargo bay. "Why doesn't
the big whatever-you-are come help me with this drill? Bring me
that NI pallet!"

"Yeah, sure," Gripper said and did as the
Lyran asked.

"Absolutely fascinating," Xen murmured.

Tiberius waved Duaal over and hooked his
thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the nose of the ship
and the cockpit. "Looks like we're about done here. Go submit our
clearance to the control tower."

"Do I have to?" Duaal asked plaintively. He
looked around the field and lingered on Enu-Io, who had removed his
shirt to keep it clean as he repositioned crates in the Blue
Phoenix hold. "The view in here is much nicer."

"Go call it in," Tiberius told him.

"And then take the Phoenix up?"

"And then wait for me."

"Come on! I'm wasted on you, captain," Duaal
sighed. "I really am."

He looked around for someone to agree with
him. Maeve just shrugged, but Xia put a silver hand on Tiberius'
shoulder. "It's a clear day and should be smooth flying," she said.
"He could use the practice."

Tiberius considered. "Sure. When you get
clearance, you can fly out, Duaal. Just watch out for the morning
traffic. These eggheads can't fly straight before they've had their
first pot of coffee."

"Yes, sir!" Duaal snapped a silly,
over-elaborate salute and ran up toward the cockpit.

"Is he your student?" asked Enu-Io in a deep,
quiet voice.

Tiberius grunted, still watching the door
through which Duaal had vanished.

"He's been the Blue Phoenix copilot for five
years," Xia said. "He's pretty well qualified, if that's what
you're asking."

"He doesn't look much like a pilot," Panna
said with a smile. "More like a fashion holo for deep club types.
Where's he from?"

Before anyone could answer, the engines
howled. The Blue Phoenix lurched under their feet, throwing
everyone to the ground. Maeve flapped her wings hard to keep her
balance. Professor Xen arched a white eyebrow at Xia.

She smirked back at him. "You wanted a cheap
flight, Xen."

"I better go check on that," Tiberius said,
heading for the stairs.

________

 


Dinner the first night out was fresh fare
from Tynerion, mostly fruit and vegetables with a dessert of
strawberry ice cream that had everyone picking seeds out of
well-fed grins for hours afterward.

"Sorry," apologized the red-haired Phillip,
who had prepared it. "I forgot to strain the pulp."

"It is still better fare than we are used
to," Maeve said.

With the addition of five more bodies, the
room that served as the ship's kitchen, lounge and crew dining room
all at once was quite crowded, forcing everyone to sit close
together around the table or at the couches. Despite the close
quarters, Panna still managed to stay across the mess from
Maeve.

Gripper burped happily and then covered his
mouth. "Oops. Thanks, Strawberry. I haven't had ice cream in
months."

"Strawberry?" Phillip asked, afraid that
Gripper was making fun of him.

"For the ice cream and because of your
hair."

"Oh." The geologist covered his coppery hair
with his hands. Gruth barked a short laugh.

"We never use birth names," Gripper explained
quickly. "It's a sort of nickname. I use them for everyone. Smoke
and Shimmer. Claws and Little Claws for his hawk. Silver for Xia,
because she's so shiny and pretty…"

"That she is," said Xen. He pushed his bowl
back and rested his sharp chin in one palm. He peered across the
table at Xia. "You're as lovely now as the day you left, my dear.
You did cut off your hair, though, and I must confess that I miss
it."

"I didn't cut it the first time. Someone else
did," Xia replied. She brushed a six-fingered hand over her scalp.
"I guess I just got used to it after that. I hadn't really thought
about it. Maybe I should let it grow out again."

"I like it short," said Gripper. "It's all
fuzzy."

"Fuzzy?" Xia frowned.

"Yeah…" Gripper bit his brown-mottled lip and
gave her an uncertain smile.

"We have a lot of catching up to do," said
Xen. "Why don't you show me the ship, Xia? You have medical
facilities, I assume?"

"A small medbay," Xia told him demurely.
"There's not much to show, but come on."

She deposited their ice cream bowls in the
sink and led Xen from the room. Gripper watched them go with his
mouth hanging open.

"Perhaps you should not have told her that
her hair looked fuzzy," Maeve suggested gently.

Duaal stifled a laugh and Gripper looked
mortified.

"But it does!" he groaned. "Like my favorite
moss!"

Duaal could contain his mirth no longer and
began giggling. Gruth and Phillip chuckled, too.

Tiberius did not seem to get the joke. He
stood and cracked his knuckles loudly. "I've got to feed Orphia or
she'll have my fingers. Duaal, check our vectors before bed."

"Will do, captain," Duaal wiped a tear from
the corner of his eye.

Gripper glared at the mage for a moment, but
then stared wistfully out the door as Tiberius departed. "What do
you think they're talking about?" he wondered after a moment.

"Tiberius and Orphia?" asked Maeve.

"No. Silver and Shorts."

"Shorts?"

"Professor Xen. Shorts. Because he's so
short."

It was easy to make light of Gripper's
infatuation with Xia. He was absurdly inept in his courtship. But
for all of its comedy, his pain was no less real. Maeve put her
hand on top of Gripper's huge one and gave it a small, reassuring
squeeze.

"As the professor said, they have a lot to
catch up on," Panna answered. She rose and collected the remaining
bowls from the table. "They haven't seen each other in years. They
used to be quite close."

"Close?" asked Gripper. "Like what kind of
close?"

"They were involved, back when they were both
still students," Panna told him.

"Involved?" Gripper's voice was tiny and
breathless. "Like they were dating?"

Panna deposited the dishes beside the sink
and leaned against the counter. "And they were pretty serious."

Gripper looked down at Maeve with such a look
of boyish lovesickness that her heart ached, all jokes forgotten.
Young love was hard. Maeve thought of her Orthain, and of her
brother, Caith, and his love. She laid her cheek against Gripper's
rough brown skin and really wanted a drink.

________

 


There was not much to show Xen in the medical
bay. It was more of an alcove than a proper room, but even that was
an improvement on the Blue Phoenix's original design. The starship
was made for short distance travels, not the sort of long hauls
that required the presence of a doctor.

"Then your superluminal engines and NI
generators must be modifications, too," Xen said. He leaned in the
door, surveying Xia's small domain.

"I believe Tiberius had to install more
powerful models. They're both a little more than the internal
systems can handle. The repairs kept us in port longer than
Tiberius likes, so he hired Gripper on to keep the Phoenix
flying."

"Is there a lot of call for a medic?"

Xia gestured around the medical bay. "I've
used everything in here. I had to update everyone's immunizations
this morning. Six months ago, I delivered a baby. Duaal can singe
himself quite badly with some of his fire spells."

"I've been meaning to ask you about that boy.
Soon."

"Maeve gets into a lot of fights, too. It
used to be worse, when Coldhand was chasing her."

Xen's long antennae twitched. "Coldhand? Is
that a name I should know?"

"I hope not. He's a bounty hunter," Xia
explained. She sat down on the corner of the examination table. "He
and Maeve spent a year trying to kill each other. At least, that's
what it looked like. As it turned out, Maeve had posted her own
bounty and was trying to get Coldhand to kill her. He's gone
now."

"That sounds rather convoluted. You've landed
yourself on a very mysterious little ship and I hope you'll tell me
more. I want to know all about that alien, Gripper, and your mage.
I've never heard of a human one. He is human, isn't he? But
later. It's going to be a long flight to Prianus." Xen sat beside
her. She could smell his warm, sweet pheromones. "Most of all, I
want to know about you. What happened, Xia?"

"What?"

"We all expected great things from you. You
were so dedicated to your medical studies, even more devoted than
you were to me."

There was no bitterness in Xen's voice. Xia
supposed it was a testament to her years away from other Ixthians
that it surprised her. Though their genetics had been compatible,
their career goals were not. Once the young couple realized that,
there was little reason to continue their courtship. But they had
remained friends for years after.

"I'm still a doctor," Xia pointed out.

"But after you graduated, you just… vanished.
For the longest time, I heard nothing. Then you appear on a tiny,
unaffiliated ship as their medic. This was never one of your
ambitions, my dear, and I knew your ambitions well. What happened?
Where did you go?"

"You heard that I won the grant from the
Alliance to open an office on Koji, right?" Xia asked.

"I heard. I bought a round for everyone at
the campus bar when I found out. I sent you a dozen Hyla roses," he
said. Xen brushed his fingers over his curling pewter antennae. "I
guess you never got them."

"No. I went home before heading out to Koji.
I wanted to see my parents and pick up a few things from the
Kynfarr laboratories before I flew out to the frontier. My mother
lectured me a little. Like you, she always thought I should have
stayed in research. But otherwise, everything was fine. Until I
left."

Xia laced her fingers in her lap. "A pirate
ship – the Caitiff – intercepted my passenger liner. They took
everything of value, killed anyone who resisted and took many
others as prizes. I was one of these last, but I wasn't on the
Caitiff long before the captain, Gelden, figured out that I was a
lot more valuable as a medic than a whore."

Xen listened thoughtfully. "You don't have to
tell me more."

"No, it's all right," Xia said. She unwove
her fingers and wiped her damp palms on the knees of her pale green
pants.

"So you were a doctor for the pirates?"

"Not at first. I refused to work for them,
but then Gelden brought in some of the other prisoners from my
ship. He told me that if I didn't obey, he would kill one of them.
I didn't believe him, naturally. Gelden was a petty, spiteful
little man. I didn't think he had it in him. I was wrong.

"The next time the Caitiff landed, I tried to
escape. I was terrified and clumsy. Gelden's men caught me easily.
When they dragged me back, Captain Gelden shot one of the other
captives, a human girl. Right there in front of me. There was
nothing I could do for her.

"I didn't push Gelden again. I worked for him
for two years. After a while, he even let me carry my own weapons.
I still have the pistols he gave me, stolen off one of the ships he
attacked."

"But you left, eventually," Xen said
softly.

"Gelden stopped the Blue Phoenix. It was
carrying some transistors. Gallium-erol, very delicate. He didn't
want to risk damaging the cargo by firing on the ship, so he
boarded. Tiberius, Maeve and Duaal fought back. Gripper wasn't
around back then. Maeve chased one of the boarding parties all the
way back to the Caitiff. She found me there, waiting to care for
the pirates. Maeve rescued me, if you can believe it, and brought
me back to Tiberius. He offered me a job and I took it."

"And here you are." Xen looked around the
medbay with a new appreciation in his faceted compound eyes.

"Here I am," Xia agreed. "Tiberius built all
of this for me. It used to be a closet. He had it expanded and
bought some equipment so I could do my job."

"Why didn't you go back to Koji?" asked Xen.
"They still need doctors in the colonies."

"I'm sure my grant expired a long time
ago."

"You could get a new one," he suggested.

Xia shrugged. "I don't know. There aren't a
lot of grants."

"I could help you secure one."

"Maybe…"

They sat in silence for a few minutes. The
bulkheads rumbled as the engines worked, wrapping the Blue Phoenix
in a huge null-inertia field and hurling them between the stars,
flying faster than light. Voices echoed quietly from the rest of
the ship as the crew and passengers went about their evening
routines. Xia could just make out Orphia's harsh calls as Tiberius
flew her in the hold.

"It's good to see you again, my dear," said
Xen at last.

"And you, Xen. It has been a long time."

"I meant what I said before. I want to hear
all about your strange companions. I'm quite curious."

Xia nodded. "I knew you would be. I'll be
making breakfast tomorrow. If you want to get up early and lend me
a hand, I can tell you some about them."

The other Ixthian stood and took Xia's hands
in his smaller ones. He kissed her forehead, between her antennae.
"I look forward to it. Until tomorrow."

He left Xia sitting alone in her medical
alcove. It was good to see Xen. He seemed much older, more mature
than the over-eager young man who had been her lover six years
ago.

Or am I the one who has changed? she
wondered.

Her relationship with Xen seemed like a
lifetime ago, but the memories of the intimacy they had once shared
stirred a longing in Xia that she had nearly forgotten. Life on the
Blue Phoenix could be isolating. Xia spent every day with the rest
of the crew, but when she was not working, her off-duty hours were
long and lonely. It would be good to have passengers, especially
other scholars, if only for a little while.

Xia shut off the lights in the medbay and
headed back toward the mess. She could help with the dishes before
bed.



Chapter 7:

Pieces

 


"Every truth is a lie in someone else's
eyes."

- Enu-Io Crath, Varnum archeologist (220
PA)

 


Coldhand spent the next three days in his
hotel room, sorting through every available report on the Cult of
Nihil and using his E3 status to request more. Where were the
Nihilists now? There were speculations and panicked police reports
of suspicious strangers in black, but very few actual facts.

It made sense. If there were enough easy
leads to track down the Cult of Nihil, local authorities would have
found them already. There would be no need to post bounties. The
Nihilists were hiding.

Logan sat at the desk and ran his right hand
idly over the smooth-polished wood – actual wood, banded in
alternately light and dark brown. It was probably the most
expensive thing in the room. Coldhand supposed that most of the
hotel's guests were businessmen. How many contracts were written
and reviewed at this desk?

I'm probably not the first to spend more time
here than in the bed.

Coldhand pulled up one of the police reports
on the monitor. The video of a woman's hysterical testimony was
full of low resolution rude gestures, but the audio was clear
enough. Her husband had run off with an Arcadian – "A bird-back
slut!" – that she was convinced was a Nihilist. The husband turned
up two days later, floating face-down in one of Giadeen's huge
violet lakes. Someone had remotely emptied his accounts, using his
codes. They found his Arcadian mistress a week after that, dead
from a chem overdose.

But in spite of the widow's adamant
accusations, the Giadeen police found no evidence of Nihilist
involvement. The fairy appeared to have been working alone. After
rereading the report for any overlooked details, Coldhand found no
reason to doubt their conclusion and moved on.

There were other stories of Nihilists
appearing throughout the galaxy – some substantiated by other
witnesses – but none with any more evidence than the Giadeen case.
Coldhand pulled up the four most likely reports side-by-side on his
monitor: a pair of self-proclaimed Nihilists giving death sermons
on Glaw, an Arcadian looking for converts on Koji, and a series of
brutal murders on the Devros moon, Frast.

In most cases, the local authorities had
caught the culprit, only to have each one kill themself before
questioning. On Frast, another bounty hunter found the Nihilist and
cornered him in front of a crowded restaurant. Fifty-eight
witnesses confirmed a short, brutal fight between the hunter and a
tall human in a dirty red robe.

An Emberguard?

Coldhand swiped a bead of sweat from his
forehead before it could drip down into his eye. The other bounty
hunter had been no match for his opponent and was still laid up in
a Frast hospital, recovering from multiple deep lacerations and a
major concussion. Of the Emberguard, there had been no further
sign.

Logan checked the clock. It was getting late
again. He sat back in the chair, making the leather creak. Each of
the incidents was suspiciously public. The first three gave their
speeches on street corners, in the middle of parks or even on the
steps of Union of Light churches. The Emberguard on Frast had never
made the slightest attempt to conceal his crimes, usually killing
in plain sight and dropping the discarded bodies in front of busy
public centers.

Even back on Stray, when the Nihilists were
at their strongest, they never acted so openly. Gavriel gave his
sermons, but never let his subordinates so blatantly criminalize
themselves. The abduction of Kessa's baby was done quickly and
quietly. Gavriel kept his people under careful control.

Coldhand closed away the details of the four
reports. They were useless. These Nihilists had to be acting on
their own, outside Gavriel's authority and influence, if he was
still alive. They still believed in the old bastard's teachings,
but without his guidance, could not fly straight.

That did not mean they were dead ends…
Coldhand read over the planets again: Glaw, Koji and Frast. He
kicked his feet up onto the desk and frowned up at the shadowed
ceiling.

Glaw was being extensively mined. A pulsar
only a few systems over swept the planet with frequent radiation
bursts. The colonists lived far underground in an expansive network
of caves and tunnels. It was an easy place to hide and was a
popular smugglers' stop.

The CWA always sought out new planets to
venaform, to feed and settle their ever-growing populace. Koji was
the most recent planet to become a full member of the Alliance.
Thousands of ships came and went from Koji every day, carrying
colonists and the multitude of supplies needed to sustain the young
world.

The two planets did not seem to have much in
common. What about Frast, the innermost moon of Devros 2? Like
Hyzaar, oceans covered most of Devros 2 and made dry land a rare
commodity. Starports were too large to put on such expensive real
estate. Most ships landed on the nearby moon. Passengers and cargo
moved down to the planet on the hourly shuttles.

Coldhand closed his eyes. They were sandy and
dry from hours of staring at monitors. Fractal patterns in red and
green danced in the darkness behind his lids. There was a simpler
pattern to all of this, if he could just see it. The hunter pressed
his fingers against his closed eyes, making the shimmering shards
of color jump and spin.

Had the Cult of Nihil fragmented? Devros,
Koji and Glaw were nowhere near each other. Maybe the church simply
dissolved, scattering to the stars. One of the first accounts
Coldhand had read was a police report from Stray. The Nihilists
arrested in Gharib killed themselves shortly after capture, just
like those on Koji and Glaw. But when the Stray police stormed the
other cathedrals, they found only dusty, empty buildings. The
Nihilists were gone.

Coldhand cracked his eyes open again and
frowned at the dark hotel room. There had been hundreds of the
death-worshippers in Gharib. Half of those escaped the collapsing
catacombs, but the Stray police only managed to arrest ninety-three
of them.

And that was only one of Gavriel's
cathedrals. There had to be thousands of Nihilists on Stray. So why
can I only find records of four?

The remaining cultists must have gone
somewhere. The ones on Glaw, Koji and Frast had to be stragglers,
fledges fallen from the nest. But all three worlds were major
ports. What if these cultists were part of larger groups, left
behind because they arrived late or were troublemakers?

Coldhand brought up images of the four known
Nihilists. None of them were Arcadians, but the majority of
Gavriel's following on Stray had been made up of fairies. The
hopeless and unhomed Arcadians made perfect targets for the cult's
escapist preaching. So where were they? Was Gavriel trying to keep
the Arcadians close? Why? To keep himself in Xartasia's good
graces? Did the princess care at all what happened to the broken
fragments of her people?

Or maybe I'm trying to build a nest from a
single twig.

It was a possibility. Coldhand had very
little information and could have been taking it all in the wrong
direction.

A sound distracted the bounty hunter from his
thoughts. Only after a minute sitting in stony silence did Logan
hear the noise again and realize that it was his stomach gurgling.
He had not even noticed the empty aching in his gut.

Coldhand brought up the hotel's internal node
and ordered some food at random from the room service menu. It was
going to be expensive, but Logan had no desire to leave his desk
long enough to find something else.

The Cult of Nihil was moving off of Stray, or
had already done so. Where could they go that such a large influx
of fairies would not attract notice? One of the sparsely populated
colony worlds, like Koji? No, the Central World Alliance watched
their new colonies closely. They farmed and manufactured important
products and foodstuffs for the older worlds.

The vast city-world of Axis was home to ten
times more Alliance citizens than any other planet. The appearance
of a few hundred or even thousands more would never be noticed. The
lower levels of the megatropolis were a mystery even to natives of
Vanora and were an easy place to hide. The idea of finding the cult
on Axis was a daunting one, but Coldhand did not think about it
long.

I found Vyron there, and he was just one man.
It can be done.

There were only a few other civilized planets
where the Nihilists could go and escape the notice of the CWA. Glaw
might have been a good choice, full of places to hide away from
prying Alliance eyes. But they were all deep underground, but
unlike even the lowest levels of Axis, Glaw was all tight tunnels
and caves. It seemed unlikely that even the most despondent
Arcadians would be willing to make their homes in a place where
they could never fly. And if they endured the interminable tons of
stone burying them away from the sky, someone would eventually
notice the Arcadians in a place so alien to them.

Coldhand had almost forgotten about the food
he ordered until the door toned softly. He pulled on a shirt and
answered. In the hall, a gangly girl held a covered tray and
squinted into the darkness. Her freckles stood out starkly against
her skin in the bright light of the hallway.

"Having a nice night, sir?" she asked.

Coldhand took the tray and tapped the glowing
lock. The door slid shut in her face.

Through the window, red and amber light
filtered up from the city. It was beautiful but illuminated little
in the shadowed hotel room. Coldhand carried the food back to his
desk. His legs were stiff and prickled unpleasantly as blood flowed
back into them after sitting for so long.

Dinner turned out to be some sort of white
fish on a pillow of rice and drenched in a pale wine sauce.
Coldhand picked at the unfamiliar meat. Fish was never a common
food on mountainous Prianus. There were fish in the fast-flowing
rivers, but not enough to ever become a major staple of Prian diet.
Even after five years away from his homeworld, Logan still found
meals in the rest of the core ridiculously extravagant. How many
kinds of food could one man need? Whether it came from fish or
cloned algae, it all ended up in the same place and served the same
purpose.

Coldhand began eating and returned to his
work. It seemed unlikely that Gavriel would have chosen Axis as his
church's new home. While the lower levels might make for excellent
– if dangerous – hiding, it was still the capital world of the
Central World Alliance. Transporting that many wanted criminals
onto the planet would be difficult, but far more problematic would
be the proximity of the CWA Armed Forces, who were positioned in
force on Axis. If the Alliance learned of Nihilists on their
precious planet, a single Lyceum dictum would flood even the
dankest, darkest recesses of Axis with soldiers.

Prianus had a much lower population, but with
less habitable surface area than the gleaming globe of Axis,
suffered even worse overcrowding. Still, there were Arcadians
everywhere. The fairies on Prianus never met with the same hatred
that they had on other worlds. But in spite of their long wings,
the Arcadians who appeared a century ago were no more able to leave
Prianus than the native humans. Most of them were still there,
living in the same poverty and desperation as the Prians
themselves.

Coldhand was not done eating, but the fish no
longer looked appetizing. He replaced the cover and pushed it to
the corner of his desk.

________

 


"Miss Carmine, there's a call coming in for
you. Miss Carmine?"

Alexa Carmine sat up with a groan. The
previous night's dose of Frag had left a thick, sweet taste at the
back of her throat. She coughed and gagged, certain that she was
about to be sick. Alexa tried to rise, but the lean masculine shape
lay draped across her, holding her down. She picked up the boy's
wrist and let go. His arm flopped bonelessly into the tangled
sheets. He would not wake for hours yet. Frag always hit men
harder. Alexa scratched her head. The boy looked familiar.

"Miss Carmine?"

Another man stood in the doorway of her small
but lavish bedroom. This one was human, too, but older. Much older
and much uglier. A cave-in three years back had broken his
cheekbone and ripped most of the scalp from that side of his skull.
The entire right half of his face was twisted and scarred, crumpled
and hairless as a discarded wrapper. For some ridiculous reason, he
would never let Alexa send him to her favorite surgeon to repair
the damage.

"God, you're enough to give any woman
nightmares, Harrell," she groaned.

"Very sorry, Miss Carmine. There's a call
waiting for you."

Alexa fell back into the soft, inviting
warmth of her bed and comatose boy. Her dark hair fanned out around
her head. "I don't care, Harrell. Take a message. I'll deal with it
later." She gave her bedmate a half-hearted prod. "Who the seven
hundred hells is this, anyway?"

"That's your new secretary," Harrell said.
"Miss Carmine, you really should take this call. It's
Coldhand."

Alexa jerked upright. The color seemed to
drain out of the room. She felt suddenly hot and prickly all over,
as though she had just taken another shot of Frag.

"How long has he been waiting?" Alexa gave
her unconscious secretary a hard shove. He groaned and curled into
a ball at the corner of the bed. She kicked her way out from under
him and wrapped herself in a thick, wine-colored robe.

"A few minutes," Harrell told her. He frowned
with the left half of his face. "It was very hard to wake you, Miss
Carmine. You had too much last night."

She did not have time to argue with him.
Besides, Harrell might have been right. Alexa could remember
nothing of the night before. But if she did not give Logan Coldhand
what he wanted, Alexa suspected she would be spending a lot of
memorable nights in prison. She ran from the bedroom and into the
adjoining office. The stone floor was cold and hard against her
bare feet.

Alexa leaned over her desk and told her
computer to open the call. Coldhand appeared on the screen, sitting
so still in the shadows on the other end that Alexa half wondered
if it was a photo-mask. The Prian bounty hunter looked just as he
had the last time he had been on Glaw: short, dark blonde hair
framing those glacial pale blue eyes that alternately made Alexa
want to run in stark terror or else rip off his clothes.

Right now, she could do neither. Alexa
Carmine, the self-made smuggler queen of Glaw, needed to remain a
more useful ally than a bounty.

"What do you need, Coldhand?" she asked. Did
the quivering in her stomach come through in her voice? "More
phenno? It's hard to move goods off Glaw right now. There's a burst
covering the whole eastern hemisphere tomorrow."

"No. I need information, Carmine."

"What kind of information?" Alexa asked
suspiciously.

If Coldhand was after one of her smugglers,
giving him information would cut into her profits and could make
her look unreliable to the other captains. The answer came after a
tense moment, the delay between transmissions from Glaw to wherever
the hunter was.

"I'm not interested in any of your people,"
said Coldhand, perhaps reading Alexa's fears in her voice. "I'm
just verifying a theory. Has anyone new come into the Glaw
tunnels?"

"A lot of people come and go every day. Can
you be more specific?"

Another transmission delay. Coldhand seemed
to be considering how much to reveal to Alexa. She could not blame
him. If he ever tipped his hand too far, if he ever revealed some
useful vulnerability, it would be a lot safer to remove the hunter
than to keep working with him.

"There would be a lot of them, probably
upward of a thousand, and many would be Arcadian," he said at
last.

Carmine thought about that, drumming her long
red nails on her desk. "I had a large group of passengers come
through a few months back. Not in the numbers you're talking about,
but two or three hundred. I noted them because almost all of them
were bird-backs. I don't like it when anyone makes trouble in my
tunnels."

"Came through? Are they still on Glaw?"

"No. They left again a few days later on
another ship. Nice Narsus thing, custom job. Crewed by more
bird-backs," Alexa said. "The whole thing was more than a little
strange."

"Tell me." Coldhand's voice was icy and
intense, like being falling into cold water.

"The fairies had money. Enough to pay for
fuel and supplies for a long flight. But they were going to
Prianus. If they had money, why fly out to that God-forsaken place?
Anyone with enough color leaves Prianus and never goes back." Alexa
realized what she had just said and fell uncomfortably silent.

"Like me," Coldhand said a few seconds later.
"Did they do anything while they were on Glaw?"

"Do anything? Anything illegal, you mean? No.
They were quiet and kept to themselves. They all stayed together in
one of my caves and never complained."

When Coldhand received her answer, he did not
seem surprised. He nodded once and cut the transmission without
another word. Alexa flopped down into her chair and wiped a sheen
of sweat from her forehead. Harrell stood in the door of the
office, curiosity on his ugly face.

"What did he want?" Harrell asked.

"If you weren't already listening in, then
you're as stupid as you look. Go take my secretary home. I'm not in
the mood for him anymore," Alexa said.

Harrell inclined his head. "Yes, Miss
Carmine."

________

 


Coldhand had risen early, after only a few
hours of sleep. When he was done speaking to Alexa Carmine, he put
in a call to the CWAAF router on Axis, requesting similar
information. A business-like young private verified the bounty
hunter's clearance and promised to get back to him soon. Coldhand
sent a message to the Stray police, too, but it went straight into
an automated file collection. He did not expect any information
back from them, but doubted that he needed any.

It was all only verification, anyway. Carmine
had confirmed his theory. The Cult of Nihil had gone to Prianus.
Three hundred quiet Arcadians with the money to fly out to the edge
of CWA space? It had to be the Cult of Nihil. Still, Coldhand was
curious where the money came from. The crooked, patchwork cathedral
in Gharib did not exactly conjure images of vast wealth.

There was something else. The Mirran
Emberguard who had taken a younger Logan's hand and heart in battle
one cold, frozen night…

The Nihilists have been on Prianus before.
Now they're going back.

It made sense. The Alliance chased Gavriel
off Stray, so he was retreating to old and familiar territory.

While he waited for information from Axis,
Coldhand ordered the fuel and water he would need to make the
flight to Prianus. Twenty days in the cockpit of his Raptor was
going to be uncomfortable, but finding a larger ship to make the
journey would take too long. It was already hours past dawn and
Logan wanted no more delays.

It did not take long to order everything he
needed for the flight and even less time to pack up the handful of
scattered clothing, datadexes and his Talon-9. Logan held the gun,
feeling the weight of it in his mismatched hands. The Talon was
huge and heavy. It weighed twice as much as a similar weapon
manufactured anywhere else in the galaxy. Prian construction was
sturdy, but no one could accuse it of being stylish or sleek.

Deep scratches scarred the length of the
Talon's barrel, a long and violent history etched in a primitive
script that only he could read. Coldhand traced his fingers over
three parallel grooves. They were shallow and rough at the edges.
Those were left by Orphia, Tiberius' aging hawk, back in Gharib as
Coldhand circled Maeve in the hold of the Blue Phoenix.

Maeve was trying to bait me into killing
her then, he remembered. She tried to trick me.

She never succeeded, of course, but the
attempt was admirable. Maeve poured more effort and passion into
death than most people put into life.

Logan turned his Talon-9 over. A single deep
line sliced straight and clean along the back end of the refraction
barrel, from the sight and down almost to the stock. Unlike the
marks left by Orphia's curved talons, this cut was deep and smooth.
Maeve had left that scar on the first battle, a single overhead
blow from her glass-headed spear. On that first day, the small,
skinny Arcadian princess had seemed so sick and strung out on
chems… How could she be any kind of challenge?

Underestimating Maeve almost cost me another
hand.

Logan held the Talon in his illonium hand and
flexed the good one. A stark white scar ran down the back of his
hand where Maeve's spear had grazed him. Only a cool head and fast
reflexes had kept the glass blade from sheering away everything
past his thumb.

They were not the only scars Maeve had left.
She was a skilled warrior and a wily mark. Not for the first time,
Coldhand found himself wondering where she was. Maeve had not put
out a new bounty on herself, Logan knew. He checked frequently. Had
she finally tired of trying to taunt death – her Nameless goddess –
into taking her? Was she still aboard the Blue Phoenix, ignoring
orders from her surly old Prian captain?

Coldhand ran his fingers down the length of
the barrel again. There were other fainter marks in the gray metal.
Many of them were older than he was, carved there long before the
gun passed to a young Logan Centra. It was an heirloom, like all
police weapons. Three generations of Prian cops had worn it before
him. But even this Talon-9 had been the newest, most powerful laser
pistol in the Highwind precinct.

When I graduated, the others insisted I take
it. I was the best shot. I deserved to carry the newest Talon, they
said. When I showed Vorus, he grinned and slapped my back so hard I
almost fell over. They were all so proud of me.

Returning to Prianus would be complicated.
There were people who remembered him there, who would recognize
Logan as a traitor to the Prian police. If any of the other cops
knew Logan was back on the homeworld, there would be duels, at
least. They might even try to arrest him. He was a thief, after
all. Both his gun and ship were the property of the Prian
police.

Coldhand dropped the Talon into its holster.
There were other considerations. Being a criminal on Prianus meant
that he would not be able to use the controlled landing fields.
There were plenty of other places to set down his Raptor, but not
many where it would be safe. Prians would steal anything that was
not nailed down, camouflaged and protected by force. Securing the
Raptor was probably going to be expensive, considerably narrowing
the profit margin on the endeavor. But if the Nihilists proved half
as interesting as Maeve had been, then they would be worth it.

On the desk, his computer chirped to let
Coldhand know that it had received a file. He went to the desk and
opened it. The screen glowed with the blue and green Alliance
auroch masthead above a short notice of compliance from the Axis
officer on duty. The attached file was small. He read through it in
a few minutes. Sunlight streamed in through the window behind him.
It reflected no glare across the polarized monitor, but prickled
warmly against the back of his neck.

Police and CWAAF confirmed Coldhand's
suspicions, or at least offered no contradictions. The Alliance had
picked up a few Nihilist sympathizers on Axis, but further
questioning revealed no actual connection to the cult. Gavriel and
his madmen were not on Axis.

There was nowhere left to look. It was time
for Logan to make the long flight back home.



Chapter 8:

Ruins

 


"It's easy to die for your people, Consul
Varrin. Can you kill for them? Harder still, can you live for
them?"

- Julius Ferro, Prian consul (109 PA)

 


Gavriel stood at the edge of the shattered
floor. One of the frequent earthquakes had torn the building open
like a paper sack, spilling everything inside. Concrete and rusting
reinforcement strips lay scattered all around. Linoleum curled in
discolored strips at the base of cracked and uneven walls. Every
window gaped emptily, glass long ago reduced to sharp shards that
gleamed dully among the refuse. Bent and groaning iron beams ran
through the walls, the last failing bones in the sagging slab.

Someone lived here once. The building used to
be one of the ubiquitous residence blocks, a termite mound of cheap
apartments. A framed photograph still clung crookedly to one of the
walls. Fading silhouettes clustered in the middle of the picture.
They posed with comically flailing limbs in a campsite of tall,
thin trees and triangular tents. Their faces were gone, bleached
into ghostly emptiness by the colorless sunlight streaming in
through the torn and broken walls.

A cold, biting wind tugged at Gavriel's black
robe. The orange setting sun haloed him in celestial fire and
turned him into a dark silhouette, an eclipse forced unnaturally
into the shape of a man.

The city below was a tiny, crowded thing,
pressed uncomfortably close into the valley between steep, rocky
mountain spires. Buildings were ugly and too narrow, each squashed
tightly between their neighbors. A million crooked chimneys covered
the city in a dirty shroud of smoke. Dim car taillights choked the
crowded streets and even from his high vantage point, the honking
horns and angry, shouting voices floated up to Gavriel's ears.

Every line of the city was jagged, cut and
torn by the unsettled centuries. No one repaired them. There was no
money. Even the mountains were broken, settled and then sundered
once more.

"Anaa'ma vanii."

At Gavriel's command, a glimmering splinter
of glass flung itself off through the wide crack and out into the
city. It shone in the sun for a fraction of a second and then
vanished into the distance.

Gavriel tucked his arms into his sleeves. He
was stronger now, his magic more powerful than ever, but his body
was still old – over a century old – and disgustingly frail.
Gavriel had no intention of letting an errant chill kill him. There
was far too much to do.

A soft fluttering behind him made Gavriel
turn. Xartasia stood behind him, perfect and lovely as an angel,
even surrounded in ruin. Her white dress and wings seemed
untouchable by the grime. Only her long, inky black hair had
anything like color. And, of course, her beautiful violet eyes. The
Arcadian princess curtsied deeply to Gavriel.

"You wished to see me?" she asked.

Gavriel looked outside again. "I can't
believe I'm back here."

Xartasia stepped up beside him and followed
his gaze. "Does it not remind you of your own homeworld?"

"Zeos was a paradise compared to this
cesspool." He swept his age-spotted hand across the cityscape.
"This is the problem, princess. Do you know what the death
rate is on this planet? One in four by age forty. One in three by
sixty years. A quarter will die in accidents. A fifth in assorted
criminal acts or their ridiculous duels. Almost a third will die of
disease."

"They are suffering. It seems a poetic home
for you and your followers, Gavriel."

"I thought so, too, the first time I came to
Prianus," he said, shaking his head. The wind changed direction,
carrying the sounds of the city away. Suddenly, all Gavriel could
hear was the creaking of fir trees and the lonely calls of the
hunting birds. "There are two kinds of Prians: the desperate and
the noble. It's the second that causes me no end of trouble."

Xartasia pursed her lips and said
nothing.

"Staying here is going to be difficult,"
Gavriel went on. "But it is only a temporary home, a moment to stop
and prepare ourselves before we take to the stars one last time.
Even this broken ruin still has something to offer us. How many
Arcadians are there on Prianus?"

"We are still receiving numbers, but about
two hundred thousand. Surely, one of those will suit our
needs."

"Yes. We just need to find them."



Chapter 9:

Pride

 


"Love is like nothing else. Without water, it
will not wilt. Without food, it will not die. It will languor alone
within, awaiting its chance to bloom. Sounds like a virus to
me."

- Gruth Rommik, Lyran engineer (232 PA)

 


Xen's team kept mostly to themselves over the
twenty-day journey from Tynerion to Prianus. Enu-Io – dubbed Big
Blue by Gripper – and Phillip were quiet by nature and spent most
of their time in their bunks or in the mess, reading through
datadexes.

Gruth prowled the Blue Phoenix with his brown
tail curled. If possible, the Lyran engineer was even more
unpleasant in space than he had been on the ground. Gruth
complained about everything. The Blue Phoenix was too small and the
air reeked of chemicals. He was allergic to Maeve's feathers. What
did the fairy even do on the ship? Duaal's flying was too rough and
Gripper's repairs made the whole Blue Phoenix ring like a bell!
Everything that Enu-Io read was juvenile, unproven drivel. Every
meal that Phillip prepared tasted like a dry sponge.

Enu-Io bore his colleague's complaints in
stoic silence, but Gruth's abuse often drove Phillip nearly to
tears. Panna did her best to sooth the Lyran. Gruth made it
perfectly and loudly clear that he did not appreciate her attempts
to play psychologist, but Panna stubbornly argued her case each
time until Gruth threatened to shove her out an airlock. After each
shouting match, he always seemed to feel a little better.

When Panna was not busy fighting with Gruth –
despite the ever-rising volume of their arguments, she never showed
any sign of being particularly upset by them – she avoided Maeve.
Every time the Arcadian came into a room, Panna made some excuse to
leave. Whenever Maeve could catch Panna's eye, the human paled and
hurried off without explanation.

True to his word, Xen spent much of his time
indulging his curiosity about Duaal and Gripper. But rather than
speak to the two oddities himself, Xen preferred to question Xia.
She did not mind answering, though Duaal chafed at the inattention
and Gripper was frantic.

A week out from Tynerion, Xen was still
fascinated. When the crew and their passengers gathered for dinner
one evening – an artificial construct of time in the endless dark
of space – the Ixthian steepled his fingers and looked over them at
Xia.

"I don't know what's waiting for us on
Prianus, but this trip has already more than paid for itself," he
said.

"Maybe for you, professor," Gruth grumped. He
pointed his snout at Enu-Io. "I'm getting tired of smelling this
one every damned day. Can't he bunk with someone else?"

"If you were a female Dailon, you would find
my scent irresistible," Enu-Io replied smoothly.

"Don't pay attention to Gruth," Panna said.
"He's just grumpy because he's astrophobic."

Gruth laid his ears back flat on his skull
and snarled at Panna. "The only space that frightens me is the
empty one inside your skull!"

"Get a hold of yourself, Gruth," said Xen. He
looked annoyed. "Panna's as intelligent as you are and twice as
dedicated a student, but she lacks your mechanical expertise. I
need you two to work together."

"It's fine, Professor Xen. We're not that
fragile."

Gruth grumbled something under his breath,
but his ears pricked back up to their normal elevation. Phillip,
who had held his breath through the entire exchange, finally
exhaled and continued eating.

Maeve glanced at Duaal, who appeared
unperturbed by the argument. Did he not care or was he simply used
to fights? Maeve supposed that the exchange had been shorter and
more productive than most of the squabbles between herself and the
mage.

All of that bile, all of that spite. What did
I accomplish by any of it? I only wanted to die. But Xartasia
laughed at my pain and my guilt. She said that the fall of the
White Kingdom was not my doing.

Maeve rubbed her fingers back and forth over
the worn, chipped edge of the dinner table. She was condemned
either way. Was Maeve the genocidal villain who brought the
Devourers to Arcadia? There was no punishment enough for such a
monster.

Or was she just a foolish, self-absorbed
girl? If so, then she had tormented Duaal and put the rest of the
Blue Phoenix crew in terrible danger for nothing. How could she
ever make up for that?

I no longer even have money enough to make
amends to Tiberius for any of it.

Even as Xartasia forgave her one terrible
injustice – if it was even in the older princess' power to forgive
– Maeve found herself entangled in another. The depressing thought
made Maeve crave a needle of White to wipe away the pain. But no
money meant no chems… Maeve wanted to clean herself of the drugs,
and being too poor to pay for them certainly helped the process
along.

Maeve rubbed her temple against a sudden ache
in her skull. She felt eyes on her. When she raised her attention
from the tabletop, Panna looked away.

"Gruth's rudeness aside, this ship has been
an endless source of curiosities," Xen said, continuing the prior
conversation. "Xia told me about your unique education, Duaal."

The young mage took an interest for the first
time all day. He sat up straight in his seat. "Oh, she did?"

"I would be fascinated to see what you can
do. How many spells do you know? What exactly do they do?"

"Mostly fire and lightning spells," Duaal
told the Ixthian. "Gavriel was an expert killer. That's… most of
what we did. I know a few other charms, though. How to inflict pain
by stimulating the nerves and a nice little push spell."

He demonstrated with few word of Arcadian –
"Anaa'ma vanii!" – and the still air swirled around him. It
ruffled Duaal's hair and set the napkins on the nearby table
flying. Panna laughed delightedly and applauded while Gruth snarled
and snatched one of the napkins in his claws.

"Very impressive," Xen said. "And your
teacher used to cast these spell through you, correct? How did he
do that?"

"I don't know," Duaal said. "It was horrible,
if that helps."

Xen's shiny silver brow furrowed. "Can you
elaborate?"

Duaal shifted uncomfortably on the couch. The
attention was apparently not as pleasant as he had hoped. Xia
cleared her throat and curled her antennae toward Xen.

"That was all years ago now. Duaal was very
young and probably recalls little," she said.

Xen nodded in understanding and turned his
attention on Gripper. The Arboran stood at the counter beside the
cooktop, poking a serving spoon uncertainly at the thick stew.
Phillip had almost managed to make it taste as though it was made
of meat instead of brown protein paste.

"And an actual alien, a species I've never
seen before," Xen said. "Simply amazing."

Gripper looked up, spoon dripping brown
protein sludge onto the counter. He dropped it back into the stew
and took a couple of large somatoes from the refrigerator. "Yeah, I
kind of thought so, too. We had no idea there were people living on
other planets either. If I ever get home, I'm not sure anyone will
believe all this."

"There's been no discovery like you in
centuries," Xen said. His expression was intent. "Studying your
physiology and genetics would tell us a great deal about your
species and your planet."

"Really? It would?" Gripper sat down beside
Maeve. "Like what?"

"An examination of your lungs might reveal
differences in your native atmosphere. Obviously, it's close enough
to CWA standard that you can breathe. But how close? And
your bones will be quite telling about the gravity of your
homeworld…"

"My bones? You want to look at my bones?"
Gripper looked around the room, searching for help.

Xia came to his rescue. She touched Xen's
elbow gently. "I don't think that's necessary."

"Thank you!" breathed Gripper.

"I took several samples when he came on
board," Xia said brightly. "I've still got his complete redprint on
file."

Xen smiled. "You do? May I take a look?"

"Now?" Gripper objected. "But we're still
having dinner!"

"I'm done eating anyway," said Xia. Xen
offered his elbow. She took it with a grin.

Panna jumped up. "Would you mind a little
company? I'm curious, too."

Xen beckoned over his shoulder. "Come along,
then."

Enu-Io and Gruth followed Panna as she chased
after her teacher, leaving Phillip alone with the Blue Phoenix
crew. He noticed everyone looking at him and held up his hands.

"I'm just a geologist," he said. "I made
pudding for dessert. Anyone else want some?"

________

 


"She spends all day with Shorts!"

The engine room was almost as large as the
mess, but with far less space to move around. It was full of
machinery, canisters, pipes, ducting, dials and controls. In the
center loomed the bulky engines themselves, massive cylindrical
constructs of fibersteel, copper and ceramic. They thrummed loudly,
providing a mechanical backbeat to a symphony of grinding, buzzing,
clunking and clanking.

A wide workbench filled the remaining space.
Pieces of a half-disassembled device lay scattered across the top.
It was about as long as Maeve's arm and twice as wide, full of
circuit boards and alternating green and red wires. Maeve looked
around for somewhere to sit, but the room was crowded and Gripper
was pacing. She stood awkwardly in the doorway.

"Xia has not seen Xen in years," Maeve said.
She had to shout to make herself heard over the engines. "They were
close friends once, and her desire to spend time with him is easy
to understand."

"Panna said that they were… you know…
together," Gripper moaned. He clutched a huge wrench to his chest
as he paced. "What if… what if he's trying to get Silver to fall
for him again?"

"I doubt that."

"But what if he is?"

Gripper stopped pacing and threw his wrench
to the floor. It rang off the fibersteel mesh and made them both
wince. Maeve picked at an orange stain on the doorframe for a long
moment, trying to figure out what to tell her anguished friend.

"Your challenge remains the same in either
case," she said at last.

Gripper looked down at her. "My
challenge?"

"Xia does not know of your affections. You
must win her," Maeve told him. "My Orthain courted me for a
year."

"A year?"

"Two hundred and eighty-eight days of gifts
and songs, dancing under the pale starlight. We shared our
oathsongs under Aes' bright eye."

"Oh… I don't think I can dance," Gripper said
unhappily. He looked down at his huge, calloused feet. "I can't
sing, either."

"It is the spirit of the thing, the chase. If
Xia does not know your heart, then you must show it to her!"

Why had she never thought of it before, every
time Gripper watched Xia with huge, love-struck eyes? The pain
of my own losses blinded me to hope.

The Arboran was nodding as he thought about
what Maeve said. He picked his wrench back up and cradled it in his
claws. "You're right, Smoke. I'm a catch, right? I'm… I don't know…
exotic?"

"You are that," Maeve agreed. "Xen will find
it difficult to compete."

"Yeah. Yeah!"

Gripper grinned and – contrary to his earlier
protestations – spun in a pirouette. The mechanic brandished his
wrench and turned his attention back to his messy workbench. He
grabbed a large datadex and a bent stylus, talking to himself as he
got to work, designing… something.

Despite the clangor and heat of the engine
room, Maeve lingered. She had no other pressing duties and it was
nice to see Gripper happy. Her friend had not been happy since
Professor Xen set foot on the Blue Phoenix.

Maeve wished it were so simple to improve
Tiberius' spirits. Nothing had been right with him since Stray.
Since Kessa and running from Axis.

I did not see it. I was too involved
within myself. It always came back to that, it seemed. But
then, I do not think that Tiberius did, either. When Kessa first
came to us, Tiberius protected her. He was an officer of the Prian
police. He would have done anything to help Kessa and her baby. But
now Kessa and her family are gone, and Tiberius is alone with his
shame.

________

 


Superluminal flying was boring, but Tiberius
was convinced that it was good practice. At the end of the second
long week, Duaal sat at the controls in the Blue Phoenix's cockpit,
occasionally checking the instruments. The only change was the
numbers ticking slowly by on the taximeter.

Duaal leaned back in the copilot's chair,
worn by years of just this kind of practice until no one else could
sit in it comfortably. But it was not comfortable for Duaal now,
either. He closed his eyes and rubbed them uselessly.

It was another headache, the second one this
week. The pain was an almost tangible thing – a hard ball of tight,
knotted brain matter between his temples. It pressed at the back of
his eyes and made his nose burn acidly, like it was bleeding, but
there was no trace of red. The pain was almost enough to make Duaal
scream, but it never lasted for long. Just a few seconds – maybe a
minute – and then it was gone.

Thank God. The last thing I want to do is go
shrieking around the Phoenix for everyone to see.

The pain was fading now, leaving as
mysteriously as it had come. Duaal supposed he should talk to Xia,
but he did not want her or anyone else to think him weak. He could
handle it.

The headaches had started about six months
ago, only a week or two after Gharib. That first time, the pain had
been so sudden, so shocking in its intensity that Duaal had
screamed. Screamed until his throat was raw. But he had been alone
in the Phoenix that night, while everyone else was off visiting
Maeve at the hospital. Only Orphia had heard. She had clawed and
screeched behind the door to Tiberius' room for a half hour after
it was all over.

Duaal glanced sidelong at the hawk, perched
on the back of Tiberius' shredded chair. She glared straight ahead
with clouded black eyes, oblivious – or uncaring – of Duaal's
suspicion.

"There aren't as many stars in the sky, but
the air up in the mountains is so thin and clear that they glow
like fire. They look so close that you swear you could reach up and
touch them. I've been to twenty-seven worlds and none of them have
a sky quite like Prianus."

Tiberius was talking about his homeworld
again. It was not the first time Duaal heard about the wonder of
the Prian skies. The perfect, endless black. The diamond-glittering
stars. Polar auroras like the bridal veils of the old heathen
gods.

"Some of the highest mountains in the entire
galaxy are on Prianus," Tiberius said. "Mount Vessan is over
sixteen miles high. There's so little air up at the top that most
atmospheric ships can't make the flight."

"Sounds… big." Duaal listened, but his eyes
kept drifting shut.

"The Spiral Falls are in the Oak District,
where I used to live. Have I told you about them?" Tiberius did not
wait for the answer, which was yes. "It's the cinder cone
from an ancient volcano. One of the glacial melt rivers cuts
waterfalls in a spiral all around the mountain."

Duaal's boots thumped to the floorplates as
he turned to look at Tiberius. "If you love the wonders of Prianus
so much, why aren't you more excited to go back? You've been raw
about it ever since Xia told us about it on Axis."

A monotone beeping forestalled Tiberius'
answer. He sat up and glared at a round yellow light that blinked
on one of the control panels. The discolored label read vpA
pressure.

"Damn it! I told Gripper to check the carbon
filters!"

"Maybe he forgot," said Duaal. "He's been
working on something for the last few days. I have no idea
what."

"Maeve!" Tiberius shouted. Bellowing, he
stomped out of the cockpit in search of his first mate.

Duaal sat alone amidst the controls of the
Blue Phoenix, wondering why Tiberius was yelling for Maeve instead
of the engineer. Sometimes it was a miracle anything got done on
the Blue Phoenix.

________

 


Maeve made her way aft, toward the engine
room. Panna stood in the fibersteel corridor, looking over
Phillip's shoulder and pointing to something on his datadex.

"Is that close enough to cause any problems
with the densitometers?" she asked.

"Not unless there's a quake," Phillip told
her. "But then, you're going to have a lot more to worry about from
rockfalls than instrumentation failures."
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