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Chapter One

 


Ximena ran her fingers along the white
marble walls as they walked. The cold surface soothed her nerves
and helped her orient her thoughts properly. Too much confusion in
her mind led to bad things, not that she'd ever let it get to that.
Her authority was a heavy responsibility, but she'd been raised to
shoulder it since birth.

The tunnel they moved down was brightly lit,
almost enough to hurt her eyes, but not quite. The marble that
sheathed everything might have looked sterile except for the few
black doors that dotted the long passage. They were the secret
entrances to every room in the Palace, used by only a few servants
and security personnel. It was a major breach of protocol for her
to be here.

“Why are you doing this, Xi?” Zefirino
asked.

She shrugged tiredly, unsurprised by his
question. She'd been waiting for it. “It is my responsibility.”

He put a hand in front of them,
stopping her. The mark of his rank, Aegis Strike Leader, was
tattooed on the palm of his right hand. She eyed the circle with
the two strikes bisecting it and stifled a sigh. He let his hand
drop. “No, it is not. It is too dangerous. I could question her for
you. I should question her
for you.”

She frowned at him. His handsome face was
troubled. She wished she could reach out and smooth the worry lines
away, but such familiarity would shock him, desperate as she was to
feel his skin, accept that he was a living, breathing man who stood
beside her always. She sighed out loud, instead. “We tried it your
way and she would not speak. I need to do this.”

He looked at her steadily, the olive green
of his eyes never wavering. Not for the first time she found
herself admiring the cool green of his stare. He was a handsome
man, not that she allowed herself to think of him that way very
often. She looked down, wondering how he could stand there like
that, so still. He never fidgeted. His tight black uniform hugged
his body, highlighting the muscles hard-won through years of
training. Weapons were strapped to his arms and legs, small black
lumps against the synthetic fabric of his clothing.

“You know I am right,” she said finally,
meeting his eyes again. She ignored the curious looks of the others
in the passageway. They knew better than to question her presence
here. She was their ruler, their queen. Zefirino was her personal
bodyguard and head of the royal security force, as his father had
been before him. Of all the people in the Palace, they had the
right to go anywhere and do anything they wished. She rolled her
shoulders, trying to ease the tension that coiled in her spine like
a snake. The right to go anywhere meant that she went fewer places
than most.

Zef licked his lower lip thoughtfully. She
hid a smile, turning away from him. He would hate to be reminded of
the one childhood habit he could not train away.

“Fine. But I will be there with you at all
times.”

“I would expect nothing less,” she said,
looking down the gleaming marble at the black door set in the curve
of the tunnel. “It is time.”

He said nothing as she walked to the door
and paused in front of it. After a moment's hesitation, she put her
eye to the security panel set at shoulder height. The electronics
in the door identified her retinal pattern. With a flick of her
eyelid, she keyed on the hidden camera so that she could look out
into the courtyard. Sitting on the stone bench near the waterfall
was the woman they'd come to see. Her long, brown hair was expertly
arranged to fall over her left shoulder. Her lips were painted a
deep red. Ximena controlled the urge to run her hand down her own
hair. It'd taken an hour to wrestle her curly red mane into
submission this morning.

“Well?” Zef asked.

“So pushy,” she murmured. Her companion
flashed her a rare grin. Ximena rolled her eyes at him then squared
her shoulders and pushed open the door.

The courtyard was shockingly humid after the
cool, controlled environment of the Palace. Zefirino settled into
position near the door, trying to blend into the wall and look
menacing at the same time. Ximena allowed herself a quick smile.
There was no way Zef could ever blend in, he was simply too tall.
Too commanding. The door closed silently behind her as she walked
forward, but the woman didn't look up.

“I've been waiting almost an hour.” She
examined her fingernails, still not bothering to acknowledge Xi’s
presence.

Ximena halted several feet away,
considering her words carefully. The woman did not bow or indicate
in any way that she was in the presence of her queen.
Strange. It would not do to appear
defensive. She spent too much time in committee meetings to be
entirely happy with the way the woman was acting. She had to deal
with squabbling councilors nearly every day and wasn’t pleased to
be here handling yet another difficult person when she would have
preferred to be resting. All too soon she would have to attend
dinner where yet more opportunities for lobbying would need
managing. Compromise was a hallmark of her reign and the
unification of all the outlying provinces the result, but that kind
of policy took a great deal of patience. She stifled a sigh.
Self-pity is not a queenly trait,
she told herself.

“I hope you enjoyed the fountain. If one
must wait, it is better to do so in the presence of beauty,” Ximena
finally said, walking forward and gesturing at the water. It arced
in an interwoven pattern of half-circles, changing at half-minute
intervals. The scent of moisture hitting sun-baked concrete tickled
her nose.

The woman swiveled around on the bench and
set her feet on the ground. She wore a long, red robe, belted with
a brown leather utility belt at her waist. Ximena took in the empty
weapon slots with equanimity. Zef's people would have searched the
woman before letting her this far onto the Palace grounds.

“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” the
woman stated, eyeing Ximena's simple white formal robe with a
slightly raised brow.

Ximena's cocked her head. “Are we to trade
aphorisms all day or will you offer your name?”

The woman cocked her head. Her dark brown
eyes glittered with some emotion Ximena didn't recognize. “I am
Cleo.”

Ximena clasped her hands together. “Cleo.
What brings you to Palace City?”

Cleo pursed her lips, eyes darting to Zef
and back again. She pivoted on the bench and looked out over the
stone wall separating the Palace courtyard from the public grounds.
Children shrieked as they ran into and out of the water.

“Look at them, so young. Their minds have
nothing in them except the urge for play or sleep or food.” Cleo
looked back over her shoulder at Ximena and smiled, but only half
her mouth tilted up. “Don't you think so?”

She looks more bitter than
happy, Ximena thought, forcing her impatience down.
Behind her she sensed Zef's wariness as if it were a physical
thing. He shifted his stance, relaxing and tensing his muscles in a
precise sequence so that none would grow fatigued.

“They look also for love,” Ximena offered
finally. She let her hands fall to her sides. No sense in holding
the traditional greeting posture when the woman didn't acknowledge
it by voice or body movement.

“Love?” Cleo laughed. “Is that how you see
children?”

Ximena didn't allow even the tiniest bit of
discomfort to mar her face. She didn't know why the woman had
demanded to see her or who she had bribed to get this far, but her
very presence here in this courtyard said much about her ability to
maneuver the slick, political dangers of Arcadia. “Children are a
blessing.”

The woman stared at her with her
perfect hair, perfect skin and lips, and Xi tried to appear calm
and expectant, though she felt anything but. Suddenly the woman
whipped her hand up, an antique pistol nestled like a viper within
her fingers. Xi stepped back as the metal flashed in the
sunlight—shocking and unexpected on this cloudless day. As if in
slow motion, Ximena saw her squeeze the trigger but she was already
diving behind the second stone bench, Zefirino too far away to
protect her. She concentrated briefly, infusing her hands with
energy, then picked up the bench and shoved it over as the sharp,
percussive pop-pop-pop of the
bullets hit the door, the wall, and the edge of the stone
paving.

“Ximena!” Zef cried and Xi knew he was
trying to get to her but he would be too late. She must save
herself. Deep in her mind she relaxed her rigid control and let her
training take over. Bullets from the pistol continued to fly around
her and she spared an anguished thought for Zefirino, her companion
since they were children, but she needed to focus when she used
Vim. The ordinary citizens called it magic, and thought it an easy
gift, but she knew better the price she paid for her strength.
Magic was a child's tale. Vim was real and exacted some very
difficult costs depending on what she did with it. To save her life
and Zef's, she would gladly pay.

She infused more energy into her muscles as
quickly as she dared then picked up the bench a large man would
have trouble pushing even a pebble's length and ran with it towards
the woman. The rough stone, designed to look rustic, warmed her
palms. The water from the fountain looked like it was floating, as
if gravity had disappeared, but Ximena couldn't spare the time to
consider the changes in her mind when she used Vim as she always
had before. This was no meditation exercise. Several bullets hit
the stone, it vibrated minutely, and then she was on top of Cleo,
shoving the stone down onto her. She thought the woman would die
instantly with two tons of weight on top of her body, but instead
she struggled, pushing up against the bench with inhuman strength.
Ximena shoved down and heard the woman's bones crack. Horrible. She
pushed harder, trying to finish it, but Cleo shoved one last time.
The bench shifted up and off her body for a moment, then crashed
down. She didn't move after that.

How did she do that? No
one is that strong, Ximena thought, shocked, then her
thoughts fractured and reality zoomed into her body and mind like a
glider hitting a wall. She gasped and stepped out of the way of the
bench sliding down and off the woman's body. It tumbled to the
ground with a hollow boom. Fragments of the broken stone caught in
Ximena's robe.

“Xi! Are you hurt?” Zefirino was finally
there. He had his hands on her arms and Ximena thought she might
pass out from the shock of his warm palms on her skin for the first
time in decades. His terror for her had clearly overthrown years of
training.

“I am fine, Zef. I am unhurt, see?” She
gestured as best she could with his fingers still wrapped around
her forearms. He looked down, a dull flush rising over his olive
skin. He dropped her arms and stepped back.

“My apologies, my queen.”

Ximena suddenly felt like
sobbing. One touch, just one and I am
undone. “No.” She waved a hand. It trembled and she
hugged it to her waist. “No apologies are necessary, Zefirino.” She
explained away their lapse with a shake of her head.

“The security recordings—”

“Will show you rushing to my defense,”
Ximena stated. She turned and looked at the red ruin of the
woman. I did that, she
thought very quietly to herself. A part of her mourned the
necessity, but as always, her sense of duty took precedence. “The
children?” The silence of the courtyard felt oppressive. Even the
water seemed to fall more softly.

“Evacuated at the first shot,” Zef said. He
looked away. “I saw to them first.”

Ximena knew he regretted his actions.

“Zef.” Cautiously she put a hand on his arm.
Startled, he whipped his head around. His green eyes held tears.
“Zefirino, you did what I would have ordered. It is the most sacred
rule of our society that children are to be protected.”

He swallowed. “But you are my queen. My duty
is to you first, always.”

“No! In this I am nothing more than an
ordinary woman. A woman grown and quite capable of looking after
myself. You did what was right. You did right, choosing the correct
path above all else, just as you always have and will.”

He searched her face and Ximena hoped he saw
her unshaken belief in his fidelity. He must have, for he gave a
short nod and stepped back. “I do not understand how she could have
hidden the pistol.”

Ximena took a deep breath and edged toward
the body. “I do not either. We have both been over the protocols a
dozen times, as have your men.”

Zef crouched down, poking at the woman's
skull with his telescoping stick weapon. “Xi. Something is odd
here.”

She grimaced, but obediently moved closer.
She could hear the sounds of Zef's security detail moving up
through the public courtyard. They had only moments before chaos
would be upon them. “What is it?”

He glanced at her then plucked a fiber from
the mess of red on the stone. “This woman is not human.” He
frowned. “Or not entirely human”

Ximena leaned closer, staring at the piece
of fiber in his hand. “Zef, surely not.”

“I know, it sounds crazy.” He poked some
more, plunging fingers into what used to be a living brain.

Ximena leaned closer, ignoring the stench of
sun-heated blood congealing around them. What she saw beneath Zef's
fingers made her heart seize in her chest. “Is that—?”

“Yes.” Zefirino showed her the silicon
circuit he'd teased from the mass of brain tissue. “She is a
synthetic life form. An android. A myth made real.”

Ximena stared at his hand. His fingers, so
familiar to her, held the nightmare her great-grandmother had
foreseen in a Vim dream two centuries ago. She closed his fingers
over the chip, not caring that the blood coated hers as well. “This
must remain our secret.”

Zef nodded, his expression both disturbed
and resolute. Their eyes met and she saw the knowledge of what had
just occurred in his expression. He was the only other living
person who knew what her grandmother had dreamed, all those years
ago. He knew because they'd been raised together as companions, as
playmates, as friends, even though she was royal and he was
not.

“You have my honor in your hands, as always,
my queen.” Zef wiped the chip against his black uniform then bowed
his head over their fingers. He handed it to her under cover of her
robe and she slid it into her hidden pocket before the others found
them with it.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


“No, Councilor Eedat, I will not commit more
resources to your pet oil project while there are perfectly
acceptable alternatives already functioning at a high level of
success. The misuse of fossil fuels is why our ancestors came to
this world. They had no other option for survival. We will not run
again down that futile path, destroying Arcadia as we stampede upon
her heart,” Ximena said, as calmly as she could. The old man
bearing the brunt of her temper stood sullenly at his assigned
seat, his rich velvet jacket somewhat crumpled by the long hours
he'd sat in it.

“Oil has many more benefits than just as a
fuel, my queen,” Eedat said, his voice low and angry.

“Councilor, perhaps we should adjourn for a
short time. I could use a meal and some time with my family. My
children are beginning to think I am a stranger, come to visit
their mother at strange hours,” Councilor Baratil interjected.

Ximena sent him a grateful look. Baratil was
the Director of Infrastructure for their world and the one other
person who knew intimately the dangers of fossil fuels. Everyone
had access to the old records via the public terminals in the
scroll libraries, but few used them, to her disappointment. Baratil
was one of the few.

“You cast your vote with her every time,”
Eedat said peevishly, sitting back down. “It is tedious.”

Ximena pursed her lips, but did not reply.
He was right, after all.

“Councilor Eedat, I suggest an adjournment
as well. It would give you time to read the old documents, would it
not?” Councilor Pyntaeus said. “I know I found the reading …
enlightening.” Ximena looked at Pyntaeus in surprise. It wasn't
often the Director of Medicine felt a need to speak during ordinary
deliberations. He caught her look and raised an eyebrow at her. She
cocked her head and after a pause he passed a sheet of paper across
the table to Eedat. “I took the liberty of printing out a copy of
one of the more illuminating passages regarding the use of fossil
fuels. As a doctor, I find the side-effects of certain plastics as
well as combustible fuels disturbing.”

Eedat, who had been about to get to his feet
again, abruptly sat back in his chair. “I have no chance, do I?” He
took Pyntaeus' paper and scanned it, frowning as he read.

Ximena opened her mouth to respond, but at
the subtle shake of Zefirino's head quickly closed it again. She
glanced at him and found him looking toward Councilor Jilela. The
older woman stared at Eedat, exasperated.

“Eedat, I do not know why you have to push
at things. The evidence is there. It is not like we are making
these pronouncements based on nothing more than air or Vim.” With
that she sent a quick grin to Ximena before continuing. “I
understand that economics is a delicate system and that you need to
find new products. However, this particular direction will create
the largest upheaval our world has experienced since the invention
of age-extension genetic manipulation.”

Eedat sighed. “It could help the people
struggling to make ends meet in the Superior Mountains. It is not
an easy life for them.”

Councilor Uupetta shook his head. “You
forget. My family is from those mountains. I understand the urge to
give the tribes more economic options, but as long as they continue
to control their birthrate, they will survive.”

“Survival is not everything. What about
happiness? The ability to pursue that which you love?” Eedat
asked.

With that, Ximena stood up. “Councilor, I
understand your wish to improve the mountain-citizens' lives, but
they already have options. Your proposal will change their way of
life in ways we cannot predict. Is it ethical to make that decision
for them, here, so far away? Particularly without
representation?”

“I have spoken to Leader Tekiela. She agreed
to my proposal.”

Ximena quickly suppressed a spurt of anger.
Why did Eedat not mention that earlier? She slashed a hand through
the air. “Nevertheless. Tekiela may be leader but her term will be
ending within the year when her son formally accepts the
position.”

With those words Eedat seemed taken aback.
“She told me she had another term pending.”

Uupetta made a rude sound. Ximena carefully
schooled her face to blankness. It wasn't often that the Director
of Justice stooped to involuntary exclamations. He was far too
dignified, usually. She sensed Zefirino's desperate urge to laugh
and wished she could kick him. He was going to make her lose her
composure if he didn't control himself.

Eedat scowled. “Well. I can see that I am
outvoted. No need to run through the formalities.” He turned his
sharp gaze to Ximena. “Now, what is this I hear about some sort of
assassin inside the Palace?”

Ximena's heart skipped. How did he find out
about that? “There was no assassin, only a poor, deluded woman from
one of the outlying provinces,” she said, giving him the story she
and Zef had agreed upon just that morning. The events of yesterday
were too still too strange for her to consider sharing it just yet
with the rest of the planet's government. Until she had some sort
of explanation and proof of the woman's synthetic origin, she would
not risk the possibility of a panic spreading among the citizens of
their world. An old child's story and her grandmother's vision was
the only information she had regarding the android and what it
might mean for Arcadia.

“A woman? From the wilderness?” the
councilor asked, skepticism coloring his words, but Ximena merely
shuffled her papers and nodded.

“Indeed. When Strike Leader Zefirino
finishes his report, I will have him forward a copy to the
Council.” She sensed Zef's sudden irritation, even though she
didn't look at him. He hated writing reports, but she needed the
excuse to appease Eedat. The man would chew on a bone until it
disintegrated and she didn’t want the rest of the councilors
growing curious before she managed to extract any information from
the chip. She hadn't yet told Zef of her success hooking it up to
her private computer this morning, but she hoped to have him join
her when she sent power through the circuit. He would be
indispensable if she managed to build an interface with the chip’s
memory and send it queries, if indeed there was any memory
to query on the tiny
fragment.

Eedat looked like he wanted to argue,
but Ximena gathered her notes and nodded to the Council. He shut
his mouth as though he'd swallowed something sour.
And so he did, she thought, but
didn't regret her obfuscation. Some of the Councilors were more
reliable than others. A few were terribly petty, possibly because
of their shorter life span. When one has
little time to revel in one’s power, one grasps it ever more
greedily as it slips out of one’s fingers. Only she
and Zef were older than a century—the rest lived lives as short as
their ancestors, and no judgment upon them for it. The mental
discipline she needed to control Vim and for Zefirino to handle the
martial arts training vital for his position was what tripped the
genetic trigger that spurred their longevity. The trigger was
latent in all humans on Arcadia. Some few others managed the
discipline necessary to activate the gene, but most often only the
royal heir and the Aegis Strike Leader continued to live past the
normal human lifespan of ninety or so years.

“My apologies, Councilors, but I have
another appointment I must not miss.” Ximena stood and Zefirino
immediately came to his feet, his military readiness a comfort to
her, as always.

“What about the woman? I think your people
deserve to know that you are safe after yesterday’s events,”
Councilor Pyntaeus said.

Ximena inclined her head in a shallow nod.
“As you can see, I am fine. The woman was a citizen who applied for
an audience with her queen, as is her right. When I went to see
her, she grew ill and fell to the ground, cracking her skull upon
the stone. She wore nondescript clothing and had no identity
markers, so Aegis Strike Leader Zefirino had her body removed to
the Palace morgue until we could contact you for assistance, Dr.
Pyntaeus. Since none of my people aside from you even know of the
woman’s demise, there is no need to alert them as to my
safety.”

Pyn smiled at her, his eyes twinkling.
“Indeed, madam. My assistant received your message this
morning.”

“Will you accompany me?” Ximena asked
him.

“Of course,” Pyn replied smoothly. “It is my
honor and duty.”

“We will meet you in the morgue in fifteen
minutes.” Ximena barely kept from grinning at him. The doctor was
the son of her childhood friend, Oyntaeus, long since passed away.
She looked forward to spending some time with him. Since he became
a Councilor five years ago, they hadn't had as much freedom to meet
as they had in the past and she could tell his curiosity was
roused. Her explanation might have soothed the others but he knew
her too well to accept her explanation at face value.

The other councilors stood and Eedat ground
his teeth, clearly wanting more time to protest, but when the
chamber door opened he offered no more resistance. Ximena sighed
quietly and wished she could rub her eyes without smearing her
cosmetics. She was exhausted. The encounter with the woman had
occurred late yesterday afternoon and she hadn't yet slept in the
ensuing chaos. She and Zef had to deal with the body and swear his
security guards to secrecy. Afterwards, she had spent the night in
the Palace library, searching for lost records. She'd found nothing
except a scrap of an old children's story. She could go for several
days without rest if necessary, but it exacted a cost. She would be
sleeping for many hours tonight.

“Are you certain you want to involve Pyn in
this situation?” Zef asked her, his voice barely above a whisper as
they walked out of the council chamber.

“I am sure. We need his authority.”
Ximena nodded serenely to the people in the hallway. Once again she
appreciated her ancestors’ insistence on not placing any benches
along the black marble walls of the main corridor. The Palace was
enormous and she preferred the throngs of people who lived and
worked within its walls to move along when the Council was in
session instead of loitering for influence. Such a simple thing to help keep lobbying for favors
down.

“Very well. I concede to your superior
wisdom,” Zef said.

Ximena nearly poked him in the side.
Her fingers actually twitched and she shoved them into the folds of
her robes. What was she thinking? All these years and suddenly her
carefully hidden yearning was this close to the surface?
Yesterday's events must have unsettled me more
than I realized, she thought. Instead of touching him,
lest the crowds of citizens in the hall see, she settled for
casting a disapproving stare at his ear.

“I can tell you aren't serious, so you may
as well give up glaring at the side of my head, Xi,” Zef said,
humor lacing his voice.

Ximena sighed. Loudly. Then chuckled as Zef
smirked. She could see several people staring at him. Her Strike
Leader was known as a stern, frightening man. Seeing him smile must
have surprised them all out of their natural reserved propriety.
She grinned, following as Zef motioned her behind some decorative
vegetation near the left wall at the central juncture of the
corridor.

“What is this?” she asked, stopping as he
set his hand against the smooth black marble.

“Shhh.”

She tapped her foot impatiently. When a door
opened in the marble, Zef herded her through into one of the secret
passageways. There was a door behind the ancient palm tree? She
shook her head, wondering if she would ever learn all of the
tunnels.

“There are still a few things I know that
you do not,” Zef teased.

Ximena gave in to mischief and poked him in
the arm. He whirled around, face shocked. She laughed. She couldn't
help it. He looked even more appalled than he had the day
before.

He huffed. “That's the second time you've
touched me in twenty-four hours.”

“What of it?” she asked. Her fingers itched
to touch him again. Why was she feeling so bold? Why now was she
desperate to ignore the ancient traditions?

Zef just shook his head and waved her down
the deserted tunnel. “This corridor isn't well known to anyone but
a few of my guards.”

Ximena reached out as they walked and
let her fingers trail down his arm, lingering on the swell of his
bicep. He glanced at her hand then looked away, a slight flush
touching his strong cheekbones. He didn't protest her touch.
It is the android, she
realized. The omen of the creature's
sudden arrival on Arcadia has done this to me. “All
the old protocols are meaningless, now,” she said aloud.

Zefirino stopped abruptly. Ximena had to
grab onto him to keep from stumbling against his body. His arms
flexed beneath her palms. She didn't let go. She refused to let
go.

“Xi. We have so many people depending upon
us,” he said, voice low as velvet.

She shivered and ran her fingers up his
uniform-clad arms to his face. “I know.” She cupped his cheeks,
rubbing her thumb over the stubble he couldn't shave away, no
matter how closely the blade followed his skin, no matter how sharp
he honed the metal. His dark, curly hair fell across his forehead
boyishly.

“This is madness. We are not to touch. We
are not to—” He broke off, face anguished.

“Not to love?” Xi asked him, her hands
dropping. “It has been eighty-three years and I have mastered my
power.”

He sighed, not unkindly, and began walking
again. “Eighty-three years is not a century.”

“You think my mother did not touch anyone in
all her life?” A spurt of anger gave her tone a sharpness she
didn't normally use with him, her closest companion.

He shook his head. “Oh, I do not doubt that
she touched men. That she loved deeply and well. But she did not do
it with her bodyguard. And she was not queen, not a Vim master. The
protocols were created to protect the innocent.” Zefirino stopped
again and faced her. Ximena leaned back against the white marble,
letting the chill of the stone seep into her bones.

“All the old customs mean nothing, not
anymore,” she said. The exhaustion she'd been able to shove away
all night and morning seemed to her suddenly overwhelming. She
closed her eyes against Zef's obstinacy.

“Xi. You are my friend. What I feel for you
is stronger than the Superior Mountains in the far west. Stronger
than this Palace within whose solid arms we live and die. But if I
touch you just once—”

Ximena opened her eyes to see his face
hovering mere inches from hers. The anguish in his expression made
her heart alternately leap and then sink inside her body like a
stone thrown into the murkiest of sewers. “What are you saying?”
she whispered. She dared not touch him again. She would break into
a thousand pieces, a woman made of brittle porcelain, not living
flesh.

“You know how I feel.”

She trembled. Without him ever even letting
his lips fall to hers, she trembled. They had never spoken of this.
Never. “Zef, my spirit aches.”

He nodded, and abruptly pushed off. Ximena
shivered, suddenly cold.

“We had better hurry. Pyn will be in the
morgue, desperate for answers,” Zef said, all cool authority once
more. His face was smooth and blank as a fresh sheet of
parchment.

Oh, the things I could
write there, Ximena thought, but didn't speak. She
nodded and together they headed to the deepest part of the
Palace.

****

“I thought you might have been waylaid by
some emergency,” Pyn said the moment they stepped into the morgue.
He stood at the far end, already wearing a surgeon's gown over his
council clothes. He waited near the small metal tray on which Xi
had earlier placed her small computer. She was one of the few
people on the planet who routinely worked with one.

“My apologies, Pyn. Zef and I had much to
discuss on our way here,” she replied.

Pyn nodded understandingly and Xi breathed a
sigh of relief. Leading her old friend to believe that she and Zef
needed to discuss official business was wrong, but better than
telling him the truth and risk his dismay. She walked further into
the room, a grey, featureless chamber. One wall was lined with
drawers long enough to hold a body. The other wall contained row
upon row of cabinets: all the tools needed to conduct an autopsy.
Even with the technology they'd lost since coming to this planet,
some things remained. The design of the morgue was one of them.

She stepped closer to Pyn and picked up her
computer. It was a hand-held tablet with a touch screen and one of
her prized possessions. The ability to build them had long since
been lost, though if pressed, Ximena could probably reconstruct it.
Her interests as a child leaned towards ancient technology and
she'd spent many long hours in a makeshift lab her mother and
grandmother had created for her from the sitting room of their
shared living quarters.

“Where is the body of the woman?” Pyn
asked.

Zef stepped up and opened one of the drawers
behind them. The body inside was covered with a white sheet. Pyn
pulled it down and grimaced.

“You said the woman hit her head when she
fell. This skull
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