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        For my mother, Doré Lindquist,

        who taught me how to fly.
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        “One need not be asleep to dream.”

        ARCADIAN PROVERB

      

      

      

      When life first contemplated leaving the sea, they believed that distance was the greatest of all barriers. The line of the shore, etched in gold by sunlight cutting through the thin, toxic atmo­sphere, seemed so very far away. Certainly not worth the effort required to crawl toward it on limbs so poorly evolved for land.

      So life remained in the sea for another million years, never straying too far from its spawning ground and fearing what lay beyond. Only when food became too scarce and mates too hard to find did the young creatures of the worlds finally venture out of the water. As eons passed, fins and flagella gave way to limbs of all sizes, numbers and uses. But as life spread across the land, food and resources grew scarce once more.

      And so billions of eyes turned up toward the stars. When life first contemplated the skies, they believed that distance was the greatest of all barriers.

      They were wrong.
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        “You shall know the last days by the coming of the three: the hungering father, the mad mother and the undying child. Beware these signs of the end times and open your heart to the One God, for He alone offers you His love and His salvation.”

        THE BOOK OF LIGHT (23 PA)

      

      

      

      Maeve Cavainna stared out at the elongated rainbows of stars as the Blue Phoenix raced between them. Superluminal flight scattered their spectra into a thousand subtle hues, transforming starlight into something strange and unfamiliar. At these speeds, even the brightest sun was only a colorful smear against the perfect black of space. A heartbeat of light, and then each one vanished again.

      How many billions of lives did the Blue Phoenix fly past, un­noticed by people living on the worlds circling those hazy little rainbow stars? But those planets were invisible to Maeve, too small and gone too fast to see. The universe was a cold and empty place.

      Maeve pressed her fingertips to the glassteel of the viewport, searching through the darkness. It was like no one else was out there, as though she were utterly alone. But Maeve knew better.

      Where are you?

      He was out there somewhere: Logan Coldhand, the bounty hunter. Tiberius was sure they had shaken him from their trail, but that seemed unlikely. No matter how many worlds Maeve fled to, Coldhand always found her. Whatever stinking alleyway she hid inside, he would be there, the silencing hand of the Nameless closing around her at last.

      There, that spark of light… Was that Coldhand’s ship? But no, it couldn’t be. Maeve frowned as the ember glow faded once more into nothingness and she struggled to remember what Gripper had told her about SL flight. At superluminal speeds, there was no way Maeve could see a pursuing vessel, right? The Blue Phoenix was flying faster than light, outrunning sight of anything that might be behind them.

      Everyone expected time dilation and lapses at superluminal speeds. All of the math predicted it, Gripper said. They called it relativistic travel, but it never happened. No one stepped off a starship to find themselves years younger than their own children. Time wasn’t the mutable, changeable thing that physicists and chronologists expected, not stretched and twisted by superluminal speeds like cloud-candy. Time didn’t behave according to the mathematical models, but as a strange, steady galactic constant, a mysterious and unwavering interstellar heartbeat that no one seemed to understand.

      Least of all Maeve. If there were a way to change the flow of time, she wouldn’t be here at all. But Maeve leaned against the window and her breath clouded the glassteel pane. She squinted through the fog, willing herself to see the impossible.

      Where are you, Coldhand?

      Here in the back of the ship, Maeve could feel more than hear the deep thrum of the Blue Phoenix’s superluminal drive. There was a clang and a shout from Gripper as he tried to wring more speed from the old machines. Maybe she could…

      Maeve’s com chirped insistently, interrupting her thoughts. Where had she put that thing? She patted at her threadbare spacer’s pants until she found the small device. Maeve turned on the audio with a flick of her finger, but left the tiny video screen dark.

      “I am here,” she answered. “What is it?”

      “We’re almost ready to drop out of SL,” came the muted, tinny response. “You might want to strap in.”

      The voice was masculine, but muddied by a buzzing sound on the com channel. Probably the engines interfering with the signal, even at this short range.

      “If you are the one landing us, Duaal, then I had best say my final prayers,” Maeve answered. “How close are we?”

      “Sink you. We’ll be coming in about ten minutes from Axis. Just sit down and strap in, Maeve. It’s going to get choppy. Axis’ gravity well is an absolute Nnyth.”

      “I will tell Gripper.”

      Maeve keyed off her com and half turned away from the viewport, but she caught her dim reflection in the glassteel and hesitated. At a glance, she might have passed for human, if a very small one. She had two arms and two legs, and a head of tangled hair the black of a starless midnight.

      But Maeve wasn’t human and any human would have been insulted by the comparison. She was Arcadian. Under that mess of dark hair, Maeve’s ears tapered to imperfectly hidden points and her stained shirt did even less to conceal the pair of wings that arced up from between her shoulders. Each of them was as long as the fairy was tall and covered in feathers that would have been white if they were ever clean.

      Maeve turned away from the depressing view, ducking down through the hatchway and into the engine room. The ceiling here was so low that she had to fold her wings tightly against her back to avoid tangling them. According to the ship’s original design, this ceiling should have been considerably higher. But the Blue Phoenix was old, several times reclaimed from the scrap heap and repaired just enough to get it back into the sky. Any room that would have let Maeve stretch out her wings was now taken up by jumbles of retrofitted pipes and cables that connected the ship’s outdated systems. The cargo hold was the only place left that Maeve could spread her wings without knocking into something and causing a problem – for her or for the rest of the crew.

      There was another loud thud and some more shouting up ahead. Maeve brushed dangling wires out of her face with the crest of one wing and wondered how Gripper managed to keep the Blue Phoenix flying at all. She caught sight of the grumbling’s source and stopped in the narrow passage.

      Anandrou – or Gripper as he very much preferred to be called – was squeezed into the cramped corridor, plucking at the exposed circuitry behind an open panel. He cradled a length of frayed wiring in his massive hands and eyed it mournfully. One long, brown-mottled ear twitched at Maeve’s approach.

      “The FMS relay is shot,” Gripper said. He craned his thick neck awkwardly in the tight confines to shake his head morosely. “We need a new one. Are we there yet?”

      Maeve had no idea what the FMS relay did, or why the chewed-looking bit wiring in Gripper’s hands meant the machine’s death. But the Blue Phoenix was a coreworld construct and made little sense to her. Arcadians didn’t need starships to travel between worlds… At least, they didn’t used to. Now the fairies traveled how­ever they could manage. When they could travel at all.

      But Gripper loved the Blue Phoenix like a living creature and Maeve couldn’t help being momentarily charmed. The inevitable failures of the old ship always seemed like personal wounds to Gripper, while the numerous cuts and scrapes in his brown hide went utterly unnoticed.

      “Duaal is almost ready to take us out of superluminal flight,” Maeve said.

      “Shimmer’s landing?” Gripper asked, even as he began an ur­gent wriggle out of the hatchway and into the engine room. “We better go tape ourselves to something!”

      Watching him leave, Maeve’s heart clenched. Gripper was so very much like her little brother, though the thought surely would have offended them both. Boys treasured their pride like favorite toys and hated to be reminded of their youth.

      “Hey, Smoke,” Gripper shouted to Maeve over one lumpily muscled shoulder. “Come on! You have to strap in, too!”

      Maeve followed Gripper as he picked his way through the cluttered engine room. The fibersteel floor was dark and patchy from countless coolant and oil spills, so many times cleaned up and re­spilled that they had seeped into the very metal. The hatchway on the far side of the engine room was larger, tall enough that Gripper could pass through without hunching his bulky brown shoulders. He didn’t bother with the stairs, but jumped instead and grabbed the joint of the heavy ceiling plates. He swung on his long arms to the top and by the time Maeve caught up, Gripper was already in­side the crew mess, tugging impatiently at the too-short safety belts on one of the acceleration couches.

      Xia had arrived before them and the Ixthian’s expression was one of carefully composed serenity. Only the tightness of Xia’s harness and a faint red sheen to her gem-like compound eyes be­trayed any concern about their copilot’s skill. Her slender, long-limbed build and six-fingered hands hearkened back to her race’s insect origins. Xia’s skin was a polished pewter color and a pair of slim an­tennae rose up from her short white hair, waving toward Maeve and Gripper as they hurried through the door.

      The deck of the Blue Phoenix pitched beneath them and Maeve tried to spread her wings for balance, stumbling the final distance to throw herself down into a seat beside Xia. It was uncomfortable to cinch her wings so tightly against her back, but it was better than taking the beating of Duaal’s amateur flying. Strapping himself into the opposite couch, Gripper grimaced and clapped his hands over his stomach.

      “Hasn’t Shimmer been flying for like four years now?” he asked with a groan. “And the guy is still wasp-crap at piloting. Do you think Claws could teach him the SL drop some other time? Like some time I’m not here?”

      “How could he when you never leave? You’re married to this ship,” Xia said with a short, clicking laugh.

      Gripper flushed. “Hey, that’s not my fault. She’s old and needs a lot of care.”

      Maeve let her head fall back across the patched cushions of the couch. The harness straps dug into her narrow chest as the sudden deceleration to sublight speeds made the Blue Phoenix buck and shudder. What if the ship did crash? What if Tiberius or Duaal had miscalculated their drop time? What if they smashed into the planet, crushing flesh and steel and stone? At least it would be an end…

      No. Maeve had a better way to finish this story.

      Outside the viewports, the colorful streaks shortened, blurred and then burst into hundreds of thousands of stars that filled the blackness with blinding white points of light. The thrum of the superluminal engines and clanging of metal finally stopped.

      The ship intercom buzzed. Maeve could just make out the loud sound of Duaal cheering his successful SL shift from the cockpit.

      “Welcome back to Axis,” Tiberius announced over the noise of his copilot. “Our home away from scattered homes.”
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        * * *

      

      Axis was a silver-blue planet positioned only a few hundred light-years from the precise center of the galaxy, but it was not that location for which it was named. By agreement of the member planets of the Central World Alliance, Axis was the capital of the largest government in the galaxy and a vital checkpoint for travel and trade throughout the stars.

      On a lesser planet, the colossal Central World Alliance capitol complex alone would have covered an entire nation. From its heart rose the vast Lyceum, the galactic parliament in which every world of the CWA had a voice. Four species and thirty-six planets argued in the Lyceum daily for – or sometimes against, when certain debts were called in – the interests of their homeworlds.

      Axis’ megatropolis had swallowed the world’s land and seas long ago, burying them under a planet-spanning city of concrete and fiber-woven steel. Axis was divided into ten distinct levels, each a world unto itself. Level One was the outermost shell, the glittering crown jewel and the only part of Axis with true sunlight and open air. Aglow in the radiance of the system’s bright yellow sun, Level One was the shining face that the Alliance presented to the galaxy and the great glass and metal heart of the CWA that moved a lifeblood of trade and bureaucracy.

      The deep lower levels of Axis, however, were a different story altogether.
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        * * *

      

      When Duaal finished another bumpy landing onto the planet’s surface, Maeve followed the others down into the cargo hold of the Blue Phoenix. They gathered around the airlock, waiting to venture out into the city.

      Xia stood to one side of the bay, smiling and joking with Duaal. Like many Ixthians, Xia was a doctor and served as the ship’s medic when trouble inevitably caught up with them.

      The planet of Ixth had been one of the eight responsible for founding the Central World Alliance. Under Ixthian care, all life flourished. They were masters of genetics and medicine, their colleges producing the best doctors and biologists in the galaxy. Before the Ixthians, most species had to replace lost limbs or organs with unwieldy and unresponsive metal cybernetics. Now Ixthian cloning tanks had all but eradicated such barbaric practices.

      “So I gave him the redprints and that was the end of it,” Xia said. “I never saw the man again.”

      Duaal laughed. The Blue Phoenix copilot was one of the several human species found throughout the core worlds, this particular example born on the watery planet of Hyzaar. Duaal’s skin was dark and his bleached-blond hair was cut in a short, ragged style that was popular all across the Alliance.

      Like Ixth, Hyzaar was a founding member of the CWA. The sapphire-blue planet boasted a surface area that was ninety-five percent ocean and the humans of Hyzaar considered themselves experts of every aquatic sport. Since no other race in the galaxy could best a Hyzaari ship in the annual Beven competition, no one disputed their claim. Of course, those were bragging rights that only the Hyzaari seemed to care about.

      But Duaal didn’t dress like other Hyzaari. Instead of the loose, comfortable clothes favored by most of his subspecies even off world, Duaal’s choices were… exotic. Today, the Blue Phoenix co­pilot wore a long coat of black and purple leather, closed down the front with bright gold clasps. Beads and charms dangled from every hem and chimed with each step. Duaal covered himself in such expensive, ridiculous extravagance that Maeve wondered sometimes if it was the boy’s face she recognized or just his clothes.

      Duaal’s wardrobe wasn’t half as strange as his studies, however. Maeve had lived for a century in the galactic core – since the fall of the White Kingdom – and in all that time, Duaal Sinnay was the only human she had ever met who knew any sort of magic.

      But his understanding of her people’s craft was deeply flawed. Did Duaal think his magic required the arcane symbols embroidered all over his clothes? Perhaps. Maeve wasn’t sure where Duaal might have learned that, but she had no intention of wasting her time correcting him. Besides, the young human seemed to take great pride in his strange appearance.

      Boys and their pride…

      Gripper hung from the ceiling supports by his long arms, impatiently digging his huge fingers into the metal hard enough to make it creak. He wore basic spacers’ pants and shirt, like Maeve and Xia, though his were all cut much, much larger. They were sized for a Hadrian, but even those seams had to be let out in places.

      Gripper towered over every other member of the Blue Phoenix crew, almost nine feet tall and powerfully built. The Arboran’s body was protected by leathery, mottled brown skin. His ears were pointed, like Maeve’s, but considerably longer. Gripper’s arms, too, were elongated, and hung nearly to his knees. No hair grew on his head, but his thick forearms were covered with green fur. Maeve wasn’t sure what evolutionary advantage that fur might offer, but Gripper was clearly made for climbing and swinging through the trees of his homeworld, not for cramming himself into an engine room.

      Gripper dropped to the floor with a loud clang. He eyed the damaged ceiling support, coughed and sidled quickly away.

      He had told his crewmates that he looked just like other Arborans, if a little on the short side. Of course, they all had to take his word for it. No one in the Alliance or in the rim kingdoms had ever seen another Arboran. Gripper’s sudden appearance in the core was a mystery, even to him.

      People stared at Gripper wherever he went, but not many challenged him. It was much easier to harass the less intimidating and far more numerous Arcadians. Which was lucky for Gripper – for all his great size and strength, he was a shy young man, awkward and more or less a coward. His world was a peaceful one, Gripper said. The Arborans lived high in the huge trees of their homeworld, far from the predators below. They were all herbivores and knew nothing of hunting or bloodshed.

      The captain of the Blue Phoenix, Tiberius Myles, stood at the airlock controls. He cleared his throat loudly, silencing Duaal and Xia. Though hardly as massive as Gripper, Tiberius was large for a human, with broad shoulders and a wide barrel chest. His hair was short and steel-gray with age. Tiberius’ stubbled face was worn by years of heavy burdens – burdens of which this unruly crew was only the most recent. When he spoke, it was in a rough, deep voice with the rolling accent of his homeworld, Prianus.

      “Listen up,” Tiberius said. “We’ve got about eight hours on Axis. We haven’t seen any sign of Coldhand yet, but that doesn’t mean he’s not out there. We’re ahead of him, but not by much. Not with that leak in our core.”

      Gripper held up his huge hands at Tiberius’ accusatory glance.

      “Hey, I’m going to buy a new venno plate today,” said the Arboran. “Even the FMS relay is broken. The recycling system is old, Claws. What do you expect?”

      Tiberius sighed. “Fine. But if we can get off Axis before Coldhand touches down, he’ll have a hard time following us out. Don’t make a fuss and don’t give anyone something to remember. Let’s not invite trouble. That means you, princess.”

      Tiberius leveled a hard, blue-eyed glare at Maeve and the fairy shrugged. Her battles with Coldhand were her own business. And even if the bounty hunter caught up with them now, all he wanted was Maeve. The rest of the Blue Phoenix crew was unimportant – unless they tried to interfere.

      Gripper watched Maeve and shifted his considerable bulk un­comfortably. He obviously worried about her, but knew better than to say so.

      “Gripper, you get that shielding taken care of,” Tiberius said. He waved his hand toward Xia and Duaal. “You two, we need supplies. Especially water. With the recycling system working at half, we’re losing a lot of it. Duaal, let Xia handle it. We don’t have much colour to throw around. Just help her get it back here.”

      Duaal pouted less than subtly at his uninspiring planetside duties. Tiberius ignored him.

      “Maeve, take care of the datawork and landing fees,” Tiberius ordered. “I’ll get the ship refueled. That should leave each of you more than enough time to do anything personal on Axis. Remember, be back on the Blue Phoenix in eight hours or you’ll need to find another bird off this rock.”

      Everyone in the cargo bay nodded, except Maeve.

      “We had to take off from Hadra before we could finish re­stocking or pick up new work,” Tiberius said. “So keep your eyes open. Salvage has been pretty thin lately, so we need cargo and we can’t afford to be picky.”

      With that, Tiberius pressed the glowing green airlock button. The cargo ramp hissed as the seal broke and then lowered with a mechanical whir that grated and ground more than it should have. Gripper wasn’t exaggerating the Blue Phoenix’s age or disrepair.

      Outside, the blastphalt abutted expansive metal walls studded with fluorescents and striped by colorful map tracks. The landing that Tiberius told Maeve to pay for wasn’t enough to buy an expensive Level One open-air pads. The ceiling overhead was ribbed with arcing beams as wide as Maeve was tall and covered by a network of yellow-white daylights, all dimmed to simulate nighttime for the late evening traffic.

      A massive mechanical claw still held the Blue Phoenix where it had set the cargo ship down between a huge Hadrian bulk transport and a shorter Dailon carrier. The Blue Phoenix wasn’t a large vessel, which made it well suited to handling jobs too small for the major shipping companies or whose owners wanted to avoid official attention.

      Most of the Blue Phoenix’s length was dedicated to the cargo hold and engines, without much space left over. That made the corridors inside narrow and quarters cramped, resulting in a lot of scraped knuckles for Gripper and tangled wings for Maeve.

      The Blue Phoenix was shaped like half a cone, bisected from base to tip and set on its flat side. The cargo ramp and three stout landing legs extended from the bottom of the ship. But the rest of the shape was almost lost under a multitude of sensor spars – invaluable in scanning for salvage – that thrust out in every direction like the spines of a drunken porcupine. A pair of wings with stabilizing jets and a matching rotational thruster in a fin on top seemed nearly an afterthought.

      The only other break in the forest of sensors was the cockpit. The windows there were not strictly necessary, since pilots flew almost entirely by instruments and computer readings, but shipbuilders had learned centuries ago that pilots liked to see where they were flying.

      Xia wrapped her long silver fingers around Duaal’s embroidered sleeve, leading him away from the Blue Phoenix, and Gripper knuckle-walked behind them with a small computer folded under his chin. Maeve moved to follow. She was eager to finish her task and attend to her own business, but Tiberius caught her by the shoulder.

      Maeve rustled her wings and the captain glanced at them. The humans of Prianus adored birds over all other animals and Maeve was sure that her wings had a great deal to do with Tiberius’ patience with her. Of all the coreworld species, Prians alone treated the Arcadians with anything like respect. It was a shallow sort of respect, based only on the fairies’ superficial resemblance to their beloved birds, but it was something.

      Maeve rarely hesitated to use that advantage. But not this time, it seemed. Tiberius held her fast.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Stay out of the lower levels. I don’t want you coming back to the ship low on some chem or beat up from a fight that you picked.”

      Maeve narrowed her eyes. “What I do with my own time is my business and none of yours.”

      “It’s every bit my business! I didn’t make you my first mate for your looks, dove. If I’m going to keep the Phoenix in the sky, I need you to put the crew in order for me and you can’t do that when you’re out of your skull on some chem.”

      “I will… consider your request,” Maeve said.

      Tiberius grunted and released her. It was the best he would get for now.

      “You’ve got eight hours, princess,” the captain reminded Maeve before stumping down the cargo ramp.

      Tiberius vanished into the throng of travelers pouring from the other ships and out onto the busy streets of Axis. Maeve closed the ramp behind her and then punched a code Gripper had given her into a keypad. The airlock hummed and cycled, then the light ticked from green to red. Secure.

      When the Blue Phoenix was locked, Maeve turned away and hurried into the city.
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        “One hundred years ago today, our predecessors brought together hungry, desperate worlds into a new constellation. This constel­lation wasn’t a symbol or a picture, but a promise. The promise of a better future.”

        NANSHI CRESTONE, 32ND LYCEUM PRESIDER (202 PA)

      

      

      

      For most of their history, each species of the galaxy believed themselves alone. Planetary governments had work enough for generations just managing their own ever-dwindling supplies of food and fuel, air and other natural resources. No matter how carefully tended, these assets vanished alarmingly quickly until every world had no choice but to turn their attention out to the stars.

      All races were equally astonished to discover intelligent life beyond their own stellar systems. Humanity particularly so as they discovered more or less their own species exploring with the same desperate need. The native humans had named their own worlds Hadra, Hyzaar, Mir, Prianus and Vanora.

      Bitter decades of war ensued before the humans found the com­monalities that bound them together. Vanora’s military and then diplomatic victories secured its place as the center of the growing galactic alliance, and a new name: Axis.

      Though the human subspecies appeared quite different, they were pronounced by the Ixthians to be nearly identical at the genetic level – a verdict borne out by years of breeding between the five races of humanity. But each planet had left its mark. Hadrians were large and muscular from generations of high gravity living, with dark skin and eggshell white membranes to protect their eyes from their blinding binary suns. The people of watery Hyzaar were long-limbed and bronze-skinned, with powerful lungs and strong stomachs. On Mir, striped skin and hair colors ranging from brown to bright green camouflaged humans from their fast grassland predators. The humans of Axis and Prianus bore few obvious adaptations to their homeworlds, but no one would ever mistake the urbane Axials for backwater Prians.

      Along with the Lyrans, Ixthians and Dailons, the human races founded an interstellar government to regulate their shared needs for scarce and precious resources. They named their coalition the Central World Alliance and the newly-minted CWA struck out into the unexplored sectors of the galaxy with renewed hope.
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        * * *

      

      It took an hour for Maeve to track down and pay the harried-looking Dailon dockmaster. She thought it might have been a male, but discerning Dailon genders was notoriously difficult for out­siders. They told one another apart easily by scent, but of the other species in the galaxy, only the canine Lyrans could smell the difference. Like the rest of their race, the Dailon’s skin was dark blue over a muscular, long-limbed body.

      The dockmaster regarded Maeve with large black eyes for a moment, then unceremoniously thrust a datadex out at her. Maeve thumb-printed the screen and then paid the landing fee with a few colored plastic chips. The dockmaster hurried off, rubbing blue hands off on their pants after even momentary contact with an Arcadian.

      The Blue Phoenix was berthed on the second of Axis’ ten levels, in one of fifty thousand or so docking circles. Landing pads and fueling stations dominated this part of the megatropolis and the streets were filled with sky cars suspended on cloudy null-fields, as well as older wheeled and bearing-mounted vehicles. Crowds pushed along the sidewalks, genders of all species absently shouldering past each other as they went about their business on this level or making their way to one of the many lifts that would take them up or down into the rest of Axis.

      The air was alive with voices. In the early days of the Alliance, the founders had agreed upon a common language that they named Aver. Because humans were by far the most numerous and widespread race in the galaxy, Aver was primarily made up of hu­man dialects. But hoping to forge a lasting understanding between the members of the Central World Alliance, each of the four core species took a hand in perfecting Aver. The black-haired Dailons contributed their rolling, sibilant hisses and from the Ixthians came clicking names for all manner of medicines and chemicals. The canine Lyra voiced their deep love of machines, as well as the cha-gri – an open-backed chair that let them freely swing their furry tails.

      As Maeve made her way past the docking circles and fueling stations, ship airlocks were replaced by tastefully holographed storefronts with windows displaying fashionable flight suits and polished starship parts. Sidewalks and roads were kept painstakingly clean and in excellent repair despite the traffic of millions of feet and vehicles. Most visitors to Axis came by way of Level Two and so, in the interest of ongoing trade and good public relations, the city-world went to great lengths to keep the upper levels pleasant, relaxing and beautiful.

      The streets had glassteel skylights arcing overhead, vast win­dows that opened out on the starry Level One sky. Maeve stopped to look up. The sky of Axis never ceased to amaze her. It was alive with stars, as close and numerous as the people of the great city. The stars blazed even at midday, too bright and too many for the sun to eclipse. By night, their light was glorious.

      The White Kingdom of Arcadia had been far, far away from here – out on the edge of the galaxy. Maeve never saw a sky like this when she was a girl. Axis was the breath-taking, glittering heart of all the stars. Maeve felt as though she could reach up and touch one of those countless brilliant points of silver light. But not even an Arcadian could fly that high.

      Somewhere out there, among all those stars, was the shattered remains of her home. Maeve turned away, but the view on the street was no better, just as full of life and untouchable joys. A smiling human couple brushed past, ignoring the dirty Arcadian and laughing together at some private joke.

      Maeve very nearly fell off the sidewalk when a tall Hadrian man ran into her. She stumbled and only barely managed to catch her­self on the man’s sleeve. A stylish silver com was hooked around his ear, flashing in the starlight. He stopped speaking into it to look down at Maeve and tugged his arm out of her grasp.

      “What are you doing up here, bird-back?” the man hissed under his breath. He pointed down the street with a finger almost as thick as Maeve’s wrist. “The lifts are that way. You better get off this level before someone else sees you!”

      He glanced about with white membrane-covered eyes and then hurried away, grumbling into his com. Maeve turned and pushed a path through the crowd in the direction the Hadrian had indicated. Nothing she wanted would be found this high up on Axis anyway, only more undesired attention.

      Maeve stalked down the walkway – marked out with a red map-line – until she reached a mirror-polished elevator. Several other passengers got out when she entered, muttering about crowds and that they would just catch the next one. Maeve went inside and the doors slid shut.

      A controlled ten-minute drop finally deposited the lift down on Level Seven and a computerized chime roused Maeve from a half-doze. She shook out her wings and stepped out of the lift canister. By now, this low in the city, the canister was nearly empty.

      And it was easy to see why. The Level Seven streets were dark with grime and deep, secretive gray shadows. Close-leaning apartment blocks and dim-lit shops were foreboding with broken, taped windows caked in layers of lumapaint graffiti. The paint’s glow had long since faded, whatever opinion or territorial claim it had once advertised now gone. Overflowing trash bins and even less ordered filth choked narrow alleys between the buildings. Perfect.

      Maeve thrust her hands into her pockets and pulled her wings close. She hurried furtively along the road, scanning the shadows. A few cracked streets away, Maeve found a run-down med clinic, surrounded by trash that was only half-heartedly cleared back from the doors. The place was still open despite the hour, which must have been well past midnight local time.

      Through a small window crisscrossed in steel mesh, Maeve could see a pair of tired-looking Ixthian doctors working diligently over a human man stretched out on the metal table between them. Their short antennae waved in shallow, weary arcs as they labored. The preservation and purification of life was very nearly a sacred Ixthian obligation and they sold their services at a fair cost even on the lower levels of Axis.

      Maeve circled around behind the clinic, where there were no windows. Back here, she knew, would be operating rooms and a streamlined cloning facility. Cybernetics so galled the Ixthians that they charged bare minimum prices to run their cloning tanks – only the truly destitute or unlucky resorted to primitive machine replacements.

      But Maeve didn’t need cloned organs or even cybernetic ones. Axis was the center of the galaxy and capital of the Central World Alliance, but beneath the gleaming skin of the city above, darkness thrived. On Level Seven, everyone needed drugs – patients and doctors alike.

      Maeve found a chem dealer slouched beside the clinic. It was a Lyran woman with matted fur, no taller than Maeve. Lyrans were built much like bipedal dogs or wolves and were among the shortest of the CWA citizens. This one had a pelt dyed in brilliant purple and her black nose ran wetly, but her predatory golden eyes were alert and watchful. The Lyran sniffed the air as Maeve approached.

      “You’re a long way from home, fairy,” she growled.

      “The White Kingdom fell before you were even born. I have no home,” Maeve snapped back. “And I have no time or inclination to argue with an ill-tempered wolf. You know what I want and I will pay you better than I should for it.”

      Closer now, Maeve could see the Lyran was quite young. Just out of puppyhood, really. An oversized plastihide jacket poorly hid her starvation-thin frame. She bared her yellowing fangs.

      “You’re wanting for a rip with a mouth like that, bird-back,” the Lyran snarled.

      “What are you selling?” Maeve asked.

      “Vanora White.”

      “Give it to me!”

      The Lyran reached into her pocket and pulled out a plastic-wrapped bundle about the size and shape of a human’s finger. Maeve grabbed for the package, but the other woman snatched it away. She extended her empty paw, leathery pads turned up.

      “Color first, bird-back,” she said. “Two hundred cen.”

      Cen was short for cenmarks, nicknamed color for the brightly hued chip denominations. Maeve’s jaw clenched. A hundred cen­marks would have been outlandish, but she needed the White and had admitted as much. Maeve dug two squares of red plastic from her pocket and thrust them into the Lyran’s paw. The dealer examined them for a moment, then nodded and gave up her goods. Maeve took the bundle with shaking hands.

      “Hardly a pleasure, but you have my thanks,” she said by way of farewell.

      The wolfin girl spat onto the sancrete as Maeve left and turned one of the plastic coins over in her paws. Did she wonder how a fairy had come by that much money? Maeve doubted the dealer really cared. She was probably already thinking about catching a pounceball game up on Level Five or perhaps scoring some chems of her own.

      Maeve hurried away and managed to restrain herself – barely – long enough to find a darkened alcove a few dirty blocks from the Ixthian clinic. She turned down the narrow alley and crouched behind a rusted trash bin. Dusty windows stared blankly at her; flat glass eyes blind to her indiscretion.

      Biting her lip, Maeve unwound the needle and tossed the wrapping away, off into the rest of the trash, then held up her purchase for inspection. The substance inside – barely visible through the plastic cylinder – was the color of tar. This drug was named Vanora White for the blank, pure white stupor that it induced, not its actual appearance.

      There were better delivery devices than this, high-tech coreworlder medical equipment that could pump the Vanora White right into Maeve’s bloodstream without even breaking the skin. But this was just a cheap hypodermic needle. No Ixthian would ever have touched the thing and Maeve knew that sticking it into her arm was a terrible idea.

      Maeve pulled a fraying piece of twilight purple silk from her pocket and knotted it awkwardly around her upper arm with one hand. The scarf had come with her all the way from the White Kingdom, one of the colorful windings she used to wear under her glass armor. Long ago, when Maeve was still a knight…

      She gripped the cloth tight in her teeth and flexed her fingers rhythmically, watching for the telltale dark bulge of a vein beneath her pale skin. There. Maeve’s hands trembled with anticipation and she fumbled the syringe.

      “You’ve got it tied too far up.”

      His voice came from above, punctuated by the sharp click of a gun safety being turned off. It was a sound Maeve had come to know very well. She looked up, heart racing.

      Logan Coldhand was already too close, just outside the reach of Maeve’s wings, his gun drawn and leveled at her. She recognized the weapon: his Talon-9 laser pistol, with its long refraction barrel, deadly in both power and accuracy even at great distance. And at this range, Maeve would never survive a hit if Coldhand pulled the trigger.

      The gun and its owner were both Prian, forged on the same world as Tiberius. Coldhand had the same blue eyes and strong accent as Maeve’s captain, but the similarities ended there. Tiberius Myles was built as thick and wide as an auroch, but Coldhand was smaller, more like a mountain cat. The bounty hunter couldn’t have been long into his twenties – less than half Tiberius’ age – but his eyes had an icy hardness that even the old man’s stern gaze some­how lacked.

      Coldhand’s dark blond hair was damp against the back of his neck. He smelled of sweat and his chest was heaving. The bounty hunter was fit and well-muscled; he must have run hard to catch Maeve here. He was dressed in plain, utilitarian clothes that would neither stand out in a crowd nor impede him on a chase. But Maeve had known Logan Coldhand even from their first meeting by his namesake.

      The right hand gripping his Talon-9 was unremarkable enough, if steadier than most. But Coldhand’s left gleamed unnaturally in the dim light of Level Seven. From the elbow down, his arm and hand had been replaced by metal – silvery nanostructured titanium and scarred gray illonium plating. The cybernetics looked as much like a hand as a mask did like a face. Coldhand could have worn longer sleeves or a pair gloves to conceal it, Maeve supposed, but he never did.

      “You should not be here,” Maeve hissed. “Gripper said that you were light-years behind us.”

      Coldhand’s finger tightened on the trigger of his gun. Maeve wasn’t frightened. She was ready for whatever verse came next in her song… but she had no intention of making it easy for the hunter. Maeve flipped the needle in her hand and closed her fingers in a tight fist around it. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but Maeve had nothing else. Not here, at least.

      “You flew away from an old pod programmed with my Raptor’s transponder signal,” Coldhand said. “I’ve been on Axis for three days, Cavainna. Your ship always comes back here, sooner or later.”

      “Why chase me across the Alliance when you can simply wait here?” Maeve asked. “Well planned.”

      “Yes,” Logan agreed.

      His accented voice remained flat. Coldhand never gloated.

      Maeve let herself go deceptively limp, sagging into the side of the alleyway in apparent defeat. Let Coldhand think that he had won, that she had finally given up the chase. Maeve curled her wings against the nearest building and waited.

      Coldhand took the bait. Or maybe he saw the trap and just didn’t care. He stepped in closer and Maeve lunged at the bounty hunter, using her long wings to push off the wall. Maeve slammed her small body into Coldhand as hard as she could. When he staggered, she raised the needle and stabbed it at his eyes. Coldhand brought up his cybernetic arm to protect his face and Maeve’s needle struck harmlessly against the metal. The impact jarred her fingers and she gasped in pain.

      But by protecting his face, Coldhand had exposed his stomach. Maeve jabbed her elbow into his abdomen and then punched him in the jaw. Coldhand fell back again, red blood blooming at the corner of his mouth. The Arcadian leapt, trying to catch enough air under her wings to fly up and away. But Coldhand recovered his balance and bounded toward Maeve, lashing out with a hard kick. It landed against one of her wings and Maeve crumpled to the alley floor once more. Her remaining wing barely turned aside a punch from the hunter’s cybernetic hand, but Maeve was too slow to avoid the second. She took the blow on her ribs and sucked in a wounded hiss of breath.

      “Use that Aes-be-stilled gun and end this,” Maeve groaned.

      “You’re worth twice as much alive,” said Coldhand.

      The Talon-9 was on his hip, reholstered at some unnoticed mo­ment and never fired. Maeve launched herself at the bounty hunter once more. Coldhand’s glacial blue eyes were impassive as he kicked low, sweeping Maeve’s legs out from under her. She rolled away and jumped to her feet again just before he could bring a crushing boot down on her wing. Coldhand drove her back with a pair of high kicks, landing another metal-plated punch as she stumbled into the graffitied wall.

      Maeve caught herself against the trash bin and pulled her wings protectively around her body. When Coldhand battered aside the meager shield, Maeve was ready. While he was half-blinded by feathers, she ripped the syringe along his stomach and pushed down the plunger. The needle tore through Coldhand’s shirt and left a narrow gash in the flesh beneath. Red blood and black Vanora White oozed across his skin. Had any of the White found its way into his blood? Probably not much, but the drug was a strong one. Coldhand would still be asleep in this alley long after Maeve had returned to the Blue Phoenix.

      She leapt up, beating her wings hard, and managed to push herself into the air. But Maeve’s injured wings buckled under the strain and she fell, landing awkwardly on top of the trash bin. Coldhand pressed one palm against his bleeding stomach and looked down at the streaks of black and red with clinical detachment. Without changing expression, he bounded toward Maeve, caught the toe of his boot on a corroded groove and vaulted up onto the trash bin.

      Maeve staggered back until she felt only air under her probing feet. Cornered, she dove off the bin into a wing-tucked roll that carried her out of the alley and onto the sidewalk. Coldhand gave chase, following Maeve into the street. Sweat streamed down his face and blood ran across his stomach, but he showed no signs of stopping.

      “That White should have put you to sleep,” Maeve gasped. “Its effects rival a night after delberry wine!”

      “Vanora White slows the heart,” Coldhand said, touching his metal fingers against his chest. “It doesn’t work on me.”

      What did that mean? Maeve didn’t understand. But then something smashed into her from the side, bowling her over. Maeve realized almost too late that it wasn’t Coldhand. The bounty hunter had stopped in the mouth of the alleyway, blue eyes narrowed in suspicion as Maeve hit the ground.

      Someone else had collided with Maeve, pulling her down into a tangle of clumsy arms and legs. The fairy threw her wings around the stranger and they tumbled together along the road. Her wings took the worst of the fall, but they were fragile and already injured. Maeve winced and drew a breath to scream at whoever was stupid enough to run right into the middle of an earnest battle.

      “By Anslin!” Maeve swore instead.

      It was a girl. She kicked in instinctive fear at Maeve’s wings, forcing the fairy to release her thrashing burden as gently as she could. The girl was a Dailon, with bruised blue skin smeared in dirt, and wide black eyes. But unlike the dockmaster, there was no question as to this Dailon’s sex. Despite her thin limbs, her body was curved and full-breasted. Only the hormones of childbearing could change a Dailon like that. She clasped her hands protectively over her round belly.

      The Dailon stared up at Maeve and Coldhand with stark terror, but didn’t recoil. The girl was afraid of them, yes, but she was more afraid of something else. She pushed herself to her knees and held her hands out to Maeve.

      “Help me!” she cried. “Please, they’ll take my baby!”

      Coldhand had moved no closer, still standing some distance away and slowly drawing his laser pistol. He watched the girl and Maeve could read nothing of the hunter’s thoughts on his hard face. She stood gingerly – her bruised ribs protesting loudly – and pulled the Dailon to her feet.

      “What?” Maeve asked. “Who would take your child?”

      “My Sisters,” the girl answered, still clutching at Maeve’s hand. “Please, they’re coming! Don’t let them find me!”

      Maeve glanced at Coldhand. The bounty hunter stared at her for a moment and then nodded curtly toward the alleyway they had just tumbled out of.

      “Back here,” he said.

      Cradling her unborn baby, the girl followed Coldhand’s instruction. He beckoned her behind the trash bin where he found Maeve only minutes ago.

      “Now stay low and stay quiet,” Coldhand told her. “Don’t move until I tell you to. You’ll be safe.”

      Coldhand’s tone was unexpectedly soft and soothing. The girl nodded and huddled behind the trash, obedient as a gentled colt. She bit her lip and her huge black eyes shone with frightened tears.

      Maeve heard voices and looked up. There were people shouting in the street and they were approaching quickly.

      “Kessa, come here! Come on home, girl!”

      The owners of the voices came into view – a dozen women, all dressed in rough, bright outfits. Each of them wore a red band of cloth around their right arm, painted with an upward-pointing black triangle, and brandished nanoknives in their hands or on their belts. The surface of the blades swam with colors like oil on water as programmed nanites busily maintained the weapons’ molecule-fine edge. The women swaggered down the sidewalk, calling and laughing to one another. Sky and ground cars raced past the armed gang, not slowing down until they vanished safely into the distance.

      Maeve almost fell again as Coldhand leaned against the graffiti-caked wall and pulled her on top of him. The bounty hunter thrust his Talon pistol into her hand.

      “Rape me,” he whispered, urgent but not panicked.

      “What?” Maeve gasped. “Are you mad?”

      “Do it. Quickly.”

      The women were strutting down the road and would be close enough to see down the alleyway in seconds. Maeve took the Talon-9 and jammed the barrel up under Coldhand’s chin. With a sharp jerk, she finished the work of her first needle slash and tore off the Prian’s already ripped shirt.

      Maeve stared. A stark white scar ran down the center of Coldhand’s chest, as wide as two of Maeve’s fingers and as long as her hand. There was no way he could have survived such an injury. Whatever had struck Coldhand there must have gone right through his heart.

      Cold hand, cold heart… That was what he meant about the Vanora White, when he said that the drug didn’t work on him. That arm wasn’t the only part of Logan Coldhand that had been re­placed. His heart was cybernetic, too, a machine. The hunter caught Maeve staring and narrowed his ice-colored eyes.

      “Cavainna,” he said.

      Maeve shook herself and stood up on her toes to grab Coldhand by the throat. The alleyway was suddenly full of raucous laughter and jeering cheers as the women saw them and stopped in the road. The gang held their nanoknives aloft and howled at Maeve in vicious approval. A tall Ixthian missing three fingers on her knife hand whistled.

      “Don’t bleed him just yet,” she said, smirking at Coldhand. The Prian turned his face away and made an impressive show of looking ashamed. “Lose too much and he won’t do you any good, eh?”

      “Damn, you like ‘em ugly, don’t you?” a human woman asked. She thrust her hips suggestively. “How much of that boy is metal?”

      Maeve forced herself to smile. “Nothing will remain when I am done, metal or not.”

      “Just be sure to clean up when you’re finished,” the Ixthian said. Her eyes glittered red. “Don’t make me come find you later, little bird-back.”

      Maeve nodded. She ran the barrel of Coldhand’s gun down along his chest and prayed that no one actually wanted to see a show today. But the women laughed and hooted, making obscene gestures at Maeve. Coldhand watched her from the corners of eyes slit nearly shut as she reached for the waist of his pants.

      “Let’s go,” the Ixthian said at last. She raised her voice. “Kessa! Where are you, girl?”

      Taking up their leader’s call, the gang of women continued off down the road. Maeve held her breath until their voices faded into the rush and growl of traffic. Finally, she stepped back from Coldhand. But Maeve kept the gun pressed against his stomach.

      “Ja’hiraa ilvae,” she said. It would be so simple.

      The Sisters would say nothing if Maeve left a dead body here. There would be no witnesses. For a year, Coldhand had hunted her. Thousands of cenmarks poured into nanite surgery, days guarded in a hospital bed for the injuries that this man had lavished on her… But he had never captured Maeve, never killed her.

      There was another scar on Coldhand’s chest, smaller than the one over his heart – a slender white line across his ribs. That was hers, a bloody slash Maeve had cut into the hunter’s side early in their chase. Coldhand had nearly as many scars from their battles as Maeve did.

      It could all be over right now. Maeve tightened her trembling finger on the laser’s trigger. All she had to do was adjust her aim a little and then…

      Maeve flipped the gun in her hand and offered the grip out to Coldhand. He took the Talon and quickly thrust it back into the holster on his belt, then turned to the alleyway.

      “They’re gone,” he said.

      The girl, Kessa, tumbled from her hiding place. She lurched forward and threw her arms around them both, sobbing in barely coherent thanks.

      “Those women are still canvassing the area,” Coldhand said.

      Maeve nodded in curt agreement. “We cannot leave the girl here. She is still in danger.”

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight, Cavainna.”

      Hunter and prey stared at each other, eyes narrowed – his ice blue and hers steel gray, both hard and unforgiving. Their fight might have been interrupted, but it was not forgotten.
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        “Life is one journey in which we hope never to reach the inevitable destination.”

        HADRIAN PROVERB

      

      

      

      “Stop, damn it! Put that away,” Tiberius shouted. “Gripper, get down from there!”

      Xia lowered a silver laser pistol fractionally and Duaal dropped gloved hands back down to his sides. Gripper was still clinging to the ceiling, eyes squeezed closed and shaking with terror. Tiberius growled under his breath. The Arboran had dug his huge claws almost knuckle-deep into the Blue Phoenix’s fibersteel bulkheads. It was going to take days to hammer those marks out.

      “What’s he doing here? What’s going on?” Gripper asked, eyes still screwed tightly shut. “Is it over yet?”

      The source of the crew’s alarm waited silently in the airlock. Logan Coldhand seemed utterly unfazed by the frightened, violent greeting. He stood close beside Maeve and a young Dailon woman sobbed between them.

      “Princess, get that girl away from him,” Tiberius said, stabbing a calloused finger toward Coldhand.

      The bounty hunter narrowed his eyes, but Maeve took the blue-skinned girl by the arm and pulled her back.

      One problem at a time. And Tiberius’ first mate had brought back several of them, as usual. There was a heavy thump as Gripper dropped to the cargo bay floor and sidled nervously over to Maeve, hunkering near her for protection. In any other situation, Tiberius would have laughed to see the massive Arboran trying to hide behind a fairy a quarter his size. Gripper awkwardly patted the weeping Dailon on the shoulder.

      “It’s okay. You’re safe now,” Gripper assured her, then looked at Tiberius. “Uh… she is, right? We’re not going to let him get her, are we?”

      “I’m not after the girl,” said Coldhand.

      “Then why–?” Gripper started to ask.

      Tiberius waved him into silence. He didn’t care about the answer. Prians weren’t exactly known for their tact or grace, but Coldhand was worse than most. Prianus was the furthest planet of the Alliance, thousands of light-years from the nearest major out­post. Not much trade and no military presence made Prianus a poor, unimportant and unprotected planet. As a result, few Prians managed the journey off world and those that did were generally considered uncultured bumpkins, little better than fairies.

      Coldhand wasn’t doing very much to improve that perception. Tiberius took in the younger Prian’s appearance: no shirt and blood drying on his bare chest, streaked with something black and sticky. Tiberius detected the over-sweet scent of Vanora White. He had been a cop on Prianus too long to mistake that smell.

      “What the hells are you doing here?” Tiberius asked.

      Coldhand arched a blond eyebrow. “You know the answer to that. I’m chasing Cavainna.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” said Tiberius. “What are you even doing on Axis? We were a day ahead of you, at least!”

      Coldhand shrugged. He watched Xia and Duaal, attentive but not at all afraid. Tiberius’ crew stood to either side of the airlock, tensed to move if the bounty hunter twitched toward his Talon-9.

      Tiberius drummed his fingers on the stock of his own weapon, a stubby old-fashioned null-inertia gun. It worked more or less like an ancient gunpowder weapon, but helped along by a null-field to minimize the recoil. Guns like this used to be the height of modern efficiency, but then manufacturers like Starwind had perfected the laser. The new guns were smaller, lighter, and could fire hundreds of shots before they had to be recharged. Overnight, lasers transformed NI guns into antiques.

      Old and outdated, Tiberius thought. Just like him.

      What was he supposed to do now? It was Maeve’s job to keep the Blue Phoenix crew flying smoothly. Tiberius knew only bits and pieces of the fairy’s life, but Maeve had said that she held a com­mand position before the fall of the White Kingdom. She wasn’t the smart choice for first mate that Tiberius had hoped for, however. Maeve brought Tiberius little luck and a lot of trouble.

      And today was no exception. Maeve had returned with not only the bounty hunter who had been chasing her for the last year – for reasons that Tiberius still didn’t understand – but a pregnant and hysterical Dailon girl, too. So much for a quick stop on Axis and an easy getaway. Tiberius turned to Maeve.

      “Damn it, dove!” he snapped. “Is someone still looking for this girl, whoever she is?”

      “Kessa,” Maeve said. “And yes.”

      “What happens when they find her?”

      “They’ll kill you,” Coldhand said in a flat voice. “The men first.”

      “Why did you bring her here?” Tiberius asked.

      “I could not leave Kessa where her enemies would catch her,” Maeve answered.

      Tiberius balled his hands into fists and braced them against his hips. “There are police on Axis, princess. Why didn’t you just go to them?”

      “I… I told them not to,” Kessa said in a voice so shaky and quiet that Tiberius almost missed it. “The Axis police can’t help me.”

      “Why the hells not?” Tiberius asked.

      “The Sisterhood operates openly on Level Seven,” Coldhand said. “They’ve bought off at least some of the cops there.”

      “Bribed? The police?” Tiberius repeated, eyes narrowed.

      “They’re not like the ones on Prianus,” Coldhand told him. “And while a single precinct might be the only one compromised, all of their computer systems are connected. As soon as someone reports picking Kessa up, it’s just a matter of time before that information and some cenmarks trade hands.”

      Tiberius shot a glare at the bounty hunter and then scowled at Maeve. He thrust his chin at the pregnant blue girl still huddled in her arms.

      “Fine! Then we better get this bird up into the black,” Tiberius growled. “You brought the girl, princess, so you go strap her down. And when we’re safely off Axis, you’re going to tell me what you were thinking.”

      “What about Coldhand?” Duaal asked.

      “I don’t want him on my ship, but I want him chasing us even less,” Tiberius said. “He stays until I figure out what’s going on. Xia, search and disarm him.”

      The Ixthian’s eyes flashed a darker red. “You want me to dis­arm him?”

      “My Raptor–” Coldhand began, then fell silent. He clenched his jaw shut, unwilling to say more.

      Tiberius regarded the other Prian without pity – bloody, shirtless and stinking of drugs. Bounty hunters were no better than the criminals they chased. Worse, sometimes.

      “Duaal!” Tiberius said, turning away. “Get this bird ready to fly!”

      “Already on it, captain!”

      Duaal dashed up the stairs with a grin and vanished into the ship. A moment later, the Blue Phoenix rumbled, the deck vibrating as the engines charged. The cargo bay airlock hissed, cycled and slid shut. The intercom clicked on.

      “She’s all warmed up and ready for you, captain,” Duaal said through the speakers. “I’ve put in for liftoff.”

      Xia had stepped in behind Coldhand and was gingerly patting the human down. She took his Talon, holding it at arm’s length like a snake. When she had set it aside, Xia unbuckled and removed the entire holster, including a battle-scarred com and a pair of hand­cuffs.

      “He’s clear,” Xia said. “I think. But this isn’t a prison ship. What are we supposed to do with him now?”

      “Take him to one of the extra rooms and lock him in,” Tiberius ordered. “We’re taking off in five minutes.”

      “Even disarmed, Logan Coldhand is a dangerous man,” Maeve said. She was still standing in the cargo bay with a wing held pro­tectively around Kessa. “I doubt our ability to contain him.”

      Maeve seemed almost pleased by that prospect.

      “Get out of here! I said to get that girl belted down,” Tiberius told her.

      He jabbed a thick finger toward the metal stairs that led into the rest of the ship. Maeve’s storm-gray eyes narrowed and she held the Dailon girl close, not moving. Xia gestured at Coldhand with her laser pistol and directed him up the steps. Maeve watched with a frown until the bounty hunter had disappeared into the Blue Phoenix be­fore finally escorting Kessa away.

      Shaking his head, Tiberius climbed the stairs and hurried up to the front of his ship. Duaal was waiting for him in the cockpit. The boy was strapped into the copilot’s chair and his hands hovered ready over the glowing control panels. Tiberius dropped himself into the pilot’s seat.

      “Get us disengaged,” he said.

      Duaal nodded and punched three buttons in rapid succession. A deep boom rang through the Blue Phoenix as the mooring clamps unlocked. The black- and orange-striped mechanical arm grasped Tiberius’ ship, carried it along a massive rail to a huge hatchway and set it onto a platform beneath. The doors grated open and flooded the cockpit in bright silver starlight, but the automated lift plate didn’t move them up toward the surface.

      “I thought you already put in for takeoff,” Tiberius said.

      “I did,” Duaal answered. “But the wait time is three hours.”

      Tiberius flicked a switch and opened a channel to the control tower.

      “Axis Flight Control,” he said. “This is the Blue Phoenix. We’re requesting immediate departure.”

      There was a loud burst of static, and then a clipped female voice answered. “Midnight push is on, Blue Phoenix. It’s going to be a few hours yet before we can get you out of here.”

      The channel hissed again and then went silent. Tiberius looked up through the massive hatch above. True to the controller’s words, the starlit sky was full of ships taking off and landing, swarming like a hive of great fibersteel bees. A sleek chromite Hyzaari skimmer flew low overhead, down under a lumbering Starwind Enterprises freighter.

      Tiberius sucked a long breath between his teeth. Was whoever chased Kessa really that dangerous? Tiberius wasn’t sure, but he had no intention of sticking around to find out. He activated the channel again.

      “Control, this is the Blue Phoenix,” Tiberius said. “We need immediate flight clearance.”

      “Blue Phoenix, this is Axis Flight Control,” the same crisp voice replied. “Everyone needs to lift off immediately. I’m afraid that you’ll just have to wait your turn.”

      “Axis Control…” Tiberius said, but the frequency went dead once more.

      He pounded his fist down onto the radio panel. The lights flickered, dimmed then resumed their defiant red glow. The Phoenix was accustomed to her captain’s less-than-gentle attention. Tiberius glanced at Duaal, who was toying with the beaded hem of his coat.

      “So… we’re waiting?” he asked.

      “No,” said Tiberius. “We’re getting out of here.”

      He punched the ignition switch and the ship’s engines ceased their sleepy rumble, roaring to life. Duaal grinned and grabbed at the arms of his chair. Tiberius slammed the throttle pedal to the floor, throwing pilot and copilot against their seats and kicking up a storm of loose blastphalt. The Blue Phoenix hurled itself off the ground, into the air and toward the waiting stars.

      The runstrip lights below flickered from steady blue to angrily flashing red as the plates registered an unapproved takeoff. In the cockpit, the communications panel lit up with a riot of flickering indicators.

      “Now they want to talk to us,” Tiberius said.

      Hydraulics grated through the Blue Phoenix’s wings as they rotated in their sockets, turning the blasting engines away from the ground and toward the tail of the ship. The sudden transition from upward to forward thrust lurched the starship into a stomach-churning dip. Tiberius swore and yanked on the control yoke to pull the Phoenix’s nose back up. Outside, the landing field was a raucous symphony of blaring alarms and proximity warnings as they flew overhead. Klaxons screamed from the runstrip and sensor spires, all ablaze with strobing red lights.

      “I sure hope everyone’s secure,” Duaal said over the intercom. “Tiberius is taking us up!”

      “What? I thought that had to be you flying, Shimmer!” Gripper’s small, plaintive voice came through the speaker. “Can we go back for my guts?”

      The ventilation system gave a strained groan as it struggled with the pressure change. Tiberius winced. Their hasty departure from Axis hadn’t given Gripper time to fix the air scrubbers.

      “We’ve got contacts, captain,” Duaal said. “Four of them and they’re close!”

      A display showed Tiberius a storm of blue and green indicators scattering in their wake, ships milling in confusion as their crews tried to recover altitude and adjust their courses. But four dots broke from the pack and raced after the Phoenix. Duaal flipped over to a different screen and it lit up with a hazy video feed from the rear of the ship. The horizon was full of swirling pewter pre­dawn clouds as the freighter shot through Axis’ atmosphere toward the rising sun.

      “Where are they?” Tiberius asked.

      Before Duaal could answer, another ship punched through the clouds, followed closely by the other three and all flying together in a tight diamond formation. Each one was a sleek silver blade under Axis’ brilliant starscape, like soaring nanoswords. The ships were narrow and angular, with cockpits pressed forward into the nose to keep their pilots far away from the powerful engines.

      Not just any ships, Tiberius noted with dismay. Those were police-issue fighters. He saw the guns affixed beneath their shiny, backswept wings. Pulse cannons, by the look of them. The electromagnetic bursts would do minimal damage to Tiberius’ ship, but were de­signed to burn out all of the electronics inside. The Axis cops had to be equipped with clamps and cables to keep the dead starships from simply tumbling back down to their planet’s silver surface. Standard police equipment and procedure, Tiberius knew. Clip and capture. He never thought he would be on the receiving end of those mag­clamps.

      The four fighters split off into pairs and gunned their engines to swoop in alongside Tiberius. Every screen in the cockpit crackled and went black, then lit up with the same image as the lead fighter overrode the Blue Phoenix’s com frequency to display a Lyran pilot, age and gender obscured by the hose-covered mask.

      “Civilian transport Blue Phoenix, power down and prepare to be escorted back to the planet’s surface,” the Lyran growled. “If you comply immediately, you will only be charged with traffic disruption. Your ship will be impounded and you will be fined.”

      Tiberius lifted one hand from his control yoke long enough to clench it into a fist. He raised his thumb and last finger at the Lyran. Fly off.

      Even if the other pilot wasn’t familiar with Prian obscenities, they understood enough to snarl and end the transmission.

      “Impound? No one takes my bird,” Tiberius growled.

      “So… what now?” Duaal
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