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Chapter one
Coup d'état

Mayoral Palace, City of Nue Bayona, Nuetierra, Nueva Sol System, 834 AP


Deanna woke to the sound of gunfire below her bedroom window. 
Confused, disoriented, the fourteen year old girl sat up in bed. Pushing dark hair away from her face, she stared, wide-eyed into the darkness. “Cece!” she called softly. “Are you awake?”
From the other side of the room, her little sister answered in a frightened whisper, “Dee! What was that noise?” 
“I’m not sure,” Deanna said. “I…I think it was a gunshot.” The implications filled the young teen with fear. But birth order and a far more courageous temperament than Ceilia’s dictated that she be the one to investigate the ominous sound.  
Tossing aside the blankets, Deanna slipped from bed. Shivering with both cold and apprehension, she moved toward the window.  The polished hardwood floor squeaked beneath her bare feet. It was midway through the month of Fevrero and the little coal oil heater in the corner couldn’t quite banish the late winter chill. 
Another series of pops startled Deanna, sending her into a crouch below the casement, her heart leaping like a gazela. Behind her, she heard the rustle of bedclothes and then Ceilia was snuggling against her, shaking. “I’m scared,” the eleven year old whispered. 
“It’ll be all right,” Deanna replied. She brushed back a lock of her sister’s auburn hair and gave the girl a quick peck on the cheek. “Stay down, you hear?” Cautiously, she lifted her head until her eyes cleared the casement and she could see through the chilly glass.
The scene that greeted her shocked gaze froze the breath in her throat. 
Two stories below her and Ceilia’s bedroom lay a small courtyard—one of many dotting the mayoral palace precincts. Both of Nuetierra’s moons rode high in the sky; revealed in their combined light were the bodies of several men—palace guards—sprawled on the gravel. From her vantage, Deanna couldn’t tell which, if any, were alive. 
“What do you see?” Ceilia whispered. Her small hands gripped the sleeve of Deanna’s algodon nightgown with surprising strength. 
“I’m not sure,” Deanna replied. She rose to her feet, pulling Ceilia up with her, thankful the darkness hid her face. She didn’t want her sister to see how close she was to panic. Keeping her voice as steady as she could, she said, “Put on your robe and slippers, then wait here. I’m going to get Freeda.”
“Then what?” the younger girl’s voice quavered with fear.
“We go find Papa.” 
Deanna retrieved her own robe from where it lay draped across the foot of her bed. With trembling fingers, she fastened the buttons, then stepped into her slippers and went to the door. Pressing her ear to the varnished wood, she held her breath and listened. After several heartbeats, when she heard nothing in the hallway beyond, she cautiously opened the door and peered out. 
The corridor, lit by ornate electric fixtures  along the walls, lay empty.  At one end, a staircase led up to the apartments of the Lord Alcalde of Nue Bayona and his wife. At the opposite, a smaller staircase led down three floors to the basement level palace kitchen. 
Directly across from the girls’ bedroom, their governess Freeda had her own small private apartment. Deanna darted across to the door and rapped once. Before she could knock a second time, the panel flew open and Freeda emerged, bundled in a thick woolen robe. Her graying hair hung in a loose braid down her back.  “Where’s your sister?” she whispered.
Deanna turned and beckoned. Ceilia slipped into the hall and darted to Freeda’s side. 
“In here.” The governess shoved both girls into her room. “Lock the door behind me,” she ordered. “Don’t make a sound and don’t come out unless it’s me or your father at that door! Do you understand?” 
Deanna swallowed hard and nodded. Ceilia started sniffling. Freeda crouched to fix her gaze onto the younger girl’s face. “Cece, love, it’ll be all right,” she soothed, then kissed Ceilia’s forehead and closed the door. 
Deanna turned the key, then, by the dim light of an oil lamp, she quickly scanned the room. Seizing her sister’s hand, she pulled the younger girl over to the narrow bed against the far wall. On hands and knees, she glanced beneath and breathed a sigh of relief. The two of them would just fit. Together, they squirmed into hiding.
Lying on her stomach, her head resting on folded arms, Deanna could just see the bottom of the door from her vantage. The bare wooden floorboards underneath her radiated a chill that seeped through both robe and nightgown. She clasped Ceilia’s cold hand in hers. By mutual understanding, both girls remained silent. 
Papa will come for us, Deanna thought. He has to!
How long she and her sister lay in fearful confinement, Deanna didn’t know. Her arms and shoulders had just gone numb when there came several soft knocks on the door. A familiar voice spoke from the hallway. 
“Girls, open up! It’s Papa!”
Like flushed conayhos, the two girls wriggled from hiding and ran for the door. Deanna released the lock, threw open the panel, then both she and Ceilia rushed into their father’s embrace. 
Though his arms felt steady and protective as ever, Deanna could still sense her father’s fear. “Papa, what’s going on?” she asked, looking up into his eyes.
The Lord Alcalde of Nue Bayona, his dark hair disheveled and feet bare, clad only in a knee-length white algodon nightshirt and drawstring pants, shook his head. “My darlings, people I thought I could trust…well, it turns out I couldn’t. I’ll try to explain things more clearly to you both later, but right now, we have to go.”
“Where’s Freeda?” Deanna asked.
“Here, dulzor.” The governess materialized at the Alcalde’s shoulder. “Señor,” she said, her voice tense, “we can get out through the kitchen.” 
 The Alcalde nodded sharply, took each of his children by the hand and started for the back staircase. 
Behind them, hoarse shouts followed by the sound of more gunfire echoed up the front staircase. A split second later came the rumble of heavy boots on wood, ascending. Simultaneously, the narrow unlit service stairwell ahead disgorged a knot of armed men. 
The little group stumbled to a halt and was quickly surrounded. Freeda gasped an entreaty to the Madre. Ceilia started wailing. The Alcalde gathered both his daughters to him and squared his shoulders. His steady gaze swept the circle of guards he’d once entrusted with his own safety and that of his family. “Please don’t hurt my children,” he said.
One of the guards— a sergeant— took a step forward and smashed the butt of his rifle into the Alcalde’s face, knocking him to the floor. Deanna heard the wet crunch of breaking bone. 
She and Ceilia screamed as one. 
An instant later, both girls were dragged clear by Freeda just as a maelstrom of violence engulfed their father.
Powerless to stop the attack, they could only watch, frozen in horror, as men who’d taken an oath to serve the Alcalde, instead were now bent on kicking him to death. As the guards’ heavy boots connected with meaty thuds against his flesh, the Alcalde cried out in pain.
“Run girls!” Freeda screamed.
Tearing her gaze away from the sickening spectacle, Deanna tugged on her little sister’s hand, but Ceilia had collapsed to her knees. “Cece, get up!” she wailed. “Get up!”
Freeda slipped her arms beneath the younger girl’s shoulders and tried to lift her to her feet, but Ceilia had become dead weight, limp and unresponsive. Her green eyes stared ahead, unfocused and glassy. “Merciful Maria!” the governess sobbed. “Please, child…stand up! You must run!”
Deanna peered into her sister’s face, searching for any sign of awareness, but saw none. “Cece,” she whispered, near breathless with terror. “We have to go. Now!”
As Deanna tried once again to coax her sister to stand, a voice—female, imperious, and shrill—rang out.
 “Stop this instant!” 
Deanna knew that voice and the one to whom it belonged. 
A woman she’d never trusted. 
Like obedient hounds, the guards immediately broke off their brutal assault and backed away from their victim as the Alcalde’s wife—clad in a thick woolen shawl pulled over her white silk nightgown— rapidly approached, her long dark hair tumbled loose about her shoulders and her lovely face pinched with fury. “I gave orders to take him alive!” she snapped. Ignoring Freeda and her stepdaughters cowering against the wall, she came to a stop beside her husband, who lay sprawled on his back, motionless, his face a bruised and bloody mess. 
She glared up at the sergeant. “Is he still alive?”  
“Dama Lourdessa, I don’t know,” the man answered, his voice devoid of any emotion.
“Well check!” Lourdessa demanded.
From where she crouched within Freeda’s protective embrace, her own arms wrapped around Ceilia, Deanna watched with held breath, vowing that if her father was dead, she would find a way to kill her stepmother.
The sergeant went to one knee and laid two fingers against the Alcalde’s throat.  After a few seconds, he straightened and nodded once. 
“Praise the Madre,” Freeda whispered. Deanna started breathing again.
The former Alcalde began to stir. Two guards seized him by the arms and hauled him upright, where he hung, unresisting, in their grasp. He made a choking noise and spat a bloody gobbet onto the top of the sergeant’s polished boot. He then whispered something too soft and slurred for Deanna to hear. 
“Because you wouldn’t listen, Eduard,” came Lourdessa’s cold response.  “I warned you.” She shook her head, a look of distain on her face, then turned to the sergeant of the guards. “Put him in one of the basement holding cells for now.”
As the guards dragged their father past them toward the service staircase, Freeda tried to cover her charges’ eyes, but Deanna pushed the governess’s hands away. She wanted, no needed to bear witness to every moment of this tragedy, so that when she was old enough, she could exact revenge without faltering. 
Several of the guards had stayed behind to form a loose semicircle around Lourdessa. They snapped to attention as another man emerged from the stairwell into the hallway. Tall, thin and balding, dressed in a black suit, the man paused to watch the former Alcalde and his guard detail hustle past and disappear down the narrow stairs. He stared for several moments more before turning and making his way to where Lourdessa stood, her shawl pulled tightly about her shoulders, her face a dispassionate mask. 
The man in black spoke in a low, rasping voice. “There was no need for such brutality. He would have surrendered for the sake of his family.”
“I didn’t tell your men to break my husband’s face, Señor Nunyez,” Lourdessa retorted. She waved her hand in dismissal. “He’ll heal. In time. I’ll send a doctor to him later. Right now, you and I have a lot of work to do.”
The man in black turned his gaze to the former Alcalde’s daughters and their governess, all on their knees in a forlorn huddle. “What are your plans for the children?” he asked.
Lourdessa pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “Where is my son?” she asked the sergeant of the guards.
“Señor Alehan is still in his chambers, Dama. A detail is on guard at his door.”
“Bring him to my apartments immediately,” she demanded, then in a softer, almost plaintive tone, added, “I need my child with me right now.”
The sergeant saluted, then ordered two guards to go fetch the boy. 
Lourdessa pointed to Freeda. “You. Keep my husband’s brats in their room until I decide what to do with them.” 
“Yes, Dama,” Freeda replied, her eyes downcast.
Then, as if she’d forgotten their very existence—or no longer cared— Lourdessa turned her back on her stepdaughters. With the guards in formation around them both, she and the man in black disappeared down the back staircase.  
 “Come, Deanna,” Freeda whispered. “Help me with your sister.” 
For a few moments, all Deanna could do was stare in queasy fascination at the drops of her father’s blood left behind on the floor. Freeda had to grab her shoulders and shake her to  break the spell. Together, she and the governess carried Ceilia back to her bed. 
Deanna crawled in beside the younger girl and Freeda settled the blankets over them. “I’ll stay with you until morning,” the governess said. She bent down and kissed both girls on their foreheads, then went to the door and turned the lock.
“What’s going to happen to us, Freeda?” Deanna asked. 
“I don’t know, child,” the governess replied, her voice heavy with sorrow. She crossed the room and collapsed into an armchair near the window. A few moments later, she bowed her head over clasped hands. 
The sound of the older woman’s whispered prayers did little to ameliorate the turmoil within young Deanna’s heart and soul. She wrapped her arms around Ceilia—who still gave no sign of awareness— and closed her eyes, even though she was determined to sleep no more this night. The image of the guards dragging her father away bruised and bloodied to an unknown fate, haunted her; still, she refused to cry. There would be time enough for tears later. For now, she had to be strong for Ceilia.  
Freeda had ceased her prayers and now sat in silence, a darker shadow against the brightening sky beyond the bedroom window. Whether the governess had fallen asleep or had simply run out of entreaties, Deanna couldn’t tell.  
 And what was the point of prayers anyway?  The Madre didn’t listen when Deanna had begged Her not to let Mama die. Why put one’s faith in something that quite possibly didn’t exist? 
Ceilia jerked, then began muttering, her voice too low for Deanna to understand. The older girl tightened her arms around the younger and rocked her until she once again went still and quiet. 
After a time, despite her vow not to, Deanna drifted into an exhausted sleep.
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Chapter two
Day One


Lourdessa Sedaño flung open the double doors of her husband’s office and paused on the threshold. No, she corrected herself. My office now.
 Illuminated only by Nueva Sol’s early morning lavender-gold light streaming in through a pair of casement windows, the chamber seemed suspended in time, tidied and ready for an occupant who would never return. Its furnishings were simple— a big roble wood desk, a trio of matching chairs, one behind the desk and two in front for visitors, a sideboard and a bookcase. A handwoven oveha wool area rug covered much of the polished plank floor. A large, gilt-framed map of the city hung on one wall. 
The spare, masculine decor was not at all to Lourdessa’s taste. Now that she’d seized control of the city, redecoration had to be near the top of the new Dama Alcalde’s agenda.
Right behind the neutralization of her political enemies. 
She entered and crossed the room to sit in the Alcalde’s chair—her chair now, or it would be, just as soon as she ordered a replacement. She rested her hands on the desktop, took a deep breath, and relaxed. 
I did it, she thought. Nue Bayona is mine!
A soft knock on the door interrupted her silent self-congratulations. “Come in, Señor Nunyez.” 
The man who until just a few hours past had served as Chief of Palace Security entered the room. “Dama,” he said, inclining his head. Without waiting for permission, he claimed one of the visitors’ chairs.  
Lourdessa’s lip curled. Saviero Nunyez smelled like an old trunk that had recently been opened after years in storage. His threadbare black frock coat and trousers hung loosely from his thin frame. The mottled skin of his face and balding head reminded the Alcalde of a spoiling corpse. Her dislike of Nunyez bordered on loathing, but she couldn’t deny the man’s competence, nor could she afford to allow personal animus to interfere with their working relationship. As her newly appointed Minister of Intelligence, it would be Nunyez’s task to build a force of special police operatives to provide the Alcalde with her most powerful tool—information. 
For several moments, each sat in silent regard of the other. 
Lourdessa spoke first. “How is he?”  
“The former Alcalde took a severe beating, Dama,” Nunyez replied. His peculiar, rasping voice betrayed no emotion. “He is badly hurt, but he will live. A doctor is with him now.”
Lourdessa allowed herself a moment of relief. “Good,” she said. “He is still my husband, after all.”
Nunyez raised one wisp of an eyebrow but said nothing.
“Once the doctor clears him, I want Eduard transferred to the Hall of Justice.”
“There will be a trial, I expect? Otherwise…”
“Of course,” Lourdessa said. “The people will receive a full account of my husband’s crimes.”
“There will be unrest. Many citizens won’t be convinced of his guilt.” Nunyez paused, then added, “Eduard Hernaan is well-loved.”
“You sound unconvinced, Señor Nunyez.” Lourdessa gazed at her husband’s former security chief through narrowed eyes. “Was I mistaken in trusting you?” He had been the last to join her cause…
“No, Dama Alcalde,” the M.O.I. replied. “I am pledged to help you however I can.”
Lourdessa nodded. She searched Nunyez’s face for any hint of insincerity, but found none. “That is very good to hear, Señor. Because I need to be able to trust you.” 
Nunyez held himself like a coiled serpent at rest; relaxed, yet completely alert and ready to strike. Lourdessa suppressed a shudder. To hide her discomfiture, she made a show of going through a stack of papers on the desk until the feeling passed.
After a few moments of silence, Nunyez asked, “What about Eduard’s daughters, Dama?”
“What about them?”
The M.O.I.’s thin lips twitched. “Have you thought about how you wish to…handle them?”
Lourdessa huffed in annoyance. “The rabble love those brats because they’re his,” she said. “Especially Deanna. Thank the Madre she’s only fourteen!” She paused to rein in her escalating ire. “It’s going to be hard enough establishing control over this city as it is,” she continued in a cooler tone. “I need to be seen as the concerned, loving parent, offering protection to two poor girls whose father has not only betrayed the city, but put his own corrupt schemes ahead of his children’s welfare.”
“Then, perhaps you should consider a public appearance, with the girls by your side?” Nunyez suggested.
“Not going to happen. Can’t trust the little creatures to behave, now can I?” the Alcalde replied, her eyes narrowed in thought. “No. But what I can do…is offer the older one a deal.”
“A deal, Dama?” Nunyez raised both eyebrows.
“Yes. Last night was the culmination of two years of careful planning. I will not have all my hard work undone by anything or anyone.”
“What manner of deal, if I may ask?” 
“One that even she can understand will be in her best interest,” Lourdessa replied. “Send a pair of your men to fetch her here.”
“Now, Dama? It’s still quite early…”
“Yes, now!” Lourdessa snapped. 
Nunyez rose to his feet, nodded once then left the room. 
As the door closed behind him,  it seemed to Lourdessa that the chamber somehow grew brighter. For a few, heady moments, she felt like a giantess, her feet astride the world, thunderbolts of power crackling in her fists. 
The euphoria passed like a fast-moving squall, to be replaced by ruthless determination. 
The Alcalde of Nue Bayona, her rule not yet a day old, could not afford to lose focus. She had a city to run.
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Deanna was awakened once again by a startling noise— this time, the sound of a fist pounding on wood. Exhausted both physically and emotionally, she struggled onto one elbow, and stared, bleary-eyed at the bedroom door. Beside her in bed, curled on her side, Ceilia lay unmoving. 
From the chair by the window, Freeda jerked awake with a grunt. “What is it? What do you want?” the governess called out, her voice tremulous with apprehension. Pulling her thick robe close about her, she rose to her feet and took a pair of halting steps toward the door, then froze as a man’s voice barked a muffled but still discernible command to open up. 
“What do you want?” Freeda repeated. Deanna started to speak but the governess forestalled her with a quick shake of her head and a forefinger pressed to her lips. 
“We’re here to escort Señorita Deanna Hernaan to the Dama Alcalde’s office,” the unseen man said. “Now, open up!”
Deanna was already out of bed, dressed in robe and slippers before Freeda turned the key in the lock and pulled the door open a crack. “It’s still very early, señor,” she said to the guard. “Surely, the…the Alcalde can see Deanna later this morning?”
“No, dama,” the man replied, his tone firm, but not aggressive. “I have my orders. The girl is to come with us now.” 
Freeda shot Deanna a frightened look. 
“It’s all right, Freeda.” Deanna gave the woman a quick hug. “I’m not afraid. I actually want to speak to her, and now is as good a time as any.”
“You are very brave, child,” the governess murmured. She kissed Deanna’s forehead and smoothed her sleep-mussed mahogany locks. “I’ll look after your sister,” she added, glancing at the bed where Ceilia still lay, her back to the room. 
Deanna slipped past the older woman, pulled the door open wide and stepped into the hallway where a pair of green-uniformed palace guards waited. 
Before last night, these men would have saluted her. 
Neither saluted Deanna this morning, but neither did they glower or make any hostile moves. The one who’d issued the command took her elbow in a gentle grip. “Come along, miss,” he said. “The Alcalde is waiting.”
Deanna squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and allowed the guards to lead her away without protest. After a few strides, the one holding her arm released it and both guards fell in on either side of her. 
Having grown up within these walls, Deanna knew perfectly well how to reach her father’s office. No. Not Father’s office, she corrected herself. Not anymore. Lourdessa’s dispatch of armed palace guards to escort her was meant to intimidate, pure and simple.
It won’t work, the girl thought. 
After several minutes of silent travel through corridors which, even at this early hour should have shown some signs of life, Deanna asked, “What has happened to my father?” She glanced at the profile of the guard who’d spoken to her. 
He turned his head and met her eyes for an instant before looking away; in that one, brief moment, Deanna thought she saw a flash of sympathy. “Sorry, miss, but I’m not allowed to talk to you about that,” he said. “The Alcalde will explain everything, I’m sure.”
At a brisk pace, the walk from the residential wing of the palace to the administrative offices took no more than six or seven minutes. As each step brought her closer to confrontation with the woman who’d just ruined her and her sister’s young lives, Deanna’s anger and anxiety mounted. 
By the time she and her escort stood in an antechamber before a set of tall, polished wooden double doors, Deanna’s entire body was shaking, her small hands knotted into fists at her sides. 
The guard rapped his gloved hand thrice upon the right panel, then turned the ornate brass handle and pushed the door open. “Dama Alcalde, Señorita Hernaan is here.” 
“Send her in.”
The guard gestured to Deanna. “Go on now, girl,” he said in a quiet voice. As she stepped past him, he gave her shoulder a squeeze. Deanna threw a startled look at him, but he’d already swung the door shut. 
“Come here, girl,” Lourdessa called.
Deanna turned and gazed across the large room at her stepmother, who now sat behind the big roble desk that only yesterday had been her father’s. For an instant, Deanna swayed with a sudden wave of vertigo, as her brain struggled to process the disorienting sight. The complete and utter wrongness of it made her sick.
Sick with fury. 
She took a deep breath to steady herself, then with slow steps approached the desk, stopping when she’d drawn even with the two visitor’s chairs. There, she fixed her stepmother’s face with a defiant stare. At least she hoped it looked defiant. In truth, now that she stood here beneath Lourdessa’s cold, unreadable regard, her righteous anger had withered with fear.
“Sit down, child.” Lourdessa ordered. 
Deanna shook her head in refusal.
“As you wish,” Lourdessa replied. A brief frown twitched across her red-painted lips. “There are a lot of things you and I must discuss. I’d like…”
“What have you done with my father?” Deanna wished her voice had more strength, but at least it didn’t shake. “If he’s badly hurt, I swear I’ll make you pay!” 
Lourdessa let out a gusty sigh and shook her head. “Deanna, child…you are in no position to make threats.” She picked up a slim-bladed silver letter opener and began twirling it between her fingers. “Now, let’s not begin our new relationship on such negative footing. As for Eduard, he’s exactly where he belongs right now. He’s receiving medical care and I promise you he will recover.” She paused, then added, “I’m very sorry you and Ceilia had to witness your father’s arrest.”
“Why are you doing this?” 
“It’s far too complicated to explain fully, my dulzor,” Lourdessa said. “But, sometimes adults must do things that seem terrible to children, but are really necessary in order to stop worse things from happening.”
Deanna’s anger, tamped down by fear, suddenly flared to renewed, white hot life.
“I’m not a child, Lourdessa!” she said, her voice nearing a shout. She might be just fourteen, but she knew condescension when she heard it. “Stop talking down to me like I am!” 
“I’d watch my tone if I were you, young lady,” Lourdessa replied softly. “Just who do you think you’re speaking to?” 
The perra who hurt my father, Deanna thought. 
Lourdessa took her silence for submission; the dangerous gleam in her hazel eyes remained, however. “Now, you listen to me, girl. Things have changed in a big way. I’m in charge, not your father, and that’s a fact. The sooner you accept it, the easier life will be for you. You and your sister are still members of the mayoral family, so that part, at least, hasn’t changed.” 
The new Alcalde scrutinized her stepdaughter’s face for several heartbeats, then continued. “ I will make you a deal. As long as you and Ceilia stay out of my way, your lives can go on as before. Well, not quite, obviously. You’ll still have the privileges you’ve enjoyed as the Alcalde’s family, with a few minor exceptions. But…” She rose from her chair, planted her red-manicured fingers flat on the desk top and leaned forward. “If you, or your sister ever cross me, if you ever cause me the slightest trouble, I won’t hesitate to send you both to the Marian Sisters. You’ll live out the rest of your days behind those high, high red walls, dressed all in black, with only the Blessed Yesu for your lover. Do you understand me, girl?”
Deanna could only nod. All the fierce, rebellious words she’d planned on screaming into her stepmother’s face had frozen on her tongue. The anger that had burned so bright a moment ago had been snuffed out by her stepmother’s delivered threat. 
No, not threat. Promise. Deanna shivered. Never had she felt so alone and helpless. Hot tears stung her eyes, but she held them back through sheer force of will. She’d be damned if she’d let Lourdessa see her cry.
“May I go back to my room now?” she asked.
Lourdessa resumed her seat and waved a hand in dismissal. 
Her entire body numb, Deanna turned and walked back to the door. The two guards who’d escorted her were waiting in the antechamber. Before she crossed the threshold, Deanna paused to look at her stepmother, sitting at her father’s desk like she belonged there. Lourdessa’s attention was focused on a sheaf of papers in her hand, as if the teenaged girl staring at her from the doorway did not merit the slightest consideration. 
Deanna wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her robe and exited the office. The guards came to attention as she slipped through the door. “Take me back to my sister, please,” she said. 
 No matter what happened now, Deanna realized that her first duty was to protect Ceilia. Their father had been ripped away from them, and might be gone forever. Something had broken within her little sister, in a way that Deanna did not yet understand. 
For now, the teen realized she had no choice but to obey. She was too young to do otherwise. But she wouldn’t always be so. 
“One day, I will make you pay, Lourdessa,” Deanna murmured. 
Both guards looked at her, but neither man said anything. The older turned away to hide a little smile on his craggy face.  

















Six Years Later...
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Chapter three
Pursuit

Outskirts of Veyho Bayona, approx. 80 klims SW of Nue Bayona




“Maria’s holy tits!” Monseñor Gabril Ledesme, ever-mindful of the proprieties of his sacred office as a priest of the Holy Church, nevertheless uttered the impious obscenity as a hot needle of pain spiked his temple. “Will you demon-spawn ever leave me in peace?” He slapped at his silver-frosted hairline, then glared with unholy ferocity at the small, winged attacker crushed against his palm. A venom-induced headache began pounding behind his eyeballs. “Damned skeeto!” 
The myriad screeches, grunts, clicks, and whistles of a forest alive with hidden fauna surrounded him. Vegetation cloaked the tumbled ruins of the ancient city with a variegated mantle of green and brown against which daubs of brilliant, floral colors—red, purple, blue, and orange—stood out like jewels in a nest of velvet. Overhead, yellow-breasted doloras rode the thermals in pairs and triads on black, sickle-shaped wings, weaving lazy circular patterns through the cloudless violet sky. 
Nothing of Ledesme’s outward appearance marked his priestly station. Lean and well-muscled as a man twenty years his junior, only the rake of fine lines around his eyes and the scatter of argent strands through sable hair betrayed his maturity. Dressed as he was for heat and hard trekking in tough, lightweight khaki and heavy brown boots, any observer would think him simply another wildcat salvager, scouring the bones of the dead city for useable tech. In truth, that assumption was mostly correct.
Dragging his wide-brimmed leather hat from his aching head, Ledesme dropped to his haunches in the lee of a half-fallen section of glassite wall to rest and aerate his sweat-damp hair. The cool translucent blocks at his back, shielded from hard sunlight by a forest canopy grown lush on spring rains, sent a frisson of pleasure through his overheated body as he leaned against them. 
The kittle kittle cries of wild turquia calling to each other in the surrounding undergrowth mingled with the soft peeps of forest ranas, clinging with suckered feet to the pebbly green trunks of a cluster of boca trees. The delicate scent of corella flowers delighted his nose and the sough of the wind in the leaves overhead  reminded him of the distant murmur of the sea. A pod of wild sky jellies, named for their resemblance to a marine creature of Old Earth, floated above the trees, their gas-filled bodies almost invisible against the firmament. The animals were too distant to pose a threat as they probed the canopy for small prey with their stinger-tipped tentacles. After a score of years spent in scientific exploration and salvage for the Church, Ledesme knew every sight, sound, and smell of this place as intimately as he knew his own skin. 
 Relaxed, he massaged his forehead and watched with delighted interest a rare sight: the boca tree closest to him, less than ten paces away, shuddered, then rose out of the damp soil on roots like a pale clump of thick, squirming serpents. It then began a slow glide, made more amazing by the ponderous beauty of its movement, away from its watcher. A second later, its half-dozen herd mates uprooted themselves and followed in the wake of their leader. Ledesme suspected the creatures—not trees at all, but gentle beasts of flesh and blood evolved to an uncanny resemblance—were making their stately way toward a nearby creek where they could dangle their tentacles in the sluggish water to drink. 
Wonder at the grace of Her works and gratitude for the granted privilege of witness filled Ledesme with joy. “Madre, You are truly great,” he whispered. 
When the bocas had disappeared among the sheltering trees, the priest lifted his gaze to squint at the patches of visible sky overhead. The others would wake soon from their mid-afternoon siestas and the absence of their leader would provoke, if not outright alarm, then irritated consternation. He stood to stretch the kinks from his back, then settled his hat down over his spiky hair. It was time to return to camp. 
Turning in a half-circle, Ledesme sought the familiar gleam of metal through the trees. A pair of slim towers, once the lofty domain of the ancient city’s elite rulers— or so the Church had always speculated— would serve him as a landmark from which to navigate his way back to camp. The crack of a fracturing tree limb froze the priest in mid-step. For an agonized run of seconds, he held his breath as around him the sylvan chorus faltered, then fell silent.
Daring a glance over his shoulder, Ledesme was shocked near to panic at the unexpected sight that met his keen, green eyes. Near five meters tall, and screened by a stand of young sawtooth trees, rendered almost invisible by a camouflaging mottle of brown and gray spots, crouched a saber-tusked horror. 
Mierda! What’s a kymera doing here?
An apex predator of the deep woods, no kymera had ever been encountered within the precincts of war-shattered Veyho Bayona by any previous expedition, Church-sanctioned or otherwise.
Until now. 
 Like the blast from a steam locomotive, a chuff out of wide nostrils sent a shower of serrated golden leaves pinwheeling through the air high above Ledesme’s head as the beast exhaled in preparation to charge.
 Through the flushed haze of adrenalin, the priest seized upon a terrifyingly small chance of escape and took off at a dead run toward a vine-enshrouded mound of concrete slabs several meters away. 
 The kymera rocketed from its concealment in scorching pursuit, emitting a roar that seemed to shake the trees to their very roots. 
Fit though he was, still, Ledesma knew he did not possess the speed to outrun the monster. Propelled on six powerful legs, each ending in a foot armed with black claws half as long as a man’s forearm, the kymera would scatter his gory remnants over the leaf litter long before he reached any refuge. He needed to stall the creature, and he needed to do it now!
 Ledesma ripped his sidearm from its holster below his shoulder, twisting as he ran, and squeezed off three shots in rapid succession at the kymera’s long snout. The glimpse he caught in the split-second it took him to point his pistol would have loosened the bowels of a less intrepid man. One or two more strides and the monster would be upon him.
Diosa mia, it’s too fast!
A shriek like tearing metal rent the air. Ledesme risked another glance and saw the kymera prancing in a crazed circle, shaking its narrow head. The mane of quills sprouting like javelins behind its head clacked together with a fearsome racket. Streams of greenish-black blood oozed from a trio of puncture wounds below its left eye. 
 Pushing his body to the limit, Ledesme swerved to avoid a collision with the bole of an ebon tree and nearly lost his footing on a loose block of pavement. Slim branches like scourges cut stinging gashes across his cheeks. His lungs heaved and burned. 
The kymera, once again barreling after him, plowed through the undergrowth with uncanny agility. A slap of displaced air hit the nape of the priest’s neck at the same instant he felt a sharp pain slice across his shoulder blades. He flung himself to the side while firing  another shot. The mound of fractured slabs loomed a pace or two away, beckoning with shadowy crevices promising salvation. 
Blessed Madre, thank you!
Ledesma dove beneath an overhang into a dank cavelet and shoved forward until he could go no further. Squirming onto his side, he lay wedged in a casket-narrow space facing the entrance to what might turn out to be a tomb, rather than a refuge. 
The kymera slid to a halt, its claws flinging up a hail of crumbled concrete and fallen leaves. Bugling in thwarted rage, the creature thrust a forefoot into the crevice to try to hook its prey and pry him free. Ledesma fired his last two rounds into the questing paw. The twin reports within the low, tight confines spiked pain through his ears and left them ringing. The kymera withdrew its injured foot, only to reach in with the other, undamaged one. 
Ledesme flinched as wickedly honed talons gouged a quartet of grooves into the dirt a fingerspan from his ankle, then withdrew.  The beast screeched and dropped its head to glare at him from one gold-shot, viridescent eye. Saliva dripped in mucinous ropes from the roots of sepia tusks curling on either side of its mandible. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the hideous face was gone. After a few moments, the monseñor heard the beast moving away through the undergrowth, growling, then, all sounds of movement ceased. 
Too wise to fall for this admittedly wily trick, Ledesme remained frozen in place, every one of his senses stretched to exquisite tautness. His headache, forgotten in the midst of frenzied flight, returned to hammer the inside of his cranium in time to his heartbeat. 
He counted to one hundred, then counted again. 
At four hundred, he snagged a fist-sized chunk of concrete and rolled it through the bright-lit opening. 
With force enough to crack stone, the kymera hurled itself at the crevice, startling a curse from the priest despite his  suspicion of its lurking presence. As the monster’s head eclipsed the entrance, plunging the cavelet into darkness, Ledesme heard rather than saw its muzzle thrust in toward him. The creature’s breath enveloped him in a rancid fog.
Once, twice, three times serrated jaws snapped closed with jackhammer speed a handspan from  the beleaguered man’s sweating face. Exhausted, the warm trickle of blood alerted him to the seriousness of his wounds. Ledesme closed his eyes and prayed.
Oh, Blessed Madre Maria, deliver me from danger. Let the might of Your love, and that of Your Son, the Holy Yesu, protect me, in this, my time of need. 
 The kymera screeched and pulled its head from the fissure. Ledesme shoved backward,  hissing with pain as his lacerated shoulders scraped against shards of concrete. He reached behind him and instead of unyielding soil and rock, his questing hands found an opening. Desperate, he clawed away the debris to enlarge the hole wide enough to wiggle through. 
The beast plunged its rapacious snout into the crevice and bit at empty air where a mere second ago, its intended prey had huddled, helpless. That same prey now slithered down a narrow passage,  the cold feel of metal beneath his hands and knees. Near absolute darkness precluded speed as Ledesme felt his way forward, the turbulent roar of his own blood deafening in his ears. From the scant information gleaned from his fingertips, he guessed he’d stumbled into a ventilation shaft or service passage. 
The frustrated shrieks of the kymera gradually grew faint, then stopped. Ledesme paused long enough to unclip a battered  hand torch from his belt. Thankful he’d thought to replace the fuel cell early this morning, he thumbed the switch.  The light of the thin, white beam revealed a corroded metal tunnel  and something else that filled him with consternation. Less than two paces beyond where he crouched, the tunnel floor ended in a square black hole.
With exaggerated care, Ledesme inched forward until he could shine the torch down the hole. Caught in its illumination, approximately three meters down, a pile of smashed metal furniture lay on a floor carpeted in a plush gray layer of dust. 
The fall may not have killed me, but getting impaled on some rusty old chair leg might’ve. At least I’ve got a way back up if I need it. 
Torch wedged tight between his teeth, Ledesme rolled onto his stomach, gripped the beveled edge of the hole, then dropped feet-first into the darkness. Pain, sharp as a white-hot splatter of molten lead, forced a groan past the torch barrel in his mouth as his wounded shoulder took the full weight of his body. 
Can’t drop straight down onto that mess. Gotta swing past it. 
Tears of suffering spilling from his eyes, Ledesme kicked out with both legs, swinging pendulum-like through a long arc that he prayed would throw him clear of the lethal pile of metal below. He mentally recited a quick prayer and released his grip.
A second of sheer panic as he plunged through open space, and then he hit the floor with bruising force, unable to maintain balance. The torch flew from his mouth as he measured his length in the thick dust, throwing up a swirling cloud to clog nose and throat. 
Ledesme staggered to his feet, violent sneezes and coughs doubling him over for several agonized minutes. As he struggled to catch his breath, wiping tears and snot off his face with his sleeve, he bent to retrieve the fallen hand torch. Raising it to eye level, he swept the beam around to reveal a corridor stretching before and behind, featureless except for unmarked metal doors set at regular intervals. All were closed. The twisted furniture looked as if it had been deliberately piled below the opening to the shaft above.
Like someone needed a way to escape. 
With no way to determine otherwise, one direction appeared as good as the other. Ledesme fished a kerchief from his back pocket to fashion a makeshift dust mask, then started walking.
Going off on my own was stupid. Mierda! I know better! Arnau will send Francisco and Calderone to look for me and they might very well run into that blasted kymera. They’ll have ee-rifles but still... 
Gabril Ledesme had lived his entire adult life in service to The Madre and Her Church, much of the time spent prowling subterranean warrens like the one he now found himself traversing. The darkness and silence of these dead places held no fears for him; in truth, though his body ached and his wounds burned, at the same time, he felt invigorated. The heady wine of curiosity coursed through his veins, damping the worst of his hurts. At his core, he was an explorer, excited by the unknown.
Cool air, stale but breathable, reassured him, as did the undisturbed layer of dust underfoot. 
 I must be the first living man to walk this corridor in over two centuries. 
The sweep of Ledesme’s light revealed matte metal walls scarred by burn marks from ancient energy weapons fire. All the light rods in the ceiling had been smashed. The dust carpeting the floor concealed the scattered glass, making each step a crunchy hazard. The beam of his torch light criss-crossed the space. He swung the torch beam along the wall and the soft gleam of something not metal caught his eye.
 Ledesme paused before a door and on closer inspection, saw a small glassite tile inset above a recessed slot near the door’s edge. He pressed his palm into the slot and pushed, but the door refused to budge. He tried the next three doors in turn, with the same result. Sighing in frustration, he resumed walking.
Veyho Bayona, the largest city on colonial Nuetierra at the time of its destruction, had covered hundreds of square klims. Beneath its gleaming towers of metal and electrochromic glassite blocks, vast plazas, and parks filled with artwork and monuments of natural stone, ran many klims of corridors and tunnels, connecting underground chambers both small and vast; a seemingly endless complex that rivaled the size of the surface city. Ledesme walked within a tiny circle of light, step after step until he lost count, ignoring the corridors that branched off the one he traversed, determined to follow this main passage to its end.
So far, he’d seen no signage or writing of any kind. This anonymous passageway could be beneath a government building, hospital, or in the basement of an office complex. The only sure clue was the damage; like most of the city, this location had not escaped the cataclysm of the Great War. 
 The corridor ended in a heavy metal door, blackened and sagging open on twisted hinges. A whisper of breeze caressed his cheek, fresh and redolent of the forest. He stepped over the threshold into a large chamber, and as the carbon filament bulb in his torch began to flicker, he switched it off. 
 Natural light, filtered through a screen of tangled vegetation, leaked through a broad fracture in the vaulted ceiling above, illuminating a jumble of debris piled around the jagged rim of a crater torn into the floor. Clearly, this room had suffered a direct missile strike.
To the gritty crunch of glass and plastic beneath his boots, Ledesme moved farther into the room until he stood at the edge of the hole, contemplating the destruction surrounding him. Shattered concrete, bent metal rebar, pulverized glass, partly melted cables snaking like blackened vines through the rubble, and…
Bones.
Femurs, ribcages, hands and feet like bundles of brown sticks, phalanges, jawbones, teeth scattered like macabre dice, and skulls, some still intact, others splintered. 
Ledesme made the sign of the Holy Family on his breast and muttered a brief prayer for the dead. Though this discovery saddened him, it did not shock. He and his teams had come across remains before. The city had died in fire, and quickly. There wouldn’t have been time for such a large population to evacuate. Most perished where they’d lived or worked, and the survivors were too few and too traumatized to bury the countless corpses. 
As he scanned the pile and pondered his next move, something on the wall opposite the door caught his attention. Beneath the layer of soot clinging to the concrete, Ledesme discerned an image that stirred vague recognition. He picked his way closer, avoiding the bones, until he stood close enough to puzzle out a symbol and words from the background grime. Excitement set his heart racing.
 The logo he knew from histories studied during long hours in the Church’s archives. Twin black lightning bolts contained within an equilateral triangle. The words, written in the language he himself spoke, passed down with only minimal changes from his Old Earth colonial forebears, read:

BAYONA DISTRICT ONE CENTRAL COMMAND
FIRST MECHANIZED FLEET

Sweet Madre Maria, this is it!
Ledesme laughed aloud. “Madre, you know I’d never presume to question your methods, but did you have to send a kymera to show me the way?”
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Chapter four
Discoveries In The Dark


By a miracle of the Madre, a few of the computer stations had escaped destruction. Sucking in a sharp breath at the pull of blood-crusted algodon fabric on his wounds, Ledesme righted an overturned chair, then swept a thick pelt of dust from the seat. He positioned the chair at an undamaged work station and perched on its edge to examine the console before him. A shard of light from above highlighted the ancient keyboard.
Familiarity with pre-Great War era computers, gained through archival studies and practical experience using the Church’s pair of working machines—only two other functioning machines existed on all of Nuetierra—guided the priest’s perusal. 
With gentle exhalations, he cleared the console of dust, then, with hands poised, he paused to reflect. 
Refugees from a dying world beset by famine and endless warfare, the men and women of the first colony ships to leave Old Earth for the vast unknown of interstellar space had entered their metabolic stasis pods with the knowledge that they and their children would be the first humans to walk beneath an alien sun. On the world they named Nuetierra—New Earth in the old tongue spoken by their great-great-grandparents—the colonists bent to the task of building a new society on a planet poor in mineral resources.
For nearly six centuries, the autonomous city-states of Nuetierra’s only inhabited continent prospered in a loose, peaceful confederation, but the lesson of conservation learned by ancestors from a depleted homeworld gradually faded. Resources grew increasingly scarce and competition more fierce, until the descendants of the people who’d fled a depleted planet savaged by warfare found themselves engulfed in the same nightmare. 
A high-pitched squeak and the crisp rustle of vegetation overhead startled Ledesme from his musings. He looked up in time to see a black and white-striped mono scurry up a ladder of vines to perch on the jagged lip of the roof cleft. Hairless tail lashing, the tiny primate barred needle-slim fangs and unleashed a barrage of invective before leaping out of sight. Ledesme sighed, relieved. The fact that a mono chose to den here meant there weren’t any large predators also in residence. He turned his attention back to the console.
Reverence lightened his touch as he set calloused fingers to its dark, glassy surface. A red square abruptly winked to life beneath his left index finger. In shocked reflex, Ledesme pulled his hands away. An instant later, the entire console lit up in a block grid of yellow, red, green, white, and orange. 
“Madre preserve!” he cried as a ghost materialized before his astounded gaze.
The phantasm hovered above the console, a semi-transparent rendering of a woman no more than two handspans tall. She glowed, yet cast no shadow. Silver blond hair fell in a ragged plait across the shoulder of her black uniform jumpsuit. A smear of blood streaked her pale cheek.
Though her lips moved, Ledesme heard no sound. He watched, transfixed, as the desperation infused into her every gesture made words unnecessary. 
The figure flickered, then died. An instant later, the console went dark. Ledesme gripped the arms of his chair, trembling. Though he’d never before witnessed such an image composed only of light, he knew what to name it. A remnant of power, lingering within its ancient core, had by his touch awakened the machine to fleeting life, lasting long enough to show him a few seconds of a holographic distress call. 
His compassion for her suffering and for all who died here so long ago an ache in his chest, Ledesme resigned himself to the fact that the woman’s identity and her final words would forever remain lost. 
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As a young seminarian, Gabril Ledesme had spent hours poring over histories of the pre-Great War period as well as original source material brought back by Church salvage teams for its vast archives. What he, himself had discovered and retrieved over the long years of his career could fill its own catalogue, and, in fact, did. Now, the priest stood on the verge of what might be his most important discovery, in a place that could yield an artifact the Church had been seeking for the better part of three decades.
 As leader of this, his fourth expedition to the ruins of Veyho Bayona, largest of the pre-war city-states, Ledesme’s mission was unlike any of his previous efforts. Data crystals, fuel cells, electrochromic glassite tiles, and rare, intact light rods that could be re-electrified added to the Church’s wealth, and his team would not neglect to search for those artifacts; however, Ledesme had been tasked with a single, prime objective by the Archbishop himself. 
We need technical specs, diagrams, an operations manual, anything you can find, Gabe. Bring back whatever you can carry and destroy the rest. I don’t need to tell you what a disaster it would be if we’re beaten to this.
 Less than a month ago, Lugo Zerate, small-time salvager and cousin on his mother’s side, had come to Ledesme’s cramped office in Nue Bayona Cathedral with startling news. Grizzle-haired and rawboned, Zerate had skirted the edge of destitution for years, always chasing that one big strike. Phlegmatic by nature, the broad grin on his wind-burned face made him seem like a stranger. Ledesme had never seen his cousin so excited. “I think I’ve found what you’ve been looking for all these years, Gabe,” Zerate said, as he dropped onto the only spare chair in the room, opposite Ledesme’s cluttered desk. 
“You’re sure?” Ledesme prodded.
“Oh, it’s a mech command post all right.” Zerate’s face had the look of a man tallying anticipated winnings. “Said so, in big letters right on the wall. I went in, though I didn’t explore very far.”
“You can find the entrance again?” 
“Not exactly the front door, but a way in, nonetheless, at the edge of a huge plaza. There’s a round turret with a big hole blasted out of the side. Probably the top of a ventilation shaft. We’ll have to lower ourselves on ropes.”
“I’ll have to take this to the Archbishop first, but I think he’ll approve.” In truth, Ledesme had always had standing permission from his superior for any expedition he wanted to mount. 
“You’ll vouch for me as guide.” Zerate leaned forward, fixing his cousin with steel-rivet eyes. 
“Of course. You’re the only one who can find the place again.” 
It had taken two weeks to assemble a team and another week of travel by steam trike, first along dirt farm roads potholed and pooled by spring squalls, then across burgeoning scrubland criss-crossed by game trails, and finally, through the hardwood forests to the outskirts of the ruined city. 
Emerging from reverie, the urgency of his situation once again uppermost in his mind, Ledesme looked at the riven dome overhead. This must be how Lugo got in, he thought. Without a rope, I can’t get out that way. I’ll have to go back the way I came and hope the kymera has given up. 
Torch once more in hand, his kerchief covering the lower half of his face, Ledesme retreated from the chamber back into the corridor, moving with a slow, deliberate step to stir up as little of the ancient dust as possible. The thought that much of it had once been living human flesh gave him momentary pause.
 When he reached the pile of broken furniture, he hesitated. The need to explore burned in his blood like a drug, pulling him away and sending him walking past the mound, up the passageway.  
Blank door after blank door materialized, then vanished into the darkness behind him as he passed. After he’d counted twenty of the dull metal panels, Ledesme’s torchlight bounced off a wall of rubble blocking any further progress. Whatever lay beyond this cave-in would remain undisturbed, at least by him. As he turned to retrace his steps, something caught his eye. He shone his light into an alcove half-choked with fallen debris that blocked a door. In the light of his torch beam, Ledesme saw a strip of black between the edge and the frame. 
The lure was too much to resist. The gap  might be wide enough for him to pass through if enough rubble was cleared away, but without pick or spade, and weakened from his  injury, he realized the task was beyond him, alone. 
I can look, though. 
Balanced on a flat slab of fallen concrete, Ledesme pressed  as close as he could to the gap and aimed his torch into the chamber beyond. What he saw both thrilled and horrified him in equal measure.
Strewn across the floor amid a scattering of blackened and distorted human remains, drifts of plastic sheets and other detritus were dozens of black, hexagonal-shaped data crystals. 
 Even as he felt sorrow for the dead, a heady rush of excitement  sped Ledesme’s heart and breath. What he and his team had come here to find might very well be in this room. He stepped away from the door, then shone his light on his left wrist. His watch face had shattered. Dismayed, he hastened back to the ventilation shaft. The need to escape nipped at him with undeniable urgency.
Surely the others have noticed by now that I’m missing and are looking for me. 
By the time he completed the perilous ascent of the furniture mound and had hauled himself into the shaft, Ledesme felt muzzy with pain and blood loss. Sprawled on the cold metal, he floated in a haze of disjointed thoughts until the fog lifted and he remembered the urgency of his predicament. On hands and knees, he retraced his path toward the crevice.
When the glimmer of daylight ahead limned the walls of the shaft, Ledesme stopped to stow his torch and listen. Only the sound of his own breath, as soft and slow as he could make it, reached his ears. With no accurate sense of how much time he’d spent below within the derelict command center, he couldn’t be sure if the kymera still lurked by the cavelet, waiting for him to emerge. 
Trepidation held him back, but only for a few heartbeats. He crept forward out of the shaft into the cavelet,  pausing once again to listen. 
The hum of insects, the far-off call of a risa bird, sounding like a woman’s laugh, were all that he heard. Dropping caution, he wriggled on his belly from the crevice and stood.
The kymera pounced with the speed of a whirlwind. Ledesme cried out as a single claw pierced the heavy khaki of his pant leg and jerked him off his feet. He landed on his back in the hard dirt with force enough to expel the breath from his lungs and choke off his cry of pain. Helpless as a gaffed bacalao fish, he lay staring up at his death. 
“Blessed Madre, I consign my soul to Your care,” he whispered as he sketched with a trembling hand the sign of the Holy Family on his breast. 
With its hard-won prey pinned beneath one paw, the kymera seemed in no particular hurry to finish him off. Rumbling deep within its throat like a contented gahto, its whip-slim tail described languid arcs across its haunches.  A black, blade-shaped tongue darted out to sample the salt of Ledesme’s skin, rasping an abrasion across his cheek like an iron file.
“Come on, you effing piece of mierda. Get on with it and to the Adversary with you!” he growled. 
The kymera raised its snout , trumpeted in raw, bestial satisfaction, then opened its jaws to strike. 
A horizontal bolt of blue-white light sliced through the trees, catching the monster at the base of its tubular neck and leaving a smoking black hole in the thick, mottled hide. Its victory cry spiraled to a shriek of agony as a second bolt scored a groove across its chest. The stink of charred flesh and the sharp tang of ozone filled the air. Hissing, the kymera turned to confront its unseen attacker, but a third blast caught it between the eyes, sending it crashing to the ground in a tangle of thrashing limbs. 
Ledesme scrambled backward, curses flying from his lips, in time to avoid disembowelment by the kymera’s flailing claws. Breath ragged with fear and relief, he crouched behind a moss-covered block of concrete and waited until all movement ceased, then emerged from his hiding place to approach the carcass. With the kerchief still tied around his neck, Ledesme covered his mouth and nose against the  reek of scat and urine voided by the animal during its death throes. He prodded the body with his boot, noting the exposed genitalia identifying this individual as female. 
 He relaxed for a moment, staring at the animal until he recalled a vital fact about kymeras and their habits.
They always hunted in pairs.
“Gabe! Gabe, are you all right?” Two men emerged from the forest shadows, beckoning with arms raised and waving. 
“Diosa mia, Gabe! I thought the accursed creature had you for sure!” Moonlight-silver hair a stark contrast against his ebon skin, Benito Arnau, fellow priest and Ledesme’s second in command, stood breathless and sweating beside Lazaro Francisco, leader of the expedition’s security detail. 
Ledesme pointed to the matte-black barrel of the ee-rifle Francisco held with the confidence of long familiarity. “I hope there’s some juice left in that.” 
The big blond man squinted at the energy meter strip on the gun’s barrel, frowned, then shifted the heavy weapon in well-muscled arms. “Maybe one more shot. These things eat cells like a fat kid eats cake.” Once a fuel cell was depleted, it became useless. The technology to recharge them had yet to be redeveloped.
Ledesme offered a grim look to each man in turn. “We need to get out of here now. You can be sure this beast’s mate has already got our scent.” 
 “Monseñor, you’re bleeding pretty badly,” Francisco said. “Did the creature…”
Ledesme cut him off. “No time to think about that. Let’s go.”
The three men took off at a run back toward their camp.
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Chapter five
Bayona District One


“You shouldn’t have gone out alone, Gabe. You know better,” scolded Padre Felip Osorio, the expedition’s medic. 
Two hours had passed since Ledesme had nearly met his death in the jaws of the kymera. Night had fallen, ushering its own distinctive chorus of nocturnal performers onto the stage of ruins surrounding the expedition’s camp. 
As the monseñor lay prone and shirtless on his pallet, his rangy, ginger-haired colleague fussed over the delicate task of closing the laceration in the skin and muscle over his left scapula. “Damn it, the skin keeps puckering!” Osorio paused to readjust the position of the lantern illuminating his work area. Crimson gore slicked his deft fingers. 
“Yesu preserve, Felip, I don’t need any of your lectures right now. I’m in too much pain!” Despite the topical anesthetic tincture applied to the wound beforehand, Ledesme still felt each bite of the steel needle Osorio wielded with formally-trained precision. 
 He ground his teeth and, for a distraction, pondered the mystery of the kymera.  “We’ve been at this for over twenty years, and this is the first time, ever, that we’ve encountered a kymera,” he said.
 “They’re deep forest dwellers, Gabe,” Osorio replied “The city is considerably more overgrown than when we first started salvaging here, you know. It’s not so strange that, eventually, some might move in.”
“ I suppose you’re right... Ah, mierda, Felip!”
Osorio sounded contrite. “Sorry. Nearly done...there!” 
“Praise the Madre.”
“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Osorio said. 
 After enduring gentle strokes with a warm, water-soaked cloth, Ledesme rose to sit cross-legged. Osorio bound his handiwork in clean, soft bandages. “I’ll crush a morfo tablet in some tea for the pain,” the priest-medic said. “Stay put. Relax while I wash up.”
Ledesma nodded. His head felt weighted with stones. He closed his eyes. 
“Maceas has dinner ready, if you’re feeling up to eating something.” Arnau’s soft drawl stirred Ledesme from his exhausted dose. He looked up to see his oldest friend squatting beside him, the lines carved by time and exposure into his ascetic face deepened by worry. “Madre, Gabe. You look terrible.”
Ledesme chuckled. “Thanks. After a good meal and a pain-free night’s sleep, I’ll look a lot better.” Biting back a groan, he reached for his pack.
“Here, let me help you.” Arnau dragged the heavy canvas pack to his friend’s side, then rummaged for a few seconds before drawing out a clean shirt. 
With Arnau’s assistance, Ledesme covered his bindings in fresh khaki, then allowed his colleague to help him gain his feet. The three priests then joined the others around the campfire—Lazaro Francisco and his three-man security detail, the two camp servants, and the expedition’s guide, Lugo Zerate. Maceas, the cook, had prepared  a stew of jerked cerdo and vegetables for the evening meal.
The burning sap of pinya and bloodbark infused the air with sweet incense and instilled
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