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      When they bring you an ultimatum, you must not cede. You must not bow out. Be the first to strike. Zhona commands that you fight! Fight or die: that is his ultimatum for us, his creatures.—Barade Diy Onora, in Volume II of Word of Zhona

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Proclamation

          

        

      

    

    
      Her Divine Majesty, Halathiera Ceruacel Theamon Vantal, Blessed of the Goddess Incarnate, Regent of Elem, Horsewoman of Heaven, Empress of the Universe, 173rd in the Divine Vantal line, has this day transcended the mortal flesh, returning her Divinity unto the completion of our Beloved and Revered God Almighty, Elem. In His name did she rule His mortal subjects and did His will righteously all the days of her life. She will be remembered as an upholder of Light in Dark times. After a reign of twenty-three years, she leaves the Divine throne to her daughter, Phanatiera Celestia Nurmoa Vantal, who two years ago ascended to Ishpara, leaving her birthright and hereditary trust of the Divine throne to Lady Varya Ybys, Vice-Admiral of the Glorious Navy of Téavra Nor.

      Though this transference of inheritance was never endorsed by the late Empress Halathiera, it stands in lieu of an official edict.

      The Empress is dead, long live the Empress.
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      The horse reared with a neigh of panic and Osrua clutched the decorative saddle horn. His horse—Elqir Arnaux—came back down, hooves clattering on the broken cobbles, as Osrua scrambled to recollect the reins. He managed to grab them before Elqir tried to rear again and reined the animal in with a firm tug.

      The robot stood in the street before them, its black, featureless face gleaming in the eternal light of the clouds. The canyon-like walls of the ancient street loomed high on both sides and a strange silence followed the echo of Elqir’s whinny.

      “Semphon,” Osrua called.

      “Osrua,” replied the robot in a static-filled vocalization. Elqir pranced nervously.

      “You speak?” Osrua blurted, gripping the reins tightly in surprise.

      “I put together a device for speech, yes,” the robot—Semphon—said. Osrua had trouble thinking of the host-shell as the guardian entity of the heaven-planet, Iara. Usually, Semphon entered Osrua to speak directly to his mind.

      “I did not expect to see you,” Osrua said, unable to check the hint of resentment in his voice. Would Semphon pick up on it with his robot-ears?

      “I have been busy,” Semphon replied in the emotionless crackle.

      “As have I,” Osrua said.

      “I thought a voice would allow you to keep a certain privacy, if you wished.”

      Osrua nodded. Why did Semphon not wish to enter his mind?

      “Will you let me in?” Semphon asked.

      Osrua hesitated. Semphon was giving him power. Osrua could have secrets again. But he kept secrets already—from Phanatiera. Semphon was the only one he could share everything with.

      “Please,” he said.

      The robot beckoned him—a gentle invitation. Osrua slid off Elqir’s back and let the reins fall to the stones. Elqir would know to wait. But the horse shifted uncomfortably. The robot probably gave off irritating frequencies. Osrua stepped carefully over the broken cobbles. His riding cloak swished behind him, stirring eddies in the mist that clung to the street’s canyon-walls.

      He reached the robot and placed his palm on its glass face.

      Semphon filled him. The entity’s presence reminded him of the Peace Fountains on Téavra Nor…of tea and distant memories from long, long before he ever came to serve Phanatiera as Astrologer and advisor. They were almost ancient seeming, the childhood memories, fuzzy with time and nearly forgotten, masked scars. A smile curved his lips.

      The universe is becoming more difficult to direct, Semphon confided. Once, it turned on its own. We built it thus and made further adjustments for its self-sustaining when we gave up most of our power. But it cannot continue forever. It takes more work to keep it in line. To keep it running as smoothly as it should. I am sorry I could not meet you sooner.

      I’ve been troubled with much work, as well, Osrua said. Phanatiera’s people are restive. And Phanatiera…

      She expected to be a goddess—for heaven to be more, Semphon said. Perhaps it is just very different. Being a goddess.

      It is worse now, Osrua said. She was waiting for something—waiting for heaven to fulfill itself—for some change in herself.  And she’s tired of waiting. She hasn’t given up though—and it—it isn’t coming, is it?

      Sadness rippled through Semphon.

      Will you not show her the truth?

      What is the truth? asked Semphon. The voice in Osrua’s head was strained.

      Elem—you! Osrua insisted, confused by the coppery reluctance that oozed between him and Semphon, like a sluggish river dividing their communion.

      I was once something like a god, perhaps…

      You created the universe! Osrua insisted. Desperation was thrusting up from within, as if his gorge were on the rise.

      Not I alone. The others are gone now.

      “You are the closest thing and good enough for me,” Osrua said aloud, opening his eyes and staring into the black glass of the robot’s visor-face. Phanatiera has tasted you—she knows of the divine. But it has been almost two years. She has doubts.

      You wish me to give her another taste of ‘Divinity’ to prolong the charade?

      Osrua withdrew his hand from the robot abruptly. Frustration boiled in him. But Semphon was not gone.

      “It’s not a charade!” Osrua barked, his voice bouncing up the walls on either side, until it sounded like a desperate ghost calling from another world. It’s just different. I know now that nothing is ever what you dream it will be. But I found you and you are real. Don’t take that from me.

      Semphon’s presence mulled in his mind, regretful.

      What if god has doubts? Semphon asked.

      Then don’t share them with me, Osrua said bitterly.

      Let me back into the robot, then.

      “Wait, no! I’m sorry!”

      It is I who am sorry. I have become selfish…I miss company. I’m glad you’re here. I stayed away from you on purpose. Busy, true, but also afraid to fail your expectations. Please, be my friend. Let me be less than a god to you.

      Osrua’s heart quivered.

      A friend of God.

      Not God, Semphon begged.

      A friend of Not God, then.

      Thank you for your humor, Semphon said, but please try and un-deify me, if you can. I need a friend—and I know you need a god. I will do what I can.

      Osrua mulled the thought over. But Semphon shone too bright in his imagination. And his powers! He was an entity—a being without a body—a real spirit. How could Osrua un-deify that after his long, painful search?

      Semphon perspired with pleading.

      “I’ll try,” Osrua said. But I need you to help me with Phanatiera.

      You care about her.

      Don’t you?

      Of course.

      There was silence between them. Their thoughts trickled quietly, unformed and intermingled.

      It will have to be brought to her gently, she will need to process each new revelation.

      As the entity slipped out of him and returned to the robot, Osrua thought, so will I.

      He’d thought he was ready to find the truth. But expectations of what that truth would look like had followed him, too.

      “I must return,” the robot crackled. “You have moved Phanatiera’s colony to the cliffs? Did the soil there accept your seeds?”

      Osrua nodded. “The famine has eased greatly.” Without the worry of food shortage, doubts arose instead.

      “You know where to find me,” the robot said. “I have also constructed this from the robot’s old communications transmitter. Come to the city and press the button when you need me.”

      Osrua took the black disc from the robot and stared at it. Not the form of prayer he was used to.

      The robot turned and vanished into the mist.

      “Farewell, Osrua.”

      “Farewell, Semphon.”

      No…not the god he’d expected. His last god had been angry and bitter. This god was sad and lonely.

      Where was the happy god? Or goddess? Semphon had not explicitly denied that Phanatiera would be the Goddess…

      Why was Semphon so sad?

      So afraid?

      Osrua returned to Elqir. The horse was quieter now that the robot was gone. Osrua mounted and turned Elqir back down the ancient street. The white walls towered, their cracked tops vanishing into another layer of mist. Here and there, great chunks had come loose and collapsed into the street. Elqir picked his way nimbly through the debris.

      Semphon had said this city was built by the Iaraphim—the nearly extinct host-race. Once there had been millions of them on Iara. But five thousand years ago, when the planet made its appearance in the heavens of space, three different empires had battled for it. Just as Phanatiera’s empire had fought with the Zabteq and Vöxtolla.

      The Terranthis Empire, as it was called in ancient days, had fought in these streets. Osrua glanced down a misty canyon and imagined the fog filled with struggling ghosts. The Iaraphim had resisted the invasion, too, and many had died at the hands of all three invaders. And when the Empire left their ‘Goddess Incarnate,’ Elemra, on Iara with an army, they had continued to kill the unhappy Iaraphim. At last the Iaraphim submitted, unwilling that any more blood be shed, and the remnant of Terranthis—the ‘Goddess’ of the new Vantal Empire—had treated them vilely.

      The canyon-streets gave way to a series of wide squares and the echoing clatter of Elqir faded out into the wide open spaces, deadened by the mist. He was on a sea of haunted memory.

      The Terranthis had brought with them disease that Iara had never seen. The Iaraphim died in huge numbers. They were nearly wiped out. And then the disease mutated in their alien bodies and turned around and slew the Terranthis.

      Osrua had ridden out across the plains with Phanatiera’s scouting parties and seen the ancient wreckage of their ships and ruined palaces…their architecture had not lasted as long as that of the Iaraphim. And, of course, Osrua could only speculate out loud—none of the colonists knew he had the whole story from Semphon.

      Elqir passed back into a narrower street and the cracked walls flashed past like the flickering scenes of a reelplay.

      Terranthis had been wiped out by the disease. Only a few Iaraphim had survived and their numbers slowly dwindled over the next few thousand years. The war had shocked them—their land had not recovered from the terrible chemical weapons. Fauna had been wiped out. And the Iaraphim lived for so long that they only mated every three thousand years.

      When Phanatiera conquered Iara, there were only two Iaraphs left. Jatok had killed one of them and the other had left. With that strange pale soldier, Tesek…half Iaraph, Semphon had said. But how? And why had they not stayed here?

      Semphon needed them. Instead he had Osrua.

      Perhaps the last of the Iaraphim had their own task out there in the rest of the universe.

      Elqir burst out into another square and reared, screaming. Osrua clung desperately to his back. Elqir’s hooves paddled at the mist and then smacked back onto the cobbles, nearly dislodging Osrua again.

      Osrua whipped his head from side to side, wondering what on this empty, haunted planet could have spooked the beast.

      Something was lurking ahead in the fog.

      Not lurking, but barreling toward them. A rolling mass of wrinkled flesh, pulsating muscle, and flashing claws.

      Elqir shied to the side and Osrua spurred him on. They shot down a side street, the echo of their passage like laughter from the watching walls. The monster came after them, an angry bellow rolling ahead of it.

      What was it? What was it doing here? How?

      Osrua yanked on the reins and turned Elqir down another street. The monster plowed up a cloud of dust and debris as it skidded around the corner to follow them. This street was wider and dotted with fallen walls. Elqir leaped over a pile of shattered blocks and Osrua’s teeth jarred. The monster just plowed through the rocks.

      Elqir put on a panicked burst of speed and Osrua spotted another street. He jerked the reins and Elqir shot around a broken statue into a narrower street. The monster was slowed by the turn, but Osrua found that the street ended in a heap of rubble that no horse could scale. Elqir saw the obstacle and slowed, turning in panicky circles. Osrua scanned the walls in horror and the monster bellowed in triumph, bearing down on them like a spaceship ram.

      Osrua spurred Elqir toward a yawning doorway. He ducked and they galloped into an empty chamber. The beast came after them—but only its head came in—its shoulders bashed into the doorposts, cracking them. The creature’s vicious teeth snapped helplessly and the beady little eyes glared with angry hunger. Elqir was still in a panic and Osrua ducked again as his horse continued through the next doorway down a narrow hall and up a set of stairs. The monster’s bellow followed them through the building and Osrua heard thumping and a great cracking.

      Elqir emerged from the stairs onto a higher street above the building and Osrua turned him back towards the edge of the city where the hills rose sharply into a high plateau, dotted with broken houses and newly emerging flora, bright green against the white and black rock.

      Where had the beast come from? They had seen no life here, other than the few birds. If the beast had been here all along, what did it eat? How hungry must it be?
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      Keila was in his dream. Her laughing eyes and generous mouth full of joy. The spiky ends of her dark hair brushed her jaw as she turned to look over her shoulder at him.

      A black rift opened between them, a chasm of primordial darkness, puffing clouds of choking smog into the air. Keila was lost in the consuming smoke as it gushed into Tesek’s lungs. He couldn’t breathe.

      The dream became the familiar nightmare. The darkness was choking him. It was inside him. But it wasn’t pouring in—it was pouring out. He was the source of the vile fog that curled forth from his lips and obliterated everything around him.

      His skin was bursting with it and his lungs fought to draw breath past the smoke gushing out. He was going to die, choking on his own darkness.

      “Jatok!”

      With a cry, he awoke, sitting up in bed and hitting his head on the bunk above him. He was slick with sweat, as was his blanket, tangled in uncomfortable swaths around his struggling limbs.

      He coughed and rubbed his head.

      “That you, Tesek?”

      It was Keila’s voice, coming from across the officers’ chamber.

      Tesek lay back and gazed up into the black, utterly lightless night of a sealed room on a spacecraft in trans-matter flight. He hadn’t had a night terror in a while, but it made sense he’d have one while flying. He still hated space travel.

      “Sorry,” Tesek said.

      “Don’t be, idiot,” Keila said.

      “Do,” came the voice of Rytal. “I was dreaming about food. Real food. Cinnamon pudding and mare’s milk.”

      “Just shut up, everyone,” grumbled Dyar, in the bunk above Tesek.

      “What’s the use?” Keila asked. “I think it’s about muster time, anyway.”

      Dyar groaned.

      Tesek smiled in the dark. He was glad he was awake. The comforting warmth of his friends’ presences was like a gentle music. Since the battle on Iara, he’d gotten better at controlling his sixth sense—the empathy that came with being half Iaraph. He could adjust his intake of other people’s emotions, dampen the flood that used to sweep him away. When things were quiet—if no one nearby had really strong emotions at a given time—he could almost shut it out.

      Now, he let it all in. He let in Keila’s concern and ever-present sparkle, he let in Rytal’s good-natured griping, Dyar’s pre-breakfast grouchiness, Thaurid’s groggy angst, and Nevoraj’s blissfully unaware dreaming. They washed the memory of the black dream-fog out of his mind.

      He didn’t get long to soak in the emotional currents—Keila was right.

      A klaxon blared and the lights came on.

      Tesek unwound his sweaty sheet from himself and staggered out of bed. His back hurt and his nightmare tussle had reopened a scabbed burn on his shoulder from the recent Battle of Otrok.

      “Nyme, you’re bleeding again,” Dyar said, thumping to the floor beside him. Keila’s concerned eyes swept onto him and he adjusted his underwear self-consciously. It wasn’t his undressed state—they were all long-used to that, and the Navy put something in their diet that was supposed to suppress all sexual urges—but being watched always made him aware of his unnatural skin color. Far too pale for a human. He wondered how many people, besides Thaurid, drew the connection between his translucent hue and the Iaraph High Priestess, Iduna.

      Besides, attracting Keila’s concern always made him guilty. She was so brutally open and effervescent that Tesek feared he took too much comfort from her and gave nothing back.

      “I still have some of that salve,” she said.

      “I’m fine,” Tesek murmured, grabbing his towel and heading to the communal bathroom annexed to the officer’s quarters. After they had all showered and dressed in their best uniforms—Ur-Gar for Tesek and Dyar, Gar for the others—they assembled in the hall to meet their commander, Ermar Jedrin K’mauthe.

      They saluted him and he saluted back.

      “Good morning,” Jedrin said, his piercing blue eyes darting over them. “We’re going to arrive at Téavra Nor in a few minutes. Grand Admiral Ybys intends to claim the throne that the Goddess Incarnate left in her care. We will attend the landing as honor guard, but I want our Platoons fully ready to leap to action should anything go wrong.”

      “You mean suppression of the crowd, Sir?” Thaurid asked, bitter sarcasm unconcealed—at least to Tesek. “Grand Admiral Ybys commands the Navy and is therefore the only thing between them and Zabteq.” Thaurid was right. They would have to accept Ybys’s reign, regardless of how they felt about the new Goddess who had chosen her. Yet Tesek knew that in the minds of most common people, it was no difficult evolution from Divine Princess to Goddess.

      “If the Church and advisors do not endorse Ybys,” Jedrin said, eyes flashing in annoyance, “not all of the Navy will follow her.” He stared at Thaurid pointedly then looked over his other Gars. “These have been difficult times. For everyone. And Especially the Church.”

      “If they don’t endorse her,” Nevoraj said, “and there’s division, Zabteq will win.”

      “They will see the rightness of Ybys,” Jedrin said firmly. “See to it that your Platoons are ready.” Tesek left the hall with hard knots in his stomach. Much depended on keeping the Empire united against the insurrection of Zabteq; it was foolish they should quibble over leadership—especially since Ybys was an extremely capable and noble leader. Still, Tesek couldn’t throw himself wholly behind her. Her ascension, however right it might be, rode upon a deception.

      Hours later, they were assembled on the open platform-barges with their platoons, waiting to disembark. A soft ripple in Tesek’s sixth sense announced the arrival of Iduna and Lady Ybys.

      Iduna was a full Iaraph from the secret planet Iara. She was the only one who could feel Tesek’s emotions—the only other being who knew he was capable of reading emotions. She appeared at the doorway of the warship’s hold, a distant figure of white…her skin and eyes like Tesek’s. But where Tesek had white hair, she had a crest of white ridges on her bald head, crowning her naturally in the divine crescent imagery adopted by the Vantal Empresses. She was robed in white and followed the Lady Ybys, an Agon with dark red skin and golden eyes. Ybys was still dressed in her Grand Admiral uniform.

      Iduna looked over at Tesek, able, as always, to sense him. Their extra senses touched each other softly in the hum of anxiety and nervousness around them. They pulled strength from each other.

      Thaurid was watching. He couldn’t feel what was happening, but Tesek still squirmed under his sharp eye. He’d been under Tesek’s command on Iara when they had rescued Iduna and Thaurid had heard the blasphemous things she’d said—the truth about Iara, the Heaven-Planet.

      Ybys and Iduna mounted the stairs of a shuttle on the far side of the hold. They vanished inside and the shuttle sealed.

      A rumble echoed through the vast space of the hold as the floor ahead of the assembled barges unhinged and folded down out of sight on the belly of Ybys’s great warship, the Khurer Onte. Tesek caught his breath.

      In the two years since joining the Imperial Navy, Tesek had never been to the capital. He’d been in orbit around Téavra Nor, but never landed, and never seen Elemra-du-Téavre.

      Low mountains seemed to hover in the background, hazy with golden fog, a long green lake at their feet. The city was built on a plain, on the shore of another huge lake—Rétas, they were called. Tesek remembered Keila telling him about them. They glowed at night.

      The Great Cathedral of Elem was the centerpiece of the city, rising above everything else, even the Imperial Palace. It made the Cathedral in Klero on Tesek’s home planet of Ptöro, seem bland and tiny. It was built entirely of white marble with red tiled roofs and golden spires. Almost every wall was fluted and all of the eves were decorated with pictographic sculptures. Its expansive windows were all colored glass, featuring scenes from the Book of Elem.

      The way it rose out of the city reminded him a bit of the strange abandoned city on Iara with its central mountain-palace. Though Elemra-du-Téavre was nowhere near as awe-inspiring as that abandoned place.

      The city around the cathedral was built with clean lines and swooping curves. Stylized fan and geometric patterns served as decoration.

      Tesek breathed in the wonderful, fresh air. He always loved getting real air again after weeks of stale space travel, and each planet had its own unique flavor. Téavra smelled like freshly turned earth and melting ice with a floral hint.

      He braced himself as the barge rumbled beneath him. The first five barges lifted off and swooped out of the hold, down towards the statue-crowned spires of Elemra-Ve, the royal complex of Palace and Cathedral. They made for a wide, tree-lined avenue that stretched between the Cathedral and the Palace. A pool ran down the middle of the avenue, dotted with fountains in the likeness of Sephi, the Aspect of Elem that embodied the sea and love.

      The five barges landed swiftly on the avenue and Tesek watched as Thaurid marched his four platoons off so the barges could make way for the next five. They were to line the entire avenue with soldiers in gleaming red plastiwax.

      Thaurid signaled to his four Hars and they barked, “About face, march!” The forty Cets of each platoon lined up in four sharp rows of ten. Tesek followed as Thaurid took his place at the end with two of his Hars behind him: Har Djostev, a R’techtlitar boy of about eighteen—a year younger than Tesek himself—and Har Agande, an Agon girl a year older than Tesek.

      Tesek waited for Rytal to march his platoons into place beside Thaurid’s. He made sure they were all in line properly, their rifles presented sharply, and then followed Dyar on past Keila’s and Nevoraj’s platoons.

      Jedrin was waiting for them. As Ur-Gars, Tesek and Dyar were above the Gars, but didn’t directly command the platoons under normal circumstances. They were assistants to the Ermar in charge of the Gars. It could almost appear a ceremonial job to civilians, but there were serious duties. They were usually in charge of logistics—supplies of ammunition and food—without which, any army would fail.

      “Looking beautiful,” Jedrin said, smiling at Tesek and Dyar. “I think we’ll cut a sharp enough image for the people of the capitol.”

      Tesek and Dyar nodded and fell into place behind Jedrin. The windows of the buildings that lined the wide avenue were filling up with spectators and more were lining the narrow green beneath the trees. The outer row of Cets in each platoon was turned toward the buildings and people, armed with heavy plasmic hand cannons instead of the more attractive rifles.

      Tesek and Dyar were tasked with keeping an eye for trouble in the crowd.

      Overhead, battle shuttles crisscrossed the sky around the warship, which loomed like a manta ray, gleaming red and arrayed with sundry stingers. The white shuttle bearing Ybys and Iduna was coming in for landing.

      Trepidation buzzed along the lines of Cets and a weird mixture of curiosity, doubt, resentment, interest, and awe rose like a thick aroma from the crowds, thickening with the rising volume of murmurs as more townspeople thronged along the avenue.

      The new Empress was landing.

      If they would accept her. That was the question. Her acceptance was also the acceptance of Iduna, as an angelic emissary from heaven and the High Priestess of a new development in the Church of Elem.

      Iduna’s fear and uncertainty reached Tesek from three hundred feet away as the shuttle landed and its door opened.

      She was the last of her kind. She’d left Iara looking for a new life…but was this what she wanted? To lead this lie…or misdirection, at the very best?

      She had no real telepathic connection to Iara and the new Goddess. She had once hosted the entity, Semphon, who was steward of Iara, the kingpin planet of the universal machine…but no one knew about Semphon, besides her and Tesek. And maybe the heretic cyborg, Tavqa Anokt. And of course Thaurid and Nevoraj, who’d overheard some of Iduna’s explanations to Tesek.

      Terror washed over Tesek as Iduna and Ybys emerged into the suddenly hushed avenue.

      All eyes were on Iduna, amazement and wonder barreled through the air, converging on her white crested head. She staggered a bit as she and Ybys stepped out of the warship’s shadow. The sun blazed off her white skin and gown, blinding and serene. Tesek did his best to support her, not with confidence, as he had none to give her, but with understanding. He knew what it was like to be stared at…the curiosity…the fear and suspicion. Those two were starting to appear in the crowd behind Tesek, like blood drops in water, slowly spreading out as the surprised awe faded.

      She was too different. But she had the divine crest that the Empress and Princess always wore. And it was part of her skin.

      Tesek knew he should be watching the crowd with Dyar, but he couldn’t pull his eyes from Iduna as she and Ybys walked by. Anyway, he would sense trouble before it could manifest in the crowd.

      Ybys and Iduna should have been riding horses. It was a long Téavrese tradition and Hernellex, the horse of Elem, was an important Imperial symbol. But Ybys was neither Téavrese, nor a horsewoman.

      How could she then be Empress?

      A growing knot of tangled mistrust, resentment, terror, and intrigue made Tesek look down the avenue toward the Cathedral.

      A group of richly attired figures approached in a hesitant, juddering fashion. Seven Elemra bishops in red, with shaved heads, fringed shoulder pads, and golden collars led the troupe. Next tottered six of what must’ve been the Empress’s advisors, attired in fur and each with a small fortune in rubies twinkling about his person. Behind them came three Inquisitors, in gold robes and tall red masks.

      Tesek’s stomach clenched at the sight of them. It sparked an old memory of his father telling him when he was little that the Inquisitors would come for his Chamon hide.

      While not all Inquisitorial questioning came in the form of physical torture, they were feared throughout the universe for their skill in prizing information from the staunchest of interviewees. Surely they wouldn’t want to question Ybys and Iduna?

      As the group of men met the two women, the hum of emotion around Tesek drowned out the physical hush.

      Everyone was holding their breath. Almost two years ago, the heir to the throne and Regent for the Empress had vanished in a catastrophic battle between the Imperial forces, the armada of the rebellious Zabteq Sector, and the massive fleet of the Vöxtolla Sector.

      Ybys and Admiral Thalik had returned, claiming that the legendary heaven-planet Iara had appeared and that Elem had anointed the Princess as the new Goddess Incarnate.

      It was a fundamental religious conundrum.

      If the Church could not reconcile this with scripture, then the Princess’s selected heir could not be Empress. And Iduna would not be a messenger of God, but a blasphemous charlatan, a monster. A demon even. Chamon. Tesek trembled. Though that in itself was another fundamental conundrum, as demons were technically a pagan belief, not being recorded in the Book of Elem.

      “Bishops,” Lady Ybys broke the fateful silence. “I come humbly and in good faith.” She bowed.

      The bishops looked at each other awkwardly, then pushed one of their number forward.

      “Lady Ybys,” he said, licking his lips. He roiled with uncertainty.

      “Elem blesses you,” Iduna said, stepping forward. The bishop drew back. Iduna wavered at his rejection, but Tesek did his best to bolster her. He had very little to give, but he had confidence in her and in the need to unite the Empire for peace.

      “Do not be afraid,” Iduna said, her voice strengthening. “Elem knows your heart is true. He understands why you doubt Ybys, why you fear me. I am come only to help you.”

      “What…are—” began the bishop.

      “Elem sent you?” another bishop cut him off.

      “Yes, as we have already told the universe,” Iduna replied. Tesek gritted his jaw for her. She could do this. Her resolve hardened. “You would accuse me of blasphemy, but be careful. Elem is merciful. You must accept his will. Change has come, and it is of god.”

      “You speak with Phanatiera on Iara?” the bishop enquired.

      “Yes, as my brother did in ancient days for Alathiera, the first Divine Empress, chosen by the first Incarnate Goddess, when Elem chose to live in the flesh.”

      “That is not scriptural,” another bishop gasped.

      “What about it is not scriptural?” Iduna asked. “Elemra was the daughter of Elem. His spirit existing as one with a flesh. That flesh was mortal, and is now the flesh of Phanatiera. I have not come to change your religion, only announce the passing of a Divine generation. The change of Monarchs.”

      The bishops whispered among themselves.

      “Your hearts are already softening,” Iduna said.

      Tesek could feel it, too. Among the cluster of agony and indecision, a hope was blooming, and an awe of the glorious angel-stranger. But it was far from settled.

      Then an advisor stepped forward.

      “It matters not,” the barrel-like man pronounced. “Lady Ybys cannot take the throne. The Empress Halathiera denounced her.”

      “She did not,” a bishop countered.

      “You fear loss of your power,” Iduna said. The barrel-advisor shrank back.

      “Don’t look at me!” He whimpered. “Halathiera told me herself. She said that this Vice-Admiral could never take her throne. She even denounced her own daughter.”

      “Her late Divine Excellency never made any official statements,” a thin, grey-haired advisor said, “much less any proclamation or edict, revoking her daughter’s divine claim of heredity, nor her daughter’s choice for her own replacement. Though it is rather unorthodox. The Imperial line has been strictly pure and hereditary for a hundred and seventy-three generations.”

      “Halatiera didn’t have a chance,” the fat advisor insisted. “Her daughter’s betrayal left her in poor health.”

      “She brought that on herself,” a bishop snapped. “She devoted her life to her own pleasure, not the will of god.”

      “How dare you!” the fat advisor roared.

      “Lady Ybys,” the other advisor said. “You told us before that you had the official edict from the Princess herself, naming you her heir?”

      Ybys nodded and pulled a golden document case from her uniform. She handed it to the thin advisor, who opened it and unrolled the synth-paper.

      Several other advisors and a couple bishops gathered around it and examined it.

      One of the bishops passed his ring over it. The group whispered among each other then looked up at Ybys. Tesek knew the tenor of their reply before the thin advisor spoke.

      “It is utterly genuine,” he said. “As her Divine Excellency Halathiera did not name another heir, and as the Princess is…unavailable, we see no other alternative. And if the Church will not condemn…this…angelic messenger…”

      “We are undecided,” the first bishop said. “However, the document is sound legally. Ybys must be Empress. We would like to speak further with Lady Iduna…”

      It was not settled, then. Tesek sensed the murk of doubt all around.

      If the Church found Iduna not holy, then Ybys would be denounced. And Iduna?

      Tesek shuddered and eyed the conflicted faces of the bishops.

      A spark made him look at Iduna again. She was staring at the Inquisitors in deadly fear.

      Surely the bishops wouldn’t let them touch her. But that wasn’t what she was afraid of. Tesek hadn’t felt it at first, he was too full of his own doubts.

      “Tesek!” Iduna cried.

      A dark spectre had blossomed. Intent. Death.

      Iduna pointed at the Inquisitor as it stepped menacingly forward. It was unarmed. At least by all appearances. But a strange hum thrummed through Tesek’s stomach.

      Tesek grabbed a rifle from the closest Cet and raised it to his shoulder.

      He grabbed onto the Inquisitor’s intent, channeled it through himself, and fired.

      The Inquisitor staggered, sparks raining from his midsection.
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      The path up to the top of the plateau was steep and winding. The road had been paved once, but sections were missing and little streams ran across it in places. Osrua paused at the top to look back over the city. The mountain-like fortress loomed above it, wreathed in shreds of luminous fog. An ancient citadel. Home of Semphon and the mysteries of the functions of the universe…somewhere beneath those halls.

      Osrua had convinced Phanatiera to leave the desolate place. The hills that rose from the plateau’s high plain were much better suited to growing food and developing a civilization.

      Osrua did not gaze long on the city. He could hear the monster roaring down in the mist and it might easily track them up this slope. He turned his still-skittish mount about and they rode into the rolling hills that crowned the plateau. Their dark soil was verdant with a young grass unlike any Osrua had seen on the planets of the outer universe. It was tubular and the horses loved it.

      The hills that covered the top of the high plateau blocked his view of the distant plains and massive mountains that surrounded the ancient city, creating the illusion that he was riding through gentle lowlands, not the brow of heaven itself.

      The hills continued to rise gradually and at each crest he caught a glimpse through the cold mist: flat plains far below and mountains rising high along the distant horizon.

      It was a good two-hour ride across the plateau. Elqir was panting by the time the last hill rose before them, with the white spire crowning its summit. It must have been a watchtower or perhaps a small mansion once…it was built in the same strange style as the other ruins in the city, somehow managing to be both massively bulky and elegantly airy at the same time. Its highest tower was split in two at the top, sending a forked flange high into the milky fog.

      Osrua passed the guard outpost—a makeshift landing platform with a gunship barge from the warship that Phanatiera had kept on Iara. He hailed the guards and paused to tell them briefly of the monster that had chased him, then rode on through the terraced fields where the colony was attempting to grow food.

      Riding up the stairs into the lower halls of the ancient building, Osrua waved to a handmaiden.

      “Have you seen Daljan?” he asked, sliding down from Elqir’s back and stretching his sore muscles.

      “He has gone to council with Phanatiera and Cytian Notte. They didn’t realize you were gone,” said the handmaiden, Suyea.

      “Will you take Elqir to the grooms for me?” Osrua asked.

      Suyea nodded and took the reins from him.

      The room where Phanatiera held her councils was near the spire and had a stupefying view through a series of delicately carved oval windows. The tower was set on the very edge of a sheer black cliff that dove down to a flat plain of black sand that stretched away almost to infinity in the mist. Osrua knew that a clearer day would reveal distant white hills and a range of black mountains with red veins. A mighty river cut across the plain, divided into splayed silver threads.

      Phanatiera sat on a Téavrese throne carved like a crescent moon. She was clothed in white horsehair and gold and perfumed with cloves. Daljan sat on her left. For once, he was not wearing the plumed helmet of elite Imperial guard. He was scowling, as usual, though not, Osrua had come to realize, because he was irritated. He had a thick brow and intense chestnut eyes that were eternally angry.

      The priest, Cytian Notte, sat across from Phanatiera and Osrua could only see the back of his shaved head, tattooed with symbols of Elem. Beside him was Ananbara, who was in charge of running the main farming operations. She was the only non-human in the room besides Osrua. Her burgundy skin was complimented by the dark gold jacket she wore, but her grey wig was looking a little worn.

      “Osrua,” Phanatiera said, a smile barely warming her wan lips.

      “Phanatiera,” Osrua said, smiling in return as he made his way to the seat on her right.

      “Where have you been?” she asked.

      “I was riding and went farther than I had anticipated,” Osrua said. “Nearly to the old city.”

      Phanatiera raised an eyebrow. “You’ve become quite the horseman.”

      “Daljan,” Osrua said, turning to the head guard, “I was chased by a beast near the city. A large, hulking thing, without hair.”

      “But we have seen no animals other than birds here,” Phanatiera said.

      “It does not seem to be of this planet,” Osrua said.

      “Something the Thrik left here?” Daljan asked.

      “That is the only conclusion I can draw,” Osrua said. “It had beady eyes and many teeth—small tusks. Sort of a sickly flesh color…altogether horrible and my memory flounders in adrenaline. I think it must have been nine foot high at the shoulder, at least, though it seemed much bigger.”

      “It sounds like the sort of creature the Thrik would use,” Daljan said, frowning.

      “Why have we not encountered it before?” Phanatiera asked, her blued fingers tracing aimless patterns on her throne’s arm.

      “How has it survived with nothing to eat?” asked Ananbara.

      “Perhaps it is not Thrik,” suggested Cytian. “Maybe there are other creatures around the planet.”

      “But we’ve looked,” the Princess said, her fingers falling still.

      “Maybe we missed something,” Cytian said. Osrua glanced at the priest sharply. Although his anointed brow remained composed and his eyes clear, Osrua was sure he’d heard some shadowy note of suggestion in Cytian’s soft voice.

      “We couldn’t have,” the Princess said, her blue fingers forming silent fists. As always, she kept her face serene. Cytian couldn’t detect the uncertainty that Osrua knew from familiarity.

      “Perhaps…” Cytian let the word dangle in the thoughtful silence. Maybe the priest had sensed her uncertainty. What did he make of it?

      “We have made most of our farther explorations by barge or ship,” Osrua pointed out. “Any animals we might have encountered were likely scared into hiding. There may be pockets of life on Iara, but they would be difficult to discover unless circumstances were right.”

      “Either way,” Daljan cut in, “we will have to set a lookout for this beast.”

      Phanatiera nodded sharply.

      “And renew our searches,” Cytian said. His brown eyes were soft, but guarded.

      “Fuel is not bountiful,” Phanatiera said. “We cannot expend it all flying around the globe looking for something that is not there.”

      “There must be something somewhere, if this creature is either native or has survived on its own all this time,” Cytian insisted. Something in his eyes rankled Osrua. Not defiance, quite, but a certain lack of the supreme awe in which the Divine should be held.

      Phanatiera looked at Osrua, almost imploringly. Cytian caught the glance. Osrua stopped himself from swallowing.

      “Our energies would be better expended on the nascent farms,” Osrua said, “don’t you think, Ananbara?”

      “That is just what we were discussing before you arrived,” Ananbara said. “The crop appears to finally be establishing itself. The failed fields in A and B terraces have been re-sown, and so far, are taking off properly.”

      “Our exploration will continue,” Phanatiera said. “Dr. Allastax thinks he can develop an alternative fuel from native minerals. All exploration must focus on that until we can be sure of continuing flight. Primary fuel use has been allocated to farming and mining.”

      “There must be a more fertile place somewhere,” Cytian insisted. Phanatiera’s face did not change.

      “I have chosen this place,” she said.

      “Of course, your Divine Excellency,” Cytian said, slipping into the old formal title that Phanatiera had held as Regent Princess. He realized his mistake and muttered an apology. She had insisted that they all call her Phanatiera, as she was now fully Divine and they were all in heaven.

      Osrua had, of course, chosen this place. Doubtless, there were far more fertile places they could have gone, but none so close to the ruins and Semphon.

      But was the proximity to god at the cost of faith? Or could hardship grow the faith of the few? Not Cytian’s. He was too close to the Goddess—Phanatiera. He could see her own shaky faith and it was eroding his. The common people would be heartened by the crop’s success. Phanatiera was still veiled with mystery and pomp to the soldiers-turned-farmers. But she was now Phanatiera to Cytian. Just Phanatiera, with no god-like powers.

      What had they expected?

      How much damage had the disappointment already done?

      “Faith,” Osrua said. “Faith is not knowing. It is believing even when our eyes are closed. Your choice is Divine. I believe.”

      Cytian looked down. Chagrined or hiding disagreement?

      “All is in Elem’s will,” Phanatiera said. “Cytian, your concerns are known, but fear not. God is here.”

      God is here.

      What of Goddess?

      Cytian nodded but Osrua couldn’t see his eyes.

      Ananbara finished her report on the farming and she and Cytian Notte left the chamber. Daljan and Phanatiera remained and Osrua swallowed. It had been difficult at first to get used to Daljan’s presence. Before Iara, he had always been hovering just out of sight. He knew everything that Osrua and Phanatiera had shared. But Osrua hadn’t known Daljan until Phanatiera had brought him out of the shadows. Her guards no longer needed to lurk unseen. Security simply did not need to be as tight on an abandoned planet.

      “Faith is believing in something that has not manifested itself yet. It is hope for that manifestation, but it is more than hope,” Osrua said. “We must not lose it.”

      “I have been trying,” Phanatiera said. Her voice was dry and exhausted. “I see no evidence for the manifestation. I still feel nothing.”

      “Feeling is not evidence,” Osrua said. “We are looking for a manifestation. But we may be looking too hard, we may miss the truth if it is not what we are seeking.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Perhaps the divine waits for us to understand before we can truly manifest it.”

      “I am trying,” Phanatiera sighed.

      “Trying too hard, maybe,” Osrua suggested. “Patience and open-mindedness. Remember them.”

      “Cytian’s patience is wearing thin,” she said.

      And so was hers…Cytian’s lack of patience and reverence was eroding it. There was only so much Osrua could do to allay her fears without telling her the full blasphemous truth. If he could even figure out where to begin. Or what the full truth even was.
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      “Curse you, Believers!” the Inquisitor screamed, drawing a Ch’ongbrese knife as he fell to his knees. The other Inquisitors leaped forward and knocked it from his hands before he could drag the laze-blade across his throat.

      They ripped off his tall mask, revealing a pale Agon of the rarer breed from Durya, with a purple tinge to his red skin. His face was wrinkled in pain.

      Tesek dropped the rifle, slapped with the full force of the assassin’s painful defeat in the sudden hush of shock. He bent over to grip his knees, afraid he might throw up.

      “He’s not one of us,” the Inquisitors declared.

      “Sonic Resonator,” another Inquisitor said, having cut open the assassin’s robes to reveal a mechanical device strapped to his abdomen. Smoke tendrils twined from the hole where Tesek had shot him. The Inquisitors picked the assassin up to carry him away. At a hand signal from Ybys, Jedrin motioned to Thaurid and Thaurid barked an order to Har Djostev, who took one platoon to escort them.

      The bishops apologized profusely and promised security personnel would be punished.

      Ybys just nodded and ordered, “Ermar K’mauthe, bring your Ur-Gars and a Gar with detachment. We are going to the Cathedral to commence with the coronation immediately.”

      “But, my lady,” the fat advisor interrupted.

      “Her Divine Excellency,” a bishop corrected him, then turned to bow to Ybys. “As you command.”

      The bishop glanced at Iduna. Tesek seized onto the bishop’s stunned awe and hauled himself up. He scooped up the rifle and handed it back to the shocked Cet he’d taken it from.

      “Gar Dyphon, bring your platoons in Surround Formation,” Jedrin ordered.

      Tesek and Dyar followed Jedrin to Ybys and Iduna’s side while Keila’s platoons formed around them, hand cannon at the ready.

      The bishops and advisors led the way.

      “Hail Iduna, Hail Ybys, Hail Elem’s chosen!” someone in the ranks shouted.

      The endless rows of Cets all down the avenue took up the chant. She had been their admiral. She was already Empress in their hearts.

      The bishops glanced about in conflicted agony, but now there was a growing settlement in them: Iduna’s awareness of the assassin had been a sign.

      Raw fear was the dominant emotion that bubbled from the advisors. Tesek wondered if they had planted the assassin, or if the assassin came from the Thrik, hence the cry of ‘Curse you, Believers!’

      The group that marched to the Cathedral to begin a new epoch were a maelstrom of unsettled anxieties. Iduna and Tesek were queasy with the guilt of their knowledge. But Ybys was a growing blossom of optimism. Tesek tried to draw from that, and from Jedrin’s resolve as the shadow of the Cathedral fell over them.

      Despite the lack of preparation, the coronation was still carried out with grave pomp and ceremony.

      The edict of Ybys’s ascension was added to an ancient chest, she was stripped and bathed in holy oil, then dressed in pure white and prayed over by a bishop and Iduna.

      After a long recital, the bishops praised Elem and prostrated themselves before Ybys. The advisors all swore fealty. And then Iduna helped a bishop anoint Ybys with spices and horse’s blood.

      She was then crowned with a silver circlet that bore a moonstone at its center

      “Divinely chosen, Divinely sent, Heaven witnessed, Heaven crowned. Behold, Varya Ybys, Chosen of Elem, Empress of the Universe!” the bishops declared in unison.

      The platoons under Ermar K’mauthe were sent back up to Ybys’s flagship after the coronation and the ship went to land and refuel at the landing fields beyond the city.

      The Cets were allowed to leave the ship in shifts to partake in the celebrations that lit up the dusky sky with stunning fireworks displays.

      But Keila took Tesek, Dyar, and Nevoraj out to the shore of the Réta, instead of the city, where the glowing water lapped the round pebbles of the beach. Rytal didn’t come with them, expressing a desire to ‘party harder than you guys and find some women.’

      “Women want nothing to do with you,” Keila yelled after him. “Floppy Navy Sausage!”

      Thaurid didn’t come, either. He gave no excuse, just stood in the barge doorway and watched as they followed Keila across the landing strip.

      Thaurid had been enemies with Jedrin when they had all first joined the Navy. They were both from Orosha. Jedrin was the son of the K’mira Sector’s Cza and Thaurid had constantly harassed Jedrin despite his heritage—or perhaps because of it. Tesek had come under fire for his abnormalities as well as his friendship with Jedrin.

      But slowly, with a few fights along the way, Tesek and Thaurid had grown to respect each other.

      Until Iara.

      Until Iduna.

      Tesek’s sixth sense hinted that Thaurid had begun to mistrust Tesek, to doubt everything.

      The confusion had finally peaked in Thaurid during the Battle of Otrok. Perhaps because of the intense violence and carnage. Tesek hadn’t been in the thick of it—though he’d managed to gain the burn on his shoulder when a plasma blast had melted his armor. Thaurid had been in the hottest of the fight.

      Thaurid must have wondered why. Why so many had to die. And for what?

      After the planet had fallen, Ybys had put on a victory parade through the vanquished streets of Osifhalka, its capitol. Iduna had blessed the troops and then the announcement of the Empress’s death had reached them.

      Shortly afterward, Tesek had found himself alone with Thaurid as they both tried to escape the agitation of their fellows.

      The scene played out in Tesek’s mind as he followed his friends toward the glowing waters of the Réta.
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      It was in a Bztalec dwelling on Otrok: decorated in bizarre geometric motifs and hideous images of insectoid monstrosities.

      Tesek was there first, sitting in the shadows next to a Bztalec shrine that had been roughly emptied of its idols. The gold and obsidian were gone. The terracotta fragments of some lesser deities were scattered across the floor.

      Tesek had been studying their language since the war broke out—it hadn’t been popular outside of Zabteq and interpreters were in high demand. He was trying to make out the inscription around the alcove, but their alphabet was very complex, and most of the lessons on his data-pad focused on the phonetic versions. He was just starting to grasp a basic knowledge of their tongue, but he could only pick out the symbols that spelled Dza—moon or light—and Ga—cliff or darkness.

      A whirlwind intruded the quiet solitude and Tesek looked up to see Thaurid entering the shadowed room. His brow was knit in imitation of the furor that thrashed inside him. Tesek retreated into himself at the onslaught of Thaurid’s confusion.

      But Tesek was full of the same. He softly let down his guard. Thaurid noticed him then—maybe he felt the meeting of their kin feelings? Maybe Tesek had shifted, hoping to draw his attention.

      Tesek had accidentally witnessed Thaurid’s vulnerability before in a similar situation. It was already unfair that Tesek could access his feelings without permission. He didn’t want to repeat it.

      Thaurid’s chestnut eyes met Tesek’s white ones. Thaurid’s burned with questions, Tesek’s with sympathy.

      “Hey,” Tesek said weakly. He tried to smile, but the expression was inadequate.

      Thaurid’s jaw twitched as he sucked in a deep breath.

      “Why is Iduna doing this?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?” Tesek asked, wincing under the accusation in Thaurid’s voice and eyes. He forced himself to look back into the eyes. He let the other boy’s emotions glide through him, not trying to grab each one and identify it, but trying to barely taste each one and get a feel for the entire assortment.

      “Don’t pretend that it never happened, like Nevoraj does,” Thaurid hissed. “I was there on Iara. I heard the blasphemies Iduna spoke, about this Semphon person, the heart of Iara, Jatok—”

      Tesek closed his eyes involuntarily at the name of Jatok. The dark being had possessed Tesek briefly…Tesek and Semphon had tricked the entity into occupying Tesek’s living body so that by Tesek’s death, they might destroy Jatok. But Keila had intervened. Somehow, Tesek had defeated Jatok. Their emotions had fused in a destructive cycle that had shattered Jatok. But the scars still burned inside Tesek.

      Nothing Jatok touches can ever again be perfect, Iduna had said.

      “She doesn’t believe in Elem,” Thaurid continued in a dangerous whisper. “But—she was on Iara. Iara’s real—Elem must be.” There was a hysterical note in his tone. “But she…what’s going on, Tesek? What happened on Iara?”

      Tesek swallowed. Thaurid never called him by his first name. The Oroshan’s hands were clenched at his sides. His pain flowed off him like a sinister drumroll.

      “I—I don’t know…” Tesek stuttered.

      “You must!”

      “Why would I know any more than anyone else?”

      “You’re not one of us!” Thaurid said. The words slapped Tesek like a blow from his father. Not one of us. They might have been his father’s words, too. “You’re like her.”

      Thaurid flinched back, almost as if he knew the hurt in his words.

      Thaurid knew. He could see it. Tesek had told no one of his half-Iaraph heritage. Not even Keila or Jedrin. No one knew he could feel their emotions. They would think he was a freak—invasive—unnatural—Chamon. They would reject him, like everyone else had.

      “You know something we don’t,” Thaurid insisted angrily, then his voice raised to a pleading pitch and he stepped impulsively closer. “Help me understand! I can’t fight like this! I need my god back!”

      Tesek’s heart shivered and would have melted, but a cold film had formed over his heart. He closed his eyes. Pity wanted to pour out of him, but the resentful film of hurt held it back. When he opened his eyes, Thaurid had stepped back into the shadow. Tesek couldn’t see his face, but the other boy’s shock rippled out of the shadows.

      The heretical implications of his words were heavy in the air. Yet he’d only said what many felt. What could Tesek say to ease his agony? He couldn’t tell him there was no god. Not exactly. He couldn’t tell him Iduna was lying in a sense. He couldn’t tell him that he didn’t know, either.

      Tesek just shook his head. He didn’t know.

      “Iduna,” Tesek began.

      “I don’t trust her,” Thaurid snapped. Rebellion was the strongest flavor in his voice, but trepidation and doubt were there, too. “Give me a reason to.”

      “I can’t give you one. You don’t trust me, either.”

      “I want to,” Thaurid snarled, whirling away and stalking out of the room before Tesek could say anything more.

      The bitter rock dust stirred up by Thaurid’s passing stung Tesek’s nose.
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      Keila’s voice brought him back to the present. Back to the phosphorescent Réta and the firework-spangled sky.

      “Tesek! Are you going to join us?”

      He realized Keila, Nevoraj, and Dyar were shedding their clothes and plunging into the glowing water.

      “I can’t swim,” he said. “We don’t just have excess water lying around on Ptöro."

      They finally coaxed him into the water and promptly attempted to drown him, laughing the entire time. Tesek managed to give Dyar a bruise to think about and escaped to the shore, where he felt perfectly justified in pelting them with pebbles.

      When they returned to the ship, Thaurid was waiting.

      He couldn’t hold Tesek’s eye. Ever since Otrok, there'd been a barrier between them. Definitely mistrust…Thaurid was afraid Tesek might expose his doubt. To the Church of Elem, doubt was known as Yebri, a serious sin. And Tesek was afraid of making his doubt worse.

      “Ermar K’mauthe has been given orders to visit Cza K’mauthe of K’mira on the Empress’s behalf,” Thaurid said, his eyes bouncing off of Tesek’s and into the darkness beyond. “He’s requested that Ur-Gar Nyme and I accompany him.”
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      Zymar Thrassus surveyed the trading post. It was nothing more than a fortified tower of black stone next to a cracked landing strip in the middle of a dried up sea.

      The heavy plastiwax-coated door lay beside the empty doorway. Zymar could just glimpse the courtyard beyond, faint in the purple-tinged sunlight of the sickly atmosphere of Bedlaram.

      He glanced back at his shuttle, glittering black and green on the strip behind him.

      “Zhevic,” he muttered and marched towards the door. His boots raised clouds of sour dust that mingled with the tight air. Eerily silent, the planet seemed as if it held its breath, waiting for something to break through its surface and wreak destruction.

      Maybe that was just the Thrik in Zymar.

      He slipped into the trained rhythms of Seshrik and moved into the shadows of the empty doorway. The ancient art of Seshrik movement would render him nigh invisible to the untrained eye.

      The courtyard was empty. Sand was piled up against the far wall where the prevailing wind blew it in through the gate. A door gaped to the left and another, this one still intact, to the right.

      Zymar Seshriked to the solid door and picked the archaic lock.

      The door swung open with a scream. Zymar slipped quickly inside and sank into the rank shadow.

      “Who’s there?” demanded a ragged-looking Kyshar’ta, wheeling around from a grungy work-table that swam in the only pool of light in the room.

      “Who do you think?” Zymar said, Seshriking silently away from the door and whispering in the Kyshar’ta’s ear. “Death.”

      The Kyshar’ta’s hand shot out before Zymar could slip away and grabbed him by the throat.

      “I know your Thrik ways,” the Kyshar’ta said, his blank, black eyes gleaming in the glare of the phosphor lamp. “I heard your ship land, fool. What do you want?”

      The Kyshar’ta let him go before he could draw his gisnet.

      “I heard you had something,” Zymar said, rubbing his throat, immensely irritated with himself. What kind of idiot was he? He knew he wasn’t the best Seshriker.

      “I have many things,” the Kyshar’ta said. “People come to buy treasures. Usually with other treasures. I buy and trade the wonders of the universe. If I had something, I may not have it anymore. Can’t tell you who bought it, either. Buyer’s confidentiality is assured.”

      Zymar swallowed. What if he was too late?

      “Well, I heard it from the man who left it here. He said he’d traded a Kijir Loth for some manuscript.”

      “Fake manuscript,” the Kyshar’ta said, with a grin. “Book of Jatok. Ultimate blasphemy, very fashionable in occult groups these days. He couldn't expect to get better for a wee baby Loth.”

      “Do you still have it?”

      “For now,” the Kyshar’ta said, squinting at him. “It’ll probably die soon.”

      “Where is it?”

      “What will you give me for it?”

      “You just said it was only worth a fake manuscript,” Zymar scowled.

      “Ahh, but he didn’t know it was fake. It’s all about the worth someone places on it, not its intrinsic value. And I see you place a lot of worth on this baby Loth.”

      “You said it might die,” Zymar said.

      “It’s too young to be away from its mother.”

      Zymar tried not to grin. This idiot didn’t know anything about Kijir Loth. The babies usually never saw their parent. Parent. Not mother. Loth were asexual.

      “Then on the negligible chance of its survival, I don’t see that it can be worth more than, say a quarter pound of ognaph.”

      The Kyshar’ta licked his teeth and frowned.

      “That’s thirty quatras on the black market,” he said. “Or forty, if it’s pure…”

      “Really too much for a sickly Loth baby, if you think about it,” Zymar said. “You probably couldn’t get that at a fair on Ossiraq.”

      “I could possibly get sixty quatras if I were to take it to Ossiraq.”

      “But you’re not going there any time soon,” Zymar pointed out. “You don’t have a ship.”

      “Again, it all depends on the worth you place on it.”

      “Let me see it,” Zymar said.

      “See…it is worth at least sixty to you,” the Kyshar’ta said with a chuckle, turning toward a door behind his lit-up work table. “I’ll be right back.”

      There was a definite odor of Ognaph in the room—a strangely sterile smell of acidic lemon. The manuscript dealer had been right about the Trader’s addiction.

      Zymar examined the table while he waited. An antique music box was pulled apart, its inner workings spread across the pitted wood like shining guts.

      Zymar missed his old music box. There was nothing quite like listening to a music stick. Even if they weren’t as clear as a simple display basin. Or the modern SymVox he used when studying the Nihil Operas. There was more to the operas than met the innocent ear. The manuscript dealer had had some interesting material on that subject.

      The Kyshar’ta returned, dragging a heavy cage behind him. Irritated rumbling rose from the shadows behind the bars and Zymar held his breath.

      The Kyshar’ta watched him closely as he bent over and peered into the cage.

      With a tiny growl, the baby Loth launched itself against the side of the cage. Zymar grinned. It was hungry.

      It had a short body with stubby hind legs, a long tail, a wrinkly neck with an eyeless head and jagged teeth. Its long forelegs were jointed backwards with its knees towering over it. Vestigial wing-membrane dangled from the inner forelegs. Kijir Loth usually had mottled orange-pink skin, but this one had dark splotches all over.

      It chuckled at Zymar, tasting the air with its open mouth.

      “See,” said the Kyshar’ta, “it’s a fine specimen. Definitely worth sixty to the right customer…which I believe you are.”

      The Loth shrieked and rammed its legs against the side of the cage where the Kyshar’ta stood, as if to silence him.

      “The price of an item is not determined merely by the buyer’s desire,” Zymar said. “It is determined by the point at which my need meets yours. I’ll give you a half pound of Ognaph. If you add that music box.”

      The Kyshar’ta pursed his lips. The Loth rumbled at him irritably.

      “Fine,” the Kyshar’ta said.

      “Help me with the cage,” Zymar said.

      “What about my Ognaph?”

      “Help me haul this cage out to my ship and I’ll pay you before I take the Loth aboard.”

      The Kyshar’ta acquiesced and they each grabbed a handle on either side of the cage. The Loth tried to nip at their fingers with its monstrous teeth, but it couldn’t get its little head between the bars.

      It shrank back when they carried it outside into the howling desert wind and purple sunlight.

      They set the cage down beside the ship’s hold door.

      “Get my Ognaph,” the Kyshar’ta demanded. Zymar pulled a sealed box from his Thrik robe and the Kyshar’ta snatched at it.

      “And the music box?”

      “Give me the drugs and I’ll bring it out to you,” the Kyshar’ta snapped.

      Zymar gave him the box. He loaded the Kijir Loth’s cage into his ship’s hold while he waited for his music
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