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Chapter 1


Piers Phalen attacked the punching bag with a fury unwarranted by any inanimate object, not immediately standing between himself and his objectives. Best get his frustration out before he went in to talk to Guild Master Brels. Kayavan’s comet, or star as the traditionalists called it, was rising and that meant storms. Both the literal ones and the whatever-can-go-wrong-will variety. 
Brels was a fair and reasonable man, but like most, he was more open to hearing opinions that disagreed with his own when they were presented with a calm and level demeanor. And he and Brels definitely differed with respect to Lady Iantha Liner, head of the Lighten branch of Dextra’s Evering Industries.
Evering Industries brought much needed capital and opportunity to Lighten, a humble moon settled by intrepid bands from both of the twin planets, Dextra and Thera. But Evering’s investment came at a cost. Not just to Firen Mines’ dignity, but, at least in Phalen’s opinion, their ability to choose their own path.
Lady Ice, as he called her in the privacy of his own thoughts, seemed to think that all Lightens were primitive imbeciles who needed the assistance of their betters to establish control in their territories afflicted by the Raiders. An opinion that didn’t settle well with him, or anyone in Lady Ice’s reach. The Firen rank and file knew she was important, so they kept their opinions to themselves, but to say she was disliked and distrusted was putting it mildly.
The core problem wasn’t that Lightens weren’t capable of managing. If only the Therans and Dextrines would quit interfering and let them actually do it, they might agree. But no, Lighten’s resources were too valuable to the system, so Dextra and Thera went about sticking their messy little fingers into every pot they could find. 
Mining Guild Master Brels wasn’t the only one who noticed and objected. The storm-addled Transportation Guild Master did too and used that to justify his draconian rule over the Lighten economy. But Brels had a plan to deal with the Transport Guild, the Dextrines, the Therans, and the Raiders—a plan that required playing nice with Lady Ice and Evering Industries for a little while longer.
The thud of Phalen’s taped fists against the weighted bag echoed off the low ceiling and bare steel walls of the Firen Mines Headquarters’ recreation room. It smelled like sweat, a lot of sweat, a vague film of aerosolized lubricants carried on the recycled air, and that odd odor of the deep Lighten desert, earthy, herbal, with the faint musk of tunnel snake on the fringes. The sort of place that would never exactly be clean and proper, nor should it. Miners weren’t proper, but they were effective. They got things done, and everyone on Lighten was the better for it.
And the sooner Brels’ plan went into effect, the better.
Ritten, a moderately tall, shaggy-haired, softly muscled mine rat, on his first dispatch in the mines, assaulted a weighted bag of his own on the opposite side of the small sparring ring in the middle of the broad room. Most called him by his honest name—Ridden, which no matter what you put that with, Dust-Ridden, Storm-Ridden, Rat-Ridden, wasn’t complimentary, though it might have been entirely true, as honest names were meant to be. So, Phalen tried to think of him as Ritten to avoid the temptation to think worse of him than was already warranted.
“You already earned Champion status last year. Why you still going after the bags, Pogo?” Ritten muttered Phalen’s honest name with a sneer, as though he actually questioned whether it was appropriate for Phalen to carry the name of the Arch Soul Catcher, the mythical figure responsible for capturing unworthy souls and dragging them to Abadon’s Gates.
Damn tyro. They were always looking for a fight, as though bravado and fancy talk could overcome actual mettle in the ring—or out of it.
“Why keep that fancy tag of yours covered?”
Phalen rubbed the championship tattoo on his left bicep, the Fighting League’s clasped fist logo, with the date of his win and his honest name, Pogo, below. Usually covered by his gear, it was easy to forget it was there. So the attention it tended to draw from wanna-be’s like Ritten often felt surprising. 
Ritten kicked the bag, left, center, and right. Sloppy form no matter what direction he came at it from. No power at all in those moves. Sweat soaked Ritten’s barely there shirt and dripped down his face as he tapped his own bicep. “You earned it, why not make the most of it?”
And that was why Ritten would never rise above the first level of the Firen Mine Enforcers, if they even decided to take him on in the first place. “Everyone calls me Pogo—they know I’m a soul catcher they don’t want to meet. What more advertising do I need?”
“Suit yourself. But with all that went to earning your championship, I don’t see why you don’t lean into it more.” Ritten threw three more unfocused punches that sounded impressive, but wouldn’t stop a desert dung beetle. “The way I see it, keeping that reminder front and center would only help your chances for promotion.”
“Let me worry about my own career. Not your concern.” Phalen was already a leader in the Enforcer’s pilot corps and on Brels’ elite bodyguard team. Further advancement, which had nothing to do with flashing the fancy tag on his arm, was on the horizon, but the details were on a need-to-know basis. And Ritten didn’t need to know. “Pay attention to your own concerns, like the fact you open up that side when you punch. Drop your sarding elbow.” Phalen ambled across the room and jabbed Ritten in the side as Ritten slammed another lazy punch on the bag.
“Sard you!” Ritten shouted, grabbed his side, and jumped back.
Pogo leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest, flashing his tattoo. “I’m on your side. Imagine it if I weren’t.”
“Miserable tunnel snake.” Ritten forced a bit of a laugh, as if to soften the insult. He’d meant exactly what he’d said, though. People always did. Especially when they seemed to be joking.
But it was all right. It wasn’t as if Phalen had trusted him to start.
“You’re lucky I didn’t have my fangs out.” Phalen threw a complex kick-punch combination at Ritten’s bag. The weighted stand toppled, with no warning or fanfare, landing with a thud and a single bounce on the stone floor. “See, it ain’t that bleeding difficult to maintain your guard. And it may keep you alive.”
“I didn’t ask for your advice, and I don’t need it.” Ritten pulled back his shoulders and puffed out his chest, pointing to the ring. “Care to go a round in the ring and see for yourself?” 
“Can’t. Meeting with Brels in ten. Need to clean up and get there.”
“You’re just afraid I’ll wipe the floor with you.” Ritten flexed his arms. A mass of useless, bulging muscle.
Wrong sarding thing to say.
“I doubt it.” Phalen launched a sweep kick and took Ritten’s legs out from under him. He fell hard on his ass. A quick jab to the chin and Ritten was down and seeing stars. Ritten struggled to sit up, but a single glare kept him on the floor as Phalen sauntered to the sonic shower closet along the far wall.
Some would have called that a cheap shot, but if Ritten had any sense, he’d realize Phalen was trying to keep him alive. The would-be enforcer wouldn’t survive the season being sloppy and ignoring the obvious. If the claim-jumpers didn’t take him down, the Raiders would.
Phalen swung the plain steel door to the first of the two sonic stations open and locked the door behind him. He might be in home territory, but considering it safe was a dust-brained move. Ritten was just the sort to think himself clever for catching Phalen in an unguarded moment.
He ran his hand over the image on his left arm. Blasted, storm-addled thing. The prized tattoo might be a status symbol Ritten fawned over, but it was just as much a target Phalen couldn’t erase, one to keep private if he didn’t want prize hunters to take him out just for the notoriety it would bring them. Brels insisted it wasn’t a bad thing, and it would keep him smart.
Smart—paranoid. It was basically the same thing, right?
He shed his clothes directly into the squat recycler that took up half the floor space in the compact sonic shower unit, little bigger than a closet. A control panel on the lid blinked friendly letters at him. He punched in the codes for something appropriate for his next meeting—not a flight suit. A casual shirt, slacks and jacket, formal enough to denote respect, but not enough to seem presumptuous.
Hopefully, it would fit. The garment printer was hit or miss on the best of days, and with his broad chest and long arms, just slightly out of proportion to his height, he wasn’t exactly a standard measure.
Bracing himself, he stepped into the coffin-tight sonic shower capsule. Even recycled water was better than the itchy-insect crawling feeling of the sonic blast and the skull-splitting whine that he wasn’t supposed to be able to hear. But the unit was cheap, effective, and easy to install and maintain. At least it was also fast. A blast of cool air from above drove away the loosened grime down through the floor grate into a collection bin below. It wasn’t supposed to, but it reeked of sweat.
Dust it all. He hated these things. He popped the capsule door and shook away the itchy crawl from his limbs as he stepped out. Lighten’s Ring Fighting League required real water showers in the competition arenas. Almost reason enough to compete in Lighten’s most brutal, most dangerous, most lucrative sport.
The recycler signaled a finished print cycle with three soft pings. He propped up the lid and fished out warm, fresh garments, plain but appropriate and laced with that faint chemical smell everyone with a recycler associated with clean clothes.
He dressed—the smooth, long-sleeved, tan shirt was supposed to be loose fitting, but bound under the arms, and the coarser dark brown pants clung to his thighs like a live animal. The matching jacket strained across his shoulders and barely buttoned over his chest. Good thing he could leave it open. He really needed to invest in custom specs for his clothes one day. Maybe if things landed right-side up with Brels’ plans.
Thankfully, Ritten had cleared the rec room by the time Phalen rushed out. He arrived at Brels’ office with a minute left to spare. Good enough. If he wasn’t early, then Brels counted him late—and that was no way to impress a man like Brels.
A small plaque next to the door simply said, Guild Master. The security on the imposing metal door said the rest. Double thick, reinforced steel plate with blast fortification and auto-lock systems. Nearly every tool in the mines could be used for murder, and probably had. One didn’t become Guild Master by forgetting that.
He pressed his thumbs to the print pads beside the door. A light flashed on his module to mark the receipt of the security signal. Another light blinked on his module. He tapped in his personal authorization code. Nothing about Firen mine security operated with less than two factor authentication. Some areas required three.
The door slid open.
The Guild Master’s office stretched





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE KAYAVAN CHRONICLES





OEBPS/images/5f70d1d3-3427-4a3a-9f79-a994077c4f77.jpeg





OEBPS/images/f6087770-8820-4cf4-9877-aa1dd0a3b813.jpeg





OEBPS/images/b04751f3-6b7b-4a7c-a306-a795808a1604.jpeg








