
[image: ]

THE SECOND VEIL

TALES OF THE SCATTERED EARTH

Tales of the Airship Tangent, Book I

By David Niall Wilson

[image: ]

A Mystique Press Production

Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press

Digital Edition Copyright 2013 by David Niall Wilson

LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with.  If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Meet the Author

[image: ]

DAVID NIALL WILSON has been writing and publishing horror, dark fantasy, and science fiction since the mid-eighties.  An ordained minister, once President of the Horror Writer's Association and multiple recipient of the Bram Stoker Award, his novels include Maelstrom, The Mote in Andrea's Eye, Deep Blue, the Grails Covenant Trilogy, Star Trek Voyager: Chrysalis, Except You Go Through Shadow, This is My Blood, Ancient Eyes, On the Third Day, The Orffyreus Wheel, The DeChance Chronicles, including Heart of a Dragon, Vintage Soul, My Soul to Keep, Kali's Tale and the soon to be released Nevermore, The Parting and The Temple of Camazotz, both for the original series O.C.L.T. and the memoir / Cookbook American Pies: Baking with Dave the Pie Guy.  David can be found at http://www.davidniallwilson.com and can be reached by e-mail at david@macabreink.com. 

David is CEO and founder of Crossroad Press, a cutting edge digital publishing company specializing in electronic novels, collections, and non-fiction, as well as unabridged audiobooks and print titles.  Visit Crossroad Press at http://store.crossroadpress.com

PRAISE FOR DAVID NIALL WILSON'S WORK

For Deep Blue:  "Wilson demonstrates that a horror novel doesn't need gallons of blood to succeed, that spiritual terror can be even more effective." – Publisher's Weekly

"This is an exquisite meditation upon the nature of pain and redemption written with a blues sensibility that rolls through the mind like bleak, resounding chords of dark music. The perfect novel for a hot, sultry night." – J. L. Comeau – CountGore.com

For This is My Blood:  "Wilson's prose is smooth and powerful, carrying its allegorical weight with grace. His first novel is one of the most unique vampire stories to appear in recent years, balancing themes of damnation and prophesy against those of faith and redemption." – Publisher's Weekly

For The Orffyreus Wheel – "The book started off with a bang. From page one the book is intense and filled with suspense." – Blondie – Amazon.com

DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit our online store

Visit our website and SUBSCRIBE to our Newsletter

Visit our DIGITAL and AUDIO book blogs for updates and news.

Connect with us on Facebook.

About the Scattered Earth series

Many authors.

Many worlds.

Many storylines.

One grand setting.

Read each set, then keep reading to see how they ultimately connect

as the Scattered Earths come together again!

The Scattered Earth

Aaron Rosenberg:

Dread Remora #1- The Birth of the Dread Remora

Crossed Paths: A Dread Remora Novella

Dread Remora #2 – Honor of the Dread Remora

David Niall Wilson:

Airship Tangent #1 - The Second Veil

Keith R. A. DeCandido

Guilt in Innocence

Coming in 2014:– Melissa Scott – David Niall Wilson – Keith R. A. DeCandido

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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The main chamber of the meeting hall of The High Council of Urv was a stately edifice with towering columns and a decorated, vaulted ceiling. It was centered by a huge oval table of polished stone and ringed with ornate chairs covered in plush upholstery.  It was, in fact, a statement, and as Euphrankes Holmynn entered, all he could do was shake his head.

Seated around that table, watching his entrance in solemn silence, an array of gray-haired councilmen waited in frowning silence.  Euphrankes had been in the chamber before, and he'd known, more or less, what to expect, but the sheer pomposity of it still made him cringe.

The walls were hung with portraits of still more elders.  They dated back to the beginning of The Council.  When Euphrankes, as a boy, had asked what there had been before the earliest portrait, he'd been cuffed on the ear and told to keep his silence.  He had since come to understand that he'd gotten his answer...they didn't know.

The rule for all those summoned to The High Council Chamber was silence.  There were words to be spoken, but though they called it a court, there were no deliberations to be made.  There were lines on old parchment that spoke with the voice of the law, and policy never deviated.  That is why, stepping into the center of the room, where a slightly raised circular stage stood facing the base end of The Council table, seemed like such a waste of time and a display of idiocy.  Euphrankes already knew what they would say.

It didn't matter.  He'd made his request because it was his nature to make such requests.  He'd stood his ground because he knew that he was not the only man on the planet who wished that things might change – that it was possible to prove the limitations and proclamations of law were not inviolate.  It didn't even really matter that they would say no, because he knew that – in the end – there would come a time when it didn't matter what they thought, or what they said.  If he died in the attempt, he would die knowing in his heart what was, and was not, the truth.

The chamber was only dimly lit by a ring of flickering lanterns.  The only bright spot was where he stood, a trick of lenses and mirrors, and he knew this was to make it difficult for him to meet their gaze or study their expressions, while making it simple for them to do the same to him.  Euphrankes' father had helped in the most recent redesign of the chamber, and he still had the books of notes explaining the structure, construction, and purpose of each architectural tidbit.

It was, in fact, the influence of his father, Edwin, that allowed Euphrankes to be granted any audience at all.  He knew that he was a disappointment to The Council.  His father had done great things at their bidding.  His inventions and his innovations, as well as many of the technologies behind the existing infrastructure of the city, had made their lives easier. Euphrankes, rather than proving helpful, had done little in his life but cause them a long string of headaches for which the only cure had proven a semi-banishment to a private dome outside the city.  He wondered grimly where they might send him next if he angered them sufficiently.

A phlegmy cough broke the silence, and Euphrankes stood as calmly as he could, facing the length of the table.  It stretched interminably into the distance, and at the far end, in a dim pool of illumination, High Councilor Cumby sat and gazed back at him.  At least, Euphrankes assumed the High Councilor was looking at him.  At such a distance he might have been asleep, or facing the opposite way entirely.

"Good morning, Euphrankes," Cumby said.  Despite the distance, the acoustics of the chamber amplified the old man's voice so that it seemed the two were standing side by side.

Euphrankes bowed very slightly and kept his expression as devoid of emotion as possible.  He didn't believe there was any chance of his request being approved, but he didn’t want to give them new reason for their denial before they'd even spoken it.

"It is an honor, as always," Euphrankes said.

"Is it indeed?" Cumby asked.  "Well, we shall see.  I would like to extend my condolences on the loss of your father.  He was a great man.  He will be sorely missed in the city, and in these chambers.  I pray that his passing was a gentle one."

"It was," Euphrankes said.  He was surprised at how close his voice came to breaking as he spoke those words.  His father had been a great man in the city, but the man Euphrankes remembered – the brilliant mind that had shown him the magic of metal and gears, steam and pressure, mathematics and theory – had been the rock in his life.  His father had kept him busy and sane when he'd wanted to rail against The Council and their rules.

"One of the last things he said to me," Euphrankes added, trying to be as politic as possible, "was that I should send his regards to this council.  I've chosen to carry them personally, and hope that you will forgive the indulgence."

A soft murmur ran about the table at his words.  Euphrankes figured they were nodding and patting one another on the back.  They'd always believed his father to be their tool – a man who would do as he was bid and give no argument.  So unlike his son.

In truth, for every project Edwin Holmynn had completed for The Council, he'd completed a dozen others in the streets, taking care of those in need, and studying ways and means to move beyond the stagnant, dying city he'd called home.  When a small outlying branch of the veil-roads had become untenable, it was Edwin who, through judicious use of his influence and several daring trips by air, between veils, had salvaged the complex to which his son had been banished.  It was as if he'd glanced into the future and prepared a safe haven against the inevitable.

None of that mattered now.  What mattered was that the city was dying, and these old fools didn't care.  They would be perfectly content to sit back and watch, their laws fiercely clutched in liver-spotted, blue-veined hands, as the city shrank around them, becoming in the end a mass coffin.  None of them had that many years of life left, and an equal number of them cared for the well-being of the inhabitants of Urv living beyond their immediate circle of acquaintance.

"We welcome you," the High Councilor said at last.  "We are informed that you have a request, and we are ...eager ...to hear what you have in mind.  Your family has always served the needs of The Council, and of the city."

Again, Euphrankes gave his small, half bow.  Then he stood to his full six foot four inches and squared his shoulders.  He was a big man with a slender, muscular frame tapering to powerful shoulders.  His hair was long, and he wore it back over his shoulders in a braid, as his father had before him.  He knew that they could hear him if he spoke softly, but he chose to project.  He wanted to catch them sleeping and maybe, just maybe jostle them awake long enough to win their support.

"As you know," he said, "the roads between the cities are becoming steadily more treacherous.  Flights beyond the First Veil run at regular intervals now, carrying cargo and passengers.  Still, they are serving a shrinking world."

There were cleared throats and coughs around the room.  Euphrankes held his temper in check, and continued.

"It isn't just the cities.  The outlying factories and agricultural collectives are failing.  Power sources are limited, and the rituals do not always work to repair what has fallen to age or neglect.  It is a troubling time."

"Have you come," a voice piped up from his left, "to lecture us on the history of our world, young man?" 

Illana Mirkos, eldest of the women serving on The Council, was a shrill, overbearing woman who had never forgiven Euphrankes' father for turning down her offer of marriage.  It would have elevated Euphrankes' family to a level where they might – one day – hold a seat on The Council, but Illana had been twenty years his father's senior, and she was insufferable.  She was least likely of all the members of The Council to look favorably upon anything Euphrankes proposed.

"No lady," he said, turning to acknowledge her, but unwilling to be cut off before he'd spoken his peace.  "I am here talking about our future, and whether, in fact, there is to be such a future if we do not soon take action to ensure it.  The prophets predict another ten years might bring a time when there is no ground travel between cities at all; how long can our cities exist without fuel, or food?  Our present fleet of airships cannot bear the brunt of such a catastrophe."

"And you have a solution?" High Councilor Cumby cut in.  "I assume by your prattle that this is why you are here.  You have some way to prevent the roads from crumbling, or to tie the cities one to the other?"

Euphrankes paused.  This was the critical moment.  What he proposed was actually not intended to help with the roads.  It would not, in fact, make moving supplies from one city to another simpler or cheaper.  His vision was more far-reaching than that of The Council, and the moment to show that divergence was upon him.

"I have developed a means," he said, ignoring the question and thus dodging the answer, "to travel beyond the Second Veil.  The resources of this planet are finite.  We lack the material or facilities to repair or rebuild what has fallen.  We must look outward, not inward for a solution.  We must look beyond the Second Veil, and I have created a ship that..."

Several voices rang out at once.  They ranged from high-pitched screeching to angry shouts.  High Councilor Cumby glared across the expanse of the table to where Euphrankes stood, letting the tumult grow until the room reverberated with the cacophony, then slammed his hand down on a button embedded in the tabletop.  A piercing shriek of sound emanated from amplifying tubes around the room.  The vibration of the sound met in the center of the room and swirled, swallowing all the words and screams and protests completely.  When Cumby released the button, the room was heavy with silence, and Euphrankes stood, his shoulders shaking with startled anger and outrage.

"You dare?" Cumby said.  The old man actually rose from his seat at council, a thing Euphrankes had never witnessed.

"I..."

Suddenly whatever it was that amplified Euphrankes' voice died, and though he continued to stutter into the void, only the High Councilor's voice could be heard.

"You dare to come before this council and suggest that, not only are the laws and the prophecies to be ignored, but that the very safety of our planet should be violated?  You dare to suggest," the old man paused and seemed to gasp for the breath he needed before plunging on, "that we cause the very type of damage we fear every waking moment of every day?"

Euphrankes took a hesitant step backward, nearly toppling from the speaker's platform.  He had been caught completely off guard by this attack.  He'd known they would not condone his research, but this?

"Your Honors," he said softly. 

No one heard him.

"You will leave this chamber," Cumby roared, his voice gathering strength from some unknown and unsuspected source, "and you will not return.  You will cease any research you have begun toward this blasphemy.  You will bend your efforts to clearing the roads and repairing the veils, or by all that is holy, I will forget my respect for your father, and I will have you cast out."

The silence, if possible, grew thicker at these words.  It was one thing to be banished to an outer sphere, where he was cut off from all normal road traffic in and out of the city.  It was quite another to be released from the veil into the outer atmosphere of their world.  It was far too thin to sustain life, and it was a punishment not meted out in the forty-two years of Euphrankes' life.  It was a sentence of death thinly cloaked in false charity.

He turned.  Without another word, features rigid and limbs so stiff he felt each step jolt through his frame as if he pounded his bare feet on concrete, he turned and walked away from The Council table.  He stared straight ahead, and when he reached the air lock he stepped inside.  Two guards stood beside the door to ensure he did not try to return to the chamber.  Euphrankes heard the soft hiss of equalizing pressure.  As the doors closed he heard the shriek of the High Councilor's silence reverberating through the room once more.  He wondered briefly what they had to argue about, now that his humiliation was complete, but could spare it no concentration.  The time for talking was behind him, and he knew what he had to do.

"Sorry, father," he whispered. 

Then the outer portal opened, and he stepped into the stale, slightly thinner air of the street and turned toward a series of tall, imposing towers. 

The city was a series of low-slung, rectangular buildings stacked neatly, like a child's blocks, one atop the other.  A quick glance gave the impression that the city was one big, continuous structure, but it was misleading.  There were walls and boundaries within each building.  Everything was built in layers, and each of those layers was – in one way or another – sealed off from all others.

Gleaming metal conduits wound up and around the walls, climbed over the roof tops and joined at huge, hydraulically activated valves.  The buildings were all closed loops of breathable air, filtered and re-constituted.  Near the edge of the veil, generators hummed and hissed as they sucked sustenance from the planet beyond, just enough chemicals and gases and droplets of moisture to sustain the system and prevent them from choking on their own exhaust. It reminded Euphrankes of the machines sometimes used to keep medical patients alive and breathing when their bodies began to fail.

As he walked, he felt the city closing in around him with claustrophobic, breath-stealing power.  Ahead were the airship towers.  Each served as a dock for one or two ships, magnetic plates holding the great vessels in position just above the First Veil.  The locks – seams in the veil surrounded by special vacuum seals on either side – were located beneath each berth.

The Vector hovered where he'd left her, and Euphrankes made for the lock leading up to his ship with a purpose.  He'd never seen The Council so worked up, and was only glad there had been no time for Myril, the High Priest of The Temple, to get involved.  There had been no one cast from the city in a very long time – but if there was one on The Council who would relish the opportunity to bring that age-old punishment back into the mainstream of the cities daily life – it was Myril.

Euphrankes reached the bottom rung of the ladder leading up to his platform, and began to climb. As he made his way up, he glanced over at the one structure in the city of Urv taller than The Council chambers.  The Temple of the Veils, while as sealed and impregnable as any other building in Urv, had a gleaming white façade of stone and a massive airlock chamber that had once allowed an entire congregation of worshipers to enter at one time.  The clang of those huge doors closing had rung like a great bell as they sealed off the faithful.  They had remained closed for nearly a decade, but Euphrankes remembered that sound from his childhood, and he shuddered.  It had always sounded to him like the doors of a great tomb closing.

On the platform above, two attendants nodded in recognition.  One, a tow-headed boy with a big grin, snapped a quick salute.

Euphrankes took a deep breath, expelled it, and willed his anger and frustration to join the stale, filtered air.  He managed a wry grin.

"I'm taking off immediately," he called out.  "Give me five."

The boy nodded, and Euphrankes entered the bottom lock, which sealed quickly behind him.  When the seal was complete, he climbed up through the membrane-like portal to the upper lock, and waited for it to seal behind him.  Then, operating the upper lock manually by means of a wheel, he lowered the pressure inside to match the thin, anemic air of the outer atmosphere, and climbed quickly through.  He turned, spun the wheel tight, and mounted the dangling rope ladder to The Vector.

Above him, Aria had already opened the outer lock.  He smiled.  Even though it was much more difficult to catch his breath, the sensation of freedom that stole over him each time he left the lower levels behind buoyed his spirits.  He climbed, pacing himself and conserving his breath.  He didn't want to become lightheaded.  If he fell, the odds were not good that he'd recover enough to climb again, or that Aria could get a lift down to him before he suffocated.  He could have worn a suit, but he'd always preferred the risk – and the exhilaration – of facing the air beyond the First Veil on his own terms.

He reached the air lock, pulled himself up the last few feet, and closed the hatch.  Immediately, fresh air, purified and drawn from beyond the lower veil by his own pumps, flooded the chamber.  A moment later he popped his head up through the main hatch and called out without preamble.

"Cast off and get me away from this place."

He closed the hatch, sealed it carefully, and turned toward the bridge.  The Vector was a large, sleek craft, the largest of its type ever built.  His father had begun construction before his death, and Euphrankes had completed the work, adding a number of improvements to the initial design.

The ship worked on very simple principles.  The main structure was surrounded by a thick membrane similar in function to the veils on the planet.  These membranes were filled with a gas his father had named "Freethion," which was considerably lighter even than the thin air beyond the First Veil.  The lightness was caused, in some arcane manner, by a reaction to gravity itself rather than physical weight.  The lift was so powerful, in fact, that it was only through the employment of electromagnetic "anchors" that they were able to prevent the ship from shooting skyward and bursting through the upper veil.  The magnets also provided steering, as the surface of the planet was rich with iron.

Euphrankes settled into the pilot's seat as Aria made her way around the bridge releasing each anchor in turn.  He watched her, and his mood lightened again.  She was a slender woman, tall and lithe, dressed in the loose, comfortable clothing of an engineer.  She hadn't accompanied him into the city for a number of reasons, not the least of which was her disdain for any attire The Council or temple would deem “appropriate.”  Her hair hung in dark rivulets over one shoulder, where she'd tied it in the center with a strip of leather.

The two had been companions for more than a decade, ever since she'd come to him to learn the science of the airships.  Her family had been cut off from Urv when one of the roadways began losing pressure.  Both ends had been sealed, and the only way left between the two cities was through the veils.  She'd been a quick student, and though they'd made several trips to visit her parents in Mancea, each time she'd returned.  It was the best business arrangement he'd ever made.

The Vector was as different from the Chamber of The High Council as Euphrankes could make it.  The crew seats were leather.  The benches were wood, but though it was sanded smooth and carefully tooled, it was utilitarian.  The metal was polished, but it served a purpose.  Nothing was frivolous or wasted.

They could fly the ship with only the two of them, but it was designed for a crew of six on extended trips.  They had only a couple of hour's flight to and from Urv, so they'd come alone.  Aria crossed the bridge, watching the lines and positioning magnets.  They steered by the stars at night, and by landmarks by day.  The damaged roads between the cities and outposts were easy to spot, even from a great height, and made navigation a simple matter of connecting the dots.  The Vector was tuned to their habits and their comfort, and the two were more at home on her bridge than they'd ever been in their laboratory, or the city.

Aria set the course, and turned back to him, coming to stand by his side.  The front of the ship was a great, thick window, round and spoked with metal reinforced beams.  As they gained speed, leaving the city and The Council behind, she said, "So, I take it things did not go well with The Council." 

Euphrankes swatted at her playfully and she darted away, laughing.

"I think," he said, settling back, "that The Council and I have finally parted ways."

"It's about time," she said, returning to lean in and kiss him deeply.  "I was afraid you were getting boring."

"That," he said, "is the one thing you never have to worry about."

She settled into his lap, and he held her, enjoying the closeness and the warmth, and staring up and out of the domed glass portal into the distant stars.
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Chapter Two
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The Outpost appeared first as a bump in the flat, monotonous land ahead.  Just to the right, Euphrankes could make out the glowing length of one of the great roads.  The Vector had no need to follow the old paths, but this particular road had once led to his father's home, now his home.  There was a dark stretch down the center they'd passed over an hour back.  That length of road marked the break in the veil that had resulted in The Outpost being sealed off from the city.  Only the airships traveled between, and no ship other than The Vector had reason to make a landing there.  Not since Euphrankes had been exiled.

The hypocrisy of The High Council was such that they saw no problem in banishing him to The Outpost and requesting work of him whenever the need presented itself.  The banishment was a mostly symbolic gesture, as they were well aware he would not have moved back into the city if they'd paid him to do so.  They were also aware he'd take the work when he could get it, because it allowed him to trade for the food, supplies, and equipment he needed to sustain himself and his crew.

Over the years Euphrankes had made improvements that allowed The Outpost to be more self-sustaining.  He'd brought his own pumps online for oxygen, and since the place had once been a manufacturing facility, it was equipped with its own well and processing plant for water.  When the city handed the place over, that plant had been inoperable, but Euphrankes had gotten it working again, and they'd managed to store a great deal of extra water in one of the huge, old holding tanks.

On top of this, they had created a small agricultural pod and begun growing their own food.  Euphrankes was under no illusions. The High Council could tire of him at any moment, and when they did, he intended to be ready to survive.

Their landing tower was wider than most. It had been constructed atop one of the great buildings, anchored to the flat stone of the roof.  This gave it more stability, and also allowed work crews easier access to when making repairs or modifications.  There was a second ship docked at the tower, the Tangent.  It was larger than the Vector, but only about half of the construction was complete. The Tangent was the project Euphrankes had been about to broach to The Council. They would not be pleased to know she was half finished before he bothered to mention her.

Without support from The Council, the point was moot in any case.  The Tangent would require further a lot of time, equipment, and materials to complete.  His crew was too small to maintain The Vector and finish the monumental task of bringing The Tangent to life, and without a considerable influx of Freethion there was no way she could be made stable.

There were other cities he could approach.  It would take a good bit of travel, but he thought that he might reach a few of them before The High Council's latest pronouncements rendered him persona non grata.  He hated the delay.  It would mean months of lost progress.  There was Sparana to the east, and along the west road were Kymenae and Bethes.  He had contacts in all of them, and in those he had not visited, his father's name would still be known.  There was something to be said for being born to a famous parent.

Aria maneuvered the Vector into position beside the Tangent expertly.  Below, five or six ground crew members scurried about.  They didn't really need a ground crew to dock, but when Euphrankes returned, his people liked to acknowledge him.  The High Council of Urv might not approve of him, but those he supported, and who assisted him in his work adored him.  It was yet another trait, along with his talent for engineering, that he'd inherited from his father.

Euphrankes rose and helped bind the anchors, three to a side.  They cranked the steering magnets back in until they clamped onto the outer hull and powered down the consoles.  When in flight, the Vector drew power from solar panels, aided by a charge developed as the forward rotors spun.  It was a very efficient system, recharging itself as they moved through the thin, upper air.  The batteries were nearly full, but he didn't like to run them down unnecessarily.  He never
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