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PROLOGUE










At moments like these when doubt threatened to overtake his resolve, all Jame needed to do was think of his son. In his mind’s eye, just the memory of how Tyler looked at him made Jame feel as if he could accomplish anything. Even something as effortless as reaching the top pantry cabinet for a forbidden sugar biscuit was an exalted ability in the eyes of a toddler.  With a giggle, Tyler would gaze up at Jame and see a hero, an invincible god. When he was very little, Jame would whisk Tyler up to the top shelf to retrieve his coveted prize. Once back on the ground, a crumb-laden smile would stretch over his face, wide eyed with admiration for his father, simply for having the ability to lift him so high. Now, years later, watching space tumble past, sprawling deep and endless, with only inches of metal and tempered glass between him and its depth, Jame felt fragile, nothing like what a god might feel.

Reaching out to the console Jame requested a destination update. 

“2 minutes, 45 seconds until destination,” his ship replied in a cold automated voice.  

Only 30 seconds had elapsed since he last checked. 

“Not fast enough,” Jame muttered. 

As he continued to stare at the blur out the side window, Jame tapped his fingertips on the control board and sighed impatiently. The war appeared to be over but Jame knew it was not. All galactic factions had gathered for the signing of a peace treaty but none of them really knew what awaited them once they arrived. Nobody but Jame, and three others whose destiny it was to save them all.

The possession of the Centurian had happened over a month ago and that was the sign that Jame’s destiny had come to fruition. In the span of that month his life had totally changed. Always having been a man of carefully planned innovation, Jame had embraced his fate and gone into action. What else could he do? His family, his world, his very galaxy would soon come under the ultimate attack from an ancient predator. Never mind the decades-long war throughout the sectors, never mind the small, personal arguments and disagreements. The SanFear had arrived, had possessed the Centurian, had probably by now also possessed the King. Jame wasn’t sure yet. He would have to see them to know for certain and this far out in space he had no visual communication. For because of the role he had in this destiny, Jame was the only one who could actually see what was occurring.

He glanced to the seat next to him at the sphere that had caused his delay, but contained the magic that would help to defeat this ancient foe. The gathering of the magic had to be done at the core of the galaxy where magic was wild, strong and most abundant. The center of the galaxy housed the only access point to the dimensional portal into the pocket realm where the magic could be harvested. But the time dilation between that pocket dimension and Jame’s own reality was warped and it left him with less time than he’d planned to get back. Much less time. Only eight hours had passed for him since he’d been gone but when he had gotten back to the leylines more familiar to him he found that it had actually been two days. He keyed the destination updater again.

“Twenty seconds to destination.” 

Anxiety twisted in Jame’s stomach. He took a deep breath. Leila was with Tyler; she would keep him safe. She too had risen to her destiny. Her own magical abilities had always been powerful, and now with the treasure trove of wild galactic magic at her disposal, Leila would be more than just powerful; she would be unstoppable. The radiance of the nexus point glowed in the distance then was upon him. His heart pounded in his chest. Then the leyline opened up.

Jame had readied himself for almost anything. Most of his worst-case scenarios involved different factions of the galaxy again at war with one another, but in all his worrying he still expected to see the familiar round celestial body silhouetted by the darkness of space behind it, the recognizable greens and blues peeking amid white clouds. No matter what the turmoil, in his thoughts, his home planet would endure.

As the nexus point thrust him into open space, he froze at the sight before him. Black clouds roiled from the planet, flanked by plumes of white vapor, which Jame instinctually recognized as the aftermath of what once were oceans. Orange flame licked violently over most of the planet’s surface and a steady stream of starships flew in all directions away from their homeworld. All this, but something worse that all those fleeing ships in their desperate chaos couldn’t see. The SanFear hovered, inky black, encompassing over half of the planet, the unseen cause of all the destruction below. From it, thousands of black streaks raced after those trying to escape, latched onto the ships’ hulls, ate away at them until within seconds, they were devoured. Jame’s paralyzed mind screamed only one thought:

“Tyler!”

Jame instantly dove to the communication board.  Keying it on, his terminal paused before reading out over 10,000 lines of communication. A moment ticked by and the number changed to 20,0000 and kept climbing. Realization numbed Jame for a heavy second. Everyone on the planet was calling for help.  His familiar celestial body was in its death throes, screaming out to the universe.

Ignoring the panic that leapt into his chest, Jame leaned closer into the communication board. Overlapping signals made the communication lines look like thousands of tiny threads, all different colors and patterns to most. But Jame knew what he was looking for, what he had to find. He focused, then relaxed his mind. Something deeper than reason, more intuitive and basic than logic took over. The strings started falling away. Line by line faded from his view until a single thread stood out to him, and he tapped into it, hailing the vessel from which the signal had come. He thanked the gods for this gift of telepathic sight they had given him as his son flashed on the screen.

“Tyler! You’re all right… where’s your mother?”

“Dad…” Tyler’s voice quivered. “Mom died.” 

“What…h-how?”

“The SanFear spawned. Just like in your vision.”

Words came, despite the icy sickness that spread through his chest. “And Annick?”

“She’s here.”

Jame cleared his throat. “Annick? What is your position?”

The viewer changed its orientation as Annick began to speak. 

“We’re just outside planetary orbit. Once the spawning occurred, everyone ran, those who could, took to space. We barely made it out. In the frenzy, everyone started to turn on each other.”

Jame glanced back to the wide range viewer to see all the ships in their chaotic confusion, some of them firing on each other, some firing impotently at the black streaks that were the spawn, the only element of the SanFear that they could see. The SanFear itself pulsed and spread languidly over the surface of the planet, already growing in size from the life force that it had consumed even just since Jame had first seen it a minute ago. It’s spawn streaked through space, destroying and devouring, then bringing that sustenance back to its host before streaking out for more.

“Jame, I’m sorry about your wife.” Jame looked away from the commotion around the planet and back to Annick. He noticed she was bleeding from her temple. “When the SanFear spawned, she tried to hold it at bay. But it was just too much for her.”

He glanced to the bundle in the seat next to him. If only he’d gotten back sooner.

“Jame,” Annick’s voice began to break. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You have to get to me,” he said. “I can’t come any closer. I’m sending you the route to take. Lock onto my coordinates and come this way at top speed. Jump into the nexus point and follow this course.” His hands flew over the keys as he fed them into her ship’s computer, which immediately changed course, heading away from the panicked madness.

“Tyler?” The viewscreen flashed back to the boy, who hastily wiped his eyes. “I have everything we need now. Are you ready to use it?” He nodded, quickly finding his resolve. Pride rose in Jame’s chest. 

“We’ll meet up at the center of the galaxy and together we can still fulfill our destiny. We can still destroy it once we’re all together again.”

Tyler started to say something, but stopped short and reconsidered. “Mom always thought we could succeed.”

“And I believe we still can.” On the viewers, Jame saw their ship, only moments away from where he was. “I’ll see you on the other side of the leyline Tyler.”

“Yes, Dad. I’m ready.”

As soon as their ship came into visual range, Jame reached for the helm control, more to steady his shaking hand than to actually engage. With one last nod to his son, their communication was broken as he dropped into the nexus point and the guiding suction of the leyline took over control of his ship.

Jame held his fisted hand against his forehead, eyes shut tight. This was the moment he had silently promised himself the instant that Tyler told him Leila was dead. His eyes squeezed together involuntarily as he saw her form in his mind, her long auburn hair, the prominent features of her determined face. Inhaling, he smelled the scent of her skin, the warmth of her hand. All of this, gone, devoured by this ancient enemy that devours everything, was devouring his very world. Ire mixed with heartbreak froze and melted all at once inside his chest but still, little time to grieve. For an entire year they had readied for this moment, this day, and even without Leila’s powers, the magic Jame had harvested should still be enough for Tyler and Annick to wield against the SanFear. Once it made its way to the center of the galaxy, they would be ready for it, and they would stop it before it could move on to destroy other worlds.

A chime sounded, alerting Jame that the leyline was ending. He could see the glow of the nexus point fast advancing and he immediately sprung into action. He touched the bundle next to him and the protective magic imbued in the cloth wrapped around the sphere zinged over his skin. Dropping from the leyline, Jame quickly scanned the area. As he’d hoped, he was alone, and he knew that his son was only a moment behind him. Traveling a bit closer to the galactic center, he lost visual range of the nexus point and keyed on his long range viewers so he could watch Tyler’s ship arrive. The nexus point glowed its beautiful green, vibrant in this dark and deserted area of space. Suddenly, the ship dropped from its ethereal light and Jame felt a surge of hopefulness. Opening a hail, he spoke before the visual came onscreen. 

“All right,” he said, “lock onto my coordinates and let’s dock.”

“Dad!”

Jame snapped his head over to the viewer as Tyler came onscreen. 

“It’s too late… the SanFear is right behind us.”

On the long range viewer, the nexus point began to dim, its vibrant green fading to a sickly gray, and then a mossy black when suddenly, the SanFear emerged, dark and inky, pouring and pouring from the deadened nexus point, spreading and spreading, infinitely blacker than the blackness of space.

“Annick! Lock onto my coordinates and come quickly! Full power! Get away! Get away from there!”

But it was too late. The SanFear surged, energized from the power of the nexus point and attached itself to the tail of the tiny craft. 

“Tyler!”

Behind his son, Jame could see the bulkhead quaking, instruments failing, equipment falling. He heard Annick scream, but all he could focus on was Tyler’s face.

“Dad, you have all the magic… take it and get away! We weren’t the ones to stop the SanFear but there will be others after us. If you can get to them… maybe you can help them stop it.”

Startled by these calm words from such a young boy, Jame couldn’t speak and before he could regain himself, he saw the bulkhead behind Tyler singe black and a squeal began to build.

“I’ll see you again, Dad.” 

The hull burst open, and everything inside the ship blasted outward. The last thing Jame saw was Tyler grabbing for the console, only to be jerked away and sucked into open space, along with Annick and everything else onboard. 

A roar filled Jame’s cockpit, a scream so primal and raw that it deafened his own ears for a minute. Jame jumped back from the pilot’s seat, backed against the wall of the cockpit, staring blindly at the tiny remnants of debris that was only a moment ago, a ship, but now had been absorbed by the SanFear. It moved toward him now, more importantly, toward the black hole that indicated the very center of the galaxy. Against his chest, Jame felt a tiny orb vibrate, and he pulled it out. His eyes glittered, stared with sorrow, anger, moist and bloodshot. There was no need for this little trinket now. He ripped it from his neck, opened a small panel on his console and dropped the glowing sphere down the chute. As the SanFear advanced Jame changed his course, headed straight for the black hole. Warning alarms blared but he silenced them. Auto pilot kicked in but he switched to manual to override the failsafe. The intense gravitational pull of the black hole could be felt inside his ship; but Jame barely noticed. He increased power to enter the darkness. Reason left him; and he uttered an ancient prayer that he himself could not believe he was about to say:

“Sorrows to the old and wise, with heavy hearts, we die. It was not us; we are not the true Chosen. And so, it ends.”




And so, it begins…


Always different…always the same. It seems like forever I have seen this drama play—




You mean we. You always forget me.




It seems like forever we have seen this drama played out again and again. The beginning and the end are always the same. Tragedy and death followed by hope but always, inevitably, there is failure. I have never seen…




“We!”




We have never seen it end any differently. We have all but lost hope.




There never was hope. 




That’s not fair.




When have we seen fair? Take for instance now. How many times have we seen this happen, what we see now? Once? Twice? Thousands?




Millions.




So there is no hope.




Why then do we still watch?




I…




Why did we begin to watch, to help?




Wait…




Have you so quickly forgotten our purpose?




Stop…




Have you so easily let go of the dream?




The plan. The scheme. Of flawed gods and flawed beings.




Let us speak of the legend. Perhaps in its telling we can garner some hope?




'Tis doubtful.




Indulge me. Let us ponder the plan, see what prospect it brings. Let us unfold what’s known as the Grand Scheme of Things…


As scribed by the first Keystone, Fionn Crittendon

Handed down from verbal history




Legend of the Chosen




When time was young and humans were innocent

 evil besieged the land.

Hungry for the power of the gods

It sought to corrupt what once was pure

 The high Avè was called for his wisdom 

and the Chosen were formed. 




One who is the Keeper

who holds the power of Destiny

There will be a Seer

the tie that binds the chosen three

One that is a Risk

a world to lose, a world to gain

And among them all, a Wild Card

whose life will be not ever changed




The Chosen called upon the magic of all reality

to cast the menace into oblivion.

Cloaked in anonymity, 

their identities were forever lost in the passage of time


CHAPTER 1










Few things in life, when experienced time and again succeed in maintaining their charm from the first time to the hundredth time and the thousandth time. Quade Decairus could think of only a handful; the rise of Bethel's sun over the dew covered green grass that carpeted the hills, the milky pastels of Tal-Min Vista's aurora borealis. There were other scattered, more forgettable images and experiences. But the one thing that stood out in his mind at this particular moment in time, was the feeling of landing on a planet. When one's ship enters the gravitational pull of the atmosphere, so different from the guiding, tubal suction of the leylines, drawing you, almost coaxing you, toward its very existence. The parting mist of the clouds as you break through them and peer beyond their haze to see the round body of the planet, so serene and peaceful at that distance, no matter what the truth of the surface world actually is. Few things seem so wondrous as the blur of blue oceans and brown land masses as they come into view, take form and presence as the viridian hue of trees becomes evident, the character of the terrain slowly revealing itself while the pull of the planet's gravity continues to assert, virtually beckon. The anticipation of arriving on a world from that vantage point was always the same; limitless possibility, and a sense of mortality as one ponders how large the world, whatever world, truly is against the minute size of a simple being.

In bold contrast, that sense of wonder dwindles quickly when one is sitting in the sterile, uninteresting periphery of an space station, waiting and waiting for one's arranged appointment to arrive. So easily forgotten, those profound images of planets and not so long ago experiences. So easy now, to focus on the humming of air filtration generators, of buzzing conversation that carried on within the confines of the public quadrant where Quade had been waiting for - how long now - two hours? He looked to his wrist chron. Yes, two hours, twenty-one minutes. Typical behavior for Thanach, or any Venrey for that matter. So wrapped up in the thrill of their hunt, even simple courtesies fell by the wayside. It certainly was more thrilling to be hunting for new leylines, discovering never before seen nexus points, but the Venrey’s inability to keep to a timetable already had Quade behind schedule and this was his last stop before finally going home. Quade glanced up to the countdown clock above the archway. The space station would go on lockdown in less than an hour and all traffic would be blocked while the docks were used for incoming supply ships. If Thanach didn’t show up before then, Quade would be stuck for at least four more hours, which felt like four days at this point. Since age was virtually irrelevant to the Venrey, they viewed time overall quite differently. Quade doubted that Thanach could even tell him how old he actually was if he were asked, given the unnatural way the Venrey extend their life. But was it unnatural, he silently questioned, or just unnatural to him? Quade dismissed the thought, having lost the ability to wax philosophical on the Venrey at this belated hour of their arrival. 

Quade shifted in his chair and stretched his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. Staring at the clock again, he pushed his bangs from his brow, ran his hand over the long black waves of his hair. He’d often thought of cutting it, but Trina liked the way it looked and the way it tickled her face when he held her against his shoulder, so he left it long. He glanced about the area again, his patience wearing thin. He knew the Venrey was nearby. This was just their annoying way, their predictably routine methods of dealing with all people who weren't Venrey. Suspicion and distrust ran deep from decades past when the Venrey’s territory had come under siege. These memories kept them wary of everyone, even those they knew and supposedly trusted. He would have hoped that after years of dealing one on one that Thanach's tactics would have changed, but the Venrey never change. Soulless beasts, he thought to himself and smiled, remembering how Trina had called them that repeatedly over the years. 

Quade was broken from his wandering thoughts as something caught the attention of his peripheral vision. He looked up and across the rows of the public seating area where he was waiting, to see a little boy, perhaps eight years old, crouched low to the floor, prowling around some supply barrels. The boy seemed to be in plain view for all his sneaking efforts, but then Quade realized that he was looking at a reflection, the mirrored panels of a wall that was giving him the secret backside view of this child's moves. He continued to watch with interest as the boy looked around suspiciously, apparently unaware that his progress could be easily seen by anyone who happened to be glancing at the reflective wall. After a minute or two of analyzing the boy's movements, Quade simultaneously saw and smelled what it was that he was aiming for; a provisions cart with freshly baked turnovers had wheeled in and now stood directly in the child's path. The rich warm scent of butter and both sweet and savory spices quickly filled the air, prompting Quade himself to inhale a little more deeply. He knew right away that the boy meant to pilfer a couple of the flaky pastries, probably more for hunger than for sport, he concluded by the child's appearance and grimy clothing. Quade judged that there would be a minute or so before the boy would gain close enough access to grab his coveted bounty, so he stood abruptly, reaching deep into his front pocket and counting by touch how much paper money he had as he walked toward the food cart. 

He arrived at the cart well before the boy, and ignored the flash of the child's red hair as he ducked behind a storage crate when Quade walked up. He handed over five bills, enough to buy two of the richly seasoned turnovers. Quade turned away, the paper wrapped turnovers held securely between his arm and side, and slinked between the row of barrels and supply crates, circling around the boy that hid on the other side of them. He spotted the child, who was squatted down and staring fixedly at his wanted prize, inching slowly closer. Quade suppressed a smile as he slinked behind the young boy, crouched down, his body bent to conceal his actions, his knees stooped, arms balancing him as he silently moved closer. The child stopped suddenly, and flattened against a barrel. Quade had anticipated his move and had already come to a halt behind him. The moment of discovery was now.

The boy gasped and barely held in a startled scream when he turned to see Quade crouching so close behind him. With nowhere to go, he froze, paralyzed with shock at the realization that he'd been caught in an attempt to steal. His young eyes were wide saucers, his matted red blaze of hair adding to the horror of his expression as his breath squeaked out in terrified gasps, not knowing what to expect from this stranger that had evidently been following him in his unlawful pursuit. Quade looked at him for a long moment, his eyes steady, so the boy would feel the seriousness of his situation. When he spoke, his voice was stern, but thoughtful.

"You know there are laws about stealing," he said, not moving. The child still looked at him in fear, not able to judge yet what Quade was about to do. He leaned his head forward, this time expecting an answer to his question. "You do know that, right?" At that, the boy nodded his head, a jerking, twitchy motion from the obvious panic that he still felt.

"All right then," Quade continued, and pulled the crinkling package from between his arm and side, holding it out to the boy. "You shouldn't go hungry, but next time you'd better think of a more suitable way to fill your stomach than thievery, right?" The child looked from the package to Quade's face, then back to the package again, his thin little chest heaving with nervousness and temptation. Should he take the offering? Quade reached out and put it in the boy's small, dirty hand, and wrapped his fist around it, then sat back for a moment. The kid was obviously perplexed, but ravenous, and he bit his lip as he looked at the food as the buttery aroma rose all around them. 

“This will feed you for today but I won’t be here tomorrow so perhaps you should conjure up a better plan to fill your belly. Now go on, get out of here," Quade said with a gesture of his head, leaning back on the barrel that was behind him. "Don't make yourself seen, otherwise they'll be on the look for you." The child blinked his wide eyes and still said nothing, nor did he move. 

"Go on," Quade prompted, "before the station enforcements see me back here too and start wondering what's going on. Go…feast well!"

The little boy darted away then, between the row of barrels and crates, disappearing in an instant. Quade shook his head and sighed. Trina would love this story. She would think that her influence was rubbing off on him. He stood and walked back toward where he'd been waiting for Thanach, still thinking on his storytelling when he heard a familiar voice call to him from the other side of the public quad.

"You have shown a weakness, Quade," the voice said. He looked up to see Thanach sitting in the exact position and spot that Quade himself had been sitting in as he observed the boy by the reflection of the mirror. "Taking charity on a would-be thief. Sympathy spent on villainy is sympathy wasted." Of course, Quade thought, the mirror had shown him as plain to the Venrey as the boy had been to himself as he'd watched. Oh, well. An oversight, though not a significant one. It didn't really matter what the Venrey thought of him.

"He was a hungry little kid," Quade replied, "I'd hardly call buying him some food a weakness."

"Yes, I suppose you might even consider it a strength," said Thanach. 

"It might prove true, that my strengths lie in places you’d never imagine." Quade didn't miss a beat as he neared his delinquent host, and he said in a matter of fact tone, "I wonder, Thanach, when is your associate going to come out of the shadows?"

At that, another Venrey walked up from behind, his hidden and stalking position foiled by someone far younger than he, and for that, the second Venrey was annoyed.

Quade paid him no mind as he now stood before Thanach, who still maintained his mocking pose, imitating the style in which Quade had been sitting while waiting for his appointment and watching the boy creep around the barrels. His eyes fell to Thanach's forearm, as he was now close enough to proceed in their exchange of information. From his glance he saw a grand opportunity for one-upmanship, and took it seamlessly.

"I see you're missing that scar you had from the last time we met," he said, with a bit of derision. He shook his head and clicked his tongue taking full advantage of what he knew would be a sore spot with the Venrey. As he reached into his pack to withdraw the credit chip for the exchange, he shivered a bit for dramatic effect. “Or is it that you’ve been recently reborn? And without first transferring all your memories to your new body! How careless of you!”  Thanach stood abruptly, his hands fisted into tight balls. Quade looked at the seething Venrey, and decided to gloat a little further as he handed over the payment. "Big scar. Nasty. Deep, really deep."

"So I've been told!" Thanach snapped, snatching the chip from Quade's hand, incensed at beaten at his own game. He handed over the information discs that were contained in a little metal box, which Quade stowed in his pack.

"Now let's not talk anymore of weakness then, shall we?" he said. The Venrey ignored the comment, which meant that he conceded.

A dark chuckle sounded from behind. Quade watched the second Venrey walk around from behind him, where he'd been witnessing the exchange. He was much older, and obviously outranked Thanach in lives, was probably on his final life himself, Quade figured. His human appearance was almost lost from the deep riddling of scars upon his face, of which he was surely proud, though he had the typical Venrey guarded aloofness. No doubt he was bitter that he'd been forced to leave the hunt, and was now merely the superior of other Venrey's scouting efforts.

"So where did your travels take you this quarter, Venrey?" Quade asked, a bit more friendly, but not much. Venrey weren't really worth many pleasantries. Thanach relaxed, glad to have the topic changed and the focus taken away from his shortcomings.

"The Keystone will be pleased with what we've brought him," he said. "A discovery of some new leylines at the edge of the Nivas system. Obscure, almost hidden. But we found them, and mapped a good portion of what we found."

"The Nivas system," Quade repeated, laughing a little and running his hand across the back of his neck under his hair. "That’s some dangerous territory. Excellent to have it explored, but I don't envy your recklessness. When I was a mapper I wouldn't have gone near that system."

"Which is why we are superior mappers," Thanach boasted. Quade couldn't deny him that. The Venrey were excellent mappers, partly due to their excessive recklessness, along with their insatiable hunger for thrill. Contracts were usually only given to non-Venrey by those who loathed them so much that they would rather do anything than have to deal with them. Quade had taken advantage of that for a few years in his late teens, but he hated how the contracts kept him away from home so much and the suicidal danger of mapping uncharged territory wore him down quickly. When Bethel’s Keystone offered him the position of courier and liaison with the Venrey, Quade gave up mapping without a thought

"Unfortunately, our exploration was cut somewhat short," the second Venrey, whose name Quade didn't know, continued.

 "Really," Quade said, looking at his wrist chron and thinking that he had just been getting ready to leave. He would listen to this one last thing, and then he would go. "Why's that?"

 "Strange, unexplainable things have been occurring, Quade. Missing ships, found large distances away from their charted course. Upon investigating one of these wayward vessels, we found it to be abandoned. No people on board at all."

Abandoned ships, Quade thought. Unusual, but not unheard of. He figured there must be more to the story than the Venrey was telling him.

"And I suppose that all the cargo the ship was carrying and any valuables it may have had were all missing," he said casually. "Doesn't sound so threatening, Venrey. I'm sure there's plenty of pirates and thieves out here on the circ that could explain what you found. Why the heavy words?"

"There's more, Quade that's why," Thanach said. "I tell you these things because you and I have had dealings now for several years and thought it in your interest of safe travel to know."

Quade sobered for a minute, still somewhat perplexed. What could have happened to get such a reaction out of a Venrey?

"Alright," he said, giving his full attention for the moment, "what then?"

"You're wrong about the cargo missing. The ship was found perfectly intact. Nothing out of place whatsoever."

"And still there's more," the second Venrey said, and Quade looked at him skeptically.

"A nexus point was found destroyed near the Rougana system."

"What?" Quade asked. “Destroyed? Impossible!” 

 Suddenly, a voice chimed inside Quade's mind. A familiar voice, one that he'd been trying to pretend didn't exist for months now.

"Listen well Quade, for what you hear next will be of vital importance."

A second voice followed, different, but of similar variety.

"Listen well and gather any information that you can, however small."

"Stop it!" Quade turned his head and muttered under his breath, as if the voices inside his head could somehow hear him. 

"Stop?" said Thanach indignantly. "Do you not wish for me to tell you of what I know? The danger you encounter is yours alone, Quade. If you have no want for my warnings…"

"No, no," he said with a wave of his hand, "go on. Thoughts wandered for a second there. Now, what did you say? A nexus point was destroyed? How?” Thanach looked at Quade with some level of suspicion, but continued his story.

"A ship that was last known to be traveling toward the Rougana system had been missing for some days. One of our scout ships was in the area as well, and found the missing ship quite some distance from its last known heading. After investigating the abandoned vessel, our ship went to jump in the leylines, but found the nexus point to have been destroyed."

"Destroyed," Quade repeated. "By what means?" The Venrey both shrugged.

"No one knows." 

  “How do you know it was destroyed?” Quade shook his head, unable to accept that a nexus point could simply be obliterated. “Do they have a natural lifespan, and collapse upon themselves once very old? Could that be what you found?” 

“No, Quade.” Thanach stopped him before he offered any other explanations. “Do you know why the Venrey are such efficient mappers? Have you ever paused to wonder what it is that we possess that is a quality unique to the Venrey?” 

“No,” Quade had to admit, beyond his own assumptions he didn’t know to what Thanach was referring. 

“The Venrey exist without the presence of magic,” Thanach’s associate said. “Because of this, we are keenly sensitive to its presence. Magic is all around you, even if you cannot wield it. It is part of your soul, part of your very existence, so much that you are not even aware of its being there. Because the Venrey are what we are, we have no magic to blur our senses and thus, when magic is most concentrated, we can detect it, even follow it when in the vastness of space.”

Thanach picked up where his associate paused. 

“We had charted areas of concentrated magic in the Rougana system, the  beacons for nexus points under normal circumstances. When we reached one of those spots, we found the presence of a leyline, but the nexus point connected to it had been destroyed, the heart ripped from its arteries. Such an intense void of magic was like a wound in the structure of space. A void so deep it was painful to be near it.” 

“Painful even for a Venrey?” 

“Especially for a Venrey, as our recognition of magic from the leylines is so very much in tune.”

A buzzer sounded, echoing throughout the public space, causing Quade to startle at its blaring noise. An automated voice announced that there was only twenty minutes before the space station would go on lockdown. Quade shook himself from his daze, tightening the strap on his pack.

“I have to go,” he said. “Thanks for the warning, Thanach.”

“And that’s it? You’ve nothing more to say.” 

“Yes Thanach that’s it. I want to go home. I’ve been out here on the Circ for almost two weeks now, and I just want to get back to Bethel. The Rougana system is close to here. I’m sure you alerted this situation of the nexus point and the missing ship to Livius, right? He knows these star systems and all their galactic history like nobody else. I’ll bet he has an explanation for what it is you saw.”

“Livius has been unresponsive to us. As always, it seems the Venrey are on their own.”

“Well next time show up when you’re expected and maybe we’ll have time to talk about it.”

Quade slung his pack over his shoulder as he walked from Thanach and his associate then had a thought. He reached into his shirt pocket, turning around.

"Hey," he called. He made eye contact with the older Venrey and tossed him a brightly colored metallic card. The Venrey caught it then looked back at Quade, eyes wide with exhilaration. Quade smiled.

"You look as though you could use a little escape." 

Thanach craned his neck to see what the other Venrey held in his palm.

"What is it?" he asked. His superior tightened his fingers around the square protectively.

"A half-day pass for Vicarious Life," he said, then looked to Thanach, and stowed his prized gift inside a deep pocket in his vest.

Quade hurried across the public quad focusing again on the destroyed nexus point. Destroyed! He found himself shaking his head at the impossibility of this thought. How could a nexus point be destroyed? The nexus points and the entire system of the leylines were the gods' most generous creation, had been so intricately designed so that the people of the galaxy would have means to travel the stars and explore all that there was to see. They guided starships and carried inter-planetary communications. They seemed to be the very stitches that held the galaxy together and the idea of a compromise to that design gnawed nervously in Quade’s stomach. 

"He needed more knowledge. This one never questions!"

The voice again. The indignant one.

"Perhaps the well of knowledge had been tapped from that source."

"Or perhaps not! The best ones we have seen question thoroughly!"

"That is not true. Remember the time…"

"Oh, what difference, what matter?"

"What difference? He needs to know of what's to come if there's to be any hope." 

"Shut up!" Quade hissed under his breath. From the corner of his eye, Quade could see a couple of Venrey shoot him a glance, apparently thinking he was speaking toward them. When they saw that he was not, they looked away, puzzled and annoyed.

"Very well! I shall ask him then. Quade! Why didn't you question? Why did you walk away so quickly?"

The voices weren't real, he told himself. He'd just been in space too long, away from home too long. They would go away. Just ignore them. They'll leave eventually.

"There's no point now, in badgering him. 'Tis best to leave it alone…"

"Quade! It is in your benefit to question wherever there is information to be had. You need to be aware of things to come."

They aren't real. Not real. Probably some rare space sickness. Probably dementia, with his luck.




"Quade?"

"Infinite brilliance there, very effective! Now he is ignoring us!"

"You're a fool, Quade. Don't wait until it's too late to heed our guidance."

Silence, finally. Quade had reached his ship, settled in the pilot's chair and was following the control tower's lights to maneuver out of the bay and leave the facility. One step closer to getting home. Twelve hours with no interference, and he would be there. Almost half a day behind schedule between the Venrey's various waiting games, but finally on his way.

Is this what it felt like to be insane? Quade wondered this as he navigated his ship through the docking bay and toward the Kos/Cal nexus. He felt normal, felt like he always had felt. Is that the quintessential quality of being insane? To think that you're completely fine, but actually have no concept of reality as it is?

Hearing voices didn’t necessarily mean he'd lost his mind. He'd been hearing them for months now, and had still been able to carry on with his normal life. Quade considered the possibilities for the umpteenth time. Perhaps he was possessed by some demon. Some demon who had two separate voices and spoke to him at random, telling him of things he couldn't possibly be a part of, a party to. But could that explain the dreams? Dreams that sometimes put him in places he'd never been, speaking words he'd never heard, and doing things that he'd never even imagined being done before. There were nightmares, too. Destruction and terror of an untold magnitude, images that caused his heart to wrench and his body to twist as he slept, waking up more exhausted than before he'd fallen asleep.

Quade stared at a flashing light on the ship's panel, his thoughts heavy. Was there a mystic or a healer on some planet deep in space that wouldn’t recognize him, that wouldn’t know of his parents’ reputation, which preceded him wherever he went? He could go in under disguise, and tell the healer of the voices he heard, ask if there was a way to exorcise them from his mind. Quade sighed as the blanket of space opened up before him. It was a risk he couldn't take. Even under a disguise, if he was recognized by anyone and word got out that he was possibly imbalanced, all his years of fighting to make his own reputation would be lost. There probably wasn't a place where he could go without chancing that very thing anyway. Bad enough that his parents had been banished from Bethel those years ago; he would never do anything to allow even the remote possibility of that happening to him. A twinge of ache flooded through him, the homesickness that he always felt when this far out on the Circ. No, he would continue to deal with the voices, with the dreams and the nightmares, and keep them all a secret to himself alone. The darkness of space broke when the subtle green glow of the nexus point came into view as Quade's ship approached it, the vaguely oval outline becoming more defined as he neared. His hands moved skillfully over the control panel, gliding his ship over the nexus arc and then dropping into its confines with a familiar sucking jolt. For the breadth of a second reality paused and everything went weightless, bottomless, and then the guiding vector of the leyline caught his ship and he was on his way back home.


CHAPTER 2










Positioned central-most in the galaxy, the planet Bethel was a lush and peaceful world. Over a dozen centuries many kings ruled Bethel and as the people advanced and discovered the leylines, space travel quickly became a staple, and there arose many leaders of many different varieties throughout the galaxy. But the king of Bethel held the most respected and powerful title of all, as he held together all the other worlds. Thus, after a time, the leader of Bethel adopted the title of Keystone, for without a keystone, much like a bridge, the galaxy might well fall apart. 

The rank of Keystone was currently held by the family Val-Vassu, and had been for some five generations. For almost twenty-two years now, Aushlin Val-Vassu had carried the title of Keystone and continued to reign with kind and gentle strength. Aushlin was a young Keystone, for Trina had been born when he was only twenty-four, and the birth of one’s first child was the decree of a scion’s culmination to the rank of planetary rule. The philosophy behind this was of course that as a ruler, one would take imperative care of the planet if they were doing it in the interest of their own offspring. The Keystone had no wife and Trina had no mother, for as Aushlin celebrated the new life of his baby girl, at that same time he grieved profoundly over the death of his cherished true love. Aushlin never remarried, but gave all his devotion to his daughter and to his Kingdom.

On this mid-Spring morning, Kitrina Val-Vassu breathed deeply the cool sweetness of the morning air. Rich, fragrant and heady with the nectar of blossoms and the scent of clover grass, this time of year the Kingdom was in its prime. In fact, the entire planet seemed ready to burst from ripeness. Spring would reach its peak in mere days, highlighted by the celebration of the Twilight Bloom, and everything was sprouting and flourishing. The hill over which she walked gave her a panoramic view and wherever she looked there was movement and life; the wind in the grass, the rustle of leaves in the bushes and trees. Her connection to this planet was profound, and now was the time of year that she felt it most strongly.

Trina’s tireless devotion to her people gave her an overwhelming and uncharacteristic desire to mingle with them frequently, though this was something ancient decree prohibited. And so, being of strong mind and clever persuasion, Trina made her own rules and decisions on the topic, and every Seventh Day met with her best friend to walk among the crowds of Sigh Marketplace. Of course, she walked under a disguise, concealing her identity with common clothes and hats, oftentimes rinsing her hair with saffron water to dull its tone.

She could see Clea's house now, as she crested the hill and began to walk toward the Kadashamrian Forest. The little cottage was tucked just within the confines of the trees near a creek, and marked the midway point between the castle and the Marketplace. It was an old house of somewhat ill repair that Clea was ever working on in her spare time, and was styled and maintained in the old fashioned way with the use of all natural materials, which was the manner of most structures in the Kingdom. Wood, stone, thatched roofs; these were all common elements of Bethel, and using its native resources preserved the purity and the unspoiled charm of this, the mother planet. 

Trina trudged her way up the half-completed cobblestone path to Clea's house, her change of clothes tucked under her arm, her painting supplies stowed in a cloth pack that hung on her back. She opened the door without knocking -she never knocked- and peeked inside the entry for any evidence of her friend, who she more or less expected to find still asleep. 

She was not asleep in fact. Much to Trina's surprise Clea was sitting on the floor in the middle of the hallway that led from the foyer, very engrossed with painting something on the wall. Trina peered inside the door, watching her friend. Clea's forehead was streaked with green paint and she hadn't even noticed that Trina was standing there, her concentration fixed on what she was adding to the mural that was nearly finished now, the mural that Trina had been working on for the better half of the past season. The mural was of Bethel's sweeping landscape and of the Kingdom in particular; a chronology of events and memories of the young women's friendship over all the years they'd known one another. It was a beautifully detailed piece of work, one that Trina was honored and proud to be painting on the entry wall of her best friend's house. She squinted her eyes, trying to see what it was that Clea was adding to the scene. Her position was just below the Forest, an area that Trina had spent many long hours on replicating, complete with native birds and foliage, detailed all the way down to the wild crocus flowers, and the various butterflies and insects that inhabited them. Long vines of ivy draped between the tall trees, some of them willowy and characteristically drooped, others tall and strong, their ancient heritage apparent in the thick trunks wide enough for one to walk through when they split. Clea had drawn the rough edges of a shape, of what appeared to be a very tall and strong man, and was working intensively on his hair; dark, thick waving hair that fell almost to his shoulders. Trina rolled her eyes and pushed the door open unceremoniously when she realized what her friend was attempting to paint. 

"Not back to that again, are we?" she asked as she walked inside, dropping her things on the floor and going over to where Clea sat, her legs curled beneath her, looking up with a bit of surprise showing on her face. Trina stood back, scrutinizing the smudge of a figure that had been freshly added to her work of art, not the first time, incidentally. She folded her arms across her chest and pretended to actually consider the addition, then looked back to Clea, cocking a skeptical brow.

"You truly have no sense of scale, Clea," she said with warm regard, reaching to soak a rag in cleaning solution before the paint that had been added could set to the wall. "Are you telling me, with this latest rendition of your muse Avalon, that he stands as high as these great Juniper trees?"

Clea looked back to her creation, which quickly became a blur as Trina wiped it mostly away, then took a paintbrush in hand and in a few well-placed strokes, added a vining bush of exotic flowers where the image of a man, or what was as close to a man that Clea could render, had stood only a few minutes beforehand.

"He belongs there," Clea replied simply. "Someday I'll get it right. Someday I'll add him in there and you won't even notice, he'll look so perfectly natural."

"And someday I'll fly your ship and deliver forbidden cargo to far off planets," Trina replied, dotting the finishing touches on her newly placed vines. "Until then, leave the painting to me and I'll leave the smuggling to you." Clea looked back to the mural, to what Trina had just added, and frowned doubtfully as Trina sat back. 

"It just doesn’t look right without Avalon there," she mumbled, mostly to herself. Trina shook her head and huffed a doubtful laugh and Clea reached over and knocked the hat from atop her head, revealing her short locks of stark white hair. 

"Go get changed, Daughter Keystone," she said with affection, for she knew how much Trina hated to be addressed by her title. "It's tenth hour already. The Marketplace awaits!" 

Sigh Marketplace was the pulsing, burgeoning center of life in the entire Kingdom on Seventh Day. Merchants came out to peddle their wares; jewelry, crystal, candles and various crafts. The air was perfumed with the rich scent of fresh baked bread and pastries, or whatever delicacy the bakers saw fit to create that morning. Street performers dotted the gently winding road that weaved along the outskirts of the village, and the familiar din of haggling and bartering was a comfortable noise to be among. The shops that lined the street left their doors invitingly open, rolled barrels and carts out front for display. People nodded friendly hellos, for most everyone recognized one another, if not by name, then by sight. 

On her way out of the cottage, Trina caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror that hung just inside the door. She had changed into her common clothes, and on this day poured a cinnamon rinse in her hair, and had darkened her lashes and brows, which completely altered her appearance. She frowned at the reflection that looked back at her as she pulled on the hat that Clea had displaced earlier. She was too tall to be a typical Keystone's daughter, too boyish in her appearance and her build, her slim shoulders lacking the aristocratic confidence that that could be expected from one with such a title, moving uncomfortably in her ceremonial robes and gowns whenever she had to wear them. The castle maidens could make her up to play the part for functions and appearances, but beneath it all she wore her title and her adornments with a distinct level of unease. Though she believed in her position and was fervent in her devotion to her duties, she was most at ease when donning her disguise. She felt comfortable mingling with her people, took great joy in painting portraits of them and their children and their pets in Sigh Marketplace alongside all the citizens of the Kingdom, and they would treat her nicely and normally, and without the abject formality she received when she wore her jeweled head chain that bore the crest of Val-Vassu.

"Who's this stranger in my house?" Clea breezed by, flung open the door and hung onto the knob as she leaned back, inspecting Trina's appearance playfully. "Ah, yes it's you, master of art and disguise." Trina returned her sarcasm with feigned scorn, but Clea ignored the look. She held the door open and extended her hand across the entry in a sweeping gesture. "Shall we?"

On Seventh Day, people traveled on either foot or beast, leaving behind the more modern land craft that would normally be used to commute between the village and Sigh City. The lilting notes of a flute and a piccolo carried across the buzz of conversation, a street performer used magic to turn drops of water into tiny flames and then held them suspended in tiny spinning circles in front of his face while a small crowd of fascinated onlookers watched the show. 

The sun was out but there was a breeze on the air and the two weaved through the crowd, occasionally drawing looks from local young men. Trina was always the observer, and Clea usually seemed blissfully ignorant of the attention she commanded. During her normal work she spent so much time in jumpers and coveralls, that on their weekly Marketplace trips she inevitably shed her smuggler's exterior in favor of a much different appearance. This day she drifted through the crowd in an ankle length skirt made of billowy, colorfully patterned material, and a sleeveless blouse, which bared her youthful midriff. The skirt clung carelessly around the slender curve of her hips, and her hair swept in a curtain of dark waves across her back, hanging free and unkempt. She didn’t want for much, but today she was in a shopping mood, so she stopped at several merchants' carts before they arrived at their usual spot on the road where Trina would set up her easel and her artists' stool. She had an uncanny gift of being able to capture the very essence of her subjects in her work and had quite a reputaion in the Markpetplace. She signed her pieces with the name Bel’ah, an anonymous term which meant little girl in old-world language, and was what most of the elders called all young women anyway.

Trina rummaged through her pack, then dumped the contents on the ground before her. She sat back and sighed.

"Oh, curse my failing brain," she said. "I forgot my charcoal tray." Clea looked down at her and watched as Trina thought for a moment, remembering where she'd left her missing supplies. She put her hand out in front of herself, palm up, and closed her eyes. Her fingers curled just a bit as she concentrated, and her forehead wrinkled from the intensity of her focus. Second shelf…supply closet…next to the yellow paint-spattered jar. There was a shimmering above her open palm, and then the tray of charcoals appeared. Trina let out a breath, and smiled up at Clea.

"You must have been practicing," she said. "You're getting much better." Trina shrugged.

"I'll still never figure out how Aazrio does it with such ease."

While Trina set up her easel, Clea stood, surveying the scene. Her eyes glanced about with purpose, shining deep blue like one of Trina's crown jewels, and for several minutes she didn't say anything at all. Trina looked up from under the brim of her hat, squinting against the brightness of the morning sky.

"What trouble, o smuggling hound?" Clea continued to look around for a moment, at first not acknowledging her friend's query. Then she hummed a puzzled response. 

"Being watched," she said, curious but unworried. "Can't you feel it?"

"Clea you're always being watched. One would think you'd be used to it by now."

"Not like that," she replied, ignoring the suggestive inflection that Trina regularly used on her.

"With intent. Motive. Hmmm." She turned around and watched Trina for a moment, then dropped to crouch next to her as she tightened the bolt on her easel. Clea leaned in to her friend and whispered discreetly. 

"Don't look now but due north. Isn't that Ryder Deluka?"

"I don't know. You said not to look."

"Look now but be indifferent. Don't linger on him." Trina looked up from her spot on the ground, casting her gaze along the street and over the people that filled it. 

"He's staring still, isn't he?" Clea asked.

"I'm not sure, Clea," Trina replied, "I don't know who he is." Clea smiled broadly and caught her bottom lip in her teeth in a thoughtful manner, then stood and tossed her hair over her shoulder.

"I don't know who he is either," she said, "aside from reputation. But he's looking for me, I can tell, I can feel it. His eyes are practically burning my back as I stand here. He must need something."

"Can't ever imagine what," Trina muttered with a smirk, setting up her paints.

"To employ me, I suspect," Clea replied, her tone matching the mocking that Trina had been offering, and dispelling the insinuations. "Ryder runs an underground jewel ring. While I was out this week I heard through the leylines that he'd come across a big bounty out on Oracuu. By now I'm sure he's gotten at least some of it ready to distribute." She swiveled around and looked over her shoulder. "I'll be back in a bit," she said as she sashayed away.




*****




Clea knew the game, and she played it well. She was the hunted, the stalked; and following at a reasonable distance behind her, was the pursuer. He could be sizing her up, or making sure no one was trailing him, or maybe he just enjoyed the sport. Clea had seen all types of traffickers, and she had long ago grown tired of trying to predict what category they fell into. 

After leading him around for what felt like a respectable distance, she stopped at a fruit cart that was set away from the street, where the proprietor was also selling leather goods at an adjoining stand. He was busy showing off his handiwork to some customers, and Clea stood, looking over the mound of shiny apples, pretending not to notice that her trailing shadow had come up close enough behind to almost brush against her.

"Clea Colletta," said the unfamiliar voice. It was a dry, raspy voice that sounded as if he'd smoked too many tobacco rolls in his time, and followed them up with plenty of spirits.

"Ryder Deluka," she replied, not missing a beat. She could feel his shock at the acknowledgement of his name without even turning to look at his face, and she smiled to herself. It was always so good to have the upper hand.

"I see we come together by reputation alone," he countered, finally walking around to stand in front of her. She took her time before raising her eyes to meet his.

"I'll take that as a compliment," she said, her gaze steady.

"As you should," he replied. Clea briefly took in the appearance of her potential associate. Ryder was an average sized man, his dark blonde hair cut short to his head and receding slightly. He wore a heavy vest over his dark clothes even though the weather didn't warrant such layering of garments, and his thick boots were dusty. His unshaven face was tanned and lined as though he spent much time outside, and his expression was hard and direct. Her skin crawled being so near to him; this was the only part of her existence that was unpleasant. Dealing with professional traders and traffickers was never enjoyable, and only occasionally above bearable. Most of them were lecherous and filthy. Ryder actually hid it well, but he had the same aura as them all, the same undertone in his voice and in his mannerisms. She turned her attention and her eyes back to the fruit, seeming to take great care in picking just the right one.

"I hear congratulations are in order," she continued casually. "A big bounty from Oracuu.”

"Twelve thousand kilos. Mixed variety jewels. Some garbage. But most…" he paused and put himself in her line of vision again, "not garbage." Clea cocked an eyebrow and tipped her head in recognition of his obviously boastful comment.

"Impressive," she drawled. "If for no other reason than the fact that you got past the infamous gypsies of Oracuu." 

Ryder's expression darkened, and he spoke through clenched teeth. "You mean the witches of Oracuu." Clea tried to hide her smile and she shrugged impassively.

"Witches, gypsies…what difference?" She noted how quickly the trafficker got back to the deal, and wondered if the gypsies had perhaps been more trouble than he cared to remember.

"Three kilos are ready to transport," he began, his voice low. "Small cargo, not much bigger than a standard issue flight crate. I could just as well do it with a one-man craft myself. But I can't take any chances." Ryder moved back into Clea's personal space and picked up a random apple, biting into it without paying the merchant. She shook her head slightly, letting her disdain show a bit. Her own apple in hand, she tossed the merchant coins enough to pay for both fruits, then turned to walk away.

"Where to?" she asked, biting the apple and looking around casually, trying to appear that she wasn’t actually walking with him.

"Tal-Min Vista," he replied. At least he wasn't skirting around the issue. Tal-Min was dangerous territory, heavily guarded, and would command a pretty price. Clea was already calculating it in her head.

"Nice job for the right person," she said, looking up to him, crunching another mouthful of fruit. He hadn't taken his eyes off her, and she circled around in front of him as they walked.

"What terms?" he asked, his voice a grunting growl. They were coming to the outskirts of the Marketplace, where the carts and vendors were fewer and far between, and Clea turned away from him, walking back toward the more crowded section. She knew better than to get too far away from potential witnesses, just in case a deal ever went wrong.

"Terms?" She continued to bite the apple, chewing and looking away as if thinking on the matter. "Terms…hmmm. Ten thousand. All up front." He laughed out loud.

"Ten thousand? I think you over estimate yourself Clea."

"I doubt that. Ten thousand. Your choice. I don't negotiate. Not on matters like this, anyway."

"What makes you think you're worth that kind of money? Ten thousand? That's prices old pros demand. From where I stand, you're still a novice Clea."

"I'd hardly call five years of straight work novice level," she snapped, whirling on him and dunking the apple core into a mulch bin without looking. "Five years. Never dropped a load. Never missed a deadline. Never lost so much as a sliver of Rouganian crystal. Ten thousand. Your choice. And choose now, I grow bored of this lack of faith in my abilities."

She faced him now. Standing tall against his much larger frame, gone was the coy, teasing girl that had walked in a weaving pattern around him as they made their way through the street. Beneath the exterior of a flowing skirt and a bare belly was the spirit of a career smuggler. Ryder shifted his weight, and looked down at this young woman who had in an instant, turned from potential seductress into potential business associate. On the one hand he was disappointed, on the other, spitefully impressed. She was worth the money she commanded. He knew this, had done his research. Clea was a mystery in her own right; had a reputation for getting into areas that were widely known as impossible to infiltrate. It was a close kept secret how she did it, and her abilities kept her in great demand. Five years of perfect deliveries, no trails behind her, and no bargain ever left undone.

"Can you get it there within three days?"

"I can get it there tomorrow if I have ten thousand in my pocket." He looked her up and down briefly.

"I don't see any room for pockets on you."

"I'm walking away." She turned. She was so glad she didn't have to actually like the people she did business with.

"Deal, Clea," he said, grabbing her arm. She looked up at him with an incredulous face then yanked her arm away from his grasp. 

"Never…never touch the pilot."

"You're right, Clea," Ryder bowed slightly, "apologies, fair lady." Her eyes didn’t change expression as she spoke.

"Central hanger, northwest loading bay behind the silver turret. Meet me there tomorrow morning. Eleventh hour."

"Eleventh hour?"

"Yes," she called over her shoulder as she disappeared into the throng of people. "I like to sleep in." 

*****




 Clea arrived back at their ususal place in the road just as Trina was finishing up the painting of a little boy so she settled in the low chair next to her friend, reclining lazily

"Five chid," Trina said simply, dunking her brushes in their cleaning solution.

"Five chid?" said the woman, startled, "surely your time is worth more than that."

Trina shrugged. "My time is not at issue, kind mother. Your happiness is my reward. Five chid."

After the woman paid her, Trina rolled the coins over in her palm. “I hate having to charge at all.”

"I know you do, but the money will be well distributed.” Clea crossed her arms over her eyes. “She would have gladly paid three times that much.”

"So what came of your exchange with Ryder? I assume you were right about him looking for you."

"Right, and richer for it," Clea said, peering out from under her folded arms, "Ten thousand for a run to Tal-Min. Ten thousand, Trina!" Her mouth opened as if in a giddy scream, but no sound came out. Trina returned the ecstatic look and reached out her hand, grasping Clea's fingers and twining them in a gesture of grand success.

"Your first ten thousand chid contract," Trina said, "congratulations on achieving your goal. You were right about it coming to you roundabout now."

"Yes, and perfect timing too. I know a certain Keystone's daughter whose birthday is but a few weeks away." 

"Ah, it comes to light! The reason for your rise in price is because of my birthday. Well, fear not my friend, you needn't get me anything for my birthday. There's nothing that I desire."

"Of course there isn't," Clea said, "And so I shall get you something that I desire and then borrow it shamelessly."

"Oh actually, Clea," Trina said, leaning down, "I do need something."

"What's this?" Clea asked with surprise, raising her arms from her forehead, "A request?"

"Of sorts. Since you're going to Tal-Min, can you pick up some magnetic sand for me? I've almost run out. I didn't even have enough to bring with me today."

"Ah, a present that can be had for free. The best kind," Clea replied, rolling her eyes. "I should have known a request from you could only be banal!"

"Well it's all that I need. And I can't get it myself."

"I would have gotten that for you anyway. Surely you can think of something else you want. I'd wager some of this cargo will have jewels of a most unique variety…" Trina waved her hand, disinterested.

"I don't need anymore jewels," she said. "I need magnetic sand for my paintings. And for you to be home to ride with us at the Twilight Bloom."

"I've never missed the Twilight Bloom, Trina. Not once since we were little. I wouldn't imagine missing it this time."

"Yes well, now that you're commanding such high fees for your runs, you might be tempted to stay away longer, and more often." A twang of worried truth weighed in Trina’s voice, and she rapped her paintbrush against the leg of her easel to knock some of the moisture out of the bristles.

"No, never," Clea replied, taking a deep breath of the sweet smelling air that surrounded them, her voice sounding simple and assured. "I could never stay away from home that long. No matter what the price." Trina laughed.

"Glad to hear that you're still just like Quade on that count," she said, glancing up and acknowledging a new person who'd come by looking to get a sketch. 

"Where is Quade anyway? Wasn't he supposed to be back, what…last night?"

"Yes," Trina answered, taking out her pencils and beginning to sketch on a large, stiff sheet of paper. Clea peered out from under her arms again.

"And you've not heard from him? That seems strange, for Quade."

"It is."

"Are you worried?"

"No," Trina replied, barely paying attention to the conversation now, becoming absorbed in her art. "Quade always comes home."


CHAPTER 3










Midway mark, and Quade was at his final jump point in the spider web design of the leylines, just now coming up on the Kosch system. He didn’t have to check the countdown clock to know there was only two more hours travel time to Bethel. He sighed, anxious to be home. Quade found no comfort in the loneliness of space, and occasionally wondered how his parents had fared once cast out into it, banished for their unthinkable crimes. He didn’t linger on it though; thirteen years had passed and he’d only been a kid after all, not responsible for the heinous act they’d committed. As he always did, Quade forced the memory from his mind, with the irrational hope that if he could forget what happened, so would the rest of the world. As he moved through open space and came upon the Bet/Kos nexus point, Quade saw another ship lingering close to the nexus but not actually moving. It was a teaching vessel, designed to transport about two hundred people. As he came closer and the greenish glow of the Bet/Kos nexus became clear, he wondered why the other craft was hovering but not jumping, as was standard procedure for using the leylines. He sent an automated hail but after a few seconds of silence his impatience got the better of him and he sent an audio message.

“Fellow traveler, do you require assistance?” 

A minute passed with no response, not even an identifier message. Perhaps they were having mechanical difficulties? Quade thought it odd that he hadn't heard any distress signals coming through his communication feed. He hailed the ship once more and waited, only to be met with silence. Now that he was closer, he could see a scoring blackness along one area of the hull. Flipping a lever, he commanded a scan of the other vessel for its identity and damage report. 

“Teaching vessel Valiant,” Quade muttered, reading the scan. “Minor engine fluctuations, no significant damage.” 

The craft was drifting, not appearing to be on any course or direction, just hanging dead in space. A weird, creeping nausea began to work its way through Quade's stomach, and an unfamiliar sense of anxiety followed, sending tension through his arms and shoulders. Something about this drifting craft gave him a deep-seated sense of unease that he didn't understand. He sent another hail, this time requesting two-way visual communication, and again there was no response. The wayward ship was very near to him, seemed to be moving slowly closer and as watched, and he noticed that the lights were dim in all the viewports as well as all the exterior running lights. Power drain, systems failure…it could be anything. Still, communications shouldn't have been damaged. Even in the worst power failure a ship's communications would override and run off of auxiliary systems just like life support, so that in an emergency there would be means of sending a distress signal. Just as he was about to send out a final hail to the other vessel, something caught his eye; something that Quade had never before seen.

Seeping from the hull of the ship that he'd been watching came an unidentifiable shape, something that looked as if it had form, but then actually had no form. It was black as indigo ink, and permeated from within the other craft like a ghostly fog. It hovered around the body of the courier in a parasitic position, almost seeming to leach from it. The dark cloud encompassed the cruiser entirely, masking the grey and red painted markings to obscurity, then all at once, it tore itself from the ship. 

Nausea wrenched Quade’s stomach and he swallowed hard against its painful bloating stab. In all his life, he'd never felt this type of sickness, physical combined with a mind numbing sense of ill ease. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and he ran a hand over his clammy skin. His breath came in short, labored gulps and gasps. What was that thing? In years of traveling and mapping the stars, he'd never seen an apparition such as this, nor felt such a strong sense of doom toward any single thing. He squinted as he watched the inky shadow drift and churn for a moment, making a strange distortion as it wavered in open space. Quade looked down to his sensors. On the readout, he could see the display of the wayward ship, but nothing else between himself and it, nothing on sensors where the inky cloud hung between them. He looked out his forward viewers again, and the shadow that was blacker than the blackness of space itself still moved toward him, wavering inward as it floated, its size changing and becoming smaller as it neared. As it advanced, his gut swelled with nausea and Quade's instincts screamed for him to get away, forget the other ship and trying to establish communications, just retreat, get away from this thing-

Before his hands could reach the forward thrusters, the black vapor rushed Quade's ship, passing through the hull like it was nothing. It seeped in from above, channeling down through the center of the ceiling, also from the side. It swirled, its cloud-like substance filling the perimeter of the cockpit, gathering its huge, phantom silhouette until it became thick and took shape. Quade jumped from his chair, backed against the control panel. Unalive, unreal, yet pulsing with magnetic energy and vicious doom, it came to linger in front of him where Quade stood paralyzed, not knowing where to go to get away. The thing, this thing, this inky creature, had entered his ship, was hovering before him. And then, it lunged.

A horrible scream echoed through Quade's head and it took him a few seconds to realize that it was actually himself that made such a hideous noise. He heard it in his own ears, felt it resonate in his throat as the terror and mind-numbing dread overcame him. He fought against his sickness, struggled to stay standing, grabbing hold of his console, but shock and dizziness held him paralyzed. Quade hadn’t even time to shut his eyes when he'd seen it rush toward him in the same way it rushed his ship, seeped through the hull like the thick metal wasn't even there. But somehow, this creature could not touch him. This creature that had the ability to move through metal and open space swirled angrily around him, smashed repeatedly against some invisible barrier between itself and his self. Quade looked down at his body, moved within the blackness that threatened to encompass him, but for some unknown reason, could not. He waved his arms, cutting through the ebony mist as he moved, but it seeped back together as soon as he stopped. He was untouched and unharmed but soon the sick dizziness overwhelmed him and when he crossed the cockpit, the apparition did not follow. He watched as it lingered, churning in its place, seeming to grow smaller as it hovered.

Hysterical panic gripped him as quickly as the nausea had disabled him. Quade looked around for a weapon, but had none that would be of any use against a black vapor. It gathered itself into the corner of the ceiling, teeming with rage, it seemed. Quade was regaining enough of his senses to try and call for help and he stumbled toward the console to send a distress signal. Before he got there, the creature charged again.

He tried to shout but choked on the sound, and again the invisible force encompassed Quade. It was as if a transparent bubble protected him somehow, and though the apparition still lingered around him, shrouding him in its dark energy, it's sickening magnetic pull, it could not break though to get at him. It was like watching spattering, splashing black ink against a window as it tried to reach him, to penetrate through, but something was keeping it out. Just as he was about to call up the emergency channel to transmit his distress call, he heard a shrill, squealing frenzied shriek that was gone almost before it sounded, and the creature ripped itself away from Quade and shot back to the ceiling. It pulsed and churned for a second then began to absorb into the bulkhead, rising through the metal, out of his ship and into open space. 

It disappeared from Quade's sight for a minute, and he pressed his face against his forward viewers to try to see where it went, as it still did not read on his sensors. And then at the corner of the wide, arcing window, he could see it again, obscured against the deepness of space. Quade's hands grasped blindly over the control panel, rolling the directional trackball beneath his palm, guiding his ship to port so that he could better see where the ominous cloud was heading. He watched, numb and in shocked disbelief as the apparition began to dissipate as it moved toward the Bet/Kos nexus. Slowly, languidly, it crossed the short distance, noticeably losing the swiftness it had displayed just a moment ago. It came upon the arc of the nexus then seeped into invisibility as it disappeared into the very place that Quade had intended to jump his ship just moments ago. 

Quade's nausea diminished a bit, and he realized that he was panting for breath. He held his head, trying to bring his senses around, listened to the labored sound of his own breathing filling the cockpit of his ship. The channel was still open for him to send a distress signal, but what would he say? With a shaking hand, he closed the link.

He sank into the pilot's chair and sat for a minute, pushed his damp, matted hair from his forehead. Looking out his viewers he could still see the courier cruiser sitting dead in space, could still see the glowing green of the Bet/Kos nexus. He wanted to get away. His instincts told him again, as they had originally, to just get out of the area. He sends a message that there’s a ship with communication problems or something like that.

Quade performed a quick systems check on his equipment, and found it all to read in perfect working order. He looked back to the Bet/Kos nexus and stared at it with suspicious apprehension, then set a course for the Bet/Mal nexus. It would tack on an extra twelve hours of travel time before he got home, but at this point he didn't care. It would be a fair trade to assure that he would actually get home at all. Kosch was the closest planet, and he'd send a report of the abandoned ship to them as he felt he was obliged to do, but that would be the extent of the details. Somehow, something told him that a report of a ghostly cloud entering his cockpit would be received with some level of suspicion to his mental state of mind.

He sat back and switched his controls to auto and rubbed his eyes, unable to shake the feeling of what he'd just experienced, though he'd come away from it unharmed. He remembered what Thanach had told him about the destroyed nexus, the abandoned ships, and wondered if there was any connection to that and what he’d just witnessed. That was so far away though; the area that the Venrey had been traveling was out on the circ and Quade was here all the way in middle space. Begrudgingly, he thought of the voices that had sounded in his mind. He should have asked more questions of the Venrey. Quade shook his head, sighing out loud and when he opened his eyes, he nearly launched himself out of his pilot's chair from shock.

Standing on his console, or actually, just above his console because they floated more than actually stood, were two creatures, staring at him with recognition, as if they had known him forever.

"We told you to ask questions."

"Gather information, however small."

Quade shouted, then launched himself from his pilot's chair and reached to his hip for his utility knife. He didn't draw it, because it wasn't really a suitable weapon, but self-preservation took over as he backed against the cockpit hatch. The cockpit itself was big enough to accommodate three or four people with sufficient room to walk, but suddenly Quade was beginning to feel that it was all too small.

"Quade, what you just witnessed is but a sliver of things to come."

The voice. It was a familiar voice. It was one of the voices from inside his head.

"No!" he shouted, his body shaking from disbelief. "You! You cannot be real!" He reached up and grabbed a handful of his hair, pulling it as though that might bring him out of this dream, this nightmare.

"Insanity, this must be insanity…but I'm not insane! But if I'm seeing you, and hearing you, I must be insane!"

Mimic looked to Echo and shook her head, rolling her eyes. "They always think that they're insane."

Echo tilted her head, regarding the man who had pressed himself against the wall. "He's very young. Did you imagine that he was this young?"

"From the burden of his thoughts? No, I didn't think quite so young. Another winning asset. Young, stubborn, denying! Quade! You must listen!"

"No!"

Mimic threw up her hands. "It is over before it begins!"

Echo advanced slightly, still fixing her eyes on Quade. "Give him a moment. He'll come around."

Quade looked up to the creatures before him. There were two beings, basically human in appearance, but they floated -they floated- above the com panel of his ship. Female, he guessed, but…one was blue-skinned with golden hair, the other, gold-skinned with blue hair. They were twin aside from that, the short tufts of their strangely colored coifs sticking out from behind their ears. Dressed in layers of draped tunics over tiered short skirts, they each stood perhaps half a meter high. It was at this point that Quade realized that if he analyzed them to this length, he was admitting to himself that they actually existed, so he looked away again.

"No!" He rubbed his forehead, muttering to himself, attempting to find some level of rational. "What's happening to me? This can't be real. Can't…" 

"We are as real as what you just saw. The thing you were so eager to deny."

"Are you a part of that?" Quade stared at them incredulously. "You speak to me inside my head for all these months and then manifest yourself from that…thing? That thing that attacked me!"

"No Quade, we are not part of the entity you just encountered." The gold one spoke, sounding bored and somewhat disinterested in his concern. "But it is the reason we have come here, now. To guide you in the crusade against its defeat."

"Quade, you must listen," came the more genial voice, the blue colored one, "if you pay heed to any one thing that we tell you now, let it be this. You are part of a scheme divine and must assume your place in it if you wish for a future for your world. You must seek out the others. This burden is not yours alone to shoulder. You will find your Chosen, and they will sometimes be in the persons closest to you. But time runs short. Events are already set into motion, events that cannot be reversed. Search those closest to you for clues, and you will find your comrades in this quest."

"Quest?" Quade looked back to where the two strange creatures stood, and both of them were advancing on him now, which did nothing for his sense of calm. "Stay back! What quest?" He turned his head, holding his hand up in defense.

"'Tis hopeless!" Mimic bellowed, and was upon Quade in an instant. "You aren't insane, you're stubborn and foolish! Seek the Chosen! And do it quickly!" Quade was still looking away when he felt something on his arm, and he looked back, realizing that one of the creatures, the golden one, had kicked him. Kicked him! Now his illusions were starting to use physical force. Add paranoia to the madness, he thought, how grand! She hovered within mere inches of his face, and was scowling intensely. Then she let out a frustrated growl and hopped back, all this in midair. 

"We go! 'Tis hopeless Echo, I say again, hopeless! Come now, our time here is wasted!" With that, she twirled and disappeared into thin air. Quade looked back to the other creature, the blue one. She spoke as she began to spin.

"Seek the Chosen, Quade. You will find them… you must! But seek them carefully, and beware to whom you speak of this. Those who are not Chosen shall be put in mortal danger if they're exposed to the knowledge that you harbor." As she faded from view her voice could be heard, half in reality, and half inside his head. "Seek first the one who will give you vital information about P'cadia. This… is your destiny."

All fell quiet in the cockpit of Quade's ship, and again he could hear his own labored breathing. He grasped his face in his hand and wondered why this continued to happen to him. Worse, now there were visions. Voices he could handle, but visions…

The tone from his console brought him back to his present course, signaling that he was coming upon the Bet/Mal nexus. Shaking his head, he walked back to the pilot's chair and as he reached for the control to stop the beeping, something caught his eye.

On the sleeve of his shirt was an iridescent sprinkling of golden dust. He touched it, rubbing the shimmering powder between his fingers, and began to wonder if it was possible that he really wasn’t insane after all.
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