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      This is the third edition of this by-now venerable sci-fantasy series of mine. Skythane was my first published novel, originally released in February, 2017. It’s hard to believe it’s been almost ten years!

      Since that time, I have gone on to publish thirteen additional novels across six different series, and books fifteen and sixteen will come out later this year.

      There are now eleven novels and one anthology in the Liminal Sky universe, of which Skythane and the Oberon Cycle are a part.

      But Skythane is still one of my favorites. In addition to being my first published full-length story, it was also the first thing I ever wrote that reflected my sexuality, with a gay sex scene to kick off the story. Which seemed a bold choice when I wrote the first few scenes of what would eventually become Skythane back in the early Nineties.

      I also still love my two main protagonists, Jameson and Xander, and all the supporting cast, especially Morgan.

      As the book approaches its tenth anniversary, it seems appropriate to revisit the cover. The initial series covers were overtly gay, beefcake covers that matched what was popular at the time.

      When  left my old publisher, Dreamspinner, I took the covers in a different direction, emphasizing the sci-fi aspect, with the help of Kelley York from Sleepy Fox Studio.

      Now I’m striving for a middle ground, once again with Kelley’s help, to help freshen up the series and connect it to a new audience.

      I hope you enjoy the cover, and the book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        And we fairies, that do run

        By the triple Hecate’s team,

        From the presence of the sun,

        Following darkness like a dream.

      

        

      
        -William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

      

      

      Quince sat at her desk by the window of her flat, staring off into the distance through the floor-to-ceiling plas window.

      Outside, the storm was coming. It had roared out of the Pyramus Mountains that morning, causing flooding all the way down to the Gildensea, and now the vast tempest was approaching Oberon City. Angry purple clouds stretched up to at least 30,000 feet above sea level, and great multiforked lightning bolts lanced down from the sky.

      She was tired of everything—the city, the attitudes. A winged skythane woman among all these wingless lander men.

      The streetscape of the city spread out below her, thousands of amber lights running in strings along the main roadways where the ground transportation rumbled among the mostly industrial buildings.

      In the distance beneath the clouds, she could just make out the blue shadow of the Pyramus Mountains, their peaks a sharp-toothed wall of darkness along the eastern edge of the world. Above them, in a break in the clouds, the stars swam in the deepest night, thickest overhead.

      Neither Hermia nor Lysander, Oberon’s two moons, was up to challenge the stellar dominance of the night sky. Somewhere out there, Titan Station tracked slowly across the heavens.

      She watched it all from her small apartment, perched halfway up one of Oberon’s great arcos—ten two-hundred-story residential-commercial habitats that housed most of the population of the city.

      In her mind’s eye, she could see the waters of the Argent Sea on another world, lapping at the rocks far below her bedroom window, half a lifetime ago.

      She closed her eyes and remembered the day it had all begun.

      

      Quince was all alone in the forest just outside Ballifor, searching for hoarberries to take back home to her uncle’s house. She walked under the great redoak trees, the sunlight filtering pink through the branches and leafy canopies down to the forest floor.

      Something cracked behind her, and she spun around, catching her foot on a root and falling hard to the ground. When she looked up, winded by the fall, the most beautiful creature stood there, looking down on her.

      It was a nimfeach. She… or was it a he? It, she decided. It looked like a luminescent butterfly as tall as a human being, its gossamer wings trailing off into a shower of soft sparks, golden in the darkness under the trees. Its features were humanoid, but its eyes were far larger, and its face was heart shaped.

      The nimfeach had existed here for as long as humanity. There were legends about them going back to the first skythane settlers. Some said they brought luck; others that they were tricksters.

      Quince was unafraid. She stood and approached the creature. Its large eyes regarded her with what she could only interpret as curiosity.

      It held out a glowing hand with three fingers, and she lifted up her own so that they met.

      Quince.

      She nodded.

      I have come to find you.

      Quince broke contact, surprised. How could such a beautiful creature know someone as lowly as she, let alone want to speak with her?

      The voice persisted. There is a task we must ask you to perform. It will not be easy, and it will profoundly change your life.

      Quince considered. Her life was dull beyond words, living here in a small village away from Gaelan and the Court. Maybe it was time it changed for the better. She nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

      The creature smiled, and Quince was flooded with warmth. When the Queen of the Gaelani calls for you, you must go. She has borne a child….

      Shortly after, she had been summoned by the Queen. Apparently Robyn had gotten a visitor too.

      

      A loud crack of thunder startled her out of her reverie. She had been so young then. Sometimes she felt she’d lived a century in these past twenty-five years.

      These storms had grown worse these last few months. Her time here was growing short.

      The last message from Robyn had arrived in a tube tied to the scaled leg of an imprean along with a vial of pith, a delivery method so antiquated it made her smile.

      The news inside had not.

      The King was dead. Whether by natural causes or the machinations of the invaders, it wasn’t clear. But what was clear was that their quarter-century wait was at an end.

      Coincidental or not, the crisis they had anticipated was upon them.

      With luck, they would be reunited soon, and the years-long occupation of Gaelan would come to an end. All their carefully laid plans were coming to fruition at last, but there were so many things that could still go wrong.

      She tapped the side of her head, activating her cirq. “Ari, where is Davyn?” she asked quietly. It had taken Quince a long time to get used to the tech of the Common Worlds, so different from how simple things had been back home, so inherently invasive, and yet, so convenient.

      Her personal assistant responded immediately. “Xander is at home. All vital signs seem normal, though he does appear to be in a state of some excitement.” The voice was warm and professional.

      Quince chuckled. I’ll bet he is. “And Lyrin?” He’s finally coming home.

      This time it took longer.

      While she waited, Quince went over her contingency plans. She had to get the two of them together, and soon. The fate of both worlds depended on it.

      She recited Elyra’s prophecy—written seven hundred and fifty years before—that she had long ago committed to memory:

      

      Tempest comes with clash and thunder,

      Skies alight with rainbow’s blood,

      When the sunlight runs to red,

      Comes the reaper for the dead.

      

      One with wings as black as night

      One with wings of golden light

      Spin the worlds back into one

      To save them from the murdering sun.

      

      It looked like the end time was finally here.

      Ari broke into her reverie. “Jameson is on approach—he has arrived at Titan Station and is expected in Oberon City by shuttle this afternoon at 13:20.”

      “Thank you, Ari.” Everyone said personal assistants were just bioware, that they had no true feelings, but it cost her nothing to be polite. One never knew.

      “You’re welcome, Quince.” Ari sounded satisfied.

      Quince closed her eyes and sat back, thinking about all the things that could’ve gone wrong up to this point. Thinking about Robyn with her long dark hair, her eyes alight with mischief….

      She shook her head. This was no time for fanciful daydreams. “Ari, access protocol ‘clear screen.’”

      There was a slight pause. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. Please run the protocol.”

      “Running protocol ‘clear screen.’”

      In five minutes, all record of her time here would be erased from Oberon’s grid. Even in the virtual jungle, it was best to cover one’s tracks.

      She stared off toward the edge of Oberon City for a moment longer. Beneath the approaching storm, the neat, geometric lines of the city scrambled and snarled in the Slander, where the Syndicate held sway.

      Quince stood and took one last look around the small, sparsely furnished room. It wasn’t much. She had chosen it mostly for the view, which had astonished her when she had first arrived in this thriving, decadent metropolis so many years before. The room held a bed, a small writing desk by the window, and a couple chairs.

      There was an open carry sack on the mattress, filled with the few possessions she cared to take with her.

      The apartment was impersonal, and yet it had been hers for these twenty-five long years.

      She closed her eyes. She was tired of fighting. So tired. She sighed, resigned to the fact that her life was about to change once again, but soon enough it would all be over.

      She checked the contents of her carry sack once more, then ran her hand over the edge of the bag to seal it seamlessly. She snapped the straps over her shoulders, letting the sack rest between her white-feathered wings.

      She closed the door behind her, leaving the place empty.

      As if she had never been there at all.

      

      Robyn Sléite sat on the cold stone at the edge of the wide reflecting pool, her hand trailing in the water, creating ripples that cascaded across the still surface to the other side. They disturbed the reflection of the worryingly yellow-tinged sun in the sky above.

      The crown sat heavy upon her head today. She was alone with her thoughts in the stone courtyard of the House of the Moon; her husband, the King, lay in state, attended by those lander bastards who had wormed their way into his counsel. She spat out the word in her mind, detesting them with all her will. They had all but taken her city from her, first by guile as “advisors” to the King, and then by force with superior weaponry. She’d been powerless to stop them.

      The sun was directly overhead. The day was warm, with fluffy clouds peppering the pink-tinged sky above. Still, she was uneasy.

      She had sent her last message upon the death of her husband, four days before. Soon it would reach Quince on the other side, and events would be set in motion that would bring her long pain to a close, if all went as planned.

      If not?

      She put her palm on the silver hilt of the dagger at her side.

      After twenty-five years, she still wasn’t sure she had made the right choice, and she had no one here in whom she could confide. Even her own husband had remained ignorant of what had truly happened that day. Theron Sléite would have had her head, queen or no, if he ever found out what she had done, then and with Quince in the years before.

      Soon, Quince would be with her again.

      She stood, spreading her black wings in defiance. If her husband, the King, had had his way, they would have kept her son there in Gaelan. He would have been killed, and all would now be lost, or so the nimfeach, floating in the air like a phosphorescent butterfly, had told her on that winter day in the forest, so many years past. She had believed it, and it had sent Quince to her side.

      She still regretted the day she had sent her lover away to the Erriani.

      Robyn’s wings settled against her back, and she wiped the corners of her eyes before turning away from the pool. Someone needed to go see what those invaders were doing to her husband. She supposed it had to be her.

      Once he was buried and gone, she would clean house and send them all packing.

      “Your Highness, a word?”

      It was Dani, the leader of the lander invaders.

      “I’m busy at the moment.”

      “It wasn’t a request.” The woman put a hand on her pulse rifle.

      Robyn glared at her. They treated her like a dog, expected to respond to their every beck and call. “What did you want, Dani?” She tried to keep the sneer out of her voice.

      “Just come with me, ma’am.”

      Robyn stood and followed her, her wings shaking with annoyance. Soon. Very soon.
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            ARRIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      In another apartment in another arco not too far away, the rain hit the plas and ran downward in little rivulets, separating and rejoining like branches of time as the storm whipped itself into a frenzy over Oberon City.

      Xander Kinnson lay on his bed, head thrown back, watching the tempest with a laziness that belied his inner turmoil and pain. Alix had left him and gone missing. A year had passed, and still he had a hard time accepting that simple fact.

      His dark wings with their jet-black feathers were stretched out lazily to each side of his supine form, their tips extending past the edge of the bed. His chest heaved slowly up and down, and he breathed easily, as if he were utterly relaxed.

      Nothing could have been further from the truth. Below the surface, under the deception of skin and sinew, his heart beat at a thunderous pace, and his mind raced for answers to Alix’s fate that slipped beyond his grasp.

      The handsome trick he’d brought home rested his warm hands on Xander’s thighs, his hot mouth engaged elsewhere. Xander smelled the deep, masculine musk of him, slipping a hand absently through the man’s dark, tousled hair as the rain increased to a thundering downpour against the plas. The drops glistened, each an individual universe of shimmering light before running quickly out of sight.

      A flash of lightning illuminated the room, thunder indicating how close it had been. As the heavy rain pounded against the arco’s walls, Xander rode the wave of pleasure higher and higher. Despite himself, he rose quickly toward climax, drawn up on the tide as the trick worked his cock. Unable to stop himself, he thrust his hips almost angrily upward into the man’s willing throat. Closer, closer….

      He reached the crest, a pleasure so intense it burned through him like phosphorus, a white-hot fire.

      Lightning flared again across the wet, black sky, followed by thunder so close it shook the bed. The storm had reached a fever pitch outside, and he arched his back in the air one more time, his wings rustling beneath him. As if in concert with the storm, Xander came, the release of his orgasm radiating from his hips along his spinal cord and down through his toes and the tips of his wings. He held the man’s head there while he exhausted himself.

      The rush of elation washed away his cares for a few brief moments. Xander shuddered, shivered, and shuddered again, and it was over.

      For a while, he drifted in an oblivion that was blessed in its emptiness. The rain fell in a steady beat against the window, and he forgot to wallow in his pain. His mind floated free, with no responsibilities, nothing to worry about for those brief moments between sex and real life. This was what he needed. This lack of thought, this pleasurable oblivion where he could just be.

      When he opened his eyes at last, the nameless trick was staring down at him, expectant.

      “You’re still here.”

      “I can do more, if you’d like,” the man said with a grin. Like Alix, he had no wings—a lander man.

      Xander glared at him, annoyed. He was handsome enough, tall, dark-haired, with blue eyes and a light complexion. Strangely, he reminded Xander of Alix. The hair and eyes were wrong, but there was something about him, and that annoyed the hell out of Xander, for reasons he didn’t care to examine too closely. “Get out,” he said with a dismissive wave.

      The man frowned. “I thought⁠—”

      “Oh right, your pay.” Xander took the man’s arm and slitted him a hundred crits from the wrist reader embedded in his own. Then he waved the trick away. “We’re square. Now get the fuck out of my flat.”

      The man gathered his own clothes, but Xander didn’t give him time to put them on. Instead he hustled the trick out of the irising door, palming it closed on his hurt and angry expression.

      I really have become a bastard, he thought, staring at his dim reflection in the shiny black door. It had been a long year.

      He tapped the cirq in his temple with his left hand, and called out to his PA. “Ravi, any messages for me?”

      Ravi’s smooth voice spoke in his head. “Just one, from OberCorp. A reminder to meet the psych who’s coming in from off-world at Immigration tomorrow morning.”

      Xander pulled off his boots, leaving himself naked, and strolled over to the window to look at the storm. “What’s his name again?”

      “Jameson Havercamp, from Beta Tau.”

      “Image?” He closed his eyes and saw the man’s face in his mind’s eye. The man had to be in his midtwenties, close to his own age, with a shock of tight-cropped red hair, brown eyes, and light freckles across the bridge of his nose. He had that kind of schoolboy sexiness that appealed to Xander, looking very much like a younger version of Alix.

      Quince had set him up to play tour guide to earn extra cash—one of OberCorp’s side jobs.

      He was cute enough—slender, not effeminate, exactly, more… refined. Just Xander’s type, like Alix. But Havercamp seemed a little conservative for Xander’s taste, dressed in a tailored suit and one of those rigid white Beta Tau collars. No matter. A few days in this hellhole would loosen him up.

      The raindrops increased, the storm once again picking up steam. It was the strongest tempest Xander remembered seeing in years, and the winds shook the sturdy walls of the arco enough to make him worried. Hopefully the worst of it would have passed before he had to leave to pick up his guest.

      “What am I supposed to do with him?”

      “He’s here to find out why pith production has dropped off. You’re to ferry him out to these coordinates.” Ravi’s voice had just the slightest hint of disapproval, an I already told you this tone. A map appeared, with a point in the Pyramus Mountains flashing blue, along with a contract.

      Xander ignored the attitude. After all, Ravi was just gridcode.

      OberCorp had hired him for off-the-grid jobs like this before. It was a clean one-shot contract. He’d have to thank Quince later.

      Xander had spent a fair amount of time in the wilds outside Oberon City with Alix, in the vast inland forest that was mostly uninhabited and little explored.

      Alix. The man who had pulled Xander out of the gutters of the Slander, and had shown him that he was more than just a trick or rent boy. That he could be more. He’d shown Xander that someone could love him.

      His one-time lover had vanished into the Outland a year earlier while on a hunting expedition with friends. Xander had been concerned when he hadn’t come back after a few days, and later he’d panicked when Alix failed to return altogether. He’d been out of range of Oberon’s grid—too close to the Split, where electronics often failed. Xander had gone out to look for him, spending two weeks on his trail, to no avail.

      Xander sank down on his couch, his wings fluttering behind him anxiously. He waved his hand across the tri-dee, activating the screen in the wide table. “Ravi, playback, please. Alix, Deca 7.”

      “Playing.”

      Soon the projection of Alix’s body appeared above the tri-dee, rendered in almost lifelike precision. Only the slightly see-through quality of the image betrayed it as a holo-vid. Alix’s long red hair was swept behind his ears, and his brown eyes seemed to look directly at him, more perfect than he had ever been in real life.

      How many times had he watched this? He’d lost count.

      “Hi, Xander. We’re out here in the Pyramus Mountains.” He grinned, showing off his beautiful smile. Static shot through the image. Alix had been on the edge of the e-zone, where electronic transmission was barely possible. “Tomorrow we’re heading up into the mountains and….” He turned to look over his shoulder. “What?”

      Xander knew every word by heart—he’d watched this a thousand times. He mouthed the words as Alix spoke them. “Dani says she’s got dinner ready. It’s amazing here, Xan. One of these days I’ll take you out this far. Gotta run… love you.” Alix blew Xander a kiss, and then reached forward to shut off the video.

      Xander got up off the couch and paced back and forth, nervous energy fueling him. He held back a barely pent-up rage. Why did you leave me? he wondered. A year had passed in waiting.

      No more. Xander was done with this obsession.

      This trip was just the thing he needed to take his mind off Alix, to put the whole sad thing behind him. I can’t wait for you forever.

      He grabbed a carry sack and filled it with the things he’d need on the road. He’d be meeting the psych the next day, and would bring Havercamp to his storage unit to pick up a few more things. Then he would haul the man out toward the Split. It would be good to get away from everything here that reminded him of Alix.

      He finished packing, too tired to even think anymore. He dropped down onto his bed, exhausted. He closed his eyes, but sleep refused to come, and he tossed and turned for another hour.

      At last he sat up, frustrated, and ordered a sleeper from Ravi. It dropped out of the replicator slot, and he slapped the patch onto his wrist and lay back down, waiting for the drug to take effect. He needed to be fresh tomorrow.

      It coursed into his system through his skin, and he fell almost immediately into a dark and dreamless sleep as the rain continued to fall unabated outside.

      

      Jameson Havercamp stood on the observation deck of Titan Station, the floor transparent beneath his feet. He stared down at the strange world that spun slowly below him, trying to contain his unfounded fear. His mind told him he was perfectly safe, that this “window” beneath his feet was thick enough to hold the void outside at bay.

      His body told him to run.

      “It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?” someone said behind him.

      Jameson laughed. He turned to the speaker, a man a little older than he was who was holding a boy’s hand. “Yes, it is.”

      “We’re here for a conference. Brought this little bugger along because, really, how often do you get to see one of the wonders of the galaxy?”

      Jameson had to agree. Split was its slang name—it was more properly called Oberon, and it rotated below them, almost a perfect half sphere. The “round” side was a picture-perfect normal, Earth-analogous world, green and blue. It turned under the sunshine as the station swung around from the north to the south pole.

      The other side, barely visible from this vantage point, was a nightmarish tangle of broken, melted rock, evidence of whatever had torn this world in two. His reading had informed him that the backside of the planet was called “The Split.”

      Only no one knew what had actually happened here, where the other half had gone, or what force kept the remainder of this world from crumbling into a rocky ball. Some theories posited that the other half was still there, perhaps converted to dark matter, but no one had been able to prove it.

      “My name’s Jameson.” He held out his hand. “I’m here on a mission from Beta Tau.” He pulled at his stiff collar. He longed to be free of it, but formality insisted that he be properly dressed when he met the company representative.

      The man shook hands with him, smiling. “I’m Zefron, and this is Davis. We’re from Pleiades II. Have you ever been?”

      “No. It’s my first time.”

      There was a loud chime. “Passengers on the Oberon City shuttle, please come to hanger three. Departure in fifteen minutes.” The station used Earth-Standard measurements, something he was going to have to get used to. Beta Tau was bigger than Earth, with a slower rotation, so he was used to days about two hours longer than Earth’s, and the Oberon “day” was two hours shorter than that.

      “Good luck at the conference!”

      Zefron winked at him. “Thank you. Good luck on your mission.”

      Jameson shook his head. He was always getting hit on by other guys. It didn’t offend him, but everyone seemed to think he liked men. He didn’t. He couldn’t. His parents would have his head if he ever so much as showed the slightest inclination toward that sort of thing. They were Christianists, and Beta Tau was a Christianist world, where men married women. Period. Where men were supreme, and women kept a nice kitchen—or mansion, in his mother’s case.

      Still, it was nice to be noticed.

      Jameson picked up his suitcase and followed the other passengers toward the shuttle bay. This was his first research mission for the Psych Guild. The Guild had its fingers in a number of planets and industries, from the psychological treatment of billions to the pharmaceuticals that treatment required.

      He still wondered why he had been chosen for this mission. He had just three years of experience, most of it treating miners on Tander’s World with pith addictions. The pharmaceutical originated here on Oberon and had a variety of legitimate uses, including inducing a useful dreamlike trance at low doses that had been a great aid to therapy. It could also be used as a kind of aphrodisiac in higher amounts.

      The pharmaceutical supply had dried up over the last six months, something of great concern to both the therapeutic community and to addicts across the Common Worlds.

      They should have sent someone with more experience. I have no idea what the hell I’m doing here.

      And yet, here he was.

      He hoped the company representative would be able to provide some guidance.

      He sighed and settled into a seat, letting it strap him in for the ride down to planet-side.
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            PSYCH

          

        

      

    

    
      Xander’s arm was outstretched toward a winged stranger as he plummeted toward the ground. His own left wing hung limp and burned as red bolts of molten lightning rained on the landscape below like hammers of God.

      The arcos were crashing down to ruin, one after another, adding a terrible grinding crash to the chaos of the red afternoon. They ruptured as they collapsed, and hundreds of bodies fell out, people screaming as they plummeted toward the ground.

      

      Xander awoke in a pool of sweat, the sunlight touching his lithe form through the thick plas, warming his face. Everything was quiet and calm, and the arco was still standing.

      He glared at the sunlight; it seemed strange. Dimmer? He remembered the trick blathering on the night before. Something about sunspots. Xander hadn’t really been listening.

      He stood and stumbled over to the wash stall, slipping himself inside the small cubicle with some effort. He tapped his cirq. “Bathe.” The warm ionic spray blew over him, covering his shoulders, his chest, his wings. Xander stepped out a moment later and slipped into his riding armor, a black plas-faced jumpsuit that covered his arms, chest, and legs, protecting him from Oberon’s harsh daytime glare and the knacks and wereverens who loved to bite the unprotected for a quick blood snack. He slipped fingerless black leather gloves onto each hand.

      “Breakfast,” he mumbled, and a moment later a tray slipped out from behind a small hatch in his eating nook. The smell of cafflite and eggs filled the room. He downed the meal hungrily, his nerves tingling from the stim he’d taken the night before, a mix of pith and uppers.

      Xander wasn’t even sure it was pith. That shit was harder to come by than an Oberon City virgin these days.

      Shoving the dishes into the recycler, he grabbed the carry sack he’d packed the night before and pressed his palm up against the clear plas of the window, feeling the cold from outside. The storm had largely abated overnight, reduced to tattered clouds with some flooding down in the streets below.

      The pattern recognition system matched his palm print, verifying his identity. Twin doors slid aside in the floor, and his hoverbike, a sleek, black machine all darkness and sexy lines, slid up into view. The doors sealed shut below it.

      Xander slipped into his riding chaps, pulling his custom-made jacket around his wings and fastening it to keep out the cold, leaving his wings free. There were few enough skythane, or wing men, here in the city, and it was hard to find clothing made for someone like him.

      In public, many people threw him dirty looks because of his wings. Wing men were a breed apart from “normal” humans. The skythane—first-wave colonists like him—were often called barbarians by the landers, the second-wave human colonists whose bodies more closely matched the galactic norm. Jealous bastards.

      The company had tried to eradicate his people, once upon a time, and even now it wasn’t so uncommon for people to spit on him and call him a native bastard. Xander ignored them; he had grown a thick skin in his adolescence, after his adoptive parents had died and he’d been forced to live out on the streets. Before Alix.

      He pulled on his black riding gloves. “Ravi, open the doors.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      The plas window directly in front of the cycle split apart, a straight hairline crack that spread from the base of the window up to six feet off the floor. Clear doors formed in the plas, and then they opened outward, letting in the chill. The storm had passed.

      Xander climbed onto the bike and palmed the power key. The machine roared to life underneath him. He powered up the bike’s amalite drive and released the brake, soaring out of the arco into the open air. The wind whistled past him, and he spread his wings to slow his velocity, thrilling in the drag as the cool air flowed past. The breeze buffeted him as the bike descended toward the personal air transportation level a hundred meters above the ground, and he felt free for just a moment.

      The whole of Oberon City was spread out before him. The streets far below were still glistening from the rain. Xander breathed in deeply, smelling the scent of the Outland forests, pulling the moisture-laden air deep into his lungs. He loved being outside after the rain. For a few hours, the air was fresh and clean, without the usual nasty, metallic tang of the city.

      For all that he’d grown up here, sometimes he still felt like he didn’t belong. He loved instead the wide open spaces of the Outland, beyond the city confines.

      The ground below sped toward him, a landscape dotted with factories and feeder tubes and causeways thick with traffic. Heavy supply tractors lumbered up to the base of the tower, laden with foodstuffs from the farms at the edge of the city or amalite ores from the Split.

      Behind him was the row of two-mile-high arcos, anchored to each other by massive, silvery blue metallic trusses a hundred feet across. The arcos ran in an ordered row along the waterfront.

      Beyond them were factories and warehouses where those prized ores of Oberon were refined and prepared for out-system shipment, and past that, the criminal warrens of the Slander began, a never-ending maze of haphazardly constructed warehouses, shantytowns, and Syndicate strongholds like a creeping blight, home to hustlers of all kinds, Dark Market dealers, and anyone who didn’t want to be found by the law, such as it was. His home in a previous life.

      In the distance, the Governor’s residence sat in a massive park-like district off to the east. The upper class of Oberon City had country homes out in the hills beyond the city, including the man who was, in title at least, in charge. Everyone knew OberCorp really ran things here.

      Everything below him grew rapidly larger, then skewed out around him as the bike leveled off. Now other structures rose up on either side of his bike, from industrial plants to commercial buildings splashed with the logos of some of Oberon’s own companies, as well as several multi-world conglomerates.

      Xander was over the Midcity now, following an invisible rail as the grid assigned him a flight path. He folded his wings behind him.

      This zone was reserved for individual traffic. Delivery trucks and trains used the crowded streets below, which were finally beginning to dry out from the storm.

      Xander’s destination was the spaceport on the northern edge of the city, where he’d meet the incoming shuttle from Titan Station. He veered onto a northbound connector, his guidance system selecting the least busy path.

      Soon he was merging onto one of the main air causeways, riding out of the central city on a path that would take him out to High Slopes. He pulled his wings in tightly and gunned the engine, determined to move forward.

      

      The shuttle blasted away from Titan Station, moving at a serious clip. It swung in a wide arc, eventually turning around to give Jameson a view of the donut-shaped installation. It was not the largest station he had ever been through, even in his short lifetime. Transfer Station, anchored to the elevator cable that touched down on the equator in Earth’s South American quadrant, had that honor. Jameson had passed through Transfer a year before, when he’d gone to San Francisco on old Earth for his Masters training with the guild. It was as big as a city, six tori stacked upon one another, each one as large or larger than Titan, and they were expanding it yet again now.

      As the shuttle veered around, Oberon came into view. The shuttle shot out past the ragged edge of the world, over the rim wall that encircled it a half mile high.

      Zefron and Davis were in the seats in front of him. The boy’s hands were pressed against the cool plas window, his eyes wide with wonder.

      Jameson was about to say something when the shuttle banked, coming back around toward Oberon and giving him his first real view of the backside of the world. The Split.

      The landscape, if you could call it that, was half in sunshine and half in shadow. The part that was illuminated was a nightmare of shattered stone, although much of it was hidden under perpetual cloud cover. A great storm circled the center of gravity like water around a drain, throwing off periodic tempests over the rim of the world, smaller storms that spilled over the mountains like the fog over the old Golden Gate Bridge, back on Earth.

      The fact that he could make out details at all at this distance made it clear the huge scale involved.

      Out toward one edge of the Split, a patch of light glowed.

      “That bit of light out there? That’s Alpha Camp,” Zefron was telling his son. “That’s one of the places where they mine the ores. It’s all done manually, because electronics don’t work out there. There’s too much interference.”

      “Then what are the lights?”

      “Smart kid.” Zefron glanced back at Jameson and grinned. Jameson gave him the thumbs-up. “They burn oil. That’s a huge chimney that lights up the area and carries off the residue up into space.”

      Jameson activated his cirq. “Angie, I want to review my notes on Oberon.” Angela was his mother’s name. It had just seemed natural to use it for his PA too. His parents frowned on bioware because it “subverted God’s plan,” but it had been invaluable in his career, and this was his way of making it okay.

      “Here you go,” Angie said in a voice that was eerily similar to his mother’s.

      He closed his eyes and the documents appeared in his mind’s eye.

      Discovered by AmSplor in the second wave in 2857, Oberon’s unique geology had provided a raw ore called amalite, a compact power source useful in many areas of the Common Worlds’ far-flung economy. For two hundred years afterward, OberCorp had run the planet as its own personal fiefdom until it was brought to heel, forcefully, by the Common Worlds.

      The corporation still held sway here, unofficially. The Syndicate, an organized crime ring, was also a factor.

      Interesting. There’d been two waves of human colonization here, not just one. The first had been from a life ship that had reached the planet five hundred years before the first FTL ships. The skythane, as they were called, had created their own culture, and their language drift had made early interactions with the landers, the second-wave colonists… difficult. There were rumors of a virtual genocide of the original population.

      The shuttle started to tremble. They were entering the planetary atmosphere. Jameson opened his eyes and looked out the window—they were about to pass over the edge of the world once more.

      “Attention, passengers, in about thirty seconds, we will lose power. It’s nothing to be alarmed about. We’re coming close to the interference zone. The shuttle was built for this, and we will be past it in just under a minute.”

      Easy for you to say.

      About twenty seconds later, the power dropped down to nothing. The g-force created by the thrust was there, and then it wasn’t, and the cabin lights went dark.

      Davis started to cry in the darkness.

      “Hey little guy,” Jameson said in his best singsong voice. “Let’s play a game. Let’s see if we can hold our breath until the lights come back on. What do you say?” He demonstrated.

      Davis looked back at him in the dim planetary glow and nodded. The boy took a deep breath.

      Jameson counted off the time, and Davis did too, though his counting was off.

      Zefron shot him a thankful look.

      Just when Jameson thought his lungs would burst, the lights came back on. He exhaled forcefully and took a deep breath.

      Davis laughed. “Let’s do it again!”

      Jameson shook his head. “Sorry, but you’re too good for me!”

      “You’re great with kids.” Zefron smiled.

      “I’m a psych.” Jameson grinned back. “I worked with a bunch of them during my training.” He glanced out the window. The ground was rushing up toward them, the waters of the Gildensea reflecting the light of Oberon’s primary. The clouds were dissipating.

      Oberon City sat at the edge of the planet’s only continent, bounded on the west by the Gildensea. The city spread out from the edge of the water like a complex spiderweb. As the shuttle descended, Jameson could see the spine of the arco towers that housed most of the residents of Oberon.

      “That’s Oberon City,” Zefron said to his son, pointing to the towers below as morning swept over the coast. They grew steadily, ten of them running in a long row, all identical, built by the OberCorp to house most of the city’s tens of thousands of permanent residents.

      “How many stories?” Davis asked.

      “About two hundred.”

      Causeways led out of the core of the city into the other cities along the coast on the “smooth” side of the world on Oberon’s only continent. The rest of the world was wild—the Outland, the locals called it, at least according to the dataset OberCorp had slitted him. Old Oberon, as he thought of it, mostly untouched since before the current wave of mankind had come here five hundred years before.

      Outside the city core, lower buildings spread out, in some areas fairly well organized along a standard north-south street grid, in others a vast shantytown spread out like a cancer. The Slander. He’d read about this lawless zone at the city’s edge, but the reports didn’t do it justice. It was vast.

      In the distance, he saw the Pyramus Mountains, apparently thrust up when the world had been so violently sundered in two.

      The shuttle veered away from the city, g-force pushing him back into the padded chair, and banked toward the landing pad that sat on the metropolis’s outer edge. A company representative would be waiting there for him. Perhaps he could convince them to give him a tour of the Split, and maybe even show him the source of the psychoamoratic drug, pith.

      He wondered for the hundredth time why he’d been chosen for this particular mission. There were thousands of pith specialists in the Guild, a number of whom had half a hundred years of experience or more. Perhaps they didn’t want to be sent to this backwater end of the Common Worlds?

      He was inordinately grateful for the opportunity, though, having spent the last three years in virtual oblivion on Tander’s World, counseling lonely miners on that desolate outpost. Here at last was civilization, of a sort. Though he doubted they had a ballet, or even space opera.

      The shuttle braked with an intense, ear-splitting whine, the g-force pressing Jameson back into his seat once more. It lasted for about ten seconds, and then just as quickly the pressure eased. The shuttle settled down on the concrete landing pad with a shuddering sigh.

      “Welcome to Oberon City,” the pilot said over the intercom, and the door irised open, extending stairs to the ground below. “Please be sure to take all your belongings with you, and enjoy this beautiful day.”

      Jameson gathered his suitcase from beneath his seat, brushing some stray lint off his jacket, and clambered down the stairway into Oberon’s gilded light. He breathed in deeply. The planetary air smelled amazingly fresh after years of being locked up in tin cans, first on Tander’s World and then in the Arcatus on the trip here.

      The wide-open horizon was intimidating too. He was disoriented by the broad expanse of green-tinted sky. This was all going to take some getting used to.

      Hopefully he’d be safely back inside shortly.

      

      Xander leaned back against his bike, stretching his arms and wings and enjoying the warmth of the sun that had finally peeked through the clouds. It was a beautiful day, a sharp contrast to the heavy rains of the day before.

      He’d watched the shuttle land half an hour before, descending to the concrete pad just beyond the short squat rectangle of the immigration center and kicking up a cloud of dust.

      Beyond the landing pad, one of the Rentz Class cargo carriers thundered into the sky on a tower of smoke and fire, carrying a load of amalite up to the waiting interstellar ship.

      Xander called up Jameson Havercamp’s face again. His first impression had been right—the man was handsome enough. He needed to lose the suit and tie, but there was something about his brown eyes….

      A few days on the dark side would shake him up.

      At last, the doors to the immigration center irised open, and Havercamp came out, looking around at his destination, a twin to his photo. He looked as if he had just stepped out of an office instead of off a station shuttle.

      Cuter in person. Xander strode forward to meet the psych, extending a hand. “Jameson Havercamp? I’m Xander Kinnson, at your service.”

      “Hello, Mr.… Kinnson, was it?” He shook Xander’s hand with a nice firm grip while staring openly at Xander’s wings. “Yes, I’m Jameson Havercamp. So nice to meet you.”

      Xander grinned. This one was going to need a lot of shaking up.

      He took the other man’s suitcase and secured it to the rack on the back of his bike. “Hop on. We’ve got a lot to get done today.”

      “Where’s the company transport?” Havercamp looked around, seeming confused.

      “You’re looking at it.” He powered up the engine and gestured for the psych to climb on behind him.

      “I’ve never ridden a hoverbike before.” He said the word as if he’d just stepped in something that was never going to come off his shiny leather shoes.

      “If you’d rather walk….” Xander pointed off at the line of arcos on the horizon.

      Havercamp heaved a sigh, but he complied, climbing up behind Xander.

      Xander gunned the engine, just for the thrill of it.

      The bike lifted up into the air and sped back toward the heart of the city.
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      Xander’s bike flew over the crowded streets of Oberon City. It was midmorning, as far as Jameson could tell from the slanting rays of sunshine over the city.

      The wind whipped through his hair, making a rat’s nest of it. He was going to look a mess when he arrived at the OberCorp Headquarters, but there was nothing to be done for it. He mollified himself with the thought that it was the company representative’s fault.

      Jameson clung to Xander’s waist, uncomfortable at being so close to the other man, but terrified all the same to loosen his grip. The man’s wings settled in around him like a feathered blanket.

      Xander Kinnson had wings—he was a skythane man.

      Sure, the whole wings thing had been in the briefing, but reading it and seeing it in person were two very different things. They were beautiful, running up from his shoulder blades into the sky when he had them extended, and powerful. The dark feathers glimmered with an iridescent sheen in the sunlight.

      Jameson didn’t think he would have the courage to fly—hoverbike flight was unnerving enough. And yet… wings.

      They whipped past heavy armored transports and automated delivery trucks that rode the streets below them, mixed in with pedestrians and even some wagons and rickshaws, as strange an assortment of traffic as he had ever seen in one place.

      “We’re going to Oberon Corp Headquarters, right?” he shouted at Xander over the noise. He hated shouting.

      “What?” Xander shouted back.

      “OberCorp Headquarters?”

      “Sorry. Can’t hear you!”

      Jameson gave up. He settled in to observe the city around him.

      The huge arcos formed a virtual blue metallic wall ahead that began to block out the sunlight as the hoverbike moved closer. They were impressive in their uniformity, reminding him of the statues of Easter Island he’d visited during his trip to Old Earth.

      From this vantage point, the city seemed much bigger than it had looked from the shuttle flying in, but outside of the impressive architecture of the arcos, the rest of Oberon City was made up of much less impressive, shorter buildings, with the tallest of these topping out around fifteen stories. They were in varied states of decay, with broken windows and rusted stanchions, some of them overrun by wild vines. The city looked like it was badly in need of an urban renewal project—a few buildings were in such bad shape that Jameson was amazed they hadn’t already collapsed under their own weight.

      After about fifteen minutes, Xander’s bike slowly dipped down to the ground, coming to a landing between a couple of low buildings. They arrived at a nondescript three-story, concrete-slab structure that would have fit into almost any urban cityscape. It was made entirely out of prefab plascreet panels like all the other ugly buildings around it.

      Xander palmed a sensor next to the metal roll-up door and it chugged up noisily, revealing a storage space maybe three meters wide by about three times that length deep. He pulled the bike inside and parked it, beckoning for Jameson to dismount.

      Jameson did as he was told, though he was starting to get worried. When it came right down to it, he knew nothing about this man, having taken Xander at his word that he really was a representative of OberCorp.

      How could he know for sure?

      The idea nagged at him.

      The man might be a pirate who preyed upon unsuspecting arrivals at the immigration center. He certainly fit the profile—standoffish, antisocial, certain he was always right. Jameson had seen that many times before in his practice. Then again, most sociopaths were more social.

      At least he’d made it to the city now. It might be best to get out of here and find his own way to OberCorp.

      Jameson started to back slowly out of the storage unit, away from Xander. He could make a run for it.

      “Stay right there,” Xander said without turning, his voice sharp. “This is a bad part of town. It’s dangerous, especially for off-worlders who don’t know any better.”

      Jameson looked out onto the street nervously. Oberon City was a lot grittier at ground level than it had appeared from the shuttle—the pavement looked petrochemical based, and it was uneven and black, so different from the beautiful marble streets back on Beta Tau. Some dark fluid flowed in fits and starts down the gutters, and it gave off a nasty smell: part urine, part hydrocarbons, part rotting food.
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