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Chapter One
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BREATH WHEEZED IN AND out of disease-scarred lungs. As soon as he got off this freakin’ soggy planet, he was headed straight for Med. He’d put off treatment long enough. But treatment was expensive for a lowly trader to the outer planets. Still, it was time if he wanted to live more than a handful of turns more.

He frowned as his right foot sank into the mire yet again, nearly sucking his boot clean off his foot. Damn backwoods colony. Hadn’t they ever heard of plascrete pavement? Or better yet, hovercraft? For crying out loud, they’d had more tech than this on Old Earth in the twentieth century.

Instead he—Finneas Merchand, the man who’d once wheedled the Queen of Madras out of ten pounds of diamonds and her knickers—was trudging through the woods on a narrow muddy track in the middle of a rapidly darkening forest with a heavy pack on his back. That the planet’s inhabitants actually chose to live this way was beyond his imagining. Idiot outlanders. 

Even worse, it was raining. Again.

There was an Old Earth joke he’d heard tell of some remote trade station or other. Something about it only raining twice: six months the first time and six months the second. It surely applied to this waste of atmosphere. He made a mental note to mark Serabim off his trade route. Backwater planet wasn’t worth his trouble.

He swiped at his face as another fat drop hit. As if this planet needed any more rain.

Then he stopped dead in the middle of the track. The smear on his hand wasn’t clear rainwater but a dark smudge against his pale skin. A slightly copper tang hit his nostrils. He’d smelled that before, ages ago. On another planet in another quadrant where life was cheap and death was easy.

Another dark drop splashed against his arm. His gazed travelled up, up, up nearly to the top of one of the towering vicau trees, so tall they made the ancient redwoods of Old Earth look puny.

There, half hidden among the thick green branches, he saw it. He watched in horrified fascination as another drop of blood rolled off the tiny figure and fell hundreds of feet to the ground, mixing with mud and water until it became part of the planet.

A body. He was sure of it.

Finneas Merchand swallowed hard and reached around to pull his viewers out of the pack. He trained them on the figure high above. What he saw nearly made him retch.

The man—he was certain it had once been a man—had been flayed. Every inch of his skin was stripped back, exposing muscle and bone. Arms and feet had been nailed to the tree. Blood still oozed from a hole in his side. On his head was...

“No fragging way,” Finneas whispered, fumbling for the com system in his pack. 

On the head of the dead man was a crown of thorns.

––––––––
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“WHERE’S YOUR LEADER?”

Victory Eden looked up from the row of potatoes she was trying to salvage from the mud while at the same time battling her increasingly damp skirts. If she hadn’t been a devout, upstanding member of the church, she would have been cussing like a space pirate. As it was, she kept the cussing to brain work and uttered only the most pious of prayers, as befitted a young woman of Serabim. At least the stranger gave her an excuse to quit wrestling with the fragging potatoes. 

The paunchy middle-aged man carried a trader’s pack but the dangling binocs around his neck marked him as an off-worlder. Off-worlders were rarely allowed on Serabim, and young ladies of good breeding were strongly discouraged from so much as looking at them, never mind speaking to one. Brother Thomas didn’t appreciate people messing with his flock, giving them new ideas.

The off-worlder gave her a funny look, and Victory clapped her hand over her mouth. Had she said that out loud? No, she was pretty sure she hadn’t. The last thing she needed was a case of verbal diarrhea. Sure and that would get her sent to Repentance. The thought was enough to send shivers down her spine. Hours kneeling on ice cold stone admitting her sins was not her idea of a good time.

Dropping her hand, she smiled. “Brother Thomas is no doubt deep in evening prayers.” She barely kept the sarcasm out of her voice, forcing her tone into an even cadence she didn’t feel. Deep in his cups, more like. Everyone seemed to think the Elder’s excrement didn’t smell, but Victory was well aware he was a man like any other. Mayhap worse than some.

She gave herself a mental head slap for such sacrilege. What was wrong with her this eve? She’d have to say double prayers or some such to cleanse her soul. “Perhaps someone else can assist you? Brother John—”

“No!” The trader shook his head emphatically, his triple chins wobbling. Breath heaved in and out of his lungs with a crackling sound. “I must speak to your leader. It’s an emergency. Life or death!”

Victory had her doubts as to that. Nothing of much importance ever happened on Serabim. The most exciting event of the last year was Brother Lucian’s mule getting stuck in the creek and his son, Mathias, stripping half bare to rescue the creature. The ladies had gossiped over it for weeks, though Victory had to admit a half-naked Mathias had been a fair sight to see. The boy had a posterior you could bounce a coin off. Still, far be it from her to judge what was important and what wasn’t.

“Is there someone higher than a brother?”

Victory frowned, confused. “We’re all brothers and sisters here. We’re all equal in the eyes of the Angels.” She was proud of herself for not flinching over the rote answer. Maybe they were all equal in the eyes of the Angels, but some sure thought they were better than others. “Brother Thomas is our leader.”

“I need to talk to him, then.”

“Well, Brother Thomas doesn’t like to be disturbed, but since it’s important...”

“Oh, it is.” The trader’s bloodshot eyes flashed with determination. Victory could respect that.

The man’s skin was pasty white. Was that blood streaked across his face? Mayhap this was more exciting than the mule incident after all. Victory beckoned the stranger to follow her.  

Serabim the town was the largest settlement on the planet Serabim. It was not laid out in a sensible grid but in a winding, circular pattern like the shell of a snail with the town square in the very center. In order to get from the cottage Victory shared with her father, mother, and four brothers to the center of the settlement, one had to run around in a circle until one’s brains were swimming. Unless, of course, one knew the shortcuts, which she did.

She hustled down the narrow, cobblestone street which curved endlessly inward. A short way along, she darted into a dark alley between Brother Solomon’s dry goods shop and the Widow Hereford’s boarding house with its crisp, linen curtains bleached ruthlessly white—not that anyone ever stayed there seeing as how strangers almost never came to Serabim. Pausing to make sure the trader was still following her, she exited the alleyway, slipped across the next narrow street, and hurried through Sister Marion’s garden. On the other side of the garden was another street, this one a bit wider than the previous ones and lined with iron lampposts, leading toward the church. 

Dusk was falling, and Emmanuel was lighting the street lamps. Townspeople stared as Victory, skirt hiked scandalously to her knees, hurried along, followed by the strange man. Chins would be wagging come morning. 

At last the main avenue spilled into the town square, in the center of which was a rough wooden building. It was nothing special, to Victory’s way of thinking, except for the hand-carved angel perched on top of the roof. Word had it Brother Thomas’s grandfather, the Prophet himself, had carved it after his first and only visitation with the Angels. Victory had never seen an Angel, so she wasn’t one to judge such things, but it looked a bit overdone to her. She couldn’t imagine angels really wore long flowing robes. After all, she could hardly walk in skirts; how were angels supposed to fly in them?

She gave a sharp rap on the scarred wooden door before entering the church, the trader close on her heels. The interior was as simple and plain as the outside. Nothing fancy or luxurious. She should know. She’d suffered more than one sore backside thanks to the hard wooden benches and Brother Thomas’s droning sermons. The man sure enough loved to hear himself talk. 

Their muddy feet made squishing sounds against the bare floorboards as Victory led the trader up the aisle to the front of the church. The Elder was at the altar on his knees, hands clasped in pious prayer. Victory wrinkled her nose. She could smell the booze wafting off the man. Alcohol was illegal on Serabim. Victory only knew what it smelled like thanks to her father, an off-worlder who tended to skirt legalities when it suited him. And Brother Thomas, of course.

“Brother Thomas?”

No answer.

“Brother Thomas!”

“I am not to be interrupted in prayer.” The words were outraged and ever so slightly slurred.

“Yes, sir.” She bobbed a little curtsy, as was called for, even though Brother Thomas hadn’t bothered to turn around. “But there’s a man here. He says it’s an emergency. Life or death.” She waved the trader forward, giving him an encouraging nod.

Brother Thomas slowly rose from the altar. Victory always thought he looked like some kind of specter of death with his tall, thin frame and penchant for black frock coats. She gave herself another mental reminder to hide her revulsion. She’d never liked the leader of Serabim. He gave her the creeps. But unless she wanted to get her ass banished, she needed to watch herself. Banishment was a sure death sentence. Nobody survived in the wild on their own.

The Elder slowly turned around, his gaunt features dimly lit by the warm glow of the altar candles. “Matters of life and death are for the Angels,” he said piously, boney hands folded in front of him. “Not for the likes of we mere mortals.”

Victory barely refrained from rolling her eyes. As if the Angels gave any thought to the humans living in the valleys below them. Her father had told her more than once the Angels weren’t the gods everyone thought they were. Besides, no one had spotted an Angel in, oh, at least a dozen years.

“But Mr. Thomas,” the trader insisted, “you gotta see this!”

“Brother Thomas.”

“What?” The trader blinked. 

Brother Thomas made his way slowly through the pews, his black coat flaring out behind him dramatically. “Brother Thomas. And what is it that I have to see? What is so important you must interrupt my prayers?”

The trader swallowed. “Well, sir, there’s been a murder.”

––––––––
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VICTORY STARED UP AT the body nailed to the side of the vicau tree. She’d never seen anything like it. She wasn’t sure if she was sickened or thrilled. Maybe a little of both. This was definitely more exciting than Mathais and the mule, even if Mathais did have a stomach you could scrub clothes on.

Murder. Here on Serabim. Nothing this big had ever happened before. She wondered who was nailed to that tree. She wasn’t aware of anyone missing from town. And why? Why would anyone do such a thing?

She peered through the thick leaves hiding her from view. This was not women’s business, and if she was found, Brother Thomas would no doubt have her severely chastised as an example to the other women. Which usually meant public shaming, followed by hard manual labor. Or worse, he might send her to Repentance. She shuddered at the thought. One of the girls from her Sunday class had been sent to Repentance. Poor Lydia had never been the same. Still, she wasn’t about to miss out on the excitement of a lifetime regardless of the risk. 

Brother Thomas, Brother John, and a few of the other village men were gathered beneath the tree. If the horror on their faces was anything to go by, they were as shocked as Victory was, and a whole lot less excited. They seemed to be discussing what to do next. The off-worlder, who had eventually introduced himself as Finneas Merchand, was standing to the side, his knuckles white as he clenched the straps of his pack. Clearly he wasn’t to be a part of the discussion.

“This is the second one this month.” Brother John’s voice was low, but Victory could hear him plain as day, as they stood next to her hiding spot. She wondered what they were talking about. No one had mentioned another murder, and as far as she knew, all the townspeople were present and accounted for, though there were other small settlements sprinkled across the valley.

“This was no mere act of man.” Brother Thomas’s voice boomed through the forest. No one could ever accuse the man of being circumspect. The others shushed him in as deferential a manner as possible with a great deal of throat clearing and nodding toward the off-world trader.

“What do you mean, Elder?” Brother John blinked behind his thick glasses, looking like a befuddled owl, his voice barely above a whisper. “Who else could have done such a thing?”

“Do you see how high the body is?” Brother Thomas pointed at the dead man in the tree. “No human could have done that.”

The others looked at each other, their faces bearing matching expressions of worry and horror. Brother John shook his head. “No, no. We mustn’t think such things. It is a sin.”

Victory frowned. Surely they couldn’t think an Angel had killed the man in the tree. 

“Brother Thomas,” Brother John continued, “I think it’s time we call in the Rider.”

“No.” Brother Thomas shook his head so emphatically his elegant top hat nearly dislodged itself into the mud. “There will be no more off-worlders here. We must deal with this situation ourselves. As it is written.”

Victory didn’t recall it being written anywhere that the people of Serabim had to deal with murdering Angels, either, but then she wasn’t exactly allowed to read as much as she’d like. Then again, Brother Thomas had a way off adding rules where he darn well pleased.

Angels above, what was with all the outrageous thoughts lately? Mayhap she needed to turn herself over for a purification ritual. Could be she had a demon inside her. Brother Thomas was always warning about demons. Apparently they were everywhere, although she’d never seen one herself.

Victory almost snorted with laughter. As if any old demon would want to possess her. They’d die of boredom pulling up potatoes in the mud all day long. She turned her attention back to the elders, whose arguing was getting increasingly louder.

“We’ve already got an off-worlder here,” Brother John pointed out with a nod toward Finneas Merchand. “We simply cannot ignore the fact that word will get out. The Riders will come eventually, one way or another.”

“Wrong.” Brother Thomas thumped his walking stick against the ground, sending up a splash of mud which hit Brother John full in the face, coating his glasses in thick, brown spots. “If he doesn’t leave the planet, no one will ever know.”
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Chapter Two
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XANDER LODAI WAS HAVING a perfectly nice dream involving his captain in a distinct state of undress, every one of her delicious curves on display, when he suddenly found himself flying across the cabin. He hit the wall opposite his bed before tumbling to the floor. 

“Fragdammit it, Audley,” he snapped into his com. “What the Hades is going on? You forget how to fly all of a sudden?”

“Sorry, man,” the navigation officer’s voice crackled in Xander’s ear. “We’re under attack. Get your sweet ass up here quick like.” The com snapped off as the ship rocked again, sending Xander sliding across the floor to crash into the side of the bed followed by a metal drinking tumbler and half his bedding. He winced at the jarring impact as he scrambled to his feet. That was going to leave a mark. Thank deity the Justice’s living quarters were so Spartan, or he’d have had a lot of other rubbish to contend with. 

Snagging the plain black kilt off one of the hooks near the door, he wrapped it quickly around his narrow hips and buckled it into place. Ignoring his boots which had wound up in the corner next to the bed and the shirt still hanging on its hook, he threw open the door to his quarters and dashed up the passageway. Another shudder tossed him into the bulkhead, his shoulder hitting hard enough his arm went numb for a split second.

Biting out another curse, he regained his footing and kept running. He finally reached the door to the flight deck, threw it open, and slid inside.

Zala Lei, Captain of the Justice, looked up from her snazzy chair, those crazy green eyes of hers narrowed like a cat’s. “Nice of you to join us.” Her eyes travelled over his state of undress. “More or less. Get your ass to your station.”

“You got it, Captain.” He couldn’t quite help the cheeky grin that spread across his face.

––––––––
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A BLAST OF ION FIRE streaked across the ship’s bow, rocking the Justice hard enough to send Audley into a fit of cussing. “Fragdamn space pirates,” the Justice’s navigator snarled, sweeping long braids out of his face. His big frame dwarfed the tiny nav seat, his massive shoulders blocking Zala’s view of whatever was on his screens. “Oughta hang the lot of ’em at high noon.”

“They’re coming around for another attack.” Zala Lei was not about to let a bunch of pirates kick their asses. She’d been through a lot worse than an attack by a bunch of snaggle-toothed space raiders. Face the wrath of the Matriarch of House Lei and live to tell about it, you can pretty much handle anything. And Zala had faced her mother’s wrath plenty. “Prepare to return fire.”

“Preparing.” Xander Lodai, the ship’s newest recruit, gave her a wink, which Zala ignored. Just like she ignored the fact that he was on her bridge naked except for a black kilt. Just like she ignored the fact that he had a washboard stomach, broad shoulders, and some very nice legs. Couldn’t the man put some clothes on? 

She was starting to regret pulling him out of deep freeze. Protecting him from the Syndicate. He was a wanted man, after all. Although he had saved her life from a psychotic serial rapist and murderer, so there was that. 

Zala silently reprimanded herself. She was the Captain, fragdammit. She did not notice nice legs on her fragdamn ship. Instead she eyed Xander’s console. Jeric, the ship’s mechanic, had rerouted the weapons systems back to where they belonged and Xander looked right at home with his hands on the controls, bare feet braced against the steel floor plates.

The pirate ship let loose another blast of ion fire, sending the Justice sliding sideways through space. Zala hung onto the arms of her chair, but Xander remained calmly focused on the other ship.  

“Xander,” she said evenly. Or at least she hoped it was evenly. “I think you should hurry. One more blast from that canon, and we’re toast.”

“I got this. You know, we could use more crew on this ship.” 

The whine of the canon warming up, a slight tug of long fingers on the controls, and a micro-second later, the starboard side of the pirate vessel blew out, lighting up the darkness of space with a warm glow. Chunks of molten metal narrowly missed the Justice’s prow. Zala was pretty sure she saw a few chunks of charred human remains floating among the fragments. Another ion streak missed them by a mili-inch. The pirates weren’t giving up that easily.

“Don’t know where we’d put ’em,” she said, focused on the pirate ship. “The four of us barely fit. Aim for their drive.”

“Firing again.” Xander tugged at the controls and this time the pirate ship went up in a fireball. Zala squinted against the sudden blinding light.

The blast wave hit, sending the Justice skittering back in space a few knots. Zala hit the propulsion, and the engines whined, halting their backward trajectory. “Zoom in.”

Audley complied, and the viewscreen focused on the pirate ship. A few bits of silvery debris were all that was left. They floated in space like tiny stars on a field of endless black. Zala let out a silent sigh. They’d been a Hades of a lot closer than she would have liked.

“Holy Mother!” Audley shouted, clapping one massive hand on Xander’s back. “That was some shooting.” He stood and stretched, his head nearly brushing the overhead. He unbound his braids and shook them out, giving his head a good scratch. Long as he didn’t start scratching his balls, Zala was okay with that.

Xander shrugged as he carefully locked down the cannon. “Just gotta know where to aim.”

“No shit.” Audley gave Xander a look halfway between awe and hero worship.

Zala rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, fabulous. Now let’s get out of here. This section of space gives me the heebie jeebies.”

Of all the zones on their route, the Val Sector was one of the most sparsely populated with only a single habitable planet revolving around a single viable sun in the only planetary system in the sector. The rest was open space with hardly even a star to light the way. It was a thieves’ paradise. Or rather, a paradise for those running from the law, be they thieves, murderers, or whatnot. And there was plenty of whatnot.

“Where to now, oh Captain, my Captain?” Audley asked, taking his seat again. The small chair creaked under his weight.

Zala was about to respond when the ship’s communications system lit up like a Solstice tree, alarms shrieking and warning lights flashing. “What the Hades?”

Audley hit a few buttons, and the alarm shut off. “That’s weird. It’s the old emergency contact system.”

Zala had thought she knew everything about her ship, but she had no idea what he was talking about. “Explain.”

“The ECS is an old system used by the early colonists who didn’t have the juice for a full-on communications array. In an emergency they could hit a button and summon the nearest Syndicate ship.” Audley frowned. “The system hasn’t been in regular use in at least twenty years. Maybe more. Only traders use it these days. Easy to carry with them planet to planet.”

“So why do we have one?” 

“Every Rider ship has one,” Xander spoke up, shooting her a sideways look. She didn’t miss that his gaze lingered on her breasts a little longer than was strictly necessary. “It’s Syndicate law.” His expression said she of all people should know about Syndicate law. She ignored him. “In case anything ever happens to a colony array and the old system is the only way to communicate.”

“Okay, who the Hades is using one of these things to signal us?” Zala slid out of the captain’s chair and moved to stand behind Audley. The viewscreen of his comp was flashing red. 

Audley’s hands danced across the keyboard. A symbol popped up on the red background of the screen. “It’s definitely a trader’s personal com.” He thumped the screen with his forefinger. “See that symbol? The old Free Trader Society used it back in the day. Ain’t many of them left around. Just a few diehards who won’t give up and join the Syndicate.”

“Where is this one coming from?” she asked.

“The edge of the Vega system, boss. A little planet called Zyreph.”

––––––––
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“HAVE YOU BEEN ABLE to raise anyone planet-side, Audley?” The planet below filled the viewscreen, thick clouds covering lush forest. Nothing but gray and green as far as the eye, or the computer, could see. Zala couldn’t spot a single large body of water. Just endless green.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ANGCLS

Intergalactic.lnvestigations
g Lok S|

Shéa MaclLeod





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





