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“The deviation of man from the sate in which hewas origindly placed by nature seemsto have proved to
him aprolific source of diseases.”

—Dr. Edward Jenner (1749-1823), creator of the smallpox vaccine

OTR FTE relay 194075/obdistr/sour ce unknown:

Private-party freetrader offerslevel-one unilateral bounty in return for the detainment, capture, or
information leading to the gpprehension of Terran experimentd life-form Cherijo Grey Vell (diases.
Cherijo Reever, Cherijo Torin, SsureeVa, Jarn).

Grey Velil, abioengineered clone, appearsto be atypicd Terran femae (see embedded images).
Educated on Terraas a cardiothoracic surgeon, the organism escaped custody and fled her creator, the
late Terran physician/medica researcher Joseph Grey Veil. While serving as trauma physician to the
multispecies colony on Kevarzangia Two, Grey Vil gpplied for and was denied sentient status by the
Allied League of Worlds (reference SSD case #4165998-K 2-GV C). The organism subsequently
sought and was granted asylum by Jorenian HouseClan Torin.

Grey Vel isahighly intdligent and manipulaive life-form, implicated in causing the Kevarzangian colonid



epidemic, the capture of three hundred ALW ships during the Varallan disaster, the destruction of
Hsktskt dave depot world Catopsa, the Oenrallian upheaval, the Jado Massacre, the Akkabarran
uprising, and the Vtaga plague. Grey Ve’ slast known location was serving as a crew member on board
the Jorenian star vessal Sunlace, TWSID M7774E1691V .

Responders should transmit al related data, signals, and scansto inquirer viaOTR FTE obdistr relay;
mark SCGV-LAS 0451 and date. Information directly leading to the location and apprehension of Grey
Vel will be rewarded with alevel-one bounty fee of four million stan credits.

WARNING: To date Grey Veil has successfully evaded or escaped ALW and Faction custody. She
was last known to be traveling under the protection of Duncan Reever, former Hsktskt spy and telepathic
linguist, aswell as an entourage of baitle-trained Jorenian warriors. Grey Veil and her companionsare
considered extremely dangerous and should not be directly approached or contacted without appropriate
forces and safety measures.

One
"Who areyou?’
That was avery good question.

| looked up from the chart | was reading and waited to seeif the tall, broad, blue-skinned Jorenian male
on the other side of the berth had anything more to say. His people, | knew from experience, talked a
great deal. When his hands went till and he glared at me with hisal-white but till functiond eyes, |
assumed he had finished. The style and color of histunic, like my own, indicated that he wasthisward's
senior medica hedler.

His patient’ s condition indicated that he wasn't a very good one.

“| am avisting physician. A nurse on thisward indicated this patient wasin some distress.” | saw no
reason to further identify mysdlf or explain the Stuation. Every timel did, the subsequent reactions of
those around me made it impossible for meto do the work. “Wasit your decison to treat thisfemale's
condition with only native derma emollients?”

“I do not discuss my trestments with outsiders.” His hands moved to accompany hiswordswith cutting
bluntness. “We care not for Terransinterfering with our kind. Put down that chart and leave thisfacility

| ignored his hodtility toward Terrans aswell as his orders, and focused instead on the patient between
us. The femaelay unconscious, ableeding rash marring every inch of her pale blue skin. Monitors
showed her vitas were dowing, and notes on the chart told me that she had proven unresponsive to
conventiona antibiotic therapy.

Thismight be the homeworld of my adopted family, and the natives hereimportant alies, and we al might
be dead five minutes from now, but those were not reasons to excuse diagnostic incompetence.

“Y ou did not perform abdomina scans or take a persona history. Nor did you contact her HouseClan to
inquire asto the originsof her illiness” | would have to note this on the chart and later discussimproving
Jorenian triage and assessment procedures with Squilyp, HouseClan Torin's Senior Hedler. Providing
that we survived treating this patient, of course. “What isyour name?’

“l am Tarveka, ClanSon Zamlon, attending healer,” he snapped back. “Asfor thisfemae, shewas
admitted in a state of delirium, and has since been incapable of coherent communication. The skin rash



she suffersfrom has made it impossible to identify her HouseClan mark” —he pointed to the side of her
throat where dl Jorenians bore the digtinctive black birthmark symbolic of their respective nata
clans—"but it hardly necessitates the performance of any internd scans.”

The rash had distorted the outlines of the patient’ s birthmark, turning it into a black smear. “What did you
do for her?’

“As sheissuffering from dermatitis, | performed aderma scan and took some tissue samplesfor culture.
The results should be back from our forensic Iab tomorrow morning.” He made an impatient gesture.
“Have you nothing better to do than disrupt thisward with your uninformed inquiries?’

| was tempted to point out that his shouting had disrupted the ward far more than my eva uation of his
patient, but the greater problem occupied the berth. | dmost felt grateful for hisinitid, inaccurate
assessment and the manner in which he had bungled her trestment. He' d probably saved hisown lifeas
well asthe patient’ s, and those of everyone €l se on the ward.

“Thisfemae s condition will not be resolved by skin trestments.” | switched off the chart display and met
his antagonistic gaze. My knees wanted to buckle, but thiswas not Akkabarr; | no longer had to
progtrate mysdf before angry males. Infact, my new life gave metheright to challenge them. “ Do you
wishto assst me, or isdefending your origind, erroneous diagnoss of more importance to you?’

“What say you? Assist you? Think you that | am anurse?” Dark color flushed the skin of hisface, and
the eegant lids around his al-white eyes narrowed. “Y ou deliberately insult me.”

“Only if you are correct about this patient’ s condition, and | am not.” | displayed some of my teeth.
“Fortunately, you are not.”

“Making new friends, Doctor?’

We both turned as a one-legged Omorr male hopped over to the end of the berth. HouseClan Torin
Senior Hedler Squilyp’ sdark pink skin, three upper limbs, and long, white, prehensile facid tendrils
formed a colorful contrast to the uniformly blue-skinned, black-haired Jorenians around us. So did his
scowl, which he directed a me.

| aggravated Squilyp, but then, | did the sameto alot of my new friends.

The Omorr had brought me with him to the facility thismorning to, in hiswords, “keep me out of
trouble.” My husband, Duncan Reever, and our adopted Jorenian family, HouseClan Torin, were
presently meeting with planetary security officialsto brief them on matters of intergal actic importance.
That was how they referred to any matter concerning me.

| did not wish to be on thisworld or among these people. | had no desire to be of importance on a
galactic, planetary, continenta, or even provincia scae. If no one ever paid any attention to me again, it
would not upset me. | smply longed to be with Reever, the only one who truly understood me.

| should have been with him. We had time now to begin our investigation of the mysterious black crysta
that my surrogate mother, Maggie, claimed was spreading like a cancer through our galaxy. Reever had
aready contacted an old Terran comrade who had promised information about the Odnallak, the last
survivors of the race that created the black crystdl.

Also ever present on my mind were the results from the latest series of medica tests| had performed on
my husband. Reever did not yet know that the chameleon cdllsin hisbody, which had twice repaired
fatal injuries he had received, had dso infiltrated every organ in his body.



Reever, like me, was no longer precisdly human. Somehow | had to find thewordsto tell him that.
“Doctor?” Squilyp prompted, tugging me free from the snarl of my thoughts.

“I have disagreed with this healer’ s assessment and trestment of this patient,” | told the Omorr as|
offered him the chart. “He regards my professona opinion as apersond insult. We must move quickly to
treet thisfemae—"

“Sheisignorant and insolent,” Tarveka said, interrupting me. “ Sheinsulted me, and whilel am not Torin,
| do not need some bigoted offworlder provoking me into adeclaration of ClanKill.”

“Y ou have been busy,” the Omorr said to me.

“I want this Terran removed from theward,” Tarveka said, drawing himsdlf up with great dignity. “At
once.”

Being labeled as a Terran annoyed me. Although Terrawas my natal world, | knew little of it or its native
inhabitants. They were said to be isol ationists and xenophobes, obsessed with themselves and maintaining

genetic purity.

My body might appear Terran in form, but | was hardly human. | wasn't even the origina occupant of my
body; | had been born to it on Akkabarr after point-blank gunshot wounds had destroyed my former
sf'smind. | cameto life on the day that she died, and was made one of the lideg, the people of theice.
Our ancestors had been abducted from Terraand brought as davesto Akkabarr, but the only thing we
had in common with Terrans was our DNA.

| was Jarn of Akkabarr, not Cherijo Torin of Terra.

Her namein my mind made my stomach clench. The lideg never spoke of the dead. They belonged to
the Gods.

| did not relate any of thisto Hedler Tarveka. Trying to explain my existence, previous identity, beliefs,
and present state of consciousness to astranger often took hours, and usualy required some visua aids.
Besidesthat, if wedidn’t dea with this patient, and soon, she and everyone on this ward were going to
die induding us.

Now | smply had to relay that to these males without sending them both into uncontrolled hysterics.
Squilyp took the chart and scanned the display. “ Senior Hedler, do you know who this Terran is?’
“Squilyp,” 1 said. “We do not have time to waste on trifling matters. Please don't.”

“You areacting likean lideg again.” To Tarveka, the Omorr repested, “ Do you know who sheis?’
Tarveka made an impatient, negative gesture.

“In addition to being amember of HouseClan Torin and the Savior of Vardlan,” Squilyp said, “the chief
physician in charge of rebd forces during the Akkabarran Insurrection, and the named blood kin of
TssVar, the new Hsktskt Hanar, she also happens to serve as amember of the Ruling Council of Joren.”
He paused for amoment to enjoy the stunned look on the Jorenian’sface. “May | introduce Dr. Cherijo
Torin?

Trust Squilyp to condense my two lifetimesinto a handful of words. | watched most of the hedlthy dark
blue color fade from the Jorenian heder’ sface, leaving it taut and chaky-looking. “Y ou did not mention



that | am also an amnesiac, adead handler, and abioengineered clone.”

“I will remember to,” the Omorr assured me, “the next time you try to provoke someone into declaring
ClanKill.”

“Hedler ... Torin.” Tarveka seemed to be out of bregth. “Y our pardon. I—I had no ideayou would . . .
that you . . .” He shuffled back severa steps, thumped himself in the chest, and gestured toward the
patient. “ Please. | would be honored. | will follow. Ah. Any advice, of course. Please.”

“It’ sniceto meset you, too.” Asaproper lideg woman, that was not something | should have said, but
my speech patterns were changing. In fact, snce regaining memories of my former sdf through an intense
mind link with my husband, | never knew what would come out of my mouth. | ignored Squilyp’ s sharp
look as | stripped off my gloves and Sgnded anurse. “Prepare the surgicd suite.”

“Surgery?’ Tarvekatook a step toward the patient’ s berth, asif to protect her from me. He also seemed
to regain instant control of his lung function and speech center. “How do you intend to treat dermétitis
with surgery?’

“Therash isasymptom, not the cause of her condition, ” | said. “My abdominad scans show aforeign
meass |lodged in the primary pyloric sphincter, redtricting the passage between the lower chamber of the
gomach and the smdl intestine.”

“It sounds like a gastric bezoar.” Squilyp took my datapad and reviewed the scan results. “Why isthe
can o indigtinct?”

“Themassisreflecting it.”

“I cannot believe this rash to be the result of aconcretioninthe Gl tract,” the Jorenian hedler said. “With
al due respect, Heder Torin, an accumulation of unabsorbed fiber or food is not uncommon among
those of uswho trave offworld for thefirst time.”

“Synthetics and dien foodstuffs can be difficult for them to digest,” the Omorr agreed. “Areyou sureit’s
not the scanner mafunctioning? It shouldn’t be thisfuzzy.”

“Itisnot afoodbal,” | said, trying not to clench my teeth, “or ahairbal. Nor isthe scanner at fault. Itis
a_”

“Whatever its composition, we should begin with agastrointestina probe, to determine what formed the
mass,” the Omorr said, giving me adisapproving glance. “ There are any number of nonsurgica
treatments we can use for dissolution or removal. Enzymeatic disruption, gastric lavage—even pulse
lithotripsy.”

| had to disguise ashudder at the thought of anyone using focused-light lithotripsy on this petient.

“That would be extremely unwise.” | tugged back the linen sheet and raised the edge of the patient’s
gown, exposing her abdomen. “ Observe how densely the rash covers her torso. Here”—I indicated the
median area beneeth her sernum—-the dermatitis disguises arecent vertica cdl displacement measuring
two-point-three centimeters. A puncture wound, likely inflicted by a sharp object, perhaps a bladed
weapon. It ruptured the smdl intestine, and athough the peristals's has prevented any leakage, peritonitis
isimminent.” Among other things.

“She was stabbed?’ Tarveka murmured, aghast and furious. Jorenians were extremely protective of their
kin, and would eviscerate anyone who even threatened to hurt them. “Who could do such athing on
Joren and escape ClanKill?’



“I cannot say, but whatever pierced her body likely deposited the massinto her ssomach cavity. Sheis
tachycardic and hypotensive; her condition is deteriorating rapidly.” 1 didn’t want to say morein front of
the Jorenian, so | turned and addressed the nurse. 1 will need adrone surgical assistance unit, ashielded
container in which to deposit the mass, and an isolation chamber prepared with full detox for recovery.”

“Hedler, should | not prep the patient?” the nurse wanted to know.

“I thank you, but I will do that.” 1 went to adiagnostic unit, cross-referenced the forensic database, and
entered al theinformation | had discovered from my scans. The unit compared the datato al such
devices known to the Jorenians.

Device not found. Just as | had suspected.

“What are you looking for?” Tarveka cameto my side. He looked distressed and il dightly affronted.
“Permit meto assst you, Heder.”

“| prefer dronesin the operating room,” | lied. | thought of the communications center, |ocated on the
lowest leve of the hospita. Sending him there would get him out of my face. “Would you be so kind as
to go and inform HouseClan Torin that my return to the pavilion will be delayed?’

“Of course.” Hiding hisirritation with the exquisite manners of hiskind, the Jorenian made a complicated
hand gesture of regret and respect, and |eft the ward.

Squilyp put amembrane on my arm as soon as the Jorenian was out of earshot, and said, “Y ou are not
being completely candid. Why do you want a shielded container, and why won't you let anurse prep
her? Why are you accessing the weapons database? Y ou have never liked using dronesin surgery.”

“I' will not know for certain until 1 open her up.” Thelook in his dark eyes made me add, “Don’t become
adamed, Senior Hedler, but the abdomina wound smells of destabilized arutanium.”

Hisgildrells straightened into tiff, white spikes. “Y ou can smell that?”

“During the rebellion, we would always check casudtiesfor the odor,” | admitted. “ Our wounded were
sometimes used by the Toskald that way. | will not know for certain until | open her abdomen.”

“But Jarn, for there to be traces of destabilized arutanium—"

“Someone had to plant an explosiveinsde her body,” | finished for him. “Onethat has yet to detonate.
Which iswhy, when | go into surgery, you must evacuate everyone from thisfacility.”

Squilyp wished to argue with me, but he now knew why we did not have time to debate my decison to
operate. He did, however, insist | activate the transmitter in my vocollar and keep the channel open as|
worked on the patient. A training monitor in the surgical suitewould provide avisua feed for himto
observe the entire procedure.

“Y ou may need something,” he argued, “and you will not be able to send the drone out to retrieveit for
yw.”

| was not enamored of the idea of being monitored while | worked, but he wasright. It would also dlow
meto quickly relate exactly what | found inside the patient’ s body, and how much danger it presented to
the facility and surrounding area. “Very wdll.”

While | made the adjustments to my vocollar, the Omorr instructed the nurses to begin moving the
patients, and then came over to give me an earpiece.



“Thiswill dlow for two-way communication,” he advised me. “I have summoned Torin security to
surround the facility. What should | tell Reever?’

“Tdl himthat | amworking,” | said as| injected the patient with neuroparayzer and secured her body
with motion restraints. | rolled the berth over to the surgicd suite, but | didn’t transfer her onto an
operating platform. | couldn’t take the chance of jarring her and possibly triggering an explosion.

Squilyp stayed with the patient while | donned a surgica shroud, and then stopped me as the drone
surgica assstance unit rolled itsinstrument tray past us and into the suite. “1 cannot alow you to do this
done. | will say and assst.”

The Omorr could be very male when it cameto situationslike this. He would aso die dong with the
patient if the round exploded while | was operating. Thanksto my bioengineered physiology, | would not.

“You'll get out of here and kegp me on remote monitor, or I'll sgna your mate and tell her what you're
doing,” | told him as| fastened asurgica mask over the lower part of my face. “Then I’ll signa mine.”

“Y ou would not dare.”

| looked at him over the edge of my mask and let Cherijo’ swords answer him. “Try me.”
“Of course you would.” Hesighed. “Very well, Doctor. If you change your mind—"
“lIwon't.” | swept ahand toward the ward exit panels. “ Get out.”

When Squilyp had left, | grasped the edge of the gurney and eased the patient through the air lock and
into the main surgical suite. The drone had followed its programmed ingtructions and set up for an
intestina lgparotomy while | scrubbed.

“Initiate sterilefidd.” Asthe containment generators created an envelope of clean air around us, |
administered the appropriate prophylactic antibiotics and instructed the drone to commence anesthesia
before | spoke to Squilyp. “ Senior Healer, isthe channel clear?’

“Itis” the Omorr said over the earpiece as| used alasca pd to make the midlineincison. “Thisis
madness, you know.”

“It isaroutine procedure with potentially hazardous complications,” | corrected. “ Cherijo’ sfirst surgery
after leaving Terrawas much likethis”

“Y ou remember that bowel obstruction?’ Like everyone who knew my former slf, Squilyp still hoped |
would recover the memories of thet life.

“No, | read @bout it in her entries on Kevarzangia Two. And it was a strangulated colon.” | did not
personally recall the procedure, but thanks to Cherijo’ sjournals and my hushand’ s telepathic abilities, |
knew many details of my former life. “ She did not mention if the surgery was a success.”

“It was, barely,” Squilyp said. “ Another physician named Rogan had misdiagnosed the patient, you told
me, and you had to remove the entire bowel, which had turned putrid. She nearly died.”

| felt an odd shift in my mind as learned memories blended with my own. “ Strangul ation obstruction
cariesatwenty-five to thirty percent mortality rateif surgery is delayed more than thirty-six hours after
onset of symptoms. The patient lived. Did | clone anew colon for her?’

“Shewasan Orgemich,” Squilyp said. “ That species hastwin bowels.”



| could just imaginewhat Cherijo would have said: | should have strangled Rogan with the
gangrenous one.

Once | had cut the patient’ s abdomen open, | performed avisual inspection of the ssomach and small
intestine. Jorenians had the same basi¢ digestive system as most humanoids, with afew exceptions
caused by adaptive evolution, such astheir dua chambered stomach, which alowed them to digest their
food in stages.

“Color isnorma, with some arterid pulsation. | see a considerable amount of distention in the valve, but
the tissue gppears viable. Therma scanner.” | used the noninvasive ingrument to pinpoint the exact
location of the mass. “The obstruction is till partialy lodged in the pyloric sphincter adjunct to the
secondary chamber. That is causing the bulge.” | noticed an unusua, dull yellow discoloration around the
insertion point in the sphincter, and felt my heart skip a best.

“Useanisotonic lavage,” the Omorr suggested. “ Y ou can introduce it through the esophagus and force
the blockage to move down into the smdl intestine.”

“Not thistime,” | said as| studied the scanner readout, although the yellow discoloration aready told me
exactly what had been shoved into the gut of thisfemae. “ The obstruction is a pulse grenade, modified
with acontact trigger.”

“That' simpossible,” the Omorr snapped. “ Jarn, if she had that sort of grenadein her belly, she would
have exploded thefirst time she took a deep breath or bent over.”

“The grenade is encased in an organic material that quickly decays and dissolves onceit’splaced insgde
thebody,” | explained. “ The process creates asignificant echogenic arc of air around the grenade.” |
didn't bother explaining thetrigger. If | did, hewouldinsst | leave.

“If you bleed the air pocket or touch the grenade with any instrument, it could blow,” Squilyp said.

“No.” Memoriesfrom the rebdlion rushed through me. Acrid smoke hanging in frigid clouds. Wet, red
ice. Knedling beside arebd who had bitten through his lipsto keep from screaming. Like dl lideg men,
he believed that if he showed bravery, he would be given a second chanceto live. He had died three
minutes later. “I know what thisis. What it does.”

“Then you know you can't removeit,” he added. “ Close the patient and get out of there.”
“I don't haveto touchit.” I held out my glove. “Mesentery clamp.”
"Jan.”

“WEe I haveto think up anew name for this procedure, Senior Hedler,” | said as| clamped off the
segment of bowe | intended to vivisect. “What do you think of gastric grenade bypass?’

“I think | should be addressing you as Cherijo,” Squilyp said sourly. “Y ou’ ve become as reckless as she
wes.”

“Gadtric suction tube. Thisis not reckless. Y ou should have seen how often we were forced to remove
live ordnance from the wounded during the war. Sometimes we had to use blades and our hands, right
there on the battlefield.” | made atiny incison, inserted the tube, and constricted the upper chamber of
the ssomach. That evacuated the contents of the lower chamber. “The patient should be scheduled for
gastric recongtruction as soon as sheis stable. | will perform the procedure.”

“Stop her from blowing usdl to the moons,” Squilyp said. “ Then we will worry about who rebuilds her



gomach.”

“Indeed. Bypass setter.” | gpplied the large, visdlike instrument to the division between the divided
stomach, and tightened the grip until it effectively clamped off the lower chamber. “Fill the specimen
container with suspension gel,” | told the drone as | brought down the lascalpel and adjusted the beam.
Before | madethefina cut, | asked Squilyp, “Has everyone left the facility?”

“Everyone but us”

I quickly changed my gloves and sterilized the outside surfaces to remove any possible trace of my DNA.
“I am removing the grenade now.” | cut the ssomach in half, and then did the same to the clamped-off
section of bowe on the other side of the bulging valve. Once | had resolved the severed vessels on either
end, | carefully extracted the vivisected section in which the grenade remained lodged. Dull yellow
stresked the entire section, and silver-blue, viscous liquid stresked the green blood dripping from either
end. “ Specimen container.”

The drone presented the open container to me, and | carefully lowered the section and immersed it in the
suspension gel. The smdll of the device made my eyeswater and sting.

“I’'m sending out the drone,” | told the Omorr. “ Advise security that the grenadeis leaking heavily.”
“Arutanic fluid?’

“Yes. They must take it to be detonated immediately. ” With the drone gone, | had to pick up my own
instruments, and | groped for ahemodtat. “ Can you come and assist me now, Senior Heder?’

The Omorr didn’t reply, but hopped into the suite afew minutes later, properly scrubbed, gowned, and
masked. “How isshe?’ he asked as| momentarily lowered the sterile field for him.

“Y oung and strong. If there are no complications from the vivisection or the arutanic fluid, and we can
grow her another lower somach chamber, she will survive. Clamp.” | stopped the resection as a muffled
blast from outside the facility caused a shimmer in the curtain of energy around us. * Security?”

“Militia” Squilyp eyed the view pand. “They sent in acombat munitions unit with a blast-absorption
mrr]e.”

Sincethe building still stood, | assumed they had deliberately detonated the grenade. “How often do
Jorenians present as living bombs?’

“Never in my experience.” Hisdark eyes narrowed as he ingpected the abdomina cavity for amoment.
“Jarn, thiswas not an accident.”

“I agree” | said as| began suturing again. “But who would do this, and why?’

“That iswhat | would like to know,” the cool, unemotiona voice of my husband, Duncan Reever, sad
over my earpiece.

Two

| expected my husband to fed angry over my decision to perform the grenade-removal surgery without
his knowledge or consent. | anticipated alengthy lecture about therisks | had taken and the potentia
harm that one mistake on my part might have inflicted on me. Reever loved me, and felt very protective
of me; he would not accept my decision to operate on aliving bomb with equanimity.



As Cherijo might have said, | wasinfor it.

| came out of surgery to find Reever waiting by the post-op cleansing unit. My husband wore his usua
plain black garments, but had pulled hislong golden hair back and folded it in a Jorenian warrior’ sknot.
His handsome features remained as expressionless as always, but | could fed waves of tenson emanating
from hislean, battle-hardened frame.

“Duncan.” | consdered embracing him, but the patient’ s blood was spattered on the front of my surgica
ghroud. Also, he did not ook asif he wished to be hugged.

"Jan.”

Unlike most of my friends and allies, my husband thought of me as Jarn of Akkabarr, not Cherijo of
Terra. He had fdlen in love with me, just as he had with the woman who had occupied my body before
me. At times| felt | was the better wife, for the Terran doctor had been too devoted to her work to give
him the attention and affection he craved.

At other times| wondered if Duncan had settled for me because he knew that he could never have
Cherijo again.

Reever’s eyes, which routinely shifted color between blue, green, and gray, now glittered as dark and
threatening as snow clouds as he studied me. “What did you think you were doing?’

“Thework.” That seemed the safest response.

“Y ou were brought here to tour the medical facility, ” he said, “not defuse abomb disguised as a patient.

| heard no emotion in hisvoice, but in hiseyes| saw something that reminded me of dark ice cracking at
the edge of an expanding chasm.

Daevena Yepa. | was redly in for it.

“1 had no choice but to operate,” | said as| removed my bloodied gloves. “ There was no one e'se who
knew how to remove the device.”

Reever folded hisarms. “Tell me what happened. ”

Asl cleansed, | related my discovery of the grenade, my decision to operate, and my reasoning for
working aone. “ There was no time to do anything but clear the ward and operate,” | added. “I could not
risk a detonation while waiting for assstance. Everyone around mewould have died.”

| could not bekilled, or at least, not easily. My body had been engineered to be imperviousto disease
and injury by my creator, who had been determined to create the perfect physician.

“As powerful asyour physiology is,” my husband said, “you cannot regenerate disintegrated hands or
limbs, Jarn. Did you first verify if the grenade possessed an interndl timer, or aremote signd link?”

“I did, and it did not.” Did he think me completely ignorant?
He regarded me for along moment, and then said, “ Tell metherest.”

| had made a bargain with my husband: | would not lie to him, and he would not use his ability to read my
mind without my permission. We had both kept our promises, but Reever could aso read my
expressions and body language. He knew me well enough to know when | was holding back information.



“The grenade is not listed on the Jorenian wegpons database,” | said, very reluctantly. It is one that the
Toskad developed only toward the end of the rebellion. The grenade isimplanted inside awounded but
gdill-living rebdl. Theair insulatesit againgt the victim’ stissues. It detonates only when the air bleeds out,
or the trigger comesin direct contact with other human DNA.”

He knew how desperately the Tos had fought in those last weeks; he had been caught and temporarily
blinded during one of the worst surface battles. “Why would they use such atrigger, if it doesnot kill the
vidimimmediatdy?”

Thiswasthe part that | genuingly did not wish to relate to him. “To stop the healers who treated injured
rebels. Tokill thevrd.”

Reever’sjaw musclestightened. “You arethe only lideg hedler in this quadrant, Jarn.”

“Who would try to kill me here?’ | asked him as| tossed aside the linen and stripped out of my surgical
shroud. “ The Toskald have been disarmed and exiled to the surface of Akkabarr. | cured the Hskiskt
plague on their homeworld, and helped to end the war between them and the Allied League of Worlds.
The Jorenians adopted melong ago and, in theory at least, | am one of their Rulers. Who ese have |l
pissed of f?”

“1 will find out,” he advised me.

“That will not be easy.” The choice of weapon troubled me as much aswho had implanted it. “The
Toskad had many dlies. Perhaps one of them seeks revenge for the outcome of the rebdllion.”

Reever glanced a the unconscious femae. “ She may know who did thisto her.”

“Or shemay not.” | shrugged into my Jorenian hedler’ stunic and began fumbling with the unfamiliar
fasteners. “If the goal wasto nate me, they should have chosen other means. There was no
guarantee that | would come anywhere near this patient. ” | shook my head. “Maybeit' sjust a
coincidence. | didn’t decide to come here until this morning. No one could have known.”

“| don't believein coincidence.” Reever brushed aside my fingers, fastening my tunic asif | were no older
than our daughter, Mardl. Then he rested his hands on my shoulders. “ The trigger was specific. Y ou,
Marel, and | arethe only Terrans on Joren. This bomb was meant for one of us.”

“It was meant for the one most likely to reach inside the femal € sbody and removeit,” | pointed out.
“That would be me.”

“ Assassinating you would creste worldwide outrage. ” Reever’ sfingers tucked a piece of my hair behind
my ear. “ Every HouseClan on Joren would wish to retdiate.”

Jorenians were a peaceful, happy species, until someone threatened a member of their HouseClans, the
enormous familia collectivesin which their society organized themsalves and their kin. It was said that
they would not rest until they captured and punished whoever had made the threat. The only punishment
Jorenians dedlt out for such transgressions was immediate execution.

I one person had been behind this attempted murder, they would be found, declared ClanKill, and
eviscerated dive.

“Wewill not tell them about thetrigger,” | decided. “They will not recognizeit.”

“Itisnot that mple. Y ou are not only an adopted ClanDaughter of HouseClan Torin; you are
Clan-Joren, ” my husband reminded me. “A member of Joren’s Ruling Council, and every Jorenian



HouseClan’s named kin. Any threset to you isathresat to the entire planet. The assassins must have
known this”

“No,” | sad, shaking my head asthe possbilitieswhirled in my mind. “If what you say istrue, and the
Jorenians discover that the League or another government is behind this attack—"

“It could tart anew war.” Reever rubbed his eyes, the way he did whenever he remembered the long
months of searching for me on Akkabarr. He had joined the rebels, and had been temporarily blinded
during one of the battles. That battle had brought us back together, athough I had had no memory of
him.

| had seen too many battlefields mysalf. Thousands of faces from those ghastly places swarmed behind

my eyes. Stiff, lifdess. Coated with whiteice, blueice, red ice. Torn, smashed, burned. Men and women.
Children.

So many had died. Too many.
“No,” | said again, the word hurting my throat asit came out.
My husband glanced through the view pand. “It may aready betoo late.”

| looked past him to see Xonea Torin, captain of the Sunlace, leading a detachment of heavily armed
Jorenian militiainto the ward.

“What say you, Duncan?’ Xonea Torin asked after the militia had inspected every inch of the ward.
Taler and broader than Healer Tarveka, X onea had the same solid white Jorenian eyes, with which he
could intimidate with aglance. “Wasthisfemale sent to kill Cherijo?’

“She was admitted two days ago,” Reever said. “The Sunlace did not enter orbit until thismorning. She
could not have known Jarn was going to come here. No one did.”

“Then she came here to kill another.” Xoned sdark brows lowered. “\Who?"

“Her wounds prove that she did not implant the grenade in her own body,” | told him. “Nor did she have
any externd means of triggering the device. Sheisavictim, Captain, not an assassin.”

Xoneadidn't appear convinced. “ She must have been aware of what had been put inside her body. She
could have warned the hedlers.”

| detailed the patient’ sincoherent condition at the time she had been admitted, and added, “ Blood scans
gl must be performed, but it islikely that they drugged her. They would not want their bomb to talk.”

Light from the overhead emitters caught a strand of purplein Xoned sblack hair as he turned to eye my
patient. “ She could have easily given hersdf the drugs.”

“A suicide assassn would never have used a damaged grenade,” Reever countered. “ They aretoo
unstable and apt to detonate at any moment. The one Jarn removed was leaking arutanic fluid.”

Duncan Reever was biologicaly Terran and, like me, had little notion of what that meant. Reever’'s
xenobiologist parents had abandoned him as a child to the care of the alien natives of the many worlds
they had vigited. A born telepathic linguist, Reaver could absorb most aien languages through mind
linking, so perhapsthey felt hewould be safe. Y ears of full immersion in dien cultures and societies had
instead destroyed his humanity. Eventualy Reever’ s parents had retrieved him and brought him back to
Terrato be educated, but it had been too late. Duncan had never learned things like human emotions and



socid skills, nor did he careto.

My ClanBrother was not a stupid man, and he had seen much of battle and warfare. He knew the tactics
of terrorism. Without careful handling, it would not take long for him to come to the conclusionsthat
Reever and | had.

There was one benefit to my husband’ s emotiona handicaps, however. Reever could misdirect and
deceive anyone, even aveteran soldier like Xonea.

Some of the lines around X onea s mouth eased. “ Asyou say, Duncan. What more can you tell me about
thisgrenade?’

“It matches nothing on the Jorenian weapons database,” Reever said. “1 am inclined to think it was
salvaged and rebuilt. Perhaps one of the dave-trader species meant to send amessage to
HouseClanTorin for their involvement in ending the Faction’ sdaverads”

“Savers” Xoneascowled. “They are cowardly enough to do something likethis.”

“Indeed.” Reever put an arm around my waist. “My wifeisweary after the hoursin surgery, Captain. |
would like to take her to the guest quartersto see our daughter, and have ameal and rest interval.”

Xoneagave measharp look. “Y ou should have said something.”

“Y ou two were so busy talking | couldn’'t get aword in edgewise.” | started to smile at him, and then
pressed my fingers against my runaway lips. Reever’ smemories of Cherijo had helped me make pesce
with my former sdf, but | would never fed at ease with hearing Cherijo’ swords come out of my mouth.
“l amalittletired and hungry.”

“Very well.” Xoneamade aquick gesture. “Until we find those responsible, you, Duncan, and Marel will
be escorted and guarded by HouseClan warriors. ”

| started to protest—I wastired of being constantly watched over and guarded and followed— but my
husband caught my eye and shook his head.

“I thank you, ClanBrother,” | said, and noticed the militiaalowing the medical staff back onto the ward.
“Please have one of the nurses signal me when the patient regains consciousness. | will need to perform
the post-op scanswhile sheis awake and responsive.”

One big, sx-fingered blue hand made a sharp, negeative gesture. “When the fema e awakes, | will first
interrogate her.”

“No, youwill not,” | said, with just as much force. “ She was made into abomb. | have just cut open her
body and removed haf of her somach. Y ou will leave her done.”

Xoneagave me an exasperated look. “I will not harm her, Cherijo, but she may be the only one who
knows those who made this threat against our House.”

“Shewon't be ableto tdl you anything if she' shemorrhaging,” | snapped. “Until | decide sheiswell
enough to peek to you, she will remain isolated, in recovery, and you will not go near her.”

“I must agree with Hedler Cherijo, Captain.” Heder Tarvekajoined us. “ The patient’ s recovery time will
be no more than two days.”

Xoned s gaze went from my faceto Tarveka s, and then he sighed. “Very well. But until | can question



her, sheisto remain in isolation and under constant monitor.” He went over to speak with the warriors
questioning the ward staff.

“Thedrugs| gave her before surgery will wear off in afew hours, not days,” | murmured. “She will be
awake and dert by nightfal.” | met Tarveka sgaze. “Y ou lied to him. Why?’

“I said nothing untruthful about the recovery time.” He smiled down a me. “In some rare cases, two days
arerequired for aJorenian patient to regain full lucidity after surgery.”

“Why midead him, then?’ | asked.

“I owe you adebt for saving my patient, and the Omorr believes that you and your bondmate will need
thistime to make preparations.” Tarveka handed me the relay pad. On it was the text of an open relay
from an anonymous free trader offering an enormous bounty for capturing me dive.

“Four million stan credits?’ | could not believe abioengineered life-form would be worth so much. “Who
would pay such asum for afemae?’

Tarvekalooked at our deeping patient. “ Perhaps the more pressing question is, who would try to keep
everyonedsefrom collecting it?’

A squad of armed warriors escorted Reever and me when we left the medicd facility, and most of
HouseClan Torin werewaiting to greet us when we arrived at the Torin pavilion. We did not have a
private moment to talk until later that night, after we had put our daughter to bed.

“I likeit here, Mama,” Mardl said through ayawn, her eydids drooping. Fine curls of golden hair framed
her small face and spilled over the sde of her pillow. “All the food is made of flowers, and there are so
many kids, dthough they’redl bigger than me.”

Jorenian children did not stay small for long. Fasdla, Mardl’ sfavorite playmate and the only
ClanDaughter of our friends, Salo and Darea Torin, dready stood six feet tall.

“Small females arefagter than large ones” | told her. “ Their Sze dows them down; they can never catch
lﬁ"

She giggled and then sighed. “| like the silver grass and the way the plants sing, too. And ClanUncle
Xoneasmiles at everyone here”

Her ClanUncle would not be smiling when he discovered that someone was hunting me.

“I'am glad.” | bent down and kissed her brow, concealing thefear | felt for my child. My former saif had
eradicated dl materia evidence of our daughter’ s existence in order to protect her, but if they had found
me here on Joren, they might well find her. Before |l left, | whispered one of the old lideg charmsto her.

“Dream of rain, daughter.”

Reever choseto st and tel Mard stories until shefell adeep, so | went out to the front room and
prepared two servers of Omorr tea. | didn’t like Jorenian brews, which were far too sweet, or the hitter,
dark teas my husband favored. Squilyp’s mate, Garphawayn, had given me amellow, Omorr blend that
tasted faintly of mint and spice; it was one of the few teasthat Reever and | both found paatable.

Two small, four-legged felines emerged from under the table and came to stand before me. Onewasa
large slver-furred mae with luminous blue eyes, named Jenner after an ancient Terran physician my
former saf had idolized. The other, his black-furred mate, ingpected me with her gold-green gaze.
Reever cdled her duliette.



| had wanted to kill them and egt them, several times. | was not permitted to day living things for food,
however, and the endeg were especidly fond of living thingsthey called “pets.” Reever convinced me
that the two cats were harmless, and provided much entertainment and companionship for him and
Marel. | ill did not trust them; the felines on my world did not entertain or keep company with people.
They were usudly too busy ripping out their throats and feeding on their dead bodies.

“I' know the child fed you after our medl,” | advised them. “Y ou cannot be hungry.”

Jenner rubbed his head against my leg and uttered adeep yowl, asif to say, Your ankles seem
appetizing.

“Y ou should be out hunting your own food.” | eyed Juliette, who chimed in with ahigher, more plaintive
sound. Her little belly seemed to hang lower than the last time | had looked at her. | reached down to
dide my hand under her, fedling asmal, clustered massinsde her abdomen. “Do not tell meyou are. . .”
| took a scanner out of my medical case and passed it over her, and groaned when it detected five
distinct heartbeats; one strong, four faint. “How did this happen?’

Jenner plopped down on his haunches next to his mate and showed me his sharp little teeth as he
yawned. How do you think it happened?

We had just found homesfor the felines' last litter; now there would be another. | uttered the most
vicious lideg obscenities| could think of under my breeth as| took out a container of the dried, smelly
bits of protein our daughter called “ cat snacks’ and opened the lid.

“| should make a snack out of you,” | told thefelinesas| dropped a handful on the floor between them.

“Y ou agreed not to kill the pets.” My husband came up behind me and encircled my waist with hisarms.
“Theteasmelsgood. So do you.”

Sinceleaving Akkabarr, | had been obliged to follow the endeg custom of cleansing my body at least
once aday. Such sdf-indulgence had never been possible on my homeworld, as drinking and cooking
used up most of the meltwater. At first Reever forced me to bathe so often | thought my skin would pedl
off, but | quickly became accustomed to the curious sensation of being clean al over every day.

“The femde has something in her belly.” | turned around, pressing mysdf shamelesdy againg him as|
sought the comfort of hisbody. “And do you know? It is not agrenade.”

“I am happy to hear it.” Reever bent his head and kissed the outside curve of my ear. At the sametime,
hisvoice spokein my head. Jarn, the Torins have put at least two recording dronesin the room. His
eyes shifted firgt to the huge cluster of flowersleft in ajar in the center of the room, and then up to the
emitters over our heads. Do not say anything about the patient or the bounty.

If I concentrated, | could speak inside my husband' s mind just as clearly. Why are they monitoring us?
| thought we were allies.

Xonea will claimit is a security precaution. Reever brushed aside my hair and trailed hisfingers down
the sde of my neck. | fear we did not completely dispel his suspicions.

Cherijo had once been Chosen to be the only wife of Xoned s ClanBrother, Kao, now deceased. Unlike
lideg men, who were permitted at least two wives, and could kill them and replace them aswas
necessary, Jorenians mated with one spouse for life. My former salf’ s brief engagement to Kao was what
had led to my adoption by the Torin. It also made me Xoned s ClanSister, arelationship he regarded as
serioudy asif we had actualy been born from the same womb.



Xoneawould do anything he thought necessary to protect me. Even if it meant spying on me and Reever.

Under the circumstances, | could think of only one solution that would protect our daughter and stop the
Jorenians from going to war. Duncan, we have to leave Joren.

My husband swept me up into his arms and carried meinto the chamber where we dept. Endeg inssted
on having separate roomsfor eating, deeping, and cleansing, and to insure they were not disturbed at
such activities, put locks on the doors. Persona privacy was one of their conceptsthat | had found
difficult to fathom, but being monitored without our permission made me see some of its merits.

Asmy husband siretched hislong, lean body out beside me on the deeping platform, | unfastened his
tunic and pushed it back, baring his chest. His skin, severa shades darker than mine, felt smooth and
reslient under my pams.

We can leave Joren tomorrow. He covered my handswith his. But we cannot take Marel with us.

Every musclein my body tensed at the prospect of being separated from our child. | had never thought |
would form aclose bond to any person, but since discovering that Mardl was the child of my body, | had
becomefiercely, dmost irrationdly attached to her.

The Torins will have fewer suspicionsif we leave her behind. | pressed ahand over my eyes. | know
itisbest, but | hate to be parted from her, Duncan. It is a blade, piercing my heart. If something
wer e to happen—if she were hurt or fell sick, and | was not here to care for her—

I know how you feel. When PyrsVar took her on Vtaga, | thought | would go mad. A thread of
dark, ugly redness colored histhoughts. We cannot ever risk her being captured and held hostage
again.

Agreed. | rolled on top of him, straddling him before looking around the room. Did Xonea put one of
his spy machinesin here?

He shook hishead, hiseyes darkening as | settled against him. “I thought you weretired,” he said out
loud.

“lanweary,” | murmured as | bent down to put my mouth on his. “Not dead.”

| was not avery good human, and still had much to learn about the endeg among whom | would live.
Coupling, on the other hand, | had mastered quite soon after agreeing to be Reever’ swoman.

Coupling did not require much in the way of manners, words, or even thought. Our bodies had been
fashioned to fit together, and the fitting of them provided an endless variety of sensation and satisfaction.
Among the lideg awoman would never dare do the things| did to my husband in our bed, but | had
never been avery good lideg, ether.

| tore at his garments and then my own, trying to bare as much skin as| could before the need
overwhelmed me. Since Reever had introduced me to the pleasure we could give to each other, |
welcomed any chance to take his body into mine.

Thanksto what my creator had done while meddling with my genes, | did not scar, and despite receiving
many seriouswounds my skin remained asflawlessasayoung girl’s. Reever’ sflesh, however, bore the
scars of many battles. He had once been an arena dave, forced by the Hsktskt to fight other captivesto
the death. He had held back those memories from me, but | had watched him fight, and knew my fearless

hushand possessed frightening speed and inhuman agility.



Y et Reever actively avoided violence.

| knew why. When he had freed himsdlf of the killing sands, he had vowed never to fight again. Still, he
had fought for me, more timesthan | suspected | knew. He had gone into battle on Akkabarr, never
wavering, o that he might find me again.

| bent to his chest, and as he dipped inside me, | kissed each mark, the silver-white keloids like tear trails
aganst my lips.
“l'amyours,” | whispered between each caress. “1 am yours.”

Three

Of dl the Jorenians | had come to know on board the Sunlace, | trusted Salo and Darea Torin mogt.
Darea had been thefirgt to call me by my chosen name, Jarn, and had supported my decision to avert
another war by going to Vtagato help the Hsktskt combat the plague of memory. Salo had stood by me
when | went againgt my husband’ s and X oned s wishesto the contrary.

| Sgnded them that evening, and met with them in our quarters early the next morning. They agreed to
care for my daughter while Reever and | went to ingpect some nearby planetary systemsfor evidence of
black crystd infection.

Not that either of them believed that to be the reason we were leaving Joren, but they were true friends,
and did not question the excuse.

“Reever has gone to secure our transport,” | explained as| served them tea. “We have both | eft
recorded messages on the room console for her. We thought it best not to say farewd | in person, to
avoid having her again attempt to stow away and go with us.”

“A wisedecison,” Sdo said wryly. “Y our ClanDaughter can be quite determined.”

“Xoneamentioned you will be leaving the pavilion tomorrow,” | said to Darea. “Will having Mard with
you change your plans?’

“It need not, unlessyou prefer we stay here,” she said. “Whenever we return to Joren, wefly to the
eastern provinces, to see friendsand my natd kin. It isnot alengthy journey by glidecar, and | believe
that Mardl will enjoy meseting children from other HouseClans.”

“| agree. Nothing pleases her more than exploring new places and people.” | looked at Salo. “Y ou must
take the usual precautions, ClanCousin. There can be no photo images or vid recordings made of her.
Our names must never be mentioned. No offworlder can know that sheis our daughter.”

He nodded. “ Duncan has created a protective identity for her, which wewill use. We are to say that she
isblood kin to HouseClan Kaea”

| frowned. “No onewill believethat our child is Jorenian. Sheistoo small, and the wrong color.”

“Kdea s ClanLeaders, Jakol and Sgjora, are half Terran,” Dareaexplained, “and they both have the
same color skin. | sgnded them last night, and they have agreed to verify the claim, should any inquiries
be made.”

“That isvery kind of them.” | forced asmile. “Mard should eat and deep well for you, aslong assheis
not given too many trests between medl intervals. Thereisacloth toy that she clutcheswhen she goesto
deep; she sometimes misplacesit, so | put it under her pillow during the day. Her hair must be brushed



twicedaily, or her curls becometangled—" | stopped, aware that | was babbling.

“Y ou need not worry, Jarn.” Darea put her hand on my shoulder. “Y our Marel is as dear to us as our
Fasda Wewill never dlow harm to cometo her.”

“I thank you for that.” | heard the door chime. “That will be Squilyp; heisto take meto Reever.” |
pressed Dared s hands between mine, and nodded to her bondmate. “1 thank you, ClanSon Torin.”

“Heder Jarn,” Sdo said, his deep voice gentle as he performed aformal bow. “Walk within beauty.”

| was not given the chance to walk anywhere. Squilyp escorted meto aglidecar, one of the ground
vehiclesthe Torins used to travel around their land. | was madeto climbinsdeand Stinit. | tried not to
look back at the pavilion asthe Omorr engaged the engine and drove away.

“I am not leaving for Omorr until Namadar,” Squilyp said, referring to the Jorenian’ sannua planetary
festival to honor their centrd deity. “1 will make routine inquirieswith Salo and Dareaand assure that
Mard iswell. Did you pack everything you might need?’

“Reever assembled the supplies and the equipment he requires for performing surveysfor black crystd. |
have dl the emergency medica supplieswe might need for the journey.” | opened the top of my medica
case and took out atan-colored blob sitting atop my instruments. The Lok-ted, an intelligent mold that
among other things absorbed organic waste and sterilized surfaces with its body fluid, crawled up my
deeve and dipped insgde my collar, where it nestled between my breasts. “ Do you think the child will
missus?’

“Yes, but we will be hereto comfort her.” He gave me a sharp look. “Y ou will not weep now.”
“No.” | dmost amiled. “I will not weep.”

A short time later we arrived at an auxiliary transport dock, where Reever was waiting with the ship he
had acquired for our sojourn.

“| was resolved to say nothing, asit isnot my place to disgpprove of thisventure,” Squilyp said, his
gildrels undulating with his agitation. “But Jarn, | think it foolhardy for you and Duncan to travel done.”

“Itishow it must be.” | looked out at the shipsthat were landing and launching. “If my child is unhappy
with being left behind, or cared for by Sdo and Darea, you will sgnal me and tell me.” He nodded. “I
thank you, Senior Hedler.” | climbed out of the vehicle and started for the gate.

Squilyp hopped quickly to catch up with me. “Wait. Y ou know that the Torinswill be happy to send a
detachment of guards with you and Duncan. Y ou don’t haveto tell them why you' re leaving Joren.” He
stopped me just before we entered the security checkpoint. “Y ou’re not listening to me.”

“I have done nothing but listen to you since | left Akkabarr,” | assured him. “Y ou asked meto trust you,
and | have.” | looked into hisworried eyes. “Now you must do the same for us.”

“You could bewdking into atrap,” he said, hisgildrdls snarling with his agitation. “Have you thought of
that?’

| had to remind him of an unpleasant truth. “ Squilyp, when you and Reever and the others were searching
for Cherijo, you knew that finding her— me—could reved the truth behind the Jado Massacre. That
what Cherijo had witnessed might goad the Jorenians and tharr aliesinto awar with the League of
Worlds”



He turned his back on me and inspected the cargo haulers moving freight out to the loading docks. “Itis
not the same asthis.”

“Itisexactly thesame.” | felt asurge of sympathy for him. “Y ou concedled your fedings, but part of you
hoped that Reever would not find me, becauseif he did, and the truth were reveded, millions might die”

Hisgildrells became spokes. “1 suppose Garphawayn told you dl that.”
| nodded. “ She admired your courage.”

“My courage.” Heglared a me. “| was your best friend. Y ou taught me more about surgery than | can
say. Reever spent two and ahaf years quietly going mad while helooked for you. But if it had ever
become a matter of choice—"

“Onelifeto savemillions?’ | asked softly. “ Thereisno choicein that, my friend.”

Hiseyesglittered. “| thought of it, and | attempted to prepare mysdlf to act, but | could not wish you
dead. Since you returned to us, | havetried everything | know to bring back your memories—"

“And | am grateful, Squilyp.” | took my medical case from him. “Let Reever and me do this now. For all
thosewho will belost if | do not.”

Three strong arms came around me as the Omorr embraced me. Againgt the top of my head, he
muttered, “ Y ou will send regular relays, and let me know that you are well and not being abducted,
endaved, or otherwise harmed. Or | will come after you mysdlf.”

“I promise”

| left Squilyp at the gate, where he stood and watched me until | reached the docking pad and the ramp
to the scout ship, where Reever waswaiting. | turned and lifted ahand.

The Omorr scowled as he returned the gesture, and hopped back to the glidecar.

“Husband,” | said as | ingpected the vessdl, which in close proximity seemed rather smal. “Thiswill be
our transport?’

“She'scaled Moonfire,” hetold me. “The very latest in Jorenian research vessels, scout class.”
| set down my case and waked around the nose. “The latest, or the smallest?”’
“Thelatest,” hesad firmly. “And the fastest.”

Although Moonfire was hardly larger than astandard ship-to-surface launch, it had adeek, narrow
shape made glossy by hundreds of thousands of dark green, rectangular hull plates. A row of round,
deep-space transceiver ports formed an arch over the blue-green viewer panels. The fuselage expanded
and divided itsdlf into five curved propulsion thrusters, which cradled asmall escape pod. The ship could
have easily been mistaken for the be-jeweled, clawed hand of some enormous deity.

“Itisabeautiful littlething,” | told my husband. “But hardly inconspicuous.”

“Onthe contrary.” Reever took asmal device out of his pocket. “ The Zamlon have been experimenting
with varioustypes of vessel camouflage.” He put histhumb to the device, and apurple hao of light
gppeared a the scout’ s nose, illuminating the dark green hull plates briefly before they began to fade. In
another moment the ship had vanished from sight.



| blinked, and then looked dl around us. “Whereisit?’

The corner of Reever’smouth curled in arare show of amusement. “It didn’t go anywhere. Go ahead,
reach out and touch it.”

| peered at the place where the ship had stood, and saw the very faintest transparent distortion rippling
theair. When | reached out, | felt astrange, cool vibration and then the solid surface of the hull. Beneath
the shadow of my palm and forearm, a section of the dark green panels reappeared.

“Thehull plates are programmed to respond to the environment,” Reever told me. “When activated, they
project an image that matches the ship’ s surroundings.”

“A ship covered in devious mirrors.” | shook my heed. “Endeg wonders never cease.”

Reever and | boarded the scout, and as he took the helm and prepared for our launch | stowed my
medica case and took abrief look at the rest of the ship.

Moonfire offered two small living chambers, atiny galey, and storage compartmentsfilled with
equipment and provisions. The propulsion systems and environmental controlstook up therest of the
space. It would be cramped, but compared to theice cave kralsin which | lived on Akkabarr, it seemed
apdace.

| joined Reever at the helm and, at his gesture, sat down in the copilot’s seat and fastened the launch
harness across my shoulders and torso. | did not touch the wide panel of controls, viddisplays, and
databanksin front of me. “To where do we journey first?’

“I have arranged to meet with Alek Davidov,” he said, referring to the trader who had once helped him
free Hsktskt daves. “He has many connections among the free traders. He can help ustrack the one that
issued the bounty on you. He may also be able to help us discover who planted the grenade on your

patient.”
| had not met any other Terrans besides Reever. “Do you trust him?’
Heturned to me, asif surprised at the question. *“ Davidov posed asadaver for many years. He used his

family’ swedth to buy and free thousands taken by the Faction during raids. To my knowledge, he has
never asked for recompense from any of them.”

“Then heisagenerousmanfor aTerran,” | said. “Or acompletefool.”

“Alekis. .. complicated. Damaged, in someways, by hisexperiences.” He paused. “I know it isdifficult
for you to trust strangers, but | once counted Alek as my closest friend.”

Friendship was another endeg concept that did not st well with me, but | trusted my husband's
judgment. Unlike norma humans, Reever could not form emotiona attachments, so histrust had to be
earned.

Asfor Davidov, | would reserve my opinion for now. “I look forward to knowing him.”

Transport issued our launch dot, and we left Joren without incident. | felt awave of panic sweep over me
asthe planet dwindled behind us and Moonfire left orbit, but | forced myself to look out at the night
snow of stars spreading out before us.

“Do you know, when | left Akkabarr for thefirgt time,” | said, “1 watched my world shrink, and
panicked. | thought the heat from al the endeg shipsin orbit was melting it away. And then, on the



journey here, to see dl that endless blackness, and more starsthan | could count . . .” | looked through
the view pand. “I never knew the universe so vast, and mysdlf so smal.”

Reever input something on the controls. “1 never feared space as much astheworldsto which |
sojourned, ” he admitted. “When | was very young, | suffered agreat dedl of anxiety at the prospect of
meeting new species. Each time my parentsinitiated landing procedures, | would run to my quartersand
hidein adifferent place, hoping it would be the one that they would not discover. Of course, they always
found me. Then | would spend the next six months or year among whatever species inhabited that world
while my parents performed their research.”

What Reever’ s parents had done to him revolted me. “Did you fear being |eft with the endeg?’

“Mog of them werefriendly and curious, but | hated them touching me. When they did, their languages
invaded my head and made themsdlves plain to me.” He made an adjustment on the helm console. “Y ou
should have heard them, using trandators to wel come my mother and father, al the while secretly hating
them and thinking of waysto make them leave.”

My heart ached for him. “Did you never speak of thisto your parents?’

He shrugged. “My mother did not believein linguitic telepathy. Shewaslike dl Terran scientists, and put
trust only in what could be seen, smelled, heard, and touched. What my father thought of me, | cannot
say. Hewould not be distracted from hiswork by an anxious boy.”

| reached out and placed my hand over his. “We cannot choose to whom we are born. We can only
learn from their mistakes and try not to repeat them with our young ones.” My heart tightened as ||
thought of Mardl’ slittle face.

“I did not wish to leave her behind, Jarn,” Reever said blegkly, “any more than you did.”
| curled my hand tightly around his. “1 know.”

According to the sgnal Reever had received from Alek Davidov, we were to rendezvous with his ship,
the Renko, near atrade depot world at the very edge of the Varalan system.

“There” | saw thetrader vessdl gtationed above Trellus, adead world made habitable by the ingtallation
of adome colony. Cargo ships passing through the system frequently stopped at the planet to refud, pick
up supplies, and enjoy the various amusements. Oddly there were no other shipsin orbit a the moment.
“Should | send arday?”

“That won't be necessary.” Reever touched an emitter on the communications panel that glowed red.
“It' sAlek. HE ssgnaing for permission to shuttle over.”

There must have been afull crew on board the Renko, but my hushand’ sfriend came donein alaunch
to Moonfire. It had been part of their agreement about the meeting, that no one else know that |
accompanied my husband.

No matter how loya Davidov's crew were, four million stan credits would loosen any tongue.

Asthe men connected the two vessals so that Davidov could climb into our ship, | went back to the
gdley and prepared food and drink. | did not know what the endeg custom was, but among my peopleit
was rude to welcome a friend without preparing ameal for them. Men were also more at ease with each
other if they shared food aswdll astalk.

It a'so gave me something to do besides imagine what would happen if my husband’ sfriend had grown



less noble sncethe last time they had met.

“Duncan.” Long legsclad in black trousers climbed down the ladder from the upper hatch. Davidov
jumped down the last two feet and peered around him. “Isthisafighter made to look like alaunch, or do
your Jorenian friends have a sense of humor?’

My husband clasped hands with the Terran. “It isgood to see you again, Alek.”

| stood back, out of Davidov’ sline of sight, so that | could have a private look a him. The two men
might have been brothers, so smilar weretheir height, build, and coloring. Then the subtle differences
became more apparent to me.

Davidov had darker, thinner hair, which he wore shorn like an lideg fema€'s. Above awide-bridged
nose, two night-colored eyes shifted al around, taking in everything. An angle-shaped scar on his cheek
pointed to hisleft ear. Hisready smilethinned hisfull lips around pretty teeth, but his good humor did not
lighten the flat blackness of hiseyes. | didiked people who manipulated their facia expressonsto make
othersthink they felt something they did not. | breathed in and became even more unsettled.

Although Davidov appeared Terran and healthy, | could not smell him at all.

The Terran seemed to belooking for something other than Reever, hisfingers splayed asif prepared to
grabit. His next words confirmed my impression. “Whereisthiswoman of yoursthat I’ ve heard so little
about?’

| stepped out of the doorway and came to stand beside my husband.
“Thisismy wife, Jarn,” Reever said. “Jarn, my friend Aleksal Davidov.”

“Cdl meAlek,” the Terran said, regarding me asajlorramight alimping stray. This two-legged snow
tiger did not pounce, however, but offered apaw. “Y ou arealovely little thing, aren’t you?’

| briefly touched his hand but didn’t answer hisinquiry. | wassmal, but | didn’t consider mysdlf
particularly lovely. Among the lideg, | had been regarded as a skinny runt. Endeg aso had a habit of
asking usdless questions to which they did not expect answers.

“Show metherest of thisinteresting plasteel can,” Davidov said to Reever.

| waited in the corridor as my husband escorted hisfriend around Moonfire. Asthe ship’s sysemswere
limited, it didn’t take long for the two men to return.

“Terran, obvioudy, but not the usud sort,” Davidov was saying as the men rgjoined me. “ Jarn, your
husband won't tell me how you two met. Did he purchase you from one of hisold enemies, or wereyou
S0 desperate that you had to settle for the likes of him?’

| raised my brows. “Reever and | met during the rebellion on Akkabarr. He was battle blind, and |
repaired the damage to hiseyes. Later, | threatened to kill him, but he talked me out of it and showed
great courage. For that reason, and another, | agreed to be hiswoman.”

“Really.” He bent down, putting hisface closer to mine to whisper, “Do you have an unattached sster,
perhaps?’

He was attempting to use humor to flatter me, but among my people men did not compliment women,
and women did not laugh at men. Reever did not respond to jests of any kind, so he dso remained silent.



“| can certainly seethe attraction between you two,” Davidov said, chuckling and shaking his head. “Do
you have acorner in this sardine can where we might sit and talk?”

“I have prepared food and drink for you inthe gdley.” | gestured. “Thisway.”

Davidov spent the next hour talking about his recent sojourns, pausing at timesonly for breath. Reever
responded now and then, briefly, but seemed content to listen. | refused to eat and drink with the men
and stood to one side, observing. On Akkabarr femaes did not eat until al of the maleswerefinished
and had |eft the shelter. An act of deference, but also an excellent way to learn what the men would
otherwise never tell us.

| no longer had to follow those customs, but | wanted to watch the Terran. Something about him did not
fed right. | had no evidence except that each time | looked at him, the hair on the back of my neck stood

up.

“After trying not to walk on eggsfor three months, let’ sjust say I'll think twice before | board another
breeding Tingaean,” Davidov said, ending another anecdote about difficult passengers he had
trangported. “But enough about the trade. |” ve gathered some information about the bounty on your
wife.” Hetook adisc fromingde hisflight jacket and offered it to Reever. “Basically the signa sourceis
untraceable; the originator used Bartermen channels to transmit the first relay. Whoever wantsyou, Jarn,
knows how to cover histracks.”

Histone seemed odd—amost asif he admired the trader hunting me. “Y ou assume amae issued the
bounty?”

“Figure of peech.” Histeeth flashed. “I never assume anything. The Bartermen are dso banking the
reward and brokering the exchange and, from what | understand, they’ re doing it for nothing. Free of
charge”

Reever insarted the disc in the galley termina and switched on the screen. “Thereisno such word as
‘free’ in the Bartermen language,” he said as he skimmed the data. “Isthisal you were ableto find?’

The Terran nodded. “Not much, | know, but based on what thereis, I'll wager every mercenary inthe
four quadrantsisout hunting your beautiful wife.”

Davidov didn’t think | was beautiful. He might have wished meto think so, but his body language was
projecting something very different. He didn't like me and, for some reason, he resented me. Perhapsit
was jealousy over my relationship with Reever. The two men had been friends long before | became
involved with Duncan.

Or it might be that Davidov didn’t like me smply because of who and what | was. A cloned Terran,
created to be the perfect physician.

“I would like to avoid the bounty hunters,” my husband was saying.

“We could let it be known that | waskilled by the grenade explosion,” | told my husband. “ Squilyp and |
can use alittle of my DNA to salt some organic ash. Scanners would then read and identify them asmy
remans”

Davidov looked intrigued. “A grenade exploded and you weren't killed?’

“The Jorenians would never support such adeception. ” Reever took my hand in his and squeezed it
before he looked across the table at Davidov. “What else have you learned?’



“Nothing more about the bounty, my friend.” He produced a sympathetic expression that fell just short of
convincing. “However, if you'll dlow meto, I'd like to consult with the lovely doctor here about a
gtuation involving one of those shiftersyouwant tofind . . . what are they caled?’

Reever exchanged a quick look with me. “The Odnallak.”
“That' sthem.” Davidov turned to me. “I heard you had some problems with them on Vtaga.”

| didn’t consider being choked with Odnallak bone dust or discovering that it had caused hundreds of
deaths as* some problems.” “What do you wish to know?’

“I heard an interesting story about them while | was passing through the N-Jui quadrant.” Davidov settled
back in hischair. “A long-route hauler and | were having adrink together one night, and after he got
pretty well sauced he told me that he/ d met one. Spent several weeks onboard aship withiit, in fact.
Never knew it was ashifter until the day it left.”

“Where did the Odnallak disembark?’ my husband asked.

“That’ sthe reason | had you meet me here.” Davidov |eaned over and tapped the view port. “ The shifter
got off right here, at Trdlus. It' s <till down there, too. Evidently it’s been hiding out on the colony ever
snceit was dropped off.”

Reever frowned. “How could your friend be so surethat it disembarked on Trellus?’

“He brought it here. Damn thing posed as a regul arpassenger on his ship. He saw it change shape when it
thought no one was watching, just before it trolled down the ramp.” Davidov grinned. “ According to
him, they’ re the only speciesthat can mimic other beings so exactly that you can't tell the difference
between them and the redl thing.”

Some of what Davidov said was true, but the Odnallak were not harmless, and neither wastheir ability to
shift form.

“We should go talk to the colonists on Trellus and confirm thisrumor,” | said to Reever. When Davidov
shook hishead, | said, “Wewill be discrest, of course.”

“They won't let you land on the surface,” the Terran said. “ That’ sthe other part of the nutty Situation
down there. Right after the Odnallak landed on Trdlus, the colony went into complete and tota
isolaion.”

“Defineisolation,” my husband said.

“No onelands, and no oneleaves,” Davidov replied. “If any ships approach the colonia docks, they’re
fired on by the colony’ s battle drones until they leave or they’ re destroyed.”

“How canthey livelikethat?’ | asked. “The surface isinhospitable. Thereisno land on which to grow
cropsor raise livestock. Even with the best synthesizers and recyclers, they must need some food, water,
and other supplies.”

“That' swherel comein,” Davidov said. “My friend recommended me to the Trellusan colonid council
before they went into quarantine, and they hired me to make amonthly supply drop. They signd mewith
what they need, and | send alaunch down to deliver the shipment. They have me dump it outside the
domes, at adrop point near the old mines.”

“Why have the Trellusansisolated the colony?” Reever asked.



“I don't know, my friend,” Davidov said, “but | think they’re in bad shape. Thissmdlslike adisease
being quarantined to me.”

“When amedical quarantineisinitiated, an dert is sent out through the quadrant,” | pointed out. “We
would have heard something.”

“I don't think it’sofficid. Y ou know how paranoid colonists are—aways afraid the League will come
aong and bomb an infected planet from orbit.” He gave me a speculative look. “ Reever told meyou
stopped the plague on K-2. Y ou can help these people. If you' rewilling, | can smuggle you down there
inan artight cargo container.”

“It' stoo dangerous,” my husband said before | could utter aword. “ At the very least, they may imprison
Jarnfor violating their isolation.”

“But if they arefighting acontagion,” | said, “they may aso be very grateful for theintervention. ” | turned
to Davidov. “Have they requested any medica supplies?’

He nodded. “ Quite afew, congdering that they have no doctor or medica facilities on the colony.”

| started to ask another question, but saw Reever’ s expression. He only looked that way when he wished
to do thetalking, and | Iapsed into silence.

“Have you confirmed the reason for the quarantine with the colonia authorities?” my husband asked.

“I can't ask them anything,” Davidov said with some annoyancein histone. “They’ ve shut down their
communications array. The only timethey send asignd is once each month, to my ship, with alist of the
suppliesthey need. I’ vetried to return the sgna dozens of times, but al they doisjam my relays.”

Reever gave hisfriend askeptica look. “ There are many reasonsfor refusing to have contact with
offworlders. They may be using it asaform of population control, or to follow the dictates of faith. The
Skartesh recently founded a colony on one of K-2'smoons, to minimize contact with other species.”

Davidov laughed. “| can't actualy see Trellus becoming axenophobic religious outpost, can you?’

Each time Davidov smiled or made a sound of mirth, he seemed genuindy amused. Until | looked into his
eyes, which were asflat and unemotiona as my husband’ s expression. He dso sat very dill, asif he
controlled every musclein hisbody. Had | not seen the man’s chest move in and out, | would have
thought him dead.

Unnatural, for aman in such an apparent good humor to be so cold-eyed, motionless, and dert.

“No,” my husband said. “It’ s been a haven for every rogue, fugitive, and malcontent since the
Hsktsktraided and destroyed the first colony.” Reever regarded hisfriend for amoment. “What puzzles
meisyour interest in their welfare.”

The Terran held up hishandsin agesture of surrender. “Don’t shoot the messenger, Duncan. If you want
to let dl those people down there die, it’sno concern of mine. Just thought I’ d mention it to the lovely
doctor, in case she has the heart you never grew.” He leered at me briefly before he got to hisfeet. “I
appreciate the meal, but I’ ve got to get back to the Renko and make this supply drop. If | hear anything
€else about the bounty, I'll Sgnal you.”

Four

“We could try to contact the colonists oursalves,” | suggested as Reever secured the hatch and returned



to the helm. “They may not be jamming every rday sent to them. If they are struggling with some form of
contagion, | may be able to give them practica advice.”

“I do not think that isthe case here,” my husband said. “ Something iswrong. Alek wastrying to deceive
LBI"

| knew it. The hair on the back of my neck was never wrong. “What made you think that?’

Reever stared out at the trader vessdl, and at Davidov’ slaunch asit disappeared inside the cargo bay. “|
could hear the differencein hisvoice. When Terranslie, their tone changes, ever so dightly.” Helooked
down at alight blinking on the com pand. “It’ sthe Renko. HE ssignding usagain.”

| felt unsettled. “He saready said farewell. What else does he want?’

My hushand tapped some keys, and Davidov’ s face gppeared on the panel display. “ Alek. Did you
forget something, such asthe truth?’

“I tried to do this the easy way, Reever,” Davidov said, hisfeatures now as stony asmy husband’s. “I
want you to remember that.”

“If you mean to attack us,” Reever countered, “think hard oniit first. | cameto you infriendship, Alek. |
have never shown you otherwise.”

“Asagedture of that friendship, | wish | could spend dl day explaining the Stuation to you.” A tinge of
remorse colored the Terran’ s harsh voice. “But I'm afraid that timeis one luxury that we can no longer

enjoy.
“Al d<.”

Whatever Reever was going to say to him waslost asaburst of pulsefirefilled up the viewer panel. Asit
dammed into Moonfire, the force of the blast threw me out of my seat and onto the deck. Reever
grabbed me with one hand and lifted me by the back of my tunic into the copilot’s seat.

“Strapin,” he said as he engaged the engines, and spun the ship around. “I’m going to try to outrun him.”

| hung on to the harness straps as a second volley hit the sde of the hull. Equipment pands began
exploding and showering sparks al around us.

“Why ishefiring?’ | forced the harness's center buckle together and braced my hands against the
console, trying to peer through the energy-scarred viewer. “What did we do?’

My husband’ s mouth thinned as his hands moved rapidly over the ship’s controls and he dodged severd
other blasts. “Wesaid 'no.” ”

As Reever tried to take Moonfire away from Trdlus, Davidov’ s ship flew pagt us, at the sametimefiring
at thetop of the hull. I didn’t redize my husband was sending adistress signd until the ship’sdiagnostic
unit politely informed him that the transmitter was not functioning. Space tilted and spun as Reever
steered around two more volleysfired from the Renko and retreated into orbit above Trelus.

“Get back to the escape pod,” my husband told me. “1'll release it as soon as you' re secured inside.
Land on Trelus. If nothing ese, they will keep Davidov from taking you.”

“Thelast time| left you on another ship,” | reminded him, “we did not see each other again for two and a
haf years.”



"Jarn.”

“I amnot leaving.” | refused to look at him. “Not without you. Never again without you. Inlifeor in
death.” | had to look at him. “Do you understand me?’

Love made hiseyesturn bright blue. “1t will bein deeth if he destroysthe ship.”

“Then wewill journey together into the next life,” | assured him, reaching out and touching his cheek. “I
am not afraid. Not when you are with me, Osepeke.”

Reever started to say something, and then turned his face and pressed his mouth to my palm. “1 love
you, Waenara.”

Osepeke, honored husband. Waenara, beloved wife. That was how we would die, together, aswe were
meant to be,

Moonfire rocked as Davidov fired at the rear fuselage, and the engine array began to fail. Reever turned
the nose of the ship toward the planet and began adjusting the controls for reentry.

“I'll attempt to land afew kilometers away from the colony,” he told me as he increased power to the
ship’shull buffers and stabilizers. “ That may help us avoid any security weaponsthey employ. Trellushas
no atmosphere, and the temperature is minus two hundred degrees Fahrenheit, so don’t try to leave the
ship without an envirosuit.”

“I"m not going anywhere without you.” | watched the planet swell until it filled the screen.

Trellus appeared to be an ugly, lifelessworld of brown, black, and gray rock, covered with jagged cliffs,
dead volcanoes, and deep craters from meteor impacts. A silver-white smear of blobs near the equator
grew into ovasof ice, and then | redlized they must be the colony’ s pressure domes. The sky pressng all
around us, black and cold, looked no different than deep space except over the domes. There | saw
flares of gold, blue, and green light emanating from within them.

“I’vefound a place to set down,” my husband said. “ Do you see any weapons being deployed by the
domes?’

| scanned the dliptical complex of the colony, but aside from the lights there seemed to be no activity.
“Noneyet.” Had Davidov lied about that, too?

Reever leveled out the scout as the surface spread out benegth us. Then, without warning, something
ingde the rear fusdlage exploded. Lights and audio warnings created aflashing din for amoment, and
then disappeared, dong with the lurching sounds coming from the back of the ship.

“Engines are offline,” Reever said, hammering the consol€ s keys as he tried to compensate. Moonfire
began to drop darmingly fast. “I can't restart them. Assume crash position.”

| bent over, covering my head with my arms, and closed my eyes. | fdlt glad that | had not allowed him to
put mein the escape pod. | did not want my brief lifeto end, but if my death waited on this dead, ugly
world, | would not have to enter eternity alone.

We will not die, something said from a.corner of my heart. Remember?

Sweat dicked my skin, and my heart hammered with frantic fists under my breast. | wasno longer on
Moaoonfire, but in some black, cold space, unable to move or speak. An endeg with an animd’ s head
curled claws around the circle of metal on my neck, choking mewithiit.



You won't die, Terran, the endeg snarled, scalding my face with burning spit and bregth like pulsefire.
Not from the sickness, not from beatings. What will it take to kill you?

| tried to answer him, but the sillencer strapped to my face plugged my mouith.

We're going to crash. He said this bitterly, angrily, asif it were my fault. His clawsjerked the collar up,
completdy cutting off my ar. Maybe that will finish you. Do you wish for death? He released the
collar and reached up to wrench the silencer out of my mouth. Tell me now.

| said something inwords| did not understand, and then | did.
Don't be afraid, Oforon. It will be quick.

He curled hisclawsinto abal, and drew them back asif to hit mein the face. Then hiseyes closed and
he fell to hisknees, hishead back, aterrible howl tearing from histhroat.

| wanted to wrap my arms around him, to comfort him in these last moments. All I could do wasrest my
cheek againgt the top of hismane.

Thevision blurred, and then vanished.

Moonfire bumped against the surface, once, twice, and then began tumbling over and over, wrenching
mein dl directions and pelting me with debris broken loose from the interior by the impacts.

“Duncan.” | looked over at his seat, but something struck mein my face, whipping my head to the other
gde
The seat harnessheld mein place until the scout toppled over and dammed into something immovable,

Theforce of thefina jolt made the Straps tear away from the seat. | was thrown backward into one panel
and bounced to the deck to dide under another.

| stayed where | was until | was sure the ship’ s violent landing had finished, and then | crawled out from
under the nav console.

The main viewer showed avalley of rocks, dirt, and dust, which may have absorbed much of the impact.
Not that it had saved Moonfire from being damaged; the interior resembled a derdlict being torn apart
for the salvage.

A datic buzz filled my ears, and blood and smoke blinded me momentarily as | pushed mysdf up on my
knees. | wiped my face with my deeve, shocked to seeit turn red and wet. | pressed the hedl of my hand
againgt agash in my forehead and blinked my eyes clear before | checked the areaaround me.

“Reever?’

The acoustic shock faded as| listened, but my husband did not answer. | ssumbled over a collapsed
deck strut and grabbed the pilot’ s seat and wrenched it around. It was empty, the harness strapsin
dhreds.

“Duncan.” | looked dl around the helm. “Duncan, are you hurt? Where are you? Can you hear me?’

My husband didn’t respond, but a queer-looking thing rolled out from a gaping hole benegth the console.
It looked like a child made of machine parts.

Whatever it was, it bumped and pushed its way through the debris until at last it stopped in front of me.
“My systems are seventy-three percent functional. ”



“Congratulations.” | stepped around it. “ Duncan? Answer me.”

| had to stop and clear my way severa times before | reached the open hatch leading down into
Moonfire’s second level, along and narrow crawl space where different systems could be accessed for
maintenance and repair. Reever could have been thrown down there, | thought as | looked over the
edge, athough the entire compartment appeared to have been reduced to a pit of snarled dloy.

| heard awarning Klaxon, and breathed in. | didn’t smell fresh smoke, but the air seemed to be thinning.
If Moonfire waslesking atmosphere, | would have to put on an envirosuit. But first | had to find Reever.

Metd groaned and shifted, and | hurried toward the back of the cabin. The machine child followed.

My husband lay under ahesap of suppliesthat had been gected from one of the storage units. Hisface
was bruised, and his bottom lip had been split open, but by thetime | reached him he had worked his
body hafway out of the pile.

“I’'m not hurt badly,” he told me, and looked at the machine child. “ Access vessel operations array.”
“Working.” Thething s body made severa odd noises.

Blood began 0ozing into my eyes again, 0 | tore off the cleaner deeve from my tunic and used it to bind
the gash on my forehead. Then | began clearingaway the debris on top of Reever. As| worked, | saw
that the screens of dl the viddisplays had been blown out, and most of the consoles were either smoking
and sparking, or inert.

“What isthat thing?’ | asked Reever as| helped him to hisfeet.

“An automatic maintenance drone.” He winced as talking made the cut across hislip widen. “ The crash
must have activated its power unit. The Jorenians use them to clean decks and perform minor repairs.”

| glanced around us. “It’ sgoing to be busy for avery long time.”
The little drone made high-pitched sound. “Vessel operations array accessed.”
“How much damageto the ship?’ Reever asked it.

A pand onits chest did away, reveding asmal data screen, which blipped and scrolled. “ Searching
systems database. Engines offline. Navigation systemsfunctiona. Primary power cdlls, ninety-two
percent drained. Hull, intact.”

“Wewon't lose atmosphere, but we can’t launch without refueling.” Reever pulled afalen wal pand
upright and shoved it out of the way. “ The crash caused as much damage as Alek did, but something else
happened to the engines.”

“Just before the enginesfailed, | heard an explosion in the back,” | told him. * Did Davidov go back there
before, when you were showing him the ship?’

“Hesad it wastoo crowded for both of us, and had alook on hisown.” Reever closed hiseyesfor a
moment. “He must have planted a charge on the power couplingswhile | waited for him.”

“Power couplings, ruptured. Atmospheric controls, offline” The drone' s chest screen scrolled with
numeric readings. “ Tranamitter, destroyed—"

“End status report.” Reever ingpected my garments. “Are you injured anywhere e s?’



“Just my head.” | grimaced. “Asusud.”
He pulled meinto hisarms and held me for afew moments, then kissed me. “Don't forget me again.”

We went over and looked through one of the side view ports. “ Y ou are an excellent pilot,” | told my
husband. “We should have smashed into that range of cliffs over there. Where are we?’

“Vector seventy-eight degrees,” the maintenance drone said, “three hundred forty east, plus seven solar,
eleven point five kilometers outside colony settlement, Trellus, outer-eitri region, Vardlan.”

“Stand by,” Reever told the drone.

| went to the helm and checked the exterior sensorsthat were still working before gazing out at the
surrounding surface. Outside the ship, curtains and spires of rock dust danced with languid speed, forced
into the airlessdark by our violent landing.

“Wewill need weights and tethersif we leave the ship,” | said to Reever. “ The planet hasamost no
gravity.”

| couldn’t see the domes of the colony from here, but there were some shelters at the end of the plain,
built between ragged pillars of carbonized rock and what appeared to be gaping black holes descending
benegth the surface. Behind them, | could just make out severad huge, motionless machines covered in
dust.

“What are those things?’

“Ore conveyers and crushers. In the old days, Alek used the abandoned mining operation here to hide
hisdaverunners” Reever told me. “ There are thousands of tunnels on this planet.”

The mention of Davidov’ s name made my fingernails dig into the edge of the console. “1 would liketo
drop him down one of them.”

“Stay here” Reever picked hisway back to the droplift. The controls sparked when he punched them,
and the door pandstotheair lock only did open an inch before jamming.

| heard the sound of an incoming relay and straightened. “ Reever, someoneissignding us.”

“Signd tranamitted by trader vessal Renko,” the maintenance drone said. “ Originator is Davidov,
Aleksa, Terran, current position ship’s owner and flight captain—"

“Shut up,” | told it as Reever and | hurried back to the helm.

None of the displays worked, but the audio portion of the relay from the Renko came over the console
with perfect dlarity.

“I'm reading two life signs, and you' re moving around the interior, so | know you' re both dive and
ambulatory,” Davidov’ s voice said over the com pand. “| felt sure you would makeit, Duncan.
Remember the time you brought down that crippled fighter with dl those daves crammed in the wegpons
hold?Y ou have to admit, this was a cake-wak compared to that.”

My husband muttered something ugly under his bregath.

“I regret that | had to be the one to shoot you down thistime,” Davidov said, “but you will recall thet |
did offer to smuggle your wife onto Trdlusfirs.”



Reever tried to relay areply, but the console did not respond.

“I imagine you have alot to say to me,” Davidov continued. “ That’ sthe other thing, old friend. | took out
your transmitter before | forced you to land. Y ou won't be able to sgnal me or any of your friendson
Joren. | also used asmall charge to rupture your power couplings. I'm afraid that the only way you're
getting off Trellusison my launch. I'll be happy to transport you and the wife, but you haveto do
something for mefirg.”

“Hewantsthe bounty,” | said, my throat tight.

“It' ssmple: Find the shifter.” Davidov’ s voice grew harsh. “Find it, captureit, and put an end to the
gamesit’sbeen playing down there.”

Reever frowned.
“Ishetaking about the Odnallak?’ | asked, but my husband only gave me ablank 1ook.

“Itwon't be difficult,” Davidov told us. “When it learns about your wife s unique physiology, it will not
stop until it can play with her. | suggest you dangle her in aprominent place. One more thing: Don't kill
the Hsktskt. I’ ve become very fond of her.”

| wondered if Reever’ sformer friend had gone mad. He was speaking asif he had.

“Find the shifter and kill it, Duncan,” Davidov repeated. “Y ou and the lovely doctor are the only onesleft
who can. Becauseif you don't, | will bombard the surface of Trelusuntil 1 kill you, Jarn, the shifter, and
every other living thing on this planet. Y ou have thirty solar days. Renko, out.”

Five

Davidov' sthreat echoed in my head, which was starting to spin. | tried to take a deep, cleansing breath,
and found that | couldn’t. My ears suddenly popped rather painfully, asif someone had clapped their
hands over them.

“Something iswrong with the air,” 1 told my husband, who was staring down at the ruined helm. His back
and shoulderswererigid. “Duncan.”

He straightened and turned to me. “The air?’ He breathed in and touched one of hisears. “The cabin
pressureisdropping.” He summoned the maintenance drone. “ Report the current levelsin the
environmenta supply tanks.”

“Working.” The drone made more of its noises, and then said, “ Atmospheric supply levels at
twenty-seven percent.”

“Isthe hull lesking atmosphere?’ Reever demanded.

The dronefdl silent for afew moments. “Negative.Supply tankstwo, six, and nine empty and no longer
functional. Estimated repair time, three solar days.”

“We haveto get into suits,” my husband said. “We Il run out of air in an hour.”

We couldn’t stay with Moonfire or try to make repairs without air. “ Do we have enough oxygenin the
suit tanksto walk eeven kilometers?’

“WEll haveto carry spare tanks with us.”



Movement outside the ship drew my gaze. Shadows, enormous ones, converged on Moonfire fromal
Sdes.
“We may not have an hour,” | told him. “I think colonia security hasfound us.”

The machines surrounding the ship stood ten feet tall, and were covered from top to bottom in heavy,
dark blue armor. The armor plates seemed to absorb the light from the ship’ s exterior emittersrather than
reflect it. Tight bundles of shielded power cables ran the length of their frames, feeding into hydraulic
boosters and weapons ports.

They had been designed to appear somewhat humanoid, with two upper extension grapplerslike arms
that ended in four-pronged, claw-shaped grips serving as hands. Instead of two legs, they had three,
which formed ajointed tripod base.

“Drednocs.” Reever cameto stand beside me, and | looked at him. A type of battle drone developed
by the League during their war with the Hsktskt. They were used during the heaviest surface fighting.
Ve little can stop them.”

| recalled what Davidov had said about the Hsktskt. “Why would they be used here, on atrade colony?’

“I don’'t know.” He stiffened as something struck the hull outside. “They’ re fitted with sonic torches and
are going to cut their way in. We have to put on suits, now.”

We found two intact envirosuits, and | removed the supply tanks from two others. Aswe dressed,
Reever issued terseingtructions.

“Do not identify yoursdlf to them,” he said, “or relate that we met with Alek, or that he and | have any
connection. If they wish to know why we werein orbit, say that we were surveying the planet when we
experienced enginetrouble.”

“Can’'t wejust hide somewhere until they go away?’ | asked as| pulled the envirosuit up over my legs.
Vibrating, squesling metallic sounds shook the hull.

“Therma scanners are standard on al security drones,” Reever told me as he fastened the air sedls at the
back of my suit, and turned to let me do the same with his. “They’ll pick up our heat Signatures wherever

we hide. If they’re ATD programmed, they won't harm us.” He saw my expression and added, “ Security
drones are usualy programmed to apprehend, transport, and detain.”

“Usudly.” Theword hardly comforted me. “How can they be stopped if they are not?’
Hiseyeswent gray. “Let meworry about that.”

| prepared to argue the point, but the sounds of grinding metal grew louder. | fastened the breather over
my mouth before closing the suit' s helmet.

“Can you hear me?’ | said over the suit com.
“Yes” He closed the collar gasket on my helmet. “ Turn around.”

Reever and | had just enough time to check each other’ s sedls before we were flung across the cabin into
the breached air lock with every bit of debristhat was not secured.

Asavisdike device attached itself to my leg, | looked out through the open air lock panels. The security
drones had not bothered to board the ship; they had smply reached in with their grapplers extended to



drag usout.

And drag us out they did, lifting usfrom the deck so that our legs dangled severd feet from the planet’s
surface.

The drednoc holding me brought me up to its cranid case and scanned my helmet. “Identify,” it said in
Jorenian.

| barely remembered in time what Reever had told me. “I am Resa,” | said, borrowing my old friend's
name again. “ Our ship’s engines mafunctioned, and we were forced to land here. We are not armed.”

| hoped the natives were friendly toward accidentd vigitors. Before the rebellion on Akkabarr, the harsh
winds of my homeworld forced down many ships. Any crash survivors were killed, and their faces, dong
with those of the dead, were skinned and delivered to the Toskald astribute.

“Teran, female,” the machine soldier said, switching to that language. *Y ou are clamed under colonid
charter by Mercy House.”

Claimed and mercy were two good words. Under the circumstances, onesthat | liked very much.

“Terran, male,” the drone holding Reever said. “Y ou are claimed under colonia charter by Games
Magter Drefan.”

“I don’'t think they’re going to harm us,” Reever said. “We may be consdered salvage, or property, until
we can identify ourselvesto the colonigts.”

“Wait,” | said asthe drone holding me and two others began to move in one direction, and the one with
Reever and its companions went in another. Both went toward the colony domes, but Reever’ s drones
were headed toward the west section, while mine turned to the east. “We are together, husband and
wife. We can't be separated.” They did not stop. "Duncan.”

“Don’t fight them,” Reever said over my suit com. “They are taking usto different domes. Assoon as|
can freemysdf, | will comefor you. I will find you.”

That wasthelast thing | heard him say as the drones separated and took him out of com range.

The drone carrying me and two otherstraveled across the plain to the largest of the eastern domes. We
entered the pressurized shelter through a series of airtight corridors. In each corridor we were scanned
and subjected to various forms of intengive biodecon, including energy sweep, vacuum, and surface
gpray. Although the drednocs were not living beings, and would be difficult to contaminate, they were
treated asif they wereasdiveasme.

Something was very wrong here.

At last we entered the main areaunder the dome. The colonists had built their sheltersin various szeson
€levated foundations, forming wakways beneath them. This collection of shdtersranged from single-level
dwellingsto more elaborate multiplexes.

| was brought to the largest structure, near the center of the dome, and taken on alift to the lowest level.
There the drednocs escorted me to alarge empty room, where we waited for several minutes.

My com relayed awarning buzz indicating the low level of oxygenin my air tank. | tried to persuade the
machine soldier holding meto release me fromitsgrip so that | could remove my helmet, but it did not
respond. My lungs had begun to burn when at last someoneliving camein.



“What have you brought me today, boys?’

The smdll, dark female who came to stand in front of the drednocs appeared to be Terran, so |
addressed her as such. | had to speak loudly to be heard through my breather and helmet. “Tell them to
relesseme. My ar isrunning out.”

“Hang on.” Shereleased my collar sedl, lifted the helmet away from my head, and removed the breather
covering the lower hdf of my face. Shedid al thiswhile standing asfar away from me as she could.

“You'vegot ar,” shesad. “So say something.”
| dragged in delicious cool air scented with some sort of dien spice. “I thank you.”

The other woman wore fitted black garments and a blade belt strapped around her hips. Three smdll, thin
circlets of gleaming silver pierced her face in interesting places. the sde of her nose, the top of one ear,
and the center of her left eyebrow. Her eyes were the color of ad narra blossom, pure, strong violet,
with dark golden stars around each pupil. She had applied some cosmeticsto her face, judging by the
enhanced tone of her cheeks, lips, and eyelids. Thick, shiny brown hair fell over her shoulders down to
her hips. She looked to be equa in height and weight to me.

“Salvage item four-oh-seven-B,” the drednoc reported. “ Terran, female, living.”

“I can seethat for mysdlf, bolt head. Lights.” Asthe emitters brightened, the woman tipped her head to
one side and studied my face. “Well, now. Y ou look like you could be my little sster.”

| didn’t know how common my attributes were among Terrans. | had only shared asuperficia
resemblance to one lideg femae: Resa, the hedler who had been like asister to me.

| didn’'t see mysdlf in thiswoman’ s narrow features, but | thought it better not to insult her by stating such
an opinion.

“| doubt we'resiblings,” shetold me. “Thelizards ate my parents before they could make mealittle
brother or sister. Perhaps we' re distant cousins. What' s your mother’ s name?’

| didn’t know what to say. | couldn’t tell her that | had been cloned from the cells of amadman and
incubated in amachine. No one ever reacted favorably to hearing that.

“None of my business. Gotcha.” She lifted the edge of the makeshift bandage | had tied around my head.
“Nasty-looking cut.” She pinched my cheek, painfully tugging the skin out. “ Anyone e sein there?’

“She scans clean,” adisgruntled male voice said. “ Thanks so much for waiting for my signdl, Beautiful. ”

Beautiful glanced at thewall. “ She did just crash aship out there. Her skinistight, she'slucid, and she
hasn't tried to kill anyone. | don't think we need afull workup.”

“No, let’s permit her to run amok instead,” thewall said back. “It’ Il make life around here that much
more interesting.”

“Y ou worry too damn much.” The femae directed the drednoc to release me, and helped me out of the
auit. “ She' swearing Jorenian gear. Borrowed, or stolen.” As| gtiffened, she eyed me. “ She doesn't like
being caled athief. Have you got aname, or should we just call you ‘ salvage item four-oh-seven-B?” ”

Reever had told me not to identify myself, but if | did not answer her, she might grow hostile. | swallowed
to ease the dryness of my throat. “1 an Resa.”



“Areyou?’ Something shifted in her eyes. “I’'m Mercy. Thisismy place.” Shetook astep closer. “Now,
what are you doing here, besides crashing on my planet?’

“We did not mean to intrude on your territory.” | immediately redized that | had said thewordsin lideg,
and quickly repested it in the pure Terran that my husband spoke.

“I understand you,” she said back to mein perfect lideg. Then, switching to Terran, she added, “Half the
daves| started out with were bred on your ice bal, thanks to some of your friends.”

Her hodtility puzzled me as much as her references. “It isnot my ice bdl. | haveno friendsinvolved in
davery.”

“WE |l get to that.” She braced her hands againgt the insides of her arms and tapped her fingertips against
her deeves. “Why did Davidov shoot you down?’

She knew we had not crashed by accident. | tried to think of an excuse, but fear for Reever clouded my
head. Then an idea occurred to me.

“I do not know anyone named Davidov,” | said. “But my husband might. The dronesthat cameto our
ship took him to another dome, on the west side of the colony. If you would bring him here, | am certain
he can explain everything.”

“If your husband is young and hedlthy, then Drefan owns him until his slvage debt isrepaid. And you're
aterribleliar.” Shetilted her head. “ Davidov and histhugs haven't let anyone near Trellusfor the better
part of ayear. He barely drops enough to keep us alive, so no way would he force down your little ship
just for kicks. What' s the ded ?’

Why would Alek blockade the entire colony?“No one kicked us, and we made no dedl. | had thought
the colony was under quarantine.”

“Weare. Davidov' s quarantine.” Bitterness tainted the smile she offered me. “How did he put it? No one
lands, and no one leaves. He s destroyed every transport we' ve tried to send out, and jams every
digresssigna we ve trangmitted.”

In the future | was going to pay very strict, devoted attention to what the hair on the back of my neck
did. “Why is Davidov forcing the colony to livein isolation likethis?’

“No oneknows. Hewon't tel us.” She gave me along, measuring look. “1f you're part of hisgame, I'm
not playing it. Cat, forward that crazy bastard’ srelaysin here. | want the ones on the bounty, with the

images.”
The voicefrom thewall protested. “Mercy, if you show your hand—"

“What's she going to do?’ she snapped. “Cry? Beat up the dreds? Bite my head off? She'smaybe a
hundred pounds soaking wet.”

“Soareyou,” Cat sad, hisvoice growing. “Wewon't know anything about her until we do afull
workup.”

“Later. Forward the relays.”

The display screen on thewall flickered, and began showing aseries of relay vidswritten in multiple
languages. On each one was an image of my face aswell as Reever’s. | assumed they were from thetime
he and Cherijo resided on Kevarzangia Two.



When the Terran captions appeared, | saw they spelled out the terms of the bounty being offered for me.

“So, Resa.” Mercy moved in until her breath touched my cheek, and her eyes bored into my own. “I’ll
be generous and assume that gash on your head made you momentarily forget that your nameis Cherijo
Grey Veil. The bounty, though, that’ s going to be harder to explain.”

| sghed. “It iscomplicated.”

“I can only imagine.” Shefolded her arms. “ Davidov has been offering four million stan creditsto anyone
who brings you and your husband to him, but the minute he has you, he forces you to crash-land here.
Did something change? Why did he want you in thefirst place?” When | began to reply, shelifted one
finger. “Don’t make up any new gories. I’'m redly not in the mood.”

“We did not know Davidov wasthe trader offering the bounty,” | told her. “We met with him because he
was once my hushand’ s friend, and he claimed to have information about it. He told usthat Trelluswas
under its own quarantine, and tried to talk me into coming to the colony. He offered to smuggle me down
during his supply drop.”

“That sounds screwed up enough to be the truth. Lights down. So.” The golden starsin her violet eyes
expanded as the emitters dimmed. “ Any particular reason he decided that it had to be you? Maybe you
being in so tight with the Hsktskt?’

“I am not tight with anyone,” | said.

“Y ou went to their planet.” Malice sharpened her voice. *Y ou saved them from that plague. | cal that
pretty tight.”

She did not care for the Hsktskt; that much was evident. | would have to make her believe | didn't either.
“| wasforced by the Factionto go to Vtaga.” | kept my eyes down and my tone submissive, asif | were

answering an lideg male. “They threatened to begin the war againif | did not help them. While | was
there | was abducted by criminds, severa times, and my husband and child were nearly killed.”

Mercy didn’'t say anything for atime. Then the lines around her nose and mouth dowly disappeared.
“Obvioudy you got away.”

“I wasvery lucky.” | decided to change the subject. “Davidov told us that the colony had ingtituted the
quarantine. He ingnuated that there were medica reasonsfor it.”

“Oh, there' sapsychiatric reason,” Mercy sad. “He safucking lunatic.” Shetook the medica case one
of the drednocs had brought in and opened it. “ Y ou pack alot of supplies. What sort of doctor are you,

anyway?”

“I’m asurgeon. | specidize in cardiothoracic procedures, but | have worked as atrauma physician and a
battlefield medic.” | saw her expression change. “ Do you need a doctor here?’

“Yes” thewdl sad.

“No.” Mercy began to pace the length of theroom. “All right, change of plans. | can't release you into
the generd population. Too many people have seen theserelays. They’ Il assume you'rein with Davidov,
and you' Il end up dangling from atrangmitter or turning into alump of ice at the bottom of acrater.” She
raised her voice. “Cat? Get your assin here”

Before Mercy finished speaking, Squilyp hopped into the room.



| ran to him, but stopped short as| redlized the male was not my friend the Senior Healer. This Omorr
had awide, gray-green scar running the length of one arm, which, like the rest of hisform, bulged with
muscular development. Severd black spira tattoos encircled his outer gildrells. A bronze leather
weapons halter crisscrossed his bare chest, gleaming with sheathed Omorr fighting knives. More dark
brown leather covered him from the waist down, and a spiked boot encased his one broad foot.

| gaped at him. “ Daavena Yepa.”

“No, Omorr mae.” He stood his ground while his gildrells flared wildly with nerves. When | opened my
mouth to spesk again, he interrupted with, “Don’t you even think about spitting on me.”

“She s not from the homeworld,” Mercy told him, and patted hisarm. “ Cherijo, thisis Cataced, my
Omorr business manager, junior partner, and the chief painin my ass. Cat, thisis Cherijo, mysterious
surgeon with very large bounty on her head.”

| considered asking her to call me Jarn, but the explanation as to why might make her suspicions about
mereturn. While| was here, | would have to answer to my former sdf’ sname. “I am happy to meet you,
Cataced.”

Cat ignored my greeting and reached out to tug on Mercy’ sdeeve. “You can't turn her loose.”

“They know that scout wasin orbit with Davidov beforeit crashed,” Mercy told him. “ Everyone saw it
crash. Everyone picked up the relays he' s been transmitting. We could kill her and dump the body, |
suppose. Except she's supposed to beimmortd. | wonder if Swap’s hungry.”

“You can't feed her to your pet worm.” The Omorr studied me for amoment. “ She' s not hideous.
We ve got an entire house full of femaes. We dter her gppearance enough to make her look like one of
thegirls”

“And that’ sgoing to fool the malesin this colony, who have used every girl under my roof countlesstimes
since the blockade started, for how long?” Mercy dragged ahand over her hair and gave me an
exasperated look. “They come and find her here, they will raze this place to the ground and toss us out
the nearest air lock.”

“We haveto protect her,” Cat said, putting himself in her path. “Mercy. Come on. She' sadoctor.”

“What difference will that make?’ she demanded. “ She can’t do anything but fed foreheads and take
temperatures. She' saliability. We haveto get rid of her.”

“I will leave, and tell no onethat | was here or how you helped me,” | offered, drawing their atention
away from each other. “Only show mewhere my husband is. | will need him to protect me.”

“I can't, honey,” Mercy said, at last showing some sympathy. “He was salvaged by Drefan’sdreds, and
he belongs to Omega Dome until he can reimburse Drefan for the cost of the rescue. It's how we do
thingshere”

“Neither of usare carrying anything of value,” | pointed out. “We have some limited assets, but they are
on Joren. We cannot pay you until after we leave.”

“That’ snot going to happen,” Cat told me. “If your husband isin any kind of fighting shape, Drefan will
use himin the games.” When he saw my blank ook, he added, “ Gamersis a bloodsport arena.
Simulated battles, hunting expeditions, or any other confrontation where you haveto kill or bekilled.” He
flicked aglance toward Mercy. “It' sthe second oldest form of recreation on Trellus.”



“No oneactualy dies” Mercy assured me. * Drefan uses certain control measuresinside each grid. The
smulations can't kill or maim any of the gamers”

My stomach clenched at the thought of Reever being forced to fight, even under smulated conditions.
“What can | do to free him from the obligation to this Drefan?’

“You?Nothing,” Mercy sad.

“| can talk to him, and seeif we can work out adeal,” Cat said. “ Drefan owes me. But we want
something in return.”

“No, wedon't,” Mercy said ingtantly.

“Shut up,” hetold her. To me, he said, “We don't have adoctor on colony, and al of the girls here need
medica exams. Will you take alook at them?’

Mercy threw up her arms. “Why don’t | st fire to the place mysdf? Saves us having to wait for the
enraged, insane mob to arrive and doit. | never liked this place much anyway. Thewalls till smell of
Rilken.”

“Pay no attention to the semihysterica Terran,” Cat said. “ Shethinks everyoneisout to get her.”

“Everyone has tried to get me,” Mercy said, her teeth clenched. “ Since when did you become such a
champion of Terrans?’

“I don’'t know,” he shot back. “I can definitely think of onefemael’d like to beat sensdless.”
She puckered her lipsasif to kisshim. “Only beat?’

Their bickering reminded me so much of Squilyp and me while we were arguing over patientsthet |
amogt laughed. “1 will perform medica exams on anyone you wish.” | saw them both frown and added,
“Please. Help us”

Mercy sworein alanguage my wristcom wouldn't trandate. “ Cat, sgna OmegaDome. Seeif Drefan il
has the hushand and what he wants to settle the salvage debt. I’ 1 think about whatever he relays back.”
As he garted to reply, shelifted onefinger. “Not another word, or | kick her out just on principle.”

“Fine. It syour whorehouse.” The Omorr stomped ouit.

“Never hirean Omorr to run your business,” Mercy advised me with mocking seriousness. “ They're
great with the books, they think thieving is beneath them, and what they can do with blades probably
makes you look like afumbling amateur. But soft-hearted? Christ. P Kotmans are tougher.”

| was more concerned with the last thing Cat had said. “ Thisplaceisa. . . whorehouse?’
“| prefer to cdl it abrothel.” She noted my reaction with ahaf smirk. “Didn’'t | mention that before?’
“No.”

“Wall, then.” She made a grand, sweeping gesture. “Welcome to Mercy House, Doc. Home of the
oldest form of recreation on Trellus.”

The thought of ahousefilled with femaes salling sexud services bemused me. The lideg had no brothels,
asany man could use dmost any woman for coupling whenever he pleased. Certain fema es were made
to cater to al men, but the ahayag were not compensated, only used. An lideg mae certainly would



never entertain the notion of paying for sex. The only females he could not have were the wives of certain
high-ranking maes within the tribes, who were reserved for use by their husband only.

Jorenians did not couple with anyone but their mates, and only after they had Chosen, for the purposes of
bonding and procreation. A brothel would quickly go out of business on Joren.

| knew from the data Reever had given me on Terrathat my kind had created humanlike machines, called
sex drones, which could be rented or purchased by those wishing to couple. They had not been the
machinesin which | had been created, which only made the idea of them somewnheat |less repulsive.

Reever preferred to couple only with me, but that was no doubt due to his unusua upbringing.

“There arethree rulesin my business,” Mercy told me as she escorted me down the corridor into what
she caled the dining room. “ Thefirgt one is aways keep the customers happy. Happy tricks come
back.”

She had offered to spesk in lideg, but | asked her to use stan Terran. Now | was beginning to regret
that. “'Y ou practice deception aswell as progtitution?”

“Tricksarewhat we call our customers,” she explained as she prepared two servers of hot liquid,
“dthough certain deceptions of kindness are abig part of the business, too. Here, drink this.” She offered
me one of the servers.

| took asurreptitious sniff. The scent Sartled me. “Isthisidlieberry?’

“Y eah, but not quite as bitter as your people brew it.” Mercy sipped some of her own. “One of my girls
brought the seeds with her when she was sold offworld. She started growing it in one of our agridomes,
and got me hooked onit.” She saw my expression and scowled. “ This doesn’t mean we' re best friends.
I"'m putting everything | have at risk herefor you, and | am very attached to my persona wedth. It'sjust
something to drink.”

“It'snot thetea.” | thought of how best to ask. “Y ou use daves here?’

“Most of them were endaved,” Mercy said, giving me adirect look. “None of them are now. They're
free, paid employees who choose to make thistheir profession. | peddle sex, Cherijo, not flesh.”

We sat down in acomfortable rectangle of cushioned segts, and Mercy propped her feet on the low,
ovd table set in the center of it. | found mysdlf oddly fascinated by this Terran. Because we shared one
body between us, | had never been able to meet Cherijo. | sensed that Mercy’ s uncertain temper,
colorful way of speaking, and possessive outlook werenot all that different than my former self's.

Thismight bethe closest | ever came to knowing the woman who had occupied my body.
“You'revery far away from the homeworld,” | said to her. “How did you cometo be here?’

“I wasn't born on Terra” She cradled her server between her hands. “My parents had me in space, on

thejaunt here. They and agroup of other crazy pioneerswerethe origina colonisson Trdlus. Welived
in orbit for awhile asthey were building the first habitat domes and ingtalling the radiation shields.” She

stared down into her server and her tone changed. “ After that, we had six good years.”

| heard pain, rage, and sorrow lurking behind her soft words. “ And in the seventh year?’

“The fucking Hsktskt came.” The server made a cracking sound between her hands, and Mercy rose and
carried it over to the disposa unit.



In that time, the Hsktskt only came to acolony of warm-blooded beingsfor one reason: to raid it. They
would have stripped the planet of everything of vaue, killed most of the inhabitants, and endaved the
rest. That she had survived such araid meant she had been left behind to diein the ruins.

| knew the Hsktskt' sraiding had been born out of resentment toward the warm-blooded species that
had intruded on their territory and started colonizing it without their permission. It did not justify what they
had done to so many worlds.

No wonder she hated me for curing the plague on Vtaga. To her it must seem asif | had betrayed our
own kind.

| waited until she glanced a me, and said, “1 am sorry, Mercy.”

“Yeah. Sowerewe.” She walked around the room, absently picking up things and putting them back
down. “My parents died defending this dome. Thelizards took or killed everyone else, except meand a
couple of other kidswho were too small to sell. About half of them starved before the first trader came
aong. | didn't, and I’ ve been here ever snce, and why the hdl am | telling you dl this stuff?’

“We are both Terran,” | said. “One feds a certain bond to another of the species when isolated from the
rest. Why didn’t the traders who came after the Hsktskt take you back to Terra?’

She uttered a humorless sound. “ Traders don't give away passage, not when they can fill the space with
cargo they’re paid to trangport. It wasn’t S0 bad after the pleasure missionaries landed and set up the
Shelter. Thefird training brothel,” she added when she caught my expression. 1 suppose you don't
gpprove of my business, either.”

“I am lideg, not Terran,” | reminded her. “ Aslong asit doesn’'t harm others, what awoman doesto
surviveisher choice”

“Wadl, no matter what they take away from you, you still have your body. The missonariestaught us
that.” Her expression turned wry. “I’ m sure homeworld-raised Terrans would spit on me for what | do.”

She didn’t seem too concerned about that. “Wouldn't it bother you if they did?’

“Hdl, no. | worked my way up through the ranks, learned every aspect of the business end of the
pleasure industry, and saved enough creditsto start my own house. All before | was eighteen.” Sherana
fond hand over the back of one of the seating arrangements. “1n some waysit’s no different than being a
trader or asoldier. Only | don’t have to jaunt anywhere or kill anyone.”

“Do the colonigtstreet you fairly?

“They haveto.” Shelowered her voiceto awhisper. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’ m one of the richest beings
inthe quadrant.”

| finished my teaand stood. “Would you show me around the rest of Mercy House?’

That seemed to take her aback. “Y ou redly want to seeit, Doc, or are you just being polite?’
“I am being polite,” | replied, “and | redly want to seeit.”

“Keep up the honesty thing you'redoing,” shesaid. “1 likeit.”

Mercy led me from the dining room out to the main corridor, which ran the length of the house and led off
into five different sections. The two largest were reserved for the trade of the house. One had been



converted into quartersfor the brothel staff, most of whom lived aswell asworked in the house. The last
two contained kitchens, supply rooms, and Mercy’ s office and private quarters.

“When | decided to open my own place, | didn’'t have enough creditsto cover building it new,” Mercy
told me. “I won this one from the previous owner, this Rilken hustler who tried to cheat mein agame of
whump-ball. He saw Terran and thought stupid—big mistake. I’ ve been sharking whump-tableswith
tradersfor solong | can run atablein my deep.”

| sniffed theair. “Rilkenslived here?’

“Oh, | had the place thoroughly deconned and re-modeled before | moved in to set up shop.” She
stopped to listen at one closed-door pand. “They might be small, but Jesus, they’ re dobs. Hang on one
sec.” She checked the door panel controls, which had the last entrance time displayed, and then enabled
the room audio. “ Eka, his hour was up ten minutes ago.”

“I told him that, Mercy,” astrained voice replied. “Hewon't disengage and | can’'t shake him off.”

“Wait here,” Mercy said to me, and overrode the lock on the door. A blast of moist heat came billowing
out as she entered the room, and reminded me so much of Vtagathat | half expected to see apair of
Hsktskt inside coupling.

A dusky-skinned, red-haired female dripping with perspiration sat in the center of the room on areclining
couch. What appeared to be alarge green octopoid had attached itself to her shoulders and neck. Its
tentacles were entwined in the femal€' s scarlet locks, and it expanded and contracted asit made loud
sucking sounds.

Mercy took out adevice, jammed it against the parasite, and pressed a switch. The octopoid squeaed
and dropped to the floor to thrash and roll, itstentacles whipping the air in afrenzy.

“Mk-tk,” Mercy said, putting her boot on top of the parasite to hold it in place. “We ve been over thisa
hundred times. Y ou can’t suck on Ekatarana s dermafor longer than an hour. It snot fair to her. She
becomes dehydrated.”

Mk-tk stopped thrashing and made a snorkeling sound through a nose or mouth shaped like a collapsing
conefilled with filament-fine sensory organs.

“| don’t care how many credits you throw at me, pal,” Mercy told him. “If you can’t respect the house
safety limits, you can take yourself and your body fluid fetish somewhere dse” Shelifted her boot. “We
understand each other? Or do | dunk you in the nearest liquid-waste disposal and see how you like
sucking on that?’

Mk-tk shivered dl over, curled into aball, and rolled out of the room past me and disappeared around a
corner.

“Idiot male.” Mercy tilted Eka' s head to one side and brushed back her flame-colored hair, revedling a
large section of flesh mottled with black bruising. “Y our arms aren’t broken. Why didn’t you hit the panic
switch when hewouldn’t let go?’

“Not like he'san Edpriyin bloodsucker, Merc,” the progtitute said. “ Besides, after every sesson with him
you let me spend the rest of the day inthetub.” She gazed past Mercy at me and frowned. “Who'sgoing
to service her? They’ll need somedirection.”

Mercy made arude sound. “ She' snot trade. ThisisResa, our . . . houseguest.”



“Greetings, Resa.” Eka stood up and stretched. “I’d stay and chat, but | do need to rehydrate.” She
rolled four of her eyes and wandered into the adjoining lavatory.

“What didshemeanby ... 7" | paused as| worked out what Eka had said. “Oh.”

“I"d better introduce you to the other girls,” Mercy said, heading out of the room, “before you end up
under one of them.”

Six

From the pleasure rooms we walked to the main lobby, where Mercy’ s unoccupied employees gathered
and waited for interested patrons to enter and make a selection from them.

“Normally we take appointments only,” Mercy told me. “ Since Davidov started the blockade, though,
I’ve dlowed unscheduled walk-ins. Sex temporarily relieves anxiety, and these are anxioustimes.”

“Do the other femaes on colony resent your business?’

“There are acouple of puritanswho'd like to shut me down,” she admitted. “But | think most of the
women on Trellus are secretly grateful for us. We run an honest, clean house, but more importantly,
we're discreet.”

Mercy greeted severd femaes who were lounging on couches and divansinside the large and opulently
furnished room. Some were reading data-pads; others were engaged in some form of personal grooming.
A few appeared drowsy, asif they’d just awakened. All of them were in astate of provocative dress,
and looked at mewith varying degrees of interest and not asmall amount of gpprehension.

“Girls, thisisResa,” Mercy told them. “ She'snot atrick, and she doesn't spit.”
“See?’ One of the girls nudged another. “1 told you there were more like Mercy.”

“That’sright,” Mercy said. “Now forget you saw her and don’t say aword to anyone outside the house
about her being here, or you' refired. Without severance or reference.”

| didn’t make agrand impression. A few of them waved or greeted me before returning to their reading,
grooming, or dozing.

Eka sunfamiliarity with my species made me curious. “ Are you now theonly Terran on Trellus?’ | asked
her aswe moved into another room, onefilled with security monitors and equipment panels.

“No, there's Drefan, or what' sleft of him. A couple of mercs from the homeworld stop in now and then,
t0o.” Mercy went to one of the consoles and began pulling up various images on the screen. Theimages
showed rooms occupied by maes and femaes who were coupling. “Firg time they land, they hear about
me and come looking for persond service, the bigoted bastards. Pisses them off to find out that | just run
the place.”

“You don't play tricks?’

She gave me a gartled look, and then laughed. “ That’sagood way to put it. No, | haven't played with
anyone but Cat since he and | got together.”

It was my turn to fed surprised. “Y ou are wife to that Omorr?’

“I am girlfriend to that Omorr,” she corrected. “\We were going to make it permanent, but the war got in



the way, then Davidov.”

My gaze went to one of the monitors, and the three males and one female it showed in avery
complicated position. “ Do you watch dl the tricks with your girls?’

“Not because I’'m avoyeur, if that’swhat you' rethinking. It' s a safety precaution, because. . . we get
some rough trade through here.” She tapped some keys and the image changed to an exterior view of the
colony. She pointed to one of the darker domes. “That’s Omega Dome, Drefan’ s place. Commonly
referred to as Gamers. W€ Il have to go over there for the meet. He doesn't ever leaveit.”

“Why not?’

“Because he' saproud, stubborn jackass. He saso disabled.” She opened acom channdl. “Cat, any
progress on that meet?’

“We have company,” the Omorr said. “He d like to speak with you.”
Another mae voice growled, “We want the femae. Bring her out.”

Mercy closed the channel. “ See? | knew it. | knew it.” She reopened it. “How nice of you boysto stop
in. We have an entire house filled with females, so take your pick. Just don’t hurt them or remove them
from the property, and make sure you have enough creditsto pay for what you like.”

“I want the fema e from the wrecked ship,” the man replied. “ She' sthe one he' Il pay for.”

Mercy muted the channd and turned to me. “ Thiswaking hemorrhoid and his crew are Gnilltak raiders.
Y our basic scum of the universe. They’ ve been stranded here ever since Davidov locked down the
colony. He destroyed their ship, too. Needless to say, they’ re not a cheery bunch.” She enabled the
audio.

“—her now, Mercy,” theraider’ s leader was bellowing. “Or we Il start burning some new holesin your
whores. Starting with your pretty boy.”

Mercy switched the monitor to the reception room, where agroup of armed males had weapons trained
on thefemales. One hulking male stood behind Cat and had a pulserrifle pressed againgt the Omorr’s
head.

“Shit,” she said softly, tugging &t the silver loop piercing her eyebrow before she reopened the channd.
“All right, I'm coming out with her.”

“I can ded with him,” | told her as| removed the Lok-ted from under my tunic. “ Give me amoment.”

“Oh, no. You're staying here. I'm not going to let them shoot up the place.” She opened one of the bins
under the console and took out two pulse pistals, tucking both inside her jacket. “ They were stupidnot to
disarm Cat. Between the two of uswe can—" She looked at me and shrieked.

“It sdl right. It satype of mask.” | went still asthe Lok-ted enveloped my head and molded itself to my
skull, darkening and refining itself into the broader countenance of an older woman.

Mercy had gone so pae she looked like anegeative of hersdlf. “ That’ sredly not eating your face?’

“No, it'sonly covering it.” It fanned out over my hair, mimicking it asit turned apae gold, and crept over
my eyes, shaping new onesthat were wide, pleasant, and pae blue. Although the tel epathic mold had
covered my entire face with amask exactly matching theimage | had projected to it, | could breathe and



seethroughiit.
Mercy stared, appaled and fascinated. “Y ou' re sure that’ s not smothering you?’

“Quite sure” Onceit had finished, | smiled with my new mouth. “ Thisface belongsto a Terran femae
named AnaHansen.”

“Maybe you should giveit back.”

“Itisonly areplicaof her countenance, created by the L ok-teel—the thing on my face—to cover my
own features,” | told her. “I thought it best to use area person, in the event my identity is checked. Ana
isan administrator on K-2.”

“But how couldit .. . . never mind. Y ou can explain it to melater.” Shetook another pistol from the bin
and tried to put it in my hands. “ Takeit. If the mask doesn’'t work, you'll need it.”

“I thank you, but | prefer to use my own weapons.” | showed her my own blade harness. “1 have
Jorenian field and combet training.”

Her jaw sagged. “ A Terran, fighting for Joren?’
“| was a battlefield surgeon with Teulon Jado’ sforces,” | clarified. “On Akkabarr, during the rebdlion. ”

“A patcher and asoldier. Y ou get more interesting by the millisecond, Cherijo.” New respect glinted in
her eyes. “When we go out there, et me do thetalking. If a any time | do this’—she made asmdl hand
gesture—"attack to disable.”

We returned to the reception room, where the raiders were waiting with their hostages.

“Y ou took your time, Mercy.” Theleader, alarge, benign-looking humanoid with awide frame and soft
brown and orange hair covering most of his derma, shoved the end of hisrifle hard against Cat’ s head.
The plessant expresson in hisliquid brown eyes and the mellow beauty of his voice made hisactions
seem that much more obscene. “Y ou getting tired of Snake-Face?”’

“Inyour dreams, Pus-breath,” Mercy said. She didn’t flinch when the raider fired directly over her head.
“My name,” he shouted, “is Posbret.”

“Whatever.” Mercy studied her fingernails. “Y ou wanted to see the femae from the crash.” Shejerked
her head toward me. “There sheis”

The raider shoved Cat away from him and walked up to me. He had to bend over to look into my face.
His breath smelled like the flowers on Joren, and his eyestugged at my heart with their soulful bealty.
“Shedoesn't look at dl like that clone dut pictured in the bounty relays.”

“Sheis, however,” Mercy said, “the female who wasin the crash. Y ou can check with my dredsif you
like”

Perfumed breath blasted my L ok-tedd mask as the raider demanded, “What are you caled?’

“AnaHansen,” | lied politdy. “I’'m an adminigtrator on K-2.” | didn’t struggle as he grabbed the front of
my tunic and lifted me off my feet. Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Mercy put ahand on Cat’ s nearest
appendage, asif to hold him back.

“Y ou don't look anything like the one he wants.” Theraider’s expression turned tragicaly sad, which |



interpreted as ascowl. “What are you doing here?’
| had not prepared a cover story, so | told him a carefully worded version of the truth.

“My husband and | are sojourning together,” | said. “We stopped hereto visit our friend.” | glanced at
Mercy, to make him believe that she was the friend in question. “Thetrader in orbit told usthat no one
was permitted to land on Trellus. When we ignored his advice, hefired on us. We had to make an
emergency landing, and the crash destroyed our vessdl. We are stranded here now.”

“So are we, curse that mud-sucking Terran up there.” Posbret’ s grip loosened. “Where isthis husband of
yours now?’

“Drefan has him over at OmegaDome,” Mercy said. “Areyou satisfied, or should | draw some stick
figures?’

For amoment | thought the Gnilltak might not release me. Then he abruptly let go, and | dropped to the
floor. Cat grabbed me and kept me from landing on my face. In doing so the Omorr felt the strap of my
blade harness, and gave me awary |ook.

“Watch your hide, Terran.” The Gnilltak raider shouldered hisrifle and lft, his men filing out behind him.

While Cat repaired the damage Posbret had inflicted on the house security grid, Mercy sent her
frightened girls off duty and cleared the remaining customers out of the house.

“We're closed for the rest of the day because | said so0,” she told one male as the disgruntled tricks
departed. “Keep giving megrief and I’ ll cancel the free return visit | credited to your account—and call
your spouseto let her know how much you enjoy being whipped before you mate.”

Before we |ft for the meeting, Mercy showed me aroom in a private, well-monitored section of the
house. The furnishings appeared more subdued than those in the pleasure rooms, but | preferred the
restful textures and colors. After living for so long on aworld of white and blueice, vivid colors unsettled
me. Some combinations even nausested me.

“These will beyour quarters. Mine are right through there” —she pointed to adoor panel— “and Cat is
acrossthe hdl.”

| removed the Ana Hansen mask from my face, and the L ok-tedl became ablob again and did under my
collar.

“The room termina and the emergency tranamitter are voice-activated,” Mercy continued, “and we'll
keep ours connected with yours. If anything happens, you only haveto cal out and Cat or | will bein
herein two seconds.”

“What could happen that | would need you so quickly?’ | asked, and saw aflash of raw emotion pass
over her face. Fear, and something like outrage. “Mercy?’

“Nothing.” She handed me a stack of dark blue garments. “We look to be about the same size, so these
should fit you. Get washed up and changed while | arrange our escort.”

She left mein the room, and | made use of the cleansing unit before | put on the tunic and trousers she
had given me. | decided to take the Lok-ted with me, in the event | needed to disguise my features again.
After | tucked it under my tunic, | tidied my hair. Duncan preferred it down and loose, and often brushed
it out himsdlf in the evenings. Nerves and something € se made me begin separating my hair into sections.



My fingersitched to do something. Something | had never done. Weave.

Sowly, without any consciousintention on my part, my fingersdid just that: They curled around the
sections and wove them together, in and out of each other, turning al the loose hair into acable. A brief
search turned up some jeweled clips, which | used to secure the cable' sloops to the back of my head.

Not a cable. A braid.

| looked a my image in the reflecting plas above the vanity unit. | had been alowed to keegp my long hair
among the vral, asthey feared me and the effects of my amnesia, but . . . | could not remember learning
how to weaveit likethis.

lisleg women do not braid their hair. They cannot. They wear it too short.
Dark blue eyes stared back a me, unblinking, unforgiving. I am not an lisleg woman.

| reached out to the plas, touching the dick surface with my fingertips. The woman on the other side did
the same, but at the very last moment her hand became afist and smashed into the plas, punching through
it and reaching for my throat—

“Cherijo?’
| blinked, and the shattered plas became whole, and the woman inside it became my reflection again.

Mercy cameto stand behind me. Shelooked as angry as she had when I d firgt arrived. “ That stupid
mule-headed hermit agreed to a mesting, but he wantsto see only you. He Il dlow you to bring adrone
escort for protection.”

| noted her white lips and the hands curled tightly againgt her sides. “ Protection from what?’

“Posbret and every other credit-hungry raider on thisrock, | suppose.” As she shrugged, her gaze
dropped away from mine. “Y ou ready?’

| turned my back on thething inthe mirror. “Yes”

Four of Mercy’ s drednocs escorted me out of the brothel and through the pressurized access ways that
connected most of the colony. | argued against S0 many—surely one was more than enough—but she
was adamant.

“Drefan isbeing particularly unfriendly, even for him,” shetold me. “I don’t know what he' s planning, but
| want you back here as soon as possible. Husband or no husband. Or Cat and | are coming after you.”

| thought the abrupt turnaround in her attitude toward me was rather touching. “ Are you sure you don't
want meto stay at Drefan’ s dome? It would mean less trouble for you.”

“Y ou”—she poked her finger a my sternum— “are il in debt to me. Y ou come back.”

| suited up—another precaution that Mercy insisted on—and followed two of the drednocs into the long,
trangparent corridor of plas leading to Omega Dome. The other two battle drones followed me, the
flickering lightsfrom their chass's dancing across the convex interior of the accessway.

Mercy had programmed the drones to respond to my inquiries, so | asked, “How long will it taketo
reach Omega Dome?’

“At current speed, one minute, forty-two seconds, ” the drone replied. Asit did, the glowing halo of



energy around its upper sensor case changed color from purple to green.
“What isthe sgnificance of your halo colors?’

“This color indicates thisunit isin standard operational mode.” The drone' s halo turned purple again.
“Thiscolor indicates thisunit isin battle mode.”

| looked at the other drednocs. All of their halos glowed purple. “ Are you expecting a confrontation?”

“Thisunit cannot expect,” it told me. “ Current operationa modes were included in programmed ordersto
escort Terran female designated Resato Omega Dome.”

Mercy had put them dl in battle mode before we' d left her dome. | needed to discover what my host
feared enough to surround me with four dronesready to kill something. “Isthere athrest-identification
protocol in your current program?’

“Affirmative”
“Defineidentification parameters,” | said.
“Pass code required.”

| had no ideawhat code Mercy had used to safeguard the information, or why shefelt aneed to do so.
“Cancd previousinquiry.”

The drone’ s hao turned green for amoment as it processed my request. At the sametime, | heard a
hissing sound and turned toward the air lock we were passing in time to see areptilian being launch itself
at us.

It hit the drednoc | had been questioning, which fell sdewaysin front of me, its grapplers dipping on the
oily, scaed hide of the attacker. | jumped back, colliding with the drone behind me, and then | was
snatched up and held above the fray.

“Put medown,” | ordered. The droneignored me.

The attacker, ahuge Tingdean, punched one of its sunted arms through the fallen drednoc’ s armored
chassis. Itslimb went through the dloy asif it were worn cloth. With atwist it seized and ripped out the
drone’ s command core. The drednoc ingtantly shut down and became inert.

The being looked up at me and bared two dagger-long fangs dripping with poison. Its eyes were black
and lidless, which made the dark blood rimming them easy to spot. Only a serious head injury caused
that sort of bleeding, even in reptilian life-forms.

“l amaheder,” | saidinacam, clear voice. “ Stop thisand | will help you.”

Purplelight filled the accessway as the drone holding me wrapped its extensors around me. The other
drones converged on the Tingalean from either Side, but it dithered out from under them and struck at the
tripod of my drone, trying to unbalanceit.

“Stand down,” | called out to the drones. “It may be hurt.”

The drednocs did not respond to my command but raised their weapons. Pulse fire struck the reptilianin
the back, and it screamed before it reversed itsalf and darted back into the air lock. The door panels did
shut before the drones could follow. After severa fruitless attempts to open the air lock doors by the
other drones, the drednoc holding me carefully set me down on my fest.



“Thiswas completely unnecessary.” | knelt beside the fallen drednoc, but without its command core it
couldn’t respond or move. “Why didn’t you listen to me when | told you to stand down?’

The drednocs formed atriad around me and their inert comrade. “These units are programmed to protect
Terran female Resa,” one of them said.

“Y ou could have defended me without hurting the Tingalean.” | had never seen such adisplay of hodtility,
especidly from the reptilian. Although their poisons made them some of the deadliest beingsin the gdaxy,
Tingdeanswere anotorioudy placid, nonaggressive species, who dedicated themsalves to remaining as
neutral asthe Jorenians. “Have there been other attackslike this?’

“Unknown,” one of the dronesreplied.

“Wdl, who wasit atacking?’ | asked. “Y ou, or me?’

“Unknown.”

There were far too many damn unknowns on this planet.

“Signd Mercy,” | told the drednoc who was responding to me. “ Relay what happened here.”
“Affirmative,” it said. “ Does Terran female Resawish to return to Mercy House?’

“No.” | stood and went to the air lock, but the door panel remained jammed shut from theinside. “ Take
meto—"

Something overhead moved, and bright, hot beams of light diced down from a maintenance hatch,
skewering each of the drednocs. Their emitters burst and sparked as they shook, unable to move,
impaled by thelight.

| looked up, but the intensity of the light made it impossible to see what had pinned the drones. | saw
armor begin to liquefy around the beams, and remembered that Trellus had once been used to mine
arutanium. | flattened mysdlf back againgt the accessway wall. The only thing that could remove and
process the mineral was an arutanium particle laser, which would cut through anything it touched—
induding me.

Abruptly the powerful mining beams shut off, and dl three of the remaining droneswent inert and toppled
over, spilling pools of steaming fluid from their melted insdes. | didn’t wait to see what would come out
of the hatch or the air lock, but ran. | wasin a section of the access way that offered no exits except to
the surface.

It can’t follow me out there.

My weighted envirosuit, which had not been designed for speed of movement, dragged at my limbs. |
heard afamiliar hissing sound behind me and scanned the sides of the accessway. | headed for an outer
ar lock and hurled mysdlf into it, shutting the doors and securing them as the Tingaean had.

Something threw itsdf into the panelsfrom the other side, denting the thick plastedl. Then alaser began
humming.

The suit’ sgloves made my fingers clumsy, but | enabled my suit’ stemperature controls and air supply
flow, checked my sedls, and opened the doorsto the surface. Air rushed around me as the Tingalean
used the laser to burn through the air lock’ s sedl, and | sllently prayed that no one €l se had entered the
accessway.



Onthe surface, | saw that | was only afew hundred yards out from Drefan’ s enormous Omega Dome,
and decided to walk toward it rather than cross the greater distance back to Mercy House. | forced
myself not to hurry so that | wouldn't trip, fall, and bresk one of my sedls. | didn’t look back at the air
lock. The crazed Tingalean had not been wearing protective gear; it had to be suffocating or dead.

A hisscame over my suit com, making my blood freeze as| dowly turned and saw the reptilian initsown
envirosuit, emerging from the surface ar lock and moving more rapidly than | had thought possible.
Under itsarm it carried what had to be the mining laser.

It had disabled four battle drones. My chances of sopping or euding it were unlikely. | pressed the com
button on my suit control panel, transmitting my audio to any console within range that had an open
channd.

“ThisisResa” | said as| kept moving. “Mercy, if you can hear this, the drones you sent with me are all
disabled. I'm out on the surface being pursued by the Tingalean who attacked them. It hasamining laser.
| don't think I"'m going to reach Omega Dome in time to escapeit.”

“Dr. Grey Veil?” an unfamiliar Terran mal€' s voice asked.

“Yes. Did you hear my last transmission?’ | went around the edge of asmall crater filled with jagged
rock. “My escort was attacked and—"

“You'redoneout there,” hefinished for me. “We picked up your com signa. Y ou have to take cover
now. That cluster of basdt pillarsfifty yardsto your right will do. Stay there until the threet is neutralized.

| didn’t know how he could see me, but | wouldn’t waste time finding out. | made my way to the pillars
and carefully squeezed into a gap between two of them. The surface began to tremble under my heavy
soles, and | saw along, wide shadow stretch out toward the Tingalean.

This drednoc was twice the size of Mercy’s, with adifferent configuration of extensors and attachments.
It looked more like a man—Iike a mechanica giant of aman—uwith alarger sensor case, grapplers made
to appear like humanoid arms, and two lower appendages that functioned like biped legs. It gave off
strange vibrations, and asit passed the pillars, they caused dust from them to dowly rain down on my
hemet.

The Tingalean enabled the laser and aimed it &t the pillars, completely ignoring the drednoc. The giant
came up and snatched the laser out of thelizard being’ s handsjust asit fired, shifting the beam up into
space. The drednoc backhanded the Tinga ean, who sailed over the airless surface and landed near the
junction of two access ways. It pulled open a hatch and disappeared intoit.

“It'sgone,” | said, trying not to hyperventilate as the drednoc lumbered over to the mining laser and
picked it up. It switched off the power cells and continued on its way to Omega Dome. * Drefan, can you
hear me?’

“Yes,” he said asthe drednoc disappeared insde the dome. *Y ou should come inside now, Doctor.
Enter where you seethered light.”

Just such alight pulsed three times above an air lock, but not the one the drednoc had used. | wriggled
out from between the pillars and hurried toward it.

Seven



| went inside and passed through the same series of air locks and decon procedures as | had at Mercy
House. Whatever the colonists problems, they were absolutely the cleanest beings |’ d ever
encountered.

| expected to be met by another drone, but the being who stepped through the last of the decon
chambers was a Chakacat, afeline who waked upright like a person. This one wore an abbreviated
leather garment around its hips, and awegpons harness made of four narrow straps wrapped diagondly
around itslean torso. | had assumed its species was peaceful, but this one carried power and blade

wespons.

| had already met one of itskind on board the Sunlace, aformer domestic companion named Alunthri.
Although that one had been agentle, intelligent creature who spoke better than some of the lideg | had
known, it had taken some time for me to becomeaccustomed to the idea of awalking, talking,
hermaphroditic feline.

This one had the same silvery pelt and bullet-shaped head as Alunthri, but it waslarger, and its muscles
more developed. An adien wariness sharpened its clear, colorless eyes asit returned my scrutiny. It aso
held aweapon trained on me.

“I am Ked, the games magter’ sassigtant,” it told me, showing smal, sharp teeth that matched the golden
color of itstalons. “Were you injured during the attack, Dr. Grey Vel?’

| shook my head as | began stripping out of the suit.
“Answer me with words, if you please.”

It didn’t understand body language? Alunthri had certainly read minewell enough. “I anfine” |
straightened my garments and eyed the wegpon it was lowering. “Where is my husband?’

“Comewith me.” It extended a paw toward the outer corridor.

Theinterior of Omega Dome proved to be as austere as Mercy House was luxurious. | noted a
shield-shaped meddlion in the center of dl of thewall panels, and the digtinctive emblem ingdethe
three-cornered symbol of protection. A Terran letter “D” formed from the image of a haf-waned moon
with asword running diagondly throughtit.

“The‘'D’ gandsfor Drefan?’ | asked the cat.
It hesitated amoment too long before it answered me. “Yes.”

Clear viewer panels began to appear, and | looked through one to see two groups of males attacking
each other in themiddle of ajungle. Theferocity of the battle startled me. “ There are peoplefighting in
there”

“Some of them are colonigts,” the Chakacat said. “Mogt are smulated combatants. The quaity and
variety of Omega Dome bloodsport smulations are renowned throughout the quadrant. Our programs
are dill asclose asyou can get to authentic combat without entering adaver arenaor joining the military.

“I have been in authentic combat,” | told it. “1 did not find it entertaining.” Aswewalked on, | passed five
more panels before | asked, “How many of these smulation chambers do you have here?’

“Three hundred and fifty singles, seventy-two doubles, and twenty-eight multiples, and agrand centra
arenafor largeteam play. Thisis central control. ” The Chakacat stopped in front of aroom without a



viewer and tapped akeypad with one claw tip. The panel opened to revea aroom filled with monitors
and controls, much the same asthe one at Mercy House.

“Do you people do anything on this planet that is not watched by another?’ | grumbled as | walked in.

“| takeit you don't think highly of spectators,” aman said as he came out from behind one of the
consoles. Hedid not rise out of his seat but tapped the controls on one arm and made it glide acrossthe
floor toward me.

This Terran mal€' s upper torso bulged with heavy muscles, but he couldn’t leave his chair. Space
yawned where hislower limbs should have been. Other parts of him were missing aswell.

“See anything you like?" he asked.

“| can seethat you have onearm and nolegs,” | said, annoyed by his sdf-effacing taunt. “Why areyou in
that chair? Were you not properly fitted with prosthetics?’

“| forgot how direct hedlers can be.” He sounded more amused than offended. “ Asit happens, | do have
prosthetics, but they are uncomfortable, and | prefer the chair. It sfaster.”

“Artificia limbsare not only for your persona benefit,” | pointed out. “ They improve your appearance
and how others perceive you. How uncomfortable are they? Perhaps they were not fitted correctly.”

“Oh, they fit. Only too well.” He rested a hand on his thigh, which ended where a knee should have been.
“The discomfort is, shal we say, more piritud.”

| had dedlt with amputees on Akkabarr, and after an engineering accident on the Sunlace during our
jaunt to Joren. Loss of mobility and body function often inflicted more pain than the actud injuries.
Sympathy, however, rarely helped dleviate the victim’ s suffering.

“I see” | said briskly. “So you walow in that chair and your saf-pity, and insure that everyone around
you does the same. Not how | would wish to live, but you must do asyou will.”

“Weany of usrarely do aswewill, Doctor.” He offered his hand in Terran fashion. “ James Drefan,
Games Master. Y ou have many names, according to the bounty particulars, but | believe that you are
cdled Cherijo.”

“Yes” | turned to Ked. “Whereis Reever?’
The Chakacat was standing between me and the only exit, like aguard. “Hewill join us shortly.”

“While we wait, Doctor, would you be so kind as to remove your wegpons and put them there?” Drefan
gestured to anearby table.

| was not eager to give up my blades. “Why do you want them?’

“No oneis permitted to carry rea weaponsinside the domefor safety reasons.” He smiled alittle. “ There
are, shal we say, too many temptations to use them.”

“I am fedling oneright now.” | reached under my tunic and removed my blade harness, dropping it onto
thetable.

Drefan eyed it. “We did scan you for weapons before you entered the dome, Doctor.”
Reluctantly | bent down and removed the sheaths strapped to my caves, and added them to the others.



“Thank you. Areyou hungry?| can did up amed for you.” The Terran looked over my shoulder at
Ked, who took my blades and departed. “ Davidov’ shlockade has reduced usto living on synthetics, but
they'reedible.”

“I thank you, no.” | sensed | was being analyzed, measured, or otherwise toyed with, and my patience
gretched thin. “Where is my husband?’

Drefan consulted one of the monitors. “ At the moment, it appears that he' s crawling through one of the
smulator power conduits.”

“What? Why?"

“Y our husband is determined to escape my custody. ” He turned the screen so that | could see theimage
of Reever inching hisway through an alarmingly narrow passage. A panel opened, and he was pulled ot.
“Ah, there. Ked has arrived with some dronesto retrieve him.”

| watched the screen as the feed switched to another area, where my husband was fighting a domestic
drone. The Chakacat stood by and held aweapon trained on Reever.

“What have you doneto him?’

“Nothing, except refuseto dlow him to leave the dome,” Drefan assured me. “ Thiswould be histhird
attempt to escape since my salvage drones brought him in. Apparently he' s not interested in accepting

our hospitdity.”
| gasped as two more drones joined the fight. “ Tell him to stop.”

“I'vetried, severd times. Hewon't listen to me, and I’m running out of drones.” Drefan looked at me
full-face for thefirst time, revealing a smooth socket where hisright eye should have been.
“Perhapsyou’ d care to save my equipment and relay afew words of reassuranceto him.”

| leaned over the console and enabled the audio. “Duncan, | am here with Drefan. Stop fighting them. Let
thefeline bring you to me.”

Reever shoved the one drone that he hadn’t yet disabled out of hisway, and came to the vid screen.
“How did you get here?’

“I grew tired of waiting for you to come for me.” | touched the screen with my fingertips. “I am al right,
Duncan. Go with the cat. It will bring you to me.”

He nodded and turned to the Chakacat. “ Take meto her now.”
Drefan reached over and shut off the vid. “Y ou're very devoted to each other, | takeit.”

“Takeit however you like.” | watched my husbhand and the feline retreat out of Sght. “It'samistake to
come between us”

“Admirable.” Drefan moved his chair around me to access another screen. “But on Trdlus, that sort of
bond could be rather dangerous.”

“To anyonewho threatens us, yes.” | faced him. “Why did that Tingaean attack me?Isit sck? Hasit
gone mad? Isthat why Davidov has quarantined the colony?’

“I wish | had the answers you desire, Doctor, but | am as mystified by these eventsasyou.” He input
some data on the console, his one hand moving back and forth along the keys with considerable speed.



“Wheat isyour connection with Davidov?’

“None. | met him only yesterday.”

t‘And your husband?’ He looked up as the Chakacat and Reever camein. “Reever, how kind of you to
jonus”

| saw the blood on my husband stunic and in his hair amoment before | embraced him. “What did they

dotoyou?’

“Nothing yet.” He looked over my head at the crippled Terran. “Why is she here? What do you want
from us?’

“Y our wife owes me nothing. Her debt belongsto Mercy, and | believe they’ ve amicably settled the
terms of repayment.” Drefan studied usfor amoment. “ She can pay your debt to me, if sheiswilling.”

Reever' s mouth flattened. “Y ou will not use her in your games.”

“| confess, | am intrigued by the idea of forcing a surgeon to do battle, especially one who cannot be
killed,” Drefan said, “but no, | do not want her for the games. | merely ask that she perform the same
sarvicesthat she promised to Mercy. Full medica examinations for every member of my staff.”

Hisrequest surprised me as much as Mercy’ s had. There had to be more to this than the fact that Trellus
had no physician on colony. They were worried about something specific, a serious hedth issue, and they
wanted metofind it or confirmit.

“If the colonists are suffering from some sort of illness” | said, 1 will be glad to treat them. But | haveto
know what is happening here.”

“Thereisno plague for you to curethistime, Doctor,” Drefan said. “ Only the most common of injuries
and sickness. Before Davidov came, we would send them off colony for trestment. Now we do what we
can for each other, but | would fed better having aprofessiona check out my people.”

Reever looked at me and shook hishead dightly.
“My wifewill examine your Saff,” he said to Drefan. “That will satisfy my debt to you?”

“For the sdlvage, yes,” the games master said. “Y ou will soon need protection from Posbret and some of
the other colonists, which | can aso offer.”

“We can ded with them oursalves,” | told him before Reever replied.

“If that isyour wish. There' sonly one morething.” The crippled Terran changed the image on the viewer
to that of the surface, where Moonfire had crashed. “If you intend to leave Trdlus, you will need viable
trangportation. That appearsto be a problem.”

“If you want the ship for sdlvage,” Reever said, “takeit.”

“On the contrary. | have sent my engineers out to examine the damage to your scout, and they tell me
that we have the parts and resources required to fix it.” Drefan gestured toward a screen that showed
the Renko in orbit. “We might even be able to distract Davidov long enough to alow you to launch and
escape before he notices.”

He had given it some thought, | noted. “Y ou expect usto take you aong?’



Drefan amiled at me. “No. I'm staying here. Once you're out of range of Davidov’' ssigna jammers, you
can tranamit our relaysto the quadrant authorities, and they will send the militiato ded with him.”

| knew we couldn’t leave Trdlus unless the Jorenians sent arescue party, or Moonfire could be
repaired. At the sametime, | didn’t trust Drefan and his eagernessto help us. He didn't know us, and he
wasn't being truthful with us.

“Why haven't you repaired your own ships?’ Reever asked.

“After the last attempt to escape the colony, Davidov destroyed them dl,” Drefan said. *Y ou can seethe
wreckage on the south side of the colony complex, where our main trangport facility used to be. Be
grateful that your shipisdtill viable”

“Y ou have specific data on these repairsthat | can review?’ Reever asked, and the other man nodded.
“Assuming what you say istrue, and your plan can be carried out, what isyour price?’

“I want you,” Drefan said to my husband, “to fight in my games.”
Reever paed.

“No.” I knew how much Duncan had suffered during the years he spent asadave. His Hsktskt owner
had forced him to fight in the arenas, where he had no choice but to kill or bekilled. “My husband cannot

fight”

“He had no difficulty routing my drones,” Drefan told me. “But if he doesn't care for bloodsport, 1 will
make it a single match—one with an opponent worthy of hisskills.”

“I will accept,” Reever said quietly, before | could repeet arefusal, “under two conditions. | will not fight
to the desth.”

“Agreed,” Drefan said. “And the other?”

Reever gripped my hand tightly. “I want to first see thisworthy opponent fight.”

The games magter turned to Kedl. “Have Tya brought to the melee room.”

Wefollowed Drefan’ s glidechair out of the control room and down to what he called the hover view.

“Our customers became bored with the old stationary observation decks,” he told Reever as we stepped
into alarge, round, flat-bottomed area furnished with seats. “ This allows them to change positions above
the smulation, to get the best vantage point. Important when you' re running large programs, and the
fighting can become confusing from the ground level.”

“Y our assigtant told me that the people | saw fighting were colonistsand smulations,” | said. “But they dl
looked redl.”

“Our simulators are not based on League or Jorenian technology,” Drefan said. “Wetrade with a
supplier who has collected some interesting artifacts from distant worlds. I’ Il wager that what we use here
isnot like anything you' ve seen.”

The hover view launched down a short tunndl into a spacious, empty smulation grid. Wefloated silently
aboveit, and then Drefan brought the craft down to what he called the optimum observation levd.

“The grids are modified versions of League standard holoprojectors,” Drefan said as he worked on the
consolein front of him. “Each smulation is stocked with an appropriate quantity of holographite, whichis



charged with light energy and convertsitsaf into whatever we wish: wegpons, landscapes, climate
conditions, terrain, and of course, opponents.”

Optic emittersflickered as the smulation program initiated, and the yellow and black grid disappeared,
replaced by aseething dien jungle and red-brown skies.

“Itan Odaras,” Reaver murmured.

“Y ou recognize the place.” Drefan sounded pleased. “It’s one of our most frequently programmed
smuldions”

“It isthewrong color.” My husband did not seem pleased at dl. “The ground should be soaked with the
blood of the three point seven million beings that were daughtered during the ten years of fighting there.”

“Our customerswant theillusion, my friend,” Drefan said. “Not the redity.”
Reever met hisgaze. “1 am not your friend, Games Magter.”

| kept my hand in his, but my attention was drawn down to five figures that entered the grid. Four of them
were large crosshreed marauders, dressed out in full raiding gear, with long swords and clubs. Thefifth, a
drednoc in combat armor, carried huge double-edged battle-axes in both spiked gauntlets. | recognized
the drone as the same one that had driven the Tingdean awvay from me on the surface.

“Your drednoc isvery unusud,” | said. “Why did you chooseto. .. 7 My voicetrailed off asasxth
and finad combatant entered the grid. Thisonewas astal and aimost as broad as the machine giant, but
wore ametallic therma garment and aclear icestone dave collar around its scaled throat. “Y our
smulaionsare quite convincing.”

Reever stood, equdly riveted. “ That isnot asmulation. ”

“Y our husband is correct,” Drefan said. “ The raiders are generated hol ographite constructs, but the
drednoc and my Hsktskt gladiator arered.”

“Gladiatrix,” | sad, identifying the combatant as afemale from her brow scales and pevic notches. “Was
she marooned here when Davidov came?’

“No. | own her.”

Reever made aharsh sound. “ That’ s not possible. No Hsktskt has ever been successfully endaved. If
they are captured, they commit suicide at the first opportunity.”

“True, unlessthe Hsktskt isunder alife-debt to you,” Drefan said, rubbing afinger acrosshischin. “As
thisoneisto me”

“You saved thelife of aHsktskt,” Reever said.

“I bought the life-debt she owed to another.” The games master smiled at my husband. “I’ ve shocked
you. Surely you know that you can buy anyone or anything if you have theright price.”

Reever looked disgusted now. *“Hsktskt do not sell themsalves.”

| watched the female Hsktskt take her position facing al five of her opponents. She waited in place,
unmoving, as the marauders called out insults and the drednoc’ s halo deepened to adark purple. She
seemed unaffected by the noise or the number of combatants she would fight.



“Tya” Drefan spoke over an audio com that could clearly be heard down on the grid floor, and waited
until the Hsktskt looked up a him. “I want you to give our visitors a proper demonstration of what you
can do.” Heinput something on the hover view's console.

The female Hsktskt regarded the games master steadily as a sword and shield materialized at her feet.
She made no move to touch the weapons.

“Pick them up, Tya, and usethem thistime.” Drefan waited, but the Hsktskt remained unarmed. He
sghed. “ She can be very stubborn.” He pressed another button, and alyrica chime shimmered through
theair.

The sound galvanized the four marauders, who charged the Hsktskt, roaring promises of desth and
dismemberment asthey ran. Tyawaited until the first pair nearly reached her before she dropped and
knocked them off their feet with asweep of her tail. A third heaved his hammer down on her skull, but
sherolled out of theway and |eaped to her feet. Sheripped the skull-basher’ s arm from his body and
bludgeoned him with it before thrusting her talonsinto the hearts of the two on the ground. The fourth
staggered as hisarmless comrade fell into him, and she brought two limbs together to decapitate both of
them smultaneoudy.

| couldn’t breathe, but | could shout. “ Behind you—the drednoc.”

An ax flashed, but Tya heard my warning and moved in time to avoid afierce, killing blow from the
mechanica giant. The second ax might have buried itself in her abdomen, but she seemed to anticipate
the movement, bowed her back, and caught the shaft asit swept past with one of her lower limbs. A
wrench should have knocked it from the drone’ s grip, but it countered the move and spun away. She
followed, watching the drednoc’ s moves. She did not seem afraid or worried, only focused.

| gripped the edge of the hover view, the dloy rim bruising my pams. | had never seen anyone but
Reever fight with such speed or digpassion.

At last the drednoc attacked, and raked its spiked gauntlet across Tya sface, trying to damage her large,
vulnerable eyes. She grunted as she dropped and drove her shoulder into the drednoc’s chest plate. |
heard the sound of armor denting before Tya knocked the drone back and dropped to the ground to
grab the weapons she had ignored since the battle began.

“Whoever programmed your drednoc,” Reever said to Drefan, “has never fought in the arena.”
“Indeed.” Drefan eyed the mechanica giant. “ Perhaps you can give me someinput later.”

The drednoc reeled back afew steps, and then brought its second ax down with ahook toward Tya's
triangular jaw. She met the curved blade with her shield, and sparks flew as the metal's clanged and
ground together. The ropy musclesin her arms bulged as she countered the force and strength of the
drone, and the weapons quivered between them.

“That’senough,” | said, afraid to see another Hsktskt die before my eyes. | had watched too much of
that on Vtaga “ Stop thisnow.”

“Have you seen enough?’ Drefan asked Reever, who nodded. He tapped the console and the smulation
vanished, leaving only the Hsktskt and the drednoc facing each other. At the sametime, Drefan lowered
the hover view to floor level and exited the craft, his glidechair soundless asit moved acrossthe grid.
“Disam, Tya”

Tyadropped the sword and shield before Drefan’ s chair.



“Very good.” Drefan turned to Reever. “Now that you' ve seen her fight, will you accept my terms?’
“No,” | said a once. “He cannot fight her. Sheistoo strong. She will kill him.”

“It isonly an exhibition match, Doctor, and Tyawill do asshe' stold,” Drefan informed me. He gave the
Hsktskt athoughtful look. “Won't you, my dear?’

The Hsktskt femal e studied me and then Reever, but | saw no emotion or concern in her saucer-sized
yellow eyes. She seemed less animated than the smulations she had fought. Sowly shetilted her head
back, baring her throat in agesture of submission.

“Very good,” Drefan said.

| could not believe a Hsktskt female warrior had just capitulated to awarm-blooded cripple whose neck
she could snagp with oneflick of her wrist. Not after watching her fight the way she had. “Is everyone on
this planet insane?”’

Instead of taking offense, the games master grinned like aboy. “Probably.”

Tyastraightened and went to exit the grid. She paused after passing the drednoc, turned, and looped one
of her arms around its head. With awrench she tore the sensor case off the chassis and tossed it at
Drefan. The dron€' s head landed in hislap. Shelooked at Reever again before she departed.

“Well.” Drefan picked up the dron€ s head and regarded it ruefully. “1 did ingtruct her to giveyou a
proper demonstration.”

Drefan ingsted we share amea with him, and | agreed to, but not because | was hungry. | needed time
to think of something | could offer himin return for repairing Moonfire that would not require Reever to
fight that Hskiskt.

| didn’t care what Drefan claimed she would or would not do. Theimage of her tearing the head off the
battle drone would not get out of my head.

We went to Drefan’ s quarters, where Kedl was waiting. The games master ordered the Chakacat to
prepare a Terran medl, and then moved his glidechair over to a cabinet, from which he removed a
container of spicewine. Although he had only one arm, he deftly poured it into three servers.

“Why do you want my husband to fight Tya?’ | asked. “Why not asmulation? They can be programmed
to assure that heisnot harmed.”

“Thereisno sport in that, Doctor,” Drefan said as he handed us each one of the servers. “I know of only
one other Terran to whom a Hsktskt owed alife-debt. | never thought he would crash on Trellusand
become indebted to me. Can you blame me for wishing to recresate such an event?’

“I did not fight a Hsktskt on the sands to earn the life-debt,” my husband said. 1 stopped the
nation of an important Faction member.”

“It'ssaid that you did that by dragging the assassin into the arena,” Drefan tacked on, “and cutting him to
pieces.”

My husband gave him a bland look. “ Such stories become overblown legends that barely resemble the
actud events”

Drefan lifted his server in asilent toast. “Y et you were adopted by TssVar and made amember of the



Faction for what you did that day. It must have been quite impressive, seeing as TssVar aso adopted
you as ablood brother.”

“I would like to know where you have gotten your information,” my husband said casudly.

“Here and there. Rumors abound in my business. ” Drefan regarded his server. “Thelast of my
spicewine. | have another three bottles, and then | will have to make do with synthae until werid
ourselves of Davidov.”

Reever didn’'t touch his server. “How did you acquire Tya slife-debt?’

“Davidov sold it to me.” Drefan smiled as| gaped. “It was the last transaction he made before he shut
down the colony, in fact. | suspect it was to punish her, or us, but | could not pass up the bargain.”

“Hsktskt do not alow themselvesto be trested like commodities,” Reever told him. “They consider it
beneath them, like most warm-blooded behaviors. Did Davidov tell you any details about how he
acquired her life-debt?’

“Hetold methat she held the rank of centuron during thewar. He met her just after her superiors had
apprehended her for deserting her post, or something like that.” Drefan shrugged. “I presume you know
what the Faction does to military deserters? Davidov refused to give me any of the specifics, and Tya
never speaksof it.”

“They’ re hung upside down in public, and then they’ re beaten to death. Slowly. It takes some weeks for
themto die”” Reever regarded the other man closely. “ Davidov spent many years freeing Hsktskt daves.
| find it unlikely that he would rescue amember of the Faction.”

The smooth brow over the crater that had once been Drefan’ s eyelifted. “Y ou know Davidov well,
then.”

“We have shared some causesin the past.” Reever’'s expression remained impassive. “Why do you wish
meto fight her in front of an audience? Isthis some creative form of execution?’

“Her kind have endaved and daughtered millions of members of humanoid species, including the
founders of thiscolony,” Drefan said. “If anyone should be executed, it should be her.”

“I will not fight to the death,” my husband reminded him. “No matter what she or any of the Hsktskt have
donetoyou.”

Ked interrupted the conversation to announce that the meal was ready, and then silently left Drefan’s
quarters. | would have been happy to wait until the men finished eating before | started my med, as|
didn’t recogni ze the unappetizing-looking stew Ked had diaed up, but Reever touched my arm and
linked with me.

Eat with us, hesaid. It is Terran custom, and Drefan responds better to you than me.
What do you wish me to ask him?
Find out how he came to be here on Trellus.

| sampled the stew, which contained cubes of synpro instead of real meet. Despite this, Kedl had
somehow made it savory with askilled addition of piquant herbs. | complimented the dish and inquired as
to what had been added.



“I believeit’ srosemary, thyme, and sage,” Drefan said. “My assstant grows Terran herbsfor mein one
of the agridomes.”

“Thereisnothing like food from one'shomeworld. ” | tried very hard not to remember some of the things
| had eaten on Akkabarr. “What made you leave Terraand journey al the way out here?’

“| intended to stay on the homeworld and increase my family’ sholdings.” Hewheded over to the prep
unit and returned with aserver of water. “My pursuit of that goa eventualy brought me here.”

“Wereyou injured on Terra, or while you were traveling?’

“I'lost my limbsin amining accident.” Drefan glanced down at hisleg sumps. “1 wanted to die after it
happened. A friend convinced methat my life was not over.” He said life asif it meant punishment.

“So now you indulge bloodthirsty game players and rescue rogue Hsktskt cowards.”
He chuckled. “I suppose| do.”
“Y ou must have paid Davidov agreat ded for her life-debt,” Reever said.

“Twenty thousand stan credits,” Drefan replied. “Hardly ablip compared to what | could makeif | gave
your wifeto Davidov.” He glanced a me. “1 don't think Tyaisacoward. If shewere, she would never
fight asshe does.”

He gave nothing away in histone, but | sensed that he actually cared about the Hsktskt femade. “Has she
ever said why she deserted her post?’

“Davidov told methat she botched araid, and she didn’t want to face the consequences. Excuse mefor
amoment.” Drefan moved his chair over to the console, where he summoned Ked.

“| understand that a Hsktskt raid wiped out the original colony on Trdlus,” | said when Drefan returned
to thetable. “ Surely Mercy and the others who survived cannot be pleased by Tya s presence on
Trdlus”

“No one outside my staff knows Tyaexists,” Drefan said. “Nor will they, until | broadcast Reever's
match with her throughout the domes. It should be quite entertaining.” He turned to my husband. “That is,
if you agreetofight her.”

Reever put hishand over mine. Heis not telling the whole truth, but unless he helps us repair
Moonfire, we cannot leave Trellus.

| didn’t want him to go anywhere near that Hsktskt, but he was right. Davidov had left us no choice. |
trust your judgment.

To Drefan, Reever sad, “1 will fight her.”
Eight

Drefan would not allow Reever to leave Omega Dome until | performed the exams on his saff, which |
caculated would take severa days. | had an obligation to return to Mercy House to do the same there. |
suggested contacting her and making arrangements to share my time between the two domes, but Drefan
refused to let me signa the brothel owner.

“I haveto tell her about the Tingdean,” | said. “Her drednocs were destroyed, defending me.” Hopefully



we would not be expected to pay for them aswell asthe salvage, or Reever and | would never get off
thisworld.

Reever caught my arm and swung me around to face him. “Y ou were attacked?’

I’ d forgotten that he didn’t know about the skirmish with the Tingalean. “1t happened when | came here
from Mercy House. | wasn't hurt.”

“Y ou two have agreat dedl to discuss,” Drefan said. “Y ou will stay here tonight with Reever, Doctor. |
will sgna Mercy and make arrangements with her on how best to share your services until the examsare
completed.” But if either of you tell Mercy or anyone outside Omega Dome about Tya, | will void the
repayment agreement.”

“The next time we go sojourning,” | told Duncan as we followed the games master out of his quarters,
“we are bringing an entire cargo hold of creditswith us.”

Drefan escorted me and Reever to our rooms, and bid us good night. | expected him to lock usin, but
the door pand controls were enabled inside.

“Heisvery trusting,” | said as| secured the entrance.

“Theentirefacility isunder constant monitor,” my husband said as he walked around and inspected the
place. “That iswhy | was not able to come to you. Hewill dso be watching our every move.” He
pointed to severd aress. “ Tell me what happened with the Tingaean.”

| recounted how | had been escorted by drednocs from Mercy House, and described the Tingalean's
vicious attack. “It used amining laser on them. They never had a chance to defend themselves.”

“Drones are mechanized constructs, Jarn,” Reever said. “Not people.”

“It till was’t fair.” | went to the externa viewer, which showed the remains of the old ore-processing
towers. “ Do you sense how afraid they are?’

“Colonistswho areisolated like this often devel opsuspicious natures,” Reever said. “Davidov’ s blockade
has not helped.”

“I think it ismore than that.” There was only one substance | knew that could invoke the worst fears of
an entire population: Odnalak bone dust, which an old enemy of Cherijo’s had used to infect the Hsktskt
on their homeworld. The plague on Vtaga had brought out primal fearsinvoked by the memories of an
ancient, extinct threat. " SrrokVar could not have infected this planet. He never had the chance to send
PyrsVar offplanet with the bone dust.” A thought occurred to me. “ Could someone else have taken it
from Vtaga?

"TssVar saw to it that the entire supply was destroyed. However, dl that is needed to creste it are the
bones of an Odnalak.” Reever came to stand behind me. “Do you believe the colonists paranociato be
that excessve?’

“I don't know. Perhaps my own fears are magnifying things. | will scan them for dust contamination when
| begin the medica exams.” Once more | saw the Tingaean’ s blood-rimmed eyesin my mind, which
puzzled me. “ Can you retrieve some specifics about the Tinga ean species on the room termind ?’

Reever went over to the console and input an inquiry. “The colonid database offers only genera
informetion. ”



| looked at the screen. “There.” | pointed to one submenu header on species anatomy. “1 need to seethis
section.” Reever pulled up the data, and | studiedthe text and diagram that appeared. “ Magnify the optic
gructures.” Asthe screen filled with the Tingdean' s cranid case, | noted the muscle encircling the being's
orbital socket membrane. “ As| thought. There are no blood vessdls.”

Reever looked. “1 don't understand what you mean.”

“Inthe Tingaean’ s eye sockets, there are no blood vessals. The eye structureis protected by amucusoid
layer surrounding it and the optic nerve bundle.” | gnawed a my bottom lip. “I know that | saw blood in
itseyes, dl around therims.”

“If it had ahead injury, the blood might have run into the eyes,” Reever said.

| concentrated, recaling the blur of the Tingalean' sfeatures. “ It was not injured or bleeding. There were
no penetrating woundsto itsface or skull. The only way to cause that much bleeding in this species
would beto pull its eyes from the sockets, sever the optic nerves, and then push them back in place. But
doing that would blind it, and this one could see perfectly.”

“It may have attacked someone before you,” Reever said. “The blood of itsvictim may have gotten into
itseyes”

| shook my heed. “ The blood was Tingaean in color.”

“I will check to see how many of itskind are on Trellus. ” Reever switched the screen to the colonid
census database, and input a population inquiry. “ Thereisonly one Tingaean listed asresiding on
colony.”

“So the blood didn’t come from another Tingalean. ” | frowned. “Isthere adeath record listed for a
second?” When he shook hishead, | exhded in frugtration. “How many people are on Trelus?’

“According to colonia census, two thousand, four hundred and eight have permanent resdence status,”
my husband read from the screen. * Eighty-two visitors have arrived but not departed.”

Something occurred to me. “What was the population count seven days ago?’

He changed the date of the inquiry. “ Two thousand, four hundred and eleven.” Before | could ask, he
added, “ There were no deaths recorded during the last week.”

If the three missing colonists had died, the information should have been immediately put into the
database. That was standard procedure, even among independent outposts and secluded societies.

A vague dread settled over me. “What was the population count thirty days ago?’

“Two thousand, four hundred and twenty-three.” He paused. “No deaths recorded for any of them,
ether.”

Twelve had disappeared in the last thirty days. “ And the week just before Davidov began the blockade?’

He made another inquiry, and pulled up adifferent figure. “ Two thousand, six hundred and twelve
residents. Ninety-four visitors.” He looked up at me. “ There have been no deaths recorded for the
missing, or anyone on the colony over the past year.”

It was too large a number to be an accounting error. “ Duncan, two hundred and sixteen people do not
smply disappear. If they’ re not dead, they must have escaped. But how are they getting off the planet?’



“Drefan told me that no one hasleft Trellus since Alek began the blockade,” Reever said. 1t ispossible
that they are dead and the records are incomplete. ”

“Almost ten percent of the populationisgone,” | pointed out. “If they died of natura causesor
misadventure, that would mean this colony’ s mortdity rate isfive times greater than any other settled
world in thisquadrant.” | thought for amoment. “Who is responsible for the census?’

“It is compiled by drone monitor,” my husband said. “ Someone may have tampered with the program to
concedl thetrue satus of the missing.”

“Perhaps. But what if they arereally gone, and no one knows about it but the drone monitors? If they
can't leave, and there are no bodies, where could they be?’ Pain spiked through my head, sudden and
sharp, and | pressed my fingersto my temples asimages began boiling in my mind. “That dave depot.
Catopsa. Something like this happened there.”

“Jarn.” Reever drew me away from the console. “It is better that you not try to remember it.”

“The memoriesare yours, not mine,” | reminded him, grimacing as the pain spiked. “ The guards. Hsktskt
...." | could not create order out of the chaotic images. My forearm started to fedl peculiar, dmost asif it
were hot. “Why doesit hurt to remember that? | was not there.”

“Cherijowas.” He put hisarms around me and pulled me againgt hisrigid frame. “1 should not have
inflicted you with apast you never lived.”

| pressed my cheek againgt his shoulder. “ Tell me what happened on Catopsa. What did the guards do
with the missing daves? All | remember are angry centurons, heat, and humanoid body parts. And my
am hurts”

“The body partswere al we were ableto recover, ” Reever sad. “Some of the guards were using the
missing davesasfood.” He waited before he added, “ Cherijo was branded with adave identification
code. It kept healing over, so the Hskiskt kept branding her.” He touched my forearm where | felt the
pan. “Here”

“It didn’'t happen to me.” | pushed the hurtful memories away. “ Do you think the colonists are practicing
cannibdism?’

Reever shrugged. “It would not be thefirgt time an isolated group of starving individua s resorted to such
desperate measures.”

| thought of the stew Drefan had served us, and my stomach clenched as| reached for my scanner and
passed it over the front of me. My stomach contents showed on the display as partidly digested synpro.
“If they are, they didn't feed anyone to ustonight.”

“I do not see that kind of desperation, and Alek claimed that he was making regular supply drops.”
Reever tipped my chin and looked into my eyes. “Y ou are exhausted. Come and rest with me. We will
have time in the morning to inquire about those who are missing.”

| recdled the ultimatum Davidov had ddivered after Moonfire had crashed. We had only thirty daysto
find and kill the Odnallak.

Timewasnot our dly.

Despite the strange degping platform and unfamiliar surroundings, | fell adeep quickly, safein Reever’s
ams. | did not wake until | felt hiswarmth moving away from me, replaced by cold dloy, fiery bregth,



and an angry voice.
They ordered us not to kill you, but said we could use you as often as we wished.

The dien malefrom my dream had returned. Thistime | felt more aware of my body, and how it had
been manacled and chained. My limbs felt heavy and dull, and my mind clouded, asif | had been
drugged.

The cabin in which we were dowly revolved around us, items tumbling out of containers, equipment
gmashing agang theinterior wals.

My brother has no taste for your kind. The clawsthat had been choking me only afew moments
before caressedmy cheek. But | wondered. | wondered how you might be.

| wanted to look through the view port and see how close we were to the surface. Oforon, thereis still
timeto send a distresssignal.

I’ve tried. No one will respond. The Toskald are blocking all transmissions. Black eyes squeezed
shut as he held on to my chains, the only thing keeping him and me from tumbling about the cabin. The
League would not come even if they received it. We were always expendable, my brother and I.

The wind buffeting the transport began to how! outsde the hull, apetulant child frustrated with atoy it
could not break. My husband and daughter care about me.

You think they still search for you? Oforon uttered asound of sour amusement. You're a fool. They
believed Shropana’ sruse, just as everyone else did. They think you long dead.

| had felt dead, until thismoment. | wasn't Jorenian, but at last | understood why they left behind
messagesfor their kin. | couldn’t go into the embrace of the stars without speaking one last timeto the
ones| loved.

Please, | begged. Release me. Let me send one signal. Only one, | promise. | must say good-bye to
my family.

No. Hisgrip on the chainstightened asthe ship spun faster. If the signal is intercepted by others, they
will relay it to Shropana in hopes of collecting the reward for you. He will use it as an excuse to
invalidate our contract. My family will get nothing.

| was so cold | couldn’t fed my hands or feet, and the darkness crowded in around me, swallowing
Oforon and the spinning ship. Something eselay waiting in the shadows, something predatory, watching
mewith eyesdfire.

Wait. I'msorry. Don’'t leave me, Oforon. | don’t want to die alone.

You're not alone. Thething in the shadowsinched closer. I'm here. I’ m like you. Left for dead.
Alone.

“Jan.”
Reever’ svoice pulled me out of the dream so suddenly that | sat up with ajerk and acry.
“I am here” He pulled meinto hisarms. “Y ou were cdling out in your deep.”

| rubbed my eyes and nestled againgt him. “I was having anightmare.” Asthe distressing images from the
dream faded away, my heartbeat returned to its norma rhythm. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”



“I have been up for sometime.” He pulled back, putting space between us. “Who is Oforon?’

To hear the name said aoud made fear and swest crawl dl over on my skin. | forced mysdlf to think
camly. “It isthe name of the maein my dream. We were on aship together. | think | was his prisoner.” |
grimaced to hear myself speaking asif it had beenred. “It was only abad dream.”

“Perhaps.” Reever waiched me closdly. “Tell mewhat you remember about the male from the dream,
and where you were.”

“Hewasnot Terran. Hair covered hisface.” | gestured over my own. “I wasin chainsand very cold. The
ship we were on was spinning, out of control.” | grimaced as pain lanced through my thoughts. “Y ou
should have warned me how much your memories of Cherijo would hurt my head.”

“| did not give you that memory,” Reever said quietly. “I have never heard this until now.” He hesitated
before adding, “1t must have happened when they were transporting you to Akkabarr. The ship you were
on crashed on the surface.”

“That can't be” | said. “Y ou were not with her then. How could | recdl somethingyoudidnot...?” A
flood of redlization and anguish slenced me.

The dream, not adream but amemory. One of Cherijo’s.

Reever cupped my face between his hands. “Don’t be afraid, beloved. Whatever comes back to you, it
will not change who you are. Cherijo died on Akkabarr.”

“Asyou say, Husband.” | thrust myself away from him and grabbed my garments. “I will makeamed for
us. | wishwewere at Mercy House. She hasidleberry tea”

| dressed and went out to the food prep unit, where | dialed up tea. | knew Reever wanted to talk about
what had happened, but | had had enough of Cherijo and the past for one morning.

The door pand chimed, and Reever rose and went to answer it. Drefan’s Chakacat camein with atray
of bread that had been twisted into fancy shapes.

“Drefan sends these with his compliments.” It set the bread down on the table. “ After you have had your
medl, the games master requests that Reever join him in the drone bay.”

| exchanged alook with my husband. “For what purpose?’

“Y esterday your husband observed that Tya s drednoc opponent lacked proper arena programming, ”
the Chakacat said. “ Drefan wishesto review the current battle a gorithms with your husband and learn
how they can beimproved.”

Reever nodded. “I will ook at them.”
| felt impatient. “Maybe we should charge him a consultation fee”

Ked remained behind after Reever left. At first | thought it meant to clear up the remnants of our medl, as
it had the night before, until it spoke. “Doctor, Drefan wishesmeto ask if you will look at some remains
that were found outside the dome last night.”

“Y ou recovered a body?’

“Not exactly.” Ked coughed, and for amoment looked asif it might regurgitate something. “The drone
found only some kin.”



It could be from another victim of the Tingalean, or atrace of one of the missing colonists. All | could do
with tissue was run some DNA and pathogenic scans, if Drefan had the proper equipment for the tests,
but at least that would be astart. “What sort of skin? How much did it find?’

Ked'’swhiskerstwitched. “ From the scales, it appearsto be Tingalean. From the amount we recovered, |
think it must bedl of itsskin.”

My appetite faded. “ Someone skinned it? That would be fatal. Whereisthe rest of the body?’

“I cannot say.” Ked avoided my gaze. “| think that iswhat Drefan wishesto learn. If you can tell that
from the condition of what remains, thet is”

| retrieved my medica case. “Takemetoit.”

Ked led me through the labyrinth of corridorsto an area guarded by severd droneslike those that had
pursued Reever yesterday. Both the Chakacat and | were scanned before we were permitted access to
the room where the skin had been taken.

“Does Drefan believe someone will stedl theremains?” | asked aswe walked into alarge, well-equipped
laboratory.

“No.” Ked did not expand on that reply, but brought me to alow-temperature storage unit. Insde sat a
large sedled disposd container with aclear plaslid.

| peered in and studied the mound of derma, which was blackened and partidly liquefied. | thought it
might have been burned, until | scanned the container. “ This can't belong to the Tingalean that attacked
me yesterday. The decomposition istoo far advanced. Unless. . .” | glanced over my shoulder. “Can
you quarantine thisroom?’

“Drefan had a containment generator ingtaled last night.” Keel pointed to one of the consoles. “ The
center work table can be isolated within an energy shroud.”

| lifted the container, which weighed more than | expected. “ After | movethisover there, initidize the
fidd”

The Chakacat did as| asked. Once the bioel ectric curtain buzzed into place around me, preventing any
microorganisms from entering or leaving the space, | pulled on amask and gloves and opened the
container. Sickening odor ingtantly filled the contained area.

“Next time, genius,” | muttered to mysdlf, blinking away reflex tears, “wear abreather.”

| dowly tipped the container over to place the contents on the table. Despite my care, the dermadid out
and landed with a plop, spattering the front of my garmentswith greenish black fluid. | first scanned for
cdlular defects, but found no evidence of disease or contagion. | took a probe from my case and began
lifting and smoothing out the crumpled skin.

“The dermalooksto beintact.” | walked around the table to work on the other side.
“Doesthat have some sgnificance?’ Ked asked.

“It meansthat it was not removed from the victim in sections, but al at once.” | measured the hide's
thickness and carefully rolled it over and flattened it to ingpect the underside. “I cannot find any blade,
pulse, sonic, or other weapon marksto indicate precisely what was used for the removal.”



“Could aform of radiation have donethis?’

“Doubtful. The skin would be burned, and it would dough off the victim in flakesand pedls.” | pulled
down an emitter arm and peered closdly at the holes. “1 cannot see any puckers or stretch marks. Itis
not insde out. It was not fieldstripped.”

Ked cameto stand by the curtain. “How am | to define ‘fieldstripped’ to Drefan?’

“Watch.” | turned and held up one of my hands. “Imagine my gloveis derma, my hand the bodly it
covers, and the opening a my wrist amouth or eye.” | took hold of the edge of my glove and peded it
backward, removing it from my hand until it hung, insde out, from my other fingers. “ Large carcasses
with thicker skin require more effort, of course.”

Ked gave meadrangelook. “That isdll it takesto skin abody?’

“If the game s skin isthin and flexible enough, it can be doneimmediatdly after akill,” | sad, puttingona
fresh pair of gloves. “Otherwise, the carcassis parboiled first, to loosen the hide, and then stripped.” |
saw the Chakacat’ s throat move, and belatedly realized that | had been too candid. “I should not have
described it so graphicaly. | beg your pardon, Kedl.”

It looked from me to the remains and back again. “How do you know of such things?’

“We had to hunt our food on my homeworld. I know most endeg societiesdo not,” | added quickly.
“ Akkabarr is an ice world, upon which nothing grows. The lideg were l€eft to die there, and had to
become hunters or sarve.”

It nodded at the table. “Do you think something ate the insides of that?’

| saw no tooth or claw marks, or other signsthat the skin had been ripped away from the flesh by
something feeding. Rather than offering such details, which would upset thefdine again, | merdly said, “It
does not seem likely.”

| performed severd other scans before completing my examination. “The only other thing | cantell you at
this point isthat thisis not the Tingaean who attacked me. Thisindividua died four to seven days ago.”

“Could it have molted?’

“Thisisnot smply ashed layer of hide. Thisisal of thisperson’sskin.” | made acircling gesture over the
remains. “All three layers are here. | know of no species that molts to such an extreme degree.”

After | replaced the remainsin the container and sedled it, Kedl shut down thefield and allowed meto
cleanse. | took advantage of the Chakacat’ s distressed state to help mysdlf to some of the medical
supplies, which | quickly concedled under my garments.

“I would like to begin the medical exams as soon aspossble” | told Ked aswe | &ft the [ab.
“I will speak to Drefan about it,” the Chakacat said.

| followed the feline back to the rooms the games master had given us, and found them empty. It
promised that Reever would join me shortly and left me there.

| used the next hour on the room termind, pulling up dl the dermatologica information the colonia
database had available on the Tingad eans and skimming through it, looking for amedica condition to
explain the state of the remains. | found no accidenta injury, illness, or disease that correlated with my



autopsy findings.

“ Something had to remove the hide perfectly, in one piece.” | searched in one of the console binsand
found a datapad, which | used to create achart and an autopsy report. | had just finished transferring the
datafrom my scanner to the pad when Reever walked in. Thefilthy condition of his clothes, face, and
hands made me drop what | was doing and hurry over to him.

“You did not fight that Hsktskt, did you?’ | demanded as | searched for blood and other signs of injury.

“Not yet,” he said, catching my handsto stop me. “I’m fine. | took apart one of the drednocs that were
disabled by the Tingdean, to seeif | could retrieve its sensor recordings. Unfortunately, the laser melted
the command core where they are stored.”

| needed to pass some things to him without Drefan seeing it on his monitors. There was only one placein
the room where | could do that.

“Y ou and your garments need awash,” | said, giving hisarm aplayful tug. “Comeand I’ll do both.”

When | tried to pull him into the cleanser full-clothed, Reever ressted, until | looked past him at one of
the monitors and then into the cleanser. He understood and followed me indgde the small chamber.

“Drefan could not put arecording dronein here” | said as| produced one of the dim utility knives| had
taken from the lab. “ The sonics would disrupt the feed. So we can do as we please, with no one
watching.”

Reever nodded. “What did you havein mind?’

“Many things.” | inserted thetip of the blade under the edge of histunic. “Y ou are wearing too many
clothes.” With one smooth incision, | diced open the front of histunic.

My husband’ s eyes darkened as he braced his hands against the unit’ swalls. “ And after you remove my
garments? What will you do?’

“Something will cometo mind, I’'m sure.” | dit both deeves from wrist to shoulder to show him how
sharp the blade was. “ Perhaps you have some specific thoughts on the matter.”

“I may.” He bent his head and put his mouth on mine, initiating alink at the sametime. Why are you
playacting like this?

Drefan’s monitors can’t watch usin here, but the unit is not soundproof. They can still pick up our
VOICes.

He nodded. How many blades did you take?

Five, including thisone. As| cut through the waist fastener of histrouserswith one hand, | used the
other to strip off my tunic. Two in the right pocket, one in the left. One in my right boot.

Out loud | sad, “I love how you touch me. Y our hands are like water, al over me, everywhere.”

“I would drown mysdlf in you.” Reever smoothed hiswet pams over my breasts. We will both carry
two, and hide the spare where we can easily retrieve it. Did you see any pul se weapons?

| dropped down, cutting histrouser leg open to the knee, and pressing my mouth to hiswet thigh. The
soft, fair hair on hislegstickled my cheek as| glanced up a him. “Do you like this?’ | teased the crease
between hisleg and hip with my tongue. No, but Mercy tried to give me one before | came over here.



| would try to smuggle one over, but | think Drefan will scan me for weapons every time | leave or
enter the dome.

“I like everything you do to me.” Hishandstangled in my wet hair, pulling it back from my face. | don’t
want you going unarmed anywhere on this colony. He hissed in asharp breath as my tongue found
other waysto pleasehim. If | ever let you out of bed again.

| brought him to the edge with my mouth before | stood, shedding the rest of my clothesas|
graightened. Thelink between usfaded as my husband lifted me off my feet and out of the cleansing unit.

“Wewill get the bed linenswet,” | said as he turned and carried me toward the deeping platform.
“I don't care.”

That | could make Duncan do and say such thingsthrilled and shocked me. lideg men never dlowed
women to have such power over them. My husband claimed not to have emoations, but to watch his
sdf-control shatter made methink differently.

He dropped me on the platform and straddled me. “Why are you smiling like that?’

“I have been here two days and only now am | doing something I like.” 1 wriggled my hips, adjusting
mysdlf to fit our bodiestogether. “ This was supposed to be our—what did you cal it? The sweet time?’

“Honeymoon.”

Reever covered my breastswith hispalms, gently pinching my nipples between hisfingers before he
lowered his head to them. What he did with his mouth made my insides fed hot and tight, but it was how
he looked a me that made my heart congtrict.

“Thereare no words,” he murmured, moving up to kiss my mouth, “for how beautiful you areto me.”

| rolled in hisarms until we sat facing each other, my thighs bracketing his. “When we leave here)” | said,
putting my hands on his shoulders and raising mysdf for his penetration, “I want to spend aweek in
space. Someplace where no one can find us”

His breath tickled my ear. “ And then?’
“Wewill barricade oursdvesin the cabin.”

He clamped his hands on my hips. “Y ou can have whatever you want.” His eyes darkened as | took the
initiative and pushed, taking him ingde me. “ Especidly this”

When he tried to move, | wrapped one of my legs around his hips. “Hold ill. | want to fed you there.”
He put histeeth to the sde of my throat. “Y ou want to torture me.”

| clutched at him, desperately trying to hold on to that first moment, when | felt him completely insde me.
It was the completion my body craved, but it was surrounded by acomplex tangle of emotions| had
never felt with anyone ese, even our child.

| cared for many people, and | loved Mardl. But Reever had become part of my soul.
“Jan.”

| felt him pulsing degp within my body, and kissed abead of swesat from his chin. “Now you can move.”



Hewas strong and hard and dow, so dow. He moved in my body in amatter of degrees, so that the
friction between us built in the same manner. He was taking revenge for my teasing, | knew, but | didn't
care. Duncan was insde me, Duncan wasloving me, and | had never felt more aive or more at peace.

Two made one.

He turned me onto my back, propping himsalf over me without stopping the deep, languid glide of his
body into mine. “Jarn,” he whispered, going ill. “You are crying.”

| felt one tear escape and dide down my cheek. “With joy, Husband. With joy.”
Nine

Ked cameto our quartersthe next morning to inform me that Drefan and Mercy were ill negotiating on
how best to arrange my schedule so that al of their employees could be examined. The Chakacat
indicated that the negotiations were not going well.

“Mercy isangry that Drefan has kept you here when you are her property.” Kedl glanced a my husband.
“Technicaly speaking, of course. Drefan fedsthat Mercy might do something ill-advised if he permitted
her to see you, S0 herefusesto alow her accessto the dome. Sheis now threatening to go to colonial
security and file agrievance againgt Omega Dome for illegd appropriation of lavful savage.”

“Whilethey are bickering over me, | may aswell start with the aff here)” | said. “It will giveme
something to do until they work out an agreement.” | turned to Reever. “Will you come with me?’

“Drefan wishes meto assist you, Doctor,” the Chakacat said. It didn’t look exactly enthusiastic over the
prospect. “We have reserved a sparring room for your husband, aswell as practice programs he may
find valuable”

“That isacceptable,” Reever said. To me, he said, “It has been along time since I’ ve fought an exhibition
match. It will help meto practice.”

| suppressed a smile. Reever worked out every day; he was always prepared for afight. However, he
intended to use the smulator termind to gain access to Drefan’ s database; we had talked through our link
about the possibility last night.

Still, | hated being separated from him. “Be careful when you use the practice programs,” | said as|
picked up my medica case. “I do not need morework.”

Ked took me back to the [aboratory where | had examined the Tingalean’ sremains.

“Drefan would like you to begin examining his persond staff,” it said asit watched me set up an exam
area. “Would you care to tart with the domestic servants or the bodyguards?’

“I will start withyou,” | said. “ Remove your garments and St on the table.”

Ked took astep back. “I do not require an examination. | have not . . . There is nothing wrong with me.

| eyed thefdine. “You are part of Drefan’s persond staff. Y ou will be asssting me. | will not alow you
to do that until I have performed a thorough exam to insure that you are not diseased or carrying a
contagion. Get on thetable.”

The Chakacat muttered to itself asit stripped out of its garments and climbed onto theflat alloy surface.
“Thisisridiculous. I'min perfect hedth.”



| checked the table' s panel and noted the displayed height and weight measurements on my datapad.
“Y ou arefive kilos underweight, and your nutrient levels are dightly below League standard for your
gpecies.” | glanced at it. “That ishardly perfect.”

“I have no appetite,” it said with someindignation. “I despise the taste of synth.”

“Sodo |, but the blockaded cannot be choosey. Lie down.” | waited until it stretched out, and Sowly
passed a scanner over it from head to back paws. “What is your age?’

“1 was whel ped twenty-nine seasons past.”

| mentally converted the seasons into standard solar years. That made it very young, little more than an
adolescent. “How long have you served the games master?”

“All of my life. He bought me as a youngling from the Garnotan breeder who owned my parent.” It
closed itseyes. “ My speciesis hermaphroditic.”

“I know.” | switched the scanner over to check its blood chemistry, and took asample. “Y our hormone
levels are somewhat eevated. When are you planning to breed?’

“Never.”

“Y ou should consider taking a contraceptive blocker, then, before your glands decide the issue for you.”
| connected the scanner to my datapad to download the results and set them aside. “1 am going to

pal pate your abdomen. | know most felines didike being touched around the belly, but | will be careful
and not hurt you.”

Ked nodded, but its body remained tense as | checked for masses and lumps. “I don’t think I’ ve ever
been examined by a doctor who treats people. My breeder had a veterinarian give us our inoculations
and body checks.”

“Wadl, you are my first Chakacat patient.” | pushed back the pile of its pelt to check for parasites. It felt
and smelled clean, and appeared bug-free. “ The Hsktskt Hanar has ordered that al life-forms endaved
by the Faction are to be freed. When does Drefan plan to comply with this order?’

Ked looked surprised. “ Drefan does not own any daves.”
“You just said that he bought you from the Garnotans, ” | reminded it.

“Hedid, but he gave me my freedom as soon as | was old enough to take care of mysdlf. | anapad
employee now, freeto leave Trelluswhenever | wish.” Kedl’swhiskerstwitched as| checked theinsides
of itsears. “1 am not recognized as a sentient being, however, so | have chosen to stay here, where | am
treated as such.”

That sounded very much like aform of davery to me, but | thought of something else. “The Hsktskt
gladiatrix wears an icestone collar fitted with aneuratransmitter. | know that is used to control daves
with pain through nerveinduction.”

“Tyaisan exception. We don't know her well enough yet to trust her. When we do, Drefan will remove
the collar and nullify her life-debt.” Ked propped itself up on its elbowsto observe as| checked the
mobility of thefour jointsin each of itsarmsand legs. “ At least, | hope he will. We cannot keep her here
on Trellus. Sheisnothing but an incitement toriot.”

It might talk tough, but | could hear the worry under the words. “Not even for the use of the bloodsport



gamers?’

ltswhiskershbristled. “ That istheworst of it. Sheisusdessto us as acombatant. She will fight only
samulations or drones. Againg living beings, shewill only defend hersdlf. | told Drefan she was not worth
the credits, but he had to have her. He s been acting oddly ever since the skin games started.”

“What do you mean, ‘ skin games 7’
Ked flinched. “I misspoke. | meant ever since Davidov Started playing these gameswith us. That isal.”

It was, as Mercy would say, alousy liar. | set down my penlight. “Kedl, | cannot help Drefan or Mercy
or anyoneif | don’t know what iswrong here.”

“Thereisnothing—"

“Then why won't Davidov |et anyone leave? Why do Mercy and Drefan want their staff checked by me?
What do they think | will find?’ | waited for it to respond, but it only stared at me, itseyeshard. “You
sad skin games. Were you referring to the Tingalean’ sremains? Wasiit killed and skinned in one of the
games played here? Isthat what you fear?’

Ked shook its head. “ Drefan would never allow anyone to be murdered under his dome.”
“Who would?’

Its eyes shifted toward the external viewer, and the dark, lifeless surface outside reflected on its ditted
pupilsand colorlessirises.

“Ked, tdl me. | promiseyou, | can help.”
“It waskilled by the shifter. The onetaking the skins”
“There have been other victims?’ When it nodded, | thought of the missing colonigts. “How many?’

“Wefind two or three every week.” It climbed off the table and began dressing. “ Thefirg timeit
happened was ayear ago, when a Beleset free trader cameto Trellus. The day after the trader came, we
found his skinin an empty shop. We thought the shop merchant had murdered him, as she had
disappeared. Then we found her skin afew days later.”

“Why doesthis. . . shifter . . . take the kin?’

“Todigguiseitsef. That'swhy we don’'t know what it isor what it lookslike.” Kedl strgpped on its blade
harness. “The skin it steals beginsto decay, so it lasts only afew days before it must discard it and take
another. That is how it shiftsfrom body to body.” It looked at me. “They say itisan Odnallak. That this
isthe secret of how they change form. By stealing and wearing the skins of other beings.”

| had learned a great dedl about the Odnallak during the plague of memory on Viaga. Like the Lok-ted,
they were true shape-shifters, able to dter their formsto mimic those of other beings. Unlike the hel pful
little mask-makers, the Odnallak were not so benign. They often used telepathy to draw on the degpest
fears of those around them, and shaped themselves accordingly. Given their terrifying ability, they
certainly didn’t need to disguise themsalves with the skin of another being.

| wanted to tell Kedl this, but | considered what the effect would be on it and the other colonists. These
people were dready suffering from fear-induced paranoia. Suggesting that something other than the
Odnallak was responsible for the killings might push them past the point of salf-control and reason.



Had Davidov made the same, erroneous assumption? Was that why he had stranded us here? To catch
an Odnallak he had assumed was murdering othersfor their skins?

“What isbeing doneto find this creature?’ | asked the Chakacat.

“We scan everyone who enters or leavesthe dome,” Kedl said. “Not only for weapons, but for DNA as
well. But we have never caught the shifter. It uses other means to move from one dome to another. ”

“Where do you find the discarded skins?’

“Onthe surface, inthe air ducts, behind consoles, everywhere. It leaves them wherever it findsits next
victim.” Kedl gestured toward the access way where | had been attacked. “ One of the sanitation crew
cleaning up the mess Mercy’ s drednocs made disappeared yesterday. He was last seen near the control
hatch in which the shifter left the Tingdean’ shide”

| walked around the lab as | thought. “Where are the bodies? Have you stored them? | need to perform
autopsieson them.”

“There are never any bodies,” Ked told me. “Posbret saysit eatsthem.”

| wished for amoment that Mercy had shot the raider instead of negotiating with him. * Posbret iswrong.
Thekiller could eat the soft tissue of one body in severa days, perhaps. But it isvery unlikely that it could
consume two or three aweek. Very few sentient species can eat bones and cartilage. Why would you
give weight to the opinion of a stranded offworlder?’

Ked looked uncomfortable. “ Posbret wantsto find the shifter himsdlf so that he can make aded with
Davidov. HE s gone so far asto torture some suspects to get information out of them.”

“Or keegp them from sharing it?’ | suggested. “That sort of behavior would make him my prime suspect.”
The puzzle of what had happened to the bodies of the missing colonists till bothered me. “Were there
disposd unitsin the vicinities of the skinsyou recovered?’

“Y es, but we always check them for traces of DNA from the missing. None has ever been found. We' ve
searched the tunnels and the mine shaftstoo.” Kedl looked down asits wristcom bleeped. “ Drefan needs
mein central control. | should not have related dll of thisto you. He will be angry with me.”

“Thendon't tell him about it.” | saw the doubt in its eyes and made an exasperated sound. “Anything |
discusswith a patient is privileged information, and regarded as completely private, under quadrant
medical regulations. | can't tell anyone evenif | wished to.” Although | intended to pass everything to
Reever that | had learned from the Chakacat the moment we had timeto link.

“I don't careif heisangry with me,” Ked said suddenly. “ Thisisnot one of his games. We need you to
help usfind the shifter, and top it from killing more people. Y ou promised to help.”

| thought of Davidov’ s ultimatum. “Believe me, | will do everything | can.”

Six hourslater, | handed an enormous pile of garmentsto one of Drefan’ s bodyguards, a Nekawawhom
| had to scan standing up, as the exam table would not hold her bulk.

“Wel?" she asked, the lacquered curls of her crimson hair barely moving as she worked adivided skirt
up over her legs. Each was twice aswide as my torso. “1’m not going to die, right?’

“No onelivesforever,” | lied.



“You'refunny.” She pulled on her tunic. “1 meant, I'm hedthy, aren't |7’

“No, you're not. Y our blood pressureis elevated, your esophagea passages are inflamed, and the bones
inyour legs have adozen small stressfractures. ” | picked up her chart. “ According to your species
standards, which | downloaded from the colonial database, your body massisfour timesasdense asit
should befor afemae of your height and weight.”

“My kind are not built like you, Terran.” Sherolled the twin mountains of her shoulders. “So I’'m bigger
than mogt. It serves mewdl in my job. What of it?’

“Y ou' re overweight because you eat too much, not because you're Nekawa,” | said. “Y ou spend most
of your waking time on your feet, but your frameis not sturdy enough to carry so much extraweight.
That and poor nutrition are why your bones are cracking. Y our throat is sore because your belly
acitoxins are constantly backing up into it. Also from putting too much food in your ssomach.”

She hmphed. “ So?’

“So unlessyou change your dietary habits, you will die much sooner than you should. Bend down.”
When shedid, | straightened her collar, which she could not see, thanksto her six extrachins. “ There.
Now, tell mewhy you' re eating so much.”

“I'mhungry.”

| eyed her.

“It' smine habit,” she said, pouting alittle.
“It needsto stop being your habit.”

“Not mine asin belonging to me, mine asin mining. It'show we were trained to work down there.” She
pointed to the floor. “When we saw tools, we worked. When the food buckets dropped down to us, we
ate. When the dronesrolled out the thermal blankets, we dept. If we didn’t, we were whipped. So every
timel seefood, | haveto eat. | can't help mysdf.”

| had already made note of the Nekawa s numerous scars, healed fractures, and arutanium burns. Her
yearsworking in the StarCore mines had taken a moderate toll on her body, but the conditioned
responses from that hellish existence were doing much more damage.

“Y ou are no longer adave controlled by whips and feeding times,” | advised her. “Y ou are free now to
make your own choices. If the sight of food causes an involuntary hunger response, | suggest rather than
edat that you immediatdy drink two liters of water chilled to forty degrees.”

“lcewater?’ She snorted. “What will that do?”’

“It will soothe your throat, fill your stomach, and make you fed asfull asalarge med would.” | tapped
her chart. “It will also help reduce the amount of acitoxin your digestive system produces, and—by not
eating something with calories you don’t need—it will help you lose the extraweight.”

She thought over my suggestion. “I could carry awater jugget with me, the way we did below. Intruth, |
missthe weight on my hip.” Her tusks gleamed as her expression lightened. “Y ou give good advice,
Heder.”

| nodded. “Now follow it.”



The Nekawa turned and made alow, lovely sound. “Have you prior claim on that Terran male hovering
out there?’

| swiveled around and through the viewer saw Reever standing outside in the corridor. “Oh, yes. That
oneismine”

“I would probably squash him on the first mating. Still, 1 will stop eating so much in hopesthat you get
tired of him and discard him.” The big femae bumped her hip againgt my shoulder in afriendly fashion,
and nearly sent me staggering into asupply cabinet. “Enjoy your good fortune, little heder.”

After the Nekawa departed, Reever camein. A bruise darkened hisleft cheekbone, and swest soaked
hishair. “ Jarn, are you finished here?’

“For now. That wasthelast of Drefan’ s bodyguards. He has fourteen of them, and not one under three
hundred pounds. | did not think a crippled man would need so many.” | went over and touched hisface,
gently touching the bruised cheekbone to assure mysdlf there was no damage to the bones and muscles
beneath. “ Perhaps | can persuade him to lend oneto you.”

“I reprogrammed some of the sparring Smulations, ” my husband said as he covered my hand with his
andinitisted amind link. | bypassed his system security and isolated the terminal in our quarters. We
now have accessto all the information Drefan possesses.

“Y ou must have set the physica limitation protocol to zero,” | said out loud. “Let me put something on
that.” What about the recording drones? Drefan will see whatever we do on the terminal.

| adjusted the lenses and over head emitters, Reever told me as he sat on the exam table. He can till
monitor what we say and do while we're in the room, but reflected light will make it impossible
for himto read what is displayed by the terminal screen.

Very clever, Husband. | took a cold compress pack out of a cabinet and wrapped it in abandage. “ This
will help reduce the swelling,” | said as| brought it over and held it to his cheek. “Next time, you should
duck faster.”

As| fussed over the bruise and told him harmless anecdotes about the bodyguards | had examined, |
channeed through our mind link my memories of everything Ked had said about the shifter killing the
colonigts,

“There,” | said when | had finished both tasks. “ That should fedl better now. Men and their games. | will
never understand them.” Aslong as it needs new skin, this creature will not stop killing for it. We
have to find it, Duncan, and put an end to these games.

“The gamesthey play here are more complicated and serious than they seem,” Reever said. “But | have
no doubt asto who will prevail intheend.”

The next day | was sent back to Mercy to spend the day examining her staff. Drefan chose to keep
Reever & Omega Dome, both to hel p his engineers begin repairs on the scout and to insure my return the
next day.

“Y ou can trust me to come back,” | said as| shouldered my medical case. “Mercy told you that she
would share my services, and it isnot asif | can leave the colony when you are not looking.”

“Congder it agentleincentive,” the games master replied. “Mercy fedsthat she has prior claim over you,
and is very unhappy with the current situation. She agreed to my terms, but if she can persuade you to
ignore them and remain under her protection, shewill.”



“I giveyou my word, | will returntonight,” | said. “Whether Mercy likesit or not.”

Drefan inclined his head. “ Remember, tell her nothing of Tyaor what you have seen here” Hisone eye
shifted from me to my husband and back again. “ The settlement of your husband’ s debt depends on your
discretion.”

Drefan sent me back to Mercy in aheavily reinforced, drone-piloted glidecar that bardly fit into the
accessway. Mercy, Cat, and eight drednocs in battle mode stood at aview panel watching for me at the
entrance to her dome. From the anger reddening her face, | guessed that she was not merely unhappy
with the Situation. She appeared ready to throttle someone.

Hopefully not me, | thought as| climbed out of the vehicle and squeezed through the narrow gap
between it and the access-way wall to get to the first air lock.

“Youdl right?” Mercy’ s voice demanded over the com. Shedidn’t look at me, but watched the drone
glidecar dip backward away from the air lock.

“I amfing” | said, stepping into the next chamber, where | was thoroughly scanned. “Drefan wouldn't
alow meto persondly sgnd you.”

“Drefan isajackass, and don't worry about it.” Mercy met me at the door panels and inspected me as if
| were crawling with parasites. “Y our husband okay?’ | nodded, and she took hold of my chin. “What
did he do to you while you were over there? Don't lieto me.”

“He did nothing to me or Reever.” | had expected her to be angry and out of sorts, not furious. “We
were treated well by the games master, and he even accepted my offer of servicesto settle my husband's
salvage debt. | began examining some of his staff yesterday.” She kept glaring past me and at the access
way beyond, and | remembered the attack. “I regret the loss of your drednocs. If | could have saved
them—"

“Screw the drones.” She put her thumb under my left eye and pulled down the lid. “No blood, but it's
not like anyone can tell by looking. Hedidn't try to use you?’

Her actions and questions perplexed me. “Use mefor what?’

“Never mind.” She put an arm around my shoulders and guided me out into the corridor. “ Y ou're staying
herefor the duration.”

“Until tomorrow,” | amended, “and then | have to go back. Y ou agreed.”

Shelaughed. “1 would have agreed to bed an Ichthorii to get you out of there, sweetheart. Y ou’ re not
going anywhere.”

| stopped, dropping my medica case and resisting when she pulled at my arm. “If | don’t go back,
Drefan could harm my husband.”

She shrugged. “I’ll find you another one. We ve got plenty of maes on colony. Just tell mewhat Sze,
shape, and color you want.”

Cat hopped over tojoin us. “Look a her, she' sfine” he said to Mercy. “Now will you calm the hell
down?’

“Who'snot cam?I’m cam. She'scam. We' redl kinds of calm.” Mercy turnedtome. “Let’sgo. I've
got my best dreds guarding a nice, secure treatment room for you.”



| refused to move. “If you don’t intend to honor the agreement you made with Drefan, say so, now, and |
will go back to Omega Dome.”

“Oh, yeah?" Mercy planted her hands on her hips. “I got eight drednocs right here who say you' re not.
Try and get through them.”

Her mocking sneer made something insde me snap.

| grabbed the front of her tunic and pulled her until her face was an inch away from mine. “L ook,
sweetheart,” | said through my teeth. “I don’t know what sort of crybaby whiny-assed paranoid
delusonsyou're experiencing at the moment, but | don’'t have time for this. You are going to do
whatever the crippled guy wants you to so that Reever doesn't get hurt. 1, inturn, will not kick your
well-used ass all over thisdome. Arewe clear on this, or do you need apreview?’

Mercy’ s chin sagged. “ Cherijo?”
Cherijo, indeed.

“We'reclear,” Cat said, hopping up to us but making no moveto interfere. “Y ou can let her go now,
Doc.”

“Very well.” Carefully | released my grip on her garment and cleared my throat. “Y ou say you havea
treatment room prepared? | would liketo seeit.”

Mercy closed her mouth, turned on her hed, and stalked off.
The Omorr picked up my medica case and gestured toward the staff’ s quarters. “Right thisway.”

| followed Cat to the treatment room, which had been stocked with amotley assortment of medica
supplies and equipment. A dining table had been refitted with weight sensors and extenson arms, and
severd of the plush furnishings from the lobby lined thewalls.

“What we didn’t have, we appropriated or rigged,” the Omorr told me as he set my case on atiered
table. “I know some of it’s not standard’— he nodded toward severa flexible, snakedike emittersin one
corner that were dowly undulating and casting soft, multicolored light around the room— “but it should
serve. If you find that you need something more, don’t yell at Mercy. Signd meand I'll take care of it.”

My head pounded like a second heart. | should not have lost my temper with Mercy like that. Drefan
warned me that she was angry and might attempt to keep me here.” | felt asweary as helooked. “What
did she think happened to me?’

“When the dreds went offline yesterday, she was sure the shifter got you,” Cat said. “ Then when you
didn’t come back from Gamers, she thought Drefan would use you as bait, to tempt it to try again. She
hasn't eaten or dept since.”

And | had threatened and shouted at her. “1 should find her and apologize—"

“Please, don't,” Cat told me. “1 love Mercy more than my life, Gods know, but she sabully. She
believes she knows exactly how to run everyone slife. It' sgood for her to find out that she can't.”
Speculation gleamed in hisdark eyes. “Y ou know, that’ sthefirgt time |’ ve heard you sound like ared
Terran. What brought that on?”’

“I cannot say, but it gives me aheadache.” | took asyrinpress out of my case, dialed up amild dose of
andgesic, and injected mysdf. “I will need afew minutesto set up, and then you can begin sending in the



girls”
Ten

| spent the next severa hours examining Mercy’ s pleasure-givers, dl of whom were by professiona
necessity familiar with medical exams. None presented any allments, and athough several had minor
work-related complaints, | found them al to be in good to excellent physical condition.

“Increase the temperature and minera content of your cleanser feed,” | advised Kohbi, aMunitap who
reported experiencing discomfort with her gluteus minorus after servicing aparticularly vigorousregular.
“Soak in ahip bath for thirty minutes each night, and advise your trick to handle you with more care.”

“That one?’ Kohbi blew some air through askin flap. “His drill speed is permanently set on sonic blast.”

“Unlessyou enjoy deeping on your belly,” | replied, “I would introduce him to the concept of extended,
gentleforeplay.”

“I'll try. My kind don't deep in this stage of life, you know.” Kohbi tugged on the narrow tube of virulent
green slk that served as her only garment.

“Saving it up for your next lokhgetiti 7’ | joked.
“Yes, it should be any sol now.” She eyed me. “ Few offworlders know our word for the transition time.”

| thought for amoment, and found the memory Reever had given me. He had witnessed the phenomena
during ayear spent among Kohbi’ s people. Some of those memories were unhappy, so | said, “I must
have heard it from another patient.”

She grew more interested. “ How many other Munitalp have you trested?’

None, | thought as | noted the impending transition on her chart. But gpparently Cherijo had seen enough
while serving as atrauma physician on Kevarzangia Two to aso give me complete knowledge of the
Species.

“I can't remember,” | said truthfully. * Have you informed Mercy that you' re due to evolve?’

“Not yet.” Kohbi spit out severa lengths of silk, the samelivid green color as her garment, and wove it
between four of her pincers. A few momentslater she draped the head end of her torso with the resulting
covering. “ She has enough on her mind latdly.”

“I doubt you want her to find you cocooned somewhere and unable to speak because you haven't yet
regrown your voca passages.” | switched off the chart. *'Y our next stage of lifewill render you mute as
well as nonsexud for severd weeks.”

“Oh, right, it smy slent season. That did dip my mind.” The Munitalp absently rubbed her pelvic arch.
“I'll talk to Mercy, but I d appreciateit if you didn’t mention my lokhgetiti to the others. | know the
multimorphs will understand, but the oneforms might overreact to my body shift and do something crazy

agan.”
| looked up. “Crazy suchas...?

“Therewasthis Psyoran.” Kohbi’ s pincers clicked as she rubbed them against each other. “Y ou know
how they shed their frills every so often for new growth? Posbret saw the guy drop aneck flap while he
was walking through one of the common areas, and decided the Psyo was the one playing the skin



games.” He voice went soft. “ They beat and questioned him for three sols, and then they strung him up
outside colonid security. He died dangling from the end of a cord. Just because he was growing some
fresh exoskin.”

“I see)” | said, thinking of afemale Psyoran Cherijo had known on Kevarzangia Two. The specieswere
gentle, helpful creaturesthat often went into the medical and spiritud fields so they could help othersin
need. The thought of one being lynched smply for its bodily functions outraged me. “I won't passthis
information on to the others, but Kohbi, talk to Cat. He will seeto it that you' re given a secure place to
cocoon.”

After Kohbi dithered out, | went to find Mercy. Despite Cat’ s assurances, | ill felt that | should
apologize for how | had spoken to her, if not for what | had said. One of the girls directed meto try
looking in a place she cdled “the solitude room.”

“ Sometimes when Mercy gets angry, she spends a couple of minutes getting some feedback in the
'sizer,” the prostitute told me. “It’s quiet and helps her work out her frustrations.” She bumped her hip
againg mine. “Ask her if you can have aturn with my mindset. You'll loveit.”

| didn’t understand hdf of what she told me, but followed her directionsto the room. | found it empty. As
frustrated as | felt, | could use the benefits of the’ sizer, whatever that was. All | saw in the room wasan
upholstered chair, privacy screens on the viewers, and several pairs of shades designed for different
types and numbers of eyes.

| sat down on the chair and examined the eyeshades made to fit a Terran. Sensors of atype | had never
seen before lined the interior frame aswell asthe lenses. Curious, | did them on.

| felt something tickling the back of my neck, and smiled as | came fully awake. “ You have two
months to stop doing that.”

Prehensile gildrells did around my throat and into my hair like a bunch of long, white snakes,
while three muscular pink arms tugged me back against an equally hard body.

“1n two months, the contract will be signed,” Cat said. “ You'll be my wife. Then | can do
anything to you that | desire.”

The idea that we would marry was still something of a shock, and a thrill. Thrilling because |
wanted it as much as he did. Shocking because there was no record of an Omorr ever taking a
human for a spouse.

That | had once been a professional pleasure-giver, and now was a brothel owner, and that he
had been the son of a preacher and now ran my brothel factored in there, aswell.

“Hmmm.” | wriggled my hips, adjusting to the interesting changesin his lower anatomy. The
genitalia of Omorr males remained within a pelvic recess, extruding only when they felt an
undeniable need to mate. Cat definitely had some needs. “ Where are you taking me for the
honeymoon?”

Thetip of one gildrell tickled therimof my ear. * Terra?”
| giggled like a young girl. “ Oh yeah, they' d love us.”

Two of the delicate membranes on the ends of Cat’s arms spread over my breasts, while the third
stroked down over my bare belly to slip between my thighs. What he did with those dexterous
webs of flesh was the reason more Terran women should get over their alien prejudices, | thought.



Because they were really missing out.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?’ Mercy said as she snatched the eyeshades off my face and
checked theingde. “Thisismy mindset.”

Being jolted out of dream and back into my own body so abruptly made mefal off the seet.

“What wasthat?’ | rubbed my hands over my face and looked at my palms; sweet covered them. “One
of thegirlssent mehere, and | just . ..” | didn’'t know how to describe the experience.

She put her hands on her hips. “Did you have fun with my boyfriend?’

“Mercy, when | put those shades over my eyes| wasyou. | wasin your body. Thinking your thoughts.
Feding...lwas..."” | looked up a her in horror. “Those aren't eyeshades, are they?’

“Uh, no, they’re not.” She reached down and hel ped me back onto the seat. “It's okay, Cherijo. You
didn’'t actually do anything with Cat. | did. Y ou watched.” She exhaed heavily as she reached over and
picked up the now-smashed shades. “Thisisamindset.” She pointed to the chair. “And thisisa
fantasizer. The two of them create neurosimulations recorded from actual experiences. We use thisroom
to relax, and for tricks who prefer to have sex by themselves.”

“But how dothey ... oh.”

“Exactly.” She pocketed the broken mindset. “I shouldn’t have left the’ sizer on, but | got called away.
Y our husband islooking for you. Cat routed hissignal to the exam room console. Do you know how red
your faceis?’

Ashot asit fdt, | could only imagine. “I’m so embarrassed. Please believe me, | would never have
touched this equipment if | had known what it does.”

“You didn’t strike me as the voyeur type.” She went to leave and then hesitated and looked back.
“You'retill blushing. | didn’t think adoctor could do that. So what did you think of Cat?’

“Hewas, uh...” | tried to think of adiplomatic phrase. | settled for the truth. “ Amazing.”

“That heis” She grinned for amoment. “But if you ever touch himinred lifel’ll kick your uptight little
assdl over thisdome”

Once sheleft, | hurried back to the exam room and answered the relay from Reever.

“Waenara,” hisvoice greeted me, but the relay remained blank on my display. “1 am out at the crash
stewith Drefan’ sengineers. Y ou must adjust your vid feed.” He gave me the code for an upload
connection, which alowed meto patch into his envirosuit monitors and view what hewas seeing. An
image of Trellus srough, rocky surface coaesced onto my screen, and moved up and down dightly as
Reever walked.

| didn’t see engineers, Moonfire, or any of the domes. “What are you doing out there?’

“Thereisan impact crater saverd hundred meters from the scout,” my husband replied. “1 am walking
out to havealook at it.”

Through thefeed | saw the curved rim of the crater. It didn’t seem large, but the blackness of itsinterior
areaindicated that it might be very deep.

We couldn’t link through a machine, so therewas no way | could tdll if what he had told me was truth or



aconvenient excuse. “Y ou do not have enough to do with the ship?’
“I thought | saw something.”

More reason not to go near it, | thought, but held my tongue as he approached the edge. His gloved hand
appeared in the screen, and he directed an emitter into the crater.

“Canyou seewhat it sdoing to the light?” Reever asked.

A thousand tiny prismswith jagged bands of purple, blue, and green filled up the screen. | described
them to him and added, “Y our suit or the channel must be distorting the feed.”

“No. | seethem, too. They’' re everywhere.” Hisvoice changed, became amost dreamy. “ So beautiful. ”
A dark crater reflected sparkling light, but in the wrong colors. Sudden, nameless panic seized me.
His helmet isn’t shielded.

“Duncan, show me Moonfire.” When he didn’t respond, | shouted, “ The reflected light is hypnotizing
you. Look at the ship. Now.”

Sowly theimage on my screen changed, and | heard my husband drag in adeep breath. “ Cherijo, the
crater isfilled with black crysta.”

“Don'tlook at it again,” | warned. “Walk away from it and go back to Moonfire.” Theimage on my
screen remain fixed on the scout but began to shake. “Y ou don’t haveto run. It can’t chase you.”

“It can't,” Reever said, turning his head to show mefour surface terrain vehicles barreling toward the
scout. “But those STVscan.”

Static crackled over the audio as pulsefire shot out from gun turrets on top of the STVs. The beams
smashed into the ground al around Moonfire, sending the engineers scrambling for cover. The four
vehicles split apart, moving to surround the scout asthey continued to fire on the helpless engineers.

My screen image turned to aforty degree angle as Reever dove behind apillar of crumbling basalt and
landed on hisside.

“We are not armed,” he said over an open channd. * Ceasefire.”

Severa Gnilltak dressed in battle gear jumped out of the vehicles and seized one of the cringing
engineers.

“I dam thisship asmy property,” afamiliar, pleasant voice said. “Y ou will repair it now.”
Posbret.

| used my wristcom to send asigna to Cat. “ Posbret and hisraiders are attacking Reever and some of
Drefan’s engineers out on the surface. They want our ship, and they’ re prepared to kill them to tekeit.
Can you send help out to the crash Ste?

“Drefan’sdomeiscloser,” Cat replied. “I’ll relay an dert to him.”

| felt helplessas | watched the raiders pull the engineers out from their hiding places while Posbret
boarded Moonfire. No one had seen Reever yet, but the raiders fanned out around the crash site,
obvioudy searching.



“Duncan, we rederting Drefan,” | told him. “But you haveto get out of there.”
“Thereisno placeto go,” he said, “ except the crater.”
“No, stay away fromit.” | saw thered flash of atracer beam move across the screen. “Incoming.”

A pulseriflefired, and the screen image went wild as Reever rolled to avoid the blast. A second blast
sent adow-moving shower of rock and dust over the screen, and | heard a distinctive hissng sound.

The sound of hisair supply, escaping the envirosuit. “ Duncan, are you hit? Did they breach your seas?’
“No. I landed on asharp stone, and it pierced one of the suit seams.”
“Don’'t pull it out.”

“I have nothing to patch it.” Hisvoice sounded thin, and he panted his next words over a peculiar
rumbling. “ Something’s coming.” The images shifted as he sat up, and | saw one of Drefan’ smassive
drednocs coming up fast behind the raiders. “ Jarn. Prepare for multiple casuaties.”

The drednoc’ s mode ha o widened, and then sent a strange arc of purple light sweeping through the crash
dte. Asit passed over the raiders, the power cdlls on their weapons turned black, as did the emitterson
al of their vehicles. The energy wave had dmost dissipated by the time it reached Reever, but then the
image on the screen vanished, dong with the audio.

| ran out of the treeatment room and into Cat, who caught me with dl three arms, and pinned me against
his nearly bare chest.

“Hey, where sthefire?’

For adreadful moment | thought | would blurt out what had happened in the solitude room. But | had not
meant to intrude on hisand Mercy’ s privacy, and | didn’t have timeto fed embarrassed, anyway.

“I need to get to the crash site,” | told him. 1’1l need a pulse weapon, the fastest surface vehicle you
have, and some spare O, tanks.”

“It'sdl right,” the Omorr assured me. “Drefan’s drednoc stopped the raiders.”

“Reever’ sauit isdamaged and lesking oxygen. | haveto get to him now or he'll suffocate.” | dipped out
of hisgrip and ran in the direction of the exterior air lock.

By thetime | reached the suit lockers someone was dready coming through the air lock. | saw it was
Drefan’ s battle drone. It carried two limp bodies under each extensor arm. One of them waswearing a
rader’ sgear.

“Duncan? Duncan.” | pounded on the plas panels separating us, and then the control pand, but the locks
would not release. None of the bodies the drednoc carried moved.

“It won't until the pressure equalizes and the biodecon is complete,” Mercy said as she joined me. She
studied my face. “Wdll, at least you' ve stopped blushing. That's progress.”

“Bypass the decontamination cycle.” When she hesitated, | added, “Or | will.”

Mercy heaved out a bresth and began reprogrammingthe air lock controls. “If | lose my skin because we
didn’'t scan them, I’ m going to come back and haunt your scrawny little assforever.”



“Whatever.” | shifted my weight from foot to foot until the panelsfinaly opened and | could get inside. |
began yanking off helmets until | found Reever, unconscious, hisface covered in frozen blood. | fet a
duggish pulse beneath hisjaw. | covered his nose and mouth with a portable bregther. “Mercy.”

“Right behind you.” Sherolled an enormous, flat-topped cart into the air lock. To the drednoc, she said,
“Put them on here”

The drone carefully lowered al four bodies onto the cart, and then gripped the handle as it pushed them
into the suit chamber.

“Follow me,” | told it, and hurried down the corridor toward the treatment room.
Mercy kept pace with me. “ Cat is setting up some bedsfor them. What else can | do?’

“Youcanassist me.” | glanced back to seeif the drednoc was keeping up. “1’ [l need aclean, empty
space that | can isolate and use as an operating room.”

“I’'vegot an air lock for cargo ddliveries on that Sde of the house,” she said. “Y ou can do ten or twenty
surgeriesinthere, al at the sametime, if you want.”

| was hoping | wouldn’t have to perform any. “In here,” | said to the drednoc as | rushed into the
treatment room. Cat was waiting, aong with Ekataranaand four of the beds from the pleasure rooms.

At that point | would have put Reever on the floor. “ Transfer the men to the beds,” | ordered the
drednoc. “ Carefully, one at atime.”

The drone complied, and as soon asthefirst one was transferred | took out my scanner and began
triage.

“Unconscious, mild concussion, vitalsare stable, ” | recited as | read the results displayed. “This one can
wait.” | moved to the next body, one of Posbret’s men. The raider had taken a severe blow to the
abdomen, and was dowly hemorrhaging. “ This man needs surgery. Mercy, get that cargo air lock ready
forme”

The third man was Reever, and | ripped his suit open to find the source of hisbleeding. | knew that if his
injury was not as severe as the raider with the ruptured spleen, | would have to delay histreatment. If it
were equally serious, | would have to choose between them. Among the lideg it was a matter of rank:
The male most important to the tribe was given preference. Among Terrans, the male judged most likely
to survive had priority.

The man | loved, and aman who had tried to kill him. It was not going to be ahard choice to make.
Reever'seyes opened to dits. “Jarn.”

“Bedtill,” I told him. “Y ou are bleeding from somewhere.” Or he had been, for the blood on his skin was
now half dried. Something hard and sharp brushed my hand, and | found ajagged rock lodged in the side
seam next to hisrib cage. “Hereisthe culprit.” | pulled it out to show him, but he had dipped into
UNCONSCioUSNESS again.

| passed my scanner over the area, but it showed no open wound or interna hemorrhaging, and only
some minor bruisng around theribs.

| dropped the scanner, tore gpart histunic, and wiped the congealing blood away, looking for the wound
| knew had to be there. He had lost at least apint of blood. Yet dl | could find was apink scar that



dashed diagondly through awide patch of contusions. The sight of it made me step back from the bed.
| knew Reever’ sbody. The scar had not been there this morning.

| passed the scanner over him twice more, but it showed no other injury. Somehow hiswound had
healed between the crash site and the dome.

Reluctantly | put aside my shock and the rest of my fedlings, and moved to the last man. This engineer
had severd proximity burns on his gppendages, but none of them were life threatening. | moved back to
the raider with the ruptured spleen.

“This one needs surgery now, but the rest can wait.” | grabbed my case, took out a syrinpress, dided a
dosagefor painkillers, and handed it to Mercy.

Shetook it the same way she might a pressure grenade. “Why are you giving methis?’m no heder.”

“You' remy new ward nurse. If he wakes up”—I pointed to the engineer with burns—“give him an
injection. Try to rouse the one with the concussion, and keep him awakeif you can.”

“What about your husband?’ she asked.

“He'sfine.” | looked at Cat, and tried not to remember how he had kissed Mercy/me. “ Are you as good
withyour handsas. . . Mercy saysyou are?’ He nodded. “ Come with me. Y ou're my surgical assistant.

Eleven

The cargo air lock proved to be an excellent emergency operating room. | used the biodecon to Sterilize
theair, me, Cat, and the patient, and then set up amanifest station as an instrument stand. | laid out
everything | needed and identified each for Cat so he would know what to hand me when | asked for it.
We gloved and put on two of the disposable surgica shrouds from my case, and | injected the raider
with apowerful sedative that would have to serve as general anesthesia

“What if | drop something?’ Cat asked.

“| stop operating and stab you in the chest.” Why did Cherijo’ s words burst out of me whenever | was
operating?1 glanced at him. “I gpologize. I'm kidding.”

He eyed the instrument stand. “1 hope s0.”

| had no blood with which to transfuse the raider, so | rigged a syrinpress and some tubing to both
provide suction and autoinfuse the patient with his own blood.

“What ismaking him bleed like that?’ Cat asked as| enabled alascadpel and made the necessary incision
to get under the patient’ sribs.

“Hetook ahard blow to the belly,” | said as| used the rib spreader to open up the cavity, and several
sponges to soak up the blood oozing out of the spleen. * Drefan’ s drednoc must have hit him. The blow
made atear here, see?’ | pushed aside part of the stomach loop to expose the rupture in the spleen. “In
humanoids, this organ filters out old blood cells and produces lymphocytes, which make antibodies. It's
awaysfilled with blood, and bleeds badly when damaged, so | haveto sedl thetear or it will kill him.”

“Hetried to kill your husband,” Cat reminded me. “Maybe you should return the favor.”



“Doctorstake an oath to do no harm,” | said. “It appliesto dl patients, not smply alies or the oneswe
like”

Cat sgquinted at theraider’ sinsgdes. “Do | have one of those?’

| glanced sideways at him. “Omorr have two, asit happens. One on either side of your body.” |
remembered how much of Cat’s body I/Mercy had seen and touched, and quickly turned back to the

patient.
“Your faceisturning astrange color,” Cat said. “ Should | adjust the air temperature in here?’

It took two hoursfor meto repair the damage to the raider’ s spleen, which thankfully proved much more
resilient than most humanoid species. Cat remained silent and moved only to hand methe instruments|
needed, for which | was grateful.

“That'sit,” | said as| finished closing. “I’ll need to keegp him on close monitor for the next day, but
barring complications he should survive” | pulled down my mask and saw how the Omorr’ sgildrells
poked out from under his. “What iswrong?’

He pulled the bloodied gloves from his membranes and dropped them on the table. “Nothing, except that
you just came here, cut open that man, and rearranged hisinsdeslike you do it every day.”

“During the rebellion, | did at least two or three splenectomies every week. | think | could do them
blindfolded.” | redlized how callous| sounded and gave him arueful look. “1 am sorry. | should have
warned you about the nature of field surgery. It can seem quite brutal.”

“Bruta? Y ou saved hislife. None of us could have doneit, even if we' d wanted to. | am beyond
impressed.” Cat regarded the state of my surgical shroud. “Y oursisamessy business, though, Doc.”

Now that the raider was no longer in danger of bleeding out, | could go back and deal with the others. |
instructed Cat on how to use the drednoc to bring my patient back to the treatment room, and then
headed there myself. But as | stepped out of the air lock, | saw my husband, pale-faced but standing on
his own, waiting beside the control panel.

“What are you doing here?’ | went over to him and found mysdlf in hisarms. “ Duncan.”

“l amdl right, Waenara,” he assured me, kissing the top of my head. “I1t'sbeen along timesincel’ve
watched you being a surgeon.”

“| am putting you in restraints the next time you are wounded,” 1 snapped. | turned and tucked my arm
carefully around hiswaist. “Come back to the treatment room. | barely had time to ook at you properly.
Areyouinpan?’

Ontheway there, Reever said, “1’m not wounded, but | have an interesting new scar across my ribs.”

“Yes, | saw it.” And now | had to explain to him why. “Duncan, | need to talk you about dl the medica
tests |’ ve run on you since we left Akkabarr.”

He nodded. “Y ou said the results were favorable. ”

“Not exactly.” | groped for the right words and found mysalf making excuses. “1 was going to tell you
about thiswhile we were away on this sojourn, but then we crashed here and, well, the right moment
never presented itsdf.”



“It' swhat Joseph Grey Vel did to me after | was stabbed on Terra,” he said. “Those cells he put inside
me. They’ ve changed me, haven't they?’

Only one other person knew the truth about the chameleon cdlls. “Did Squilyp tell you this?’

“Cherijo said the cdlls were responsible for my kidney regenerating. My eyes hedled very quickly after
the battle during the rebellion. And they preventedme from dying on Vtagawhen SrrokVar' sdrone
stabbed me through the chest.”

| stopped outside the trestment room. “The chame eon cells Joseph Grey Vel implanted in you have
infiltrated every part of your body. Evidently they remain in adormant state until they’ re stimulated by
sicknessor injury. Then they replicate and replace the dying cells. Since they can mimic any cell Sructure
inyour body, they can repair any damage donetoiit.”

His hand touched my cheek. “Y ou were afraid to tell methis?’

“What Cherijo’s—what my creator did to you waswrong,” | said. “He had not tested the cells properly;
he used you like atest animal.”

Hedidn’t seem concerned. “He did the same to you.”

“Y ou don't understand, Duncan. There could still be complications.” My voice hardened. “I don't
understand how she could let him experiment on you.”

“I wasdying, Jarn. Asmuch as | despised Cherijo’sfather, he saved my life. He may have greetly
increased my life span aswdll, isthat not 0?7’

“If there are no complications, and the cells continue functioning as benevolent symbiotes,” | said, “your
woundswill hedl, you will not be susceptible to disease, and you will not age.”

“Whatever happens’—he took my handsin his— “you are not to blame for what was done in the past.”

The tension eased from my chest. “Y ou' retaking this very well.” Sowell that | wondered if | should risk
telling him about my experiencein the solitude room.

“All you must do now is replicate the process Joseph used to create the cells,” Reever said. “ Y ou have
plenty of time before Mardl reaches maturity and needsthem.”

| felt bewildered. “Why would | put chameleon cellsin our daughter? Sheisin perfect hedth.”

“We conceived her before Joseph Grey Vel implanted the cellsin me,” Reever said. “If Marel has not
inherited the gift of your genes, her life gpan will only bethat of an average Terran.”

“Asit should be,” | said, very carefully. “Duncan, you and | are no longer Terran. | doubt we could even
be classified as human. | cannot recreate the chameleon cells, and | am certainly not infecting Marel or
anyone esewith them.”

He stepped back. “ So you would have us outlive our own daughter, when we could share our gift with
her?’

“Our gift?” Anger made my hands clench. “Have you forgotten al that has happened since Cherijo
escaped her creator and fled Terra? She has been hunted, tortured, imprisoned—enslaved—all because
she cannot die. How many others have died trying to obtain the secret of her immortdity for themselves,
or to protect Cherijo from those who would take it? Duncan, this gift has been like a curse upon her



soul. It terrifies meto think that Joseph inflictedit on you. And now you would have me do the same thing
to our daughter? The three of uswill never be safe again.”

“No.” Reever took hold of my shoulders. “Y ou are wrong. No one knows about Marel. We will not let
anything happento her.”

My heart felt like astone in my chest. “No, we will not, because | will never replicate the process. If you
cannot accept that our daughter will live anormal life span, then we should give her to the Torin. With
them, she can live her life among other mortals, and you will not have to watch her die.”

“I told you after therebdlion,” Reever said, very softly, “the only way you will separate me from our
daughter isto kill me.” Hetouched hisside. “I think that will be rather more difficult now.”

Mercy came out of the treatment room and looked at both of us. “1 hate to interrupt this tender moment
or whatever you two are having, but the painkiller iswearing off the guy with the burns, and the one with
the headache keepstrying to nap. Cat will be herein aminute with that raider you should havelet die,
too.”

“I will sgnd Drefan and tell him what is happening with hismen.” Reever turned and walked away.

| stayed in the trestment room through the night so | could monitor the raider | had operated on. Reever
never returned, but Mercy camein the morning to tell methat Drefan had signded, ingsting hismen be
returned to Omega Dome at once.

| expressed my opinion of hisrequest in candid terms.

“Yeah, | think he'san utter jackass, t00.” Mercy shrugged. “But if we don't take them back, he's
sending more of his drednocsto get them. Much as|’d like to blow up the access way between us, |
redly don’t need an interdome battle right now.” She sghed. “He wantsyou over there, too.”

| consdered telling her about Tya, and then thought better of it. “Very wdl. | will prepare the men for
trangport.” | brushed some hair out of my face. “Have you seen Reever?’

“Not since hewalked out of here yesterday. Did you tell him about your little spin in the fantasizer?
Maybe he’ ssulking.” When | shook my head, Mercy went to the console and sgnded Cat. “Whereis
Reever?’

The Omorr replied, “He took two of our drones and returned to Gamers.”
“I want the drones back.” Mercy terminated the relay and caught my expression. “Trouble in paradise?”

Words of resentment welled up ingde me, but lideg women did not complain about their husbands. “We
had a disagreement about our child.”

“Y ou know, when Cat and | get into it, | lose my temper, and yell, and say things| don't redly mean.”
Mercy grimaced. “He knows how | am, and stays away from me until | settle down. I'm thinking Reever
doesthe samething.”

| shook my head. “ Reever just tellsmethat if | want my way, | havetokill him.”
Mercy whistled. “Whoa. He doesn’t compromise very well, does he?’

“Hedoesn't compromise at dl.” 1 gave her an exasperated |ook. “Why are you being so sympathetic? |
thought you were angry with me.”



“I thought you were anaive, cluelesskid.” She gestured toward the engineers and the raider being
prepped for trangport. “Way you handled them? | should have you protecting me.”

“I would make aterrible bodyguard,” | advised her, “but | thank you for the compliment.” | looked down
as she handed me awristcom. “1 dready have one of my own.”

“This one' s been modified with a one-touch emergency autorelay and locator beacon.” Mercy showed
me the recessed dide switch. “It works off apair of binary command crysta's, which Drefan can’t
monitor or jam.” She showed me a duplicate of the device around her own wrist. “I’ ve got the other
one”

| knew of the crystals, which were perfectly tuned twins that responded only to each other. They were so
rare asto be very nearly priceess. “Mercy, you should not have done this.”

“Too late” She smiled. “Don’'t worry, | got the crystalsfrom an old friend who can’t use them. If you're
introuble over at Gamers, turn it around your wrist twice to activate the beacon, and sit tight until Cat
and | come and get you.”

| accompanied the patients back to Omega Dome, where they were taken to asimulator room
programmed to serve as ahospital ward. Drefan glided in as| was making them comfortable.

“How arethe men?’

“Stable, no thanks to your impatience.” | kept my back to him as| changed the abdomina dressingson
my spleen patient. “Whereis Reever?’

“Heis presently beating the agorithms out of my Hsktskt combat program in asparring chamber.”
Drefan maneuvered his chair in between the berths and peered at the surgical site. “What isthat very
interesting-looking poultice made of 7’

“A form of ambulatory mold.” | picked up the Lok-ted, which had cleaned the impurities and bacteria
out of the patient’swound, and alowed it to dide under the edge of my deeve. “It feeds on refuse and
waste, and exudes a serile agtringent.”

Drefan watched the bulge of the mold move under my deeve. “Isit the same mold you used to change
your facia features when Posbret came looking for you at Mercy House?’

| kept my face blank. “1 don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’'t you, Ana?’ His one eye shifted down to alight that began blinking on the arm of hisglidechair.
Hetapped it and said, “What isit, Ked?’

“Posbret and hisentire crew are herein main control, ” the Chakacat replied, itsvoicetight. “I don't
know how they got in, but they want you to turn the Terrans over to them. They say if they’re not herein
one minute, they’ re going to start shooting everything that moves.”

“We Il beright there.” Drefan terminated the relay and looked up a me. “I don't think amask isgoing to
fool himthistime. Shdl wetry thetruth?’

Posbret had brought at least fifty men with him thistime, | saw as| followed Drefan into the control
room. Ked stood in the center of the raiders, dangling from Posbret’ s pudgy fist, which held the back of
its harness.

Their sweat soaked their orange and brown fur aswell asthe air, creating acloud of fear and fury.



| had not bothered with the L ok-teel mask, and as soon asthe raider leader saw me he produced a
brilliant, satisfied samile.

“You're smart to bring the shifter to me, Games Magter,” hetold Drefan. “I’ll seeto it that she paysfor
what she'sdone.”

“I am not the killer that you seek, Posbret,” | said. “Think about it. My ship crashed here three days ago.
The skin thief has been attacking your colony for the last year.” | pulled down my lower eydid. “You
see? No blood around my corness.” | tugged at my forearm. “My skinismy own.”

Some of the raiders began shifting and muttering under their bregth.

“Youdidn't look likethisat Mercy House,” Posbret said, gesturing a my face. “The only way you could
change your face and hair isif you' re ashifter.”

| consdered showing him the Lok-teel under my tunic, and then thought better of it. “1 didn’'t think alot
of face paint and hair dye would convince you, but Mercy is quite talented with enhancing awoman’'s

appearance.”

Posbret’ s serene brow furrowed. “Y ou're lying. Y ou could have faked that crash to gain more accessto
us. Y ou could be more shifters, cometo help kill us. You'll tell methe truth when | put you on the rack.”
He motioned to three of his men.

Before the trio could take hold of me, | held out amedical scanner. “Hereisyour truth, raider. Passit
over me. It will show youthat | anwho | say | am.”

“Y ou could have programmed it to give fase readings,” Posbret argued. “To protect yoursdlf.”

When Reever and | escaped thisworld, | was going to find acure for paranoia. “ Passit over yourself
firgt and see”

Ked fell from Posbret’ sfist and landed on dl fours asthe raider leader snatched the scanner out of my
hand. He switched it on and passed it over himself and then two of his men standing nearby.

“All right, soweread norma.” Heturned it toward me. “Let’s seewhat’ sinsde you.”

| stood motionless under the scanner’ s beam and waited without comment for Posbret to study the
results.

Hefrowned. “You're Terran.” Helooked up, hisliquid brown eyes perplexed. “Maybe it’ sthe other
one”

The door pane to the control room opened, and Reever camein, hisarm supporting my spleen patient.

“l amas Terran asmy wifeis,” Reever said, helping the raider crossthe room. “But fed freeto scan me
aswel.”

“Jhgat,” Posbret said, astonished. “| thought you were dead.”

“You left me out thereto die,” theraider said, hisvoice harsh. “Drefan’ s battle drone brought me in with
the other wounded. | was busted up bad inside. ” Histired eyes shifted toward me. “ She' sa patcher.
She opened me up and fixed me.”

“Why would she do that?’ one of the other men demanded, raising apistol and aiming it a my patient.
“She put something insdeyou?’



| stepped into the line of fire and let Cherijo take over. “I didn't save thisman’ slife so that you could
shoot him, you neurotic moron. Put down the wegpon. Put it down.”

Therader dowly lowered the pigtal.

| turned to Posbret and gestured toward my patient. “ Are you satisfied now, or do you want to scan him,
too?’

The Gnilltak’ s leader shoved past his men and came to stand over me. “Why did Davidov offer four
million for you?’

“The bounty has been withdrawn,” Drefan said before | could answer. “We received the sgnd from the
Renko lagt night.”

“| saw therelay,” Posbret said. “Why did he offer it in thefirst place?’
A very good question, | thought, trying to formul ate a reasonabl e response.

“Davidov blockaded Trellusto keep the killer from escaping,” Reever said. “He used the bounty to find
us, lured us here, and deliberately stranded us. He believes that we can find your killer, and stop it.”

“WEe ve been looking for the fucking thing for ayear,” Posbret snarled. “What does he think you can
do?’

“I don’'t know,” Reever admitted. “My wife has successfully solved many crises on other worlds. Maybe
Davidov believes she can do the same here. His motives are not our concern. We' |l do whatever we can
to hdpyou.”

“Thenyou' reafool, Terran.” Theraider leader’ s perfect lipsformed aghastly grin. “ Because the only
thing you' re going to do down hereisdie”

Twelve

Oncetheraiders|eft the dome, Drefan sent amaintenance crew to repair and reinforce the air lock they
had blasted out, and had two of his drones escort my spleen patient back to the smward. The games
master suggested that | continue with my exams of his steff.

Reever, | saw, had disgppeared again. “Would you ask my husband to signa me when he hasfinished in
the sparring room?’ | asked Kedl, who nodded. | turned to Drefan. “Y ou can come with me.”

His brows arched. “For what reason?’
“You'rethefirs onel’m going to examine.”

Instead of protesting, Drefan silently accompanied meto the room | had been using for exams, and deftly
hoisted his body out of the chair and onto the table.

“I should tell you before we begin,” he said, “that I’'m not as pleasant to look at as the Gnilltak.”
“I’m not interested in your personal beauty,” | advised him. “Can you undress without assi stance?”

“It wasthefirgt skill | taught mysdlf after losng my limbs” He released the fasteners on histunic, baring a
wide, heavily muscled chest with arow of crude-looking dark blue symbolsforming acircular pattern
over his heart.



| didn’t recognize the symbals. “Isthat tattoo decorative, or doesit mean something?’

“This part says ‘ one-one-six-nine-four-seven-one,’ ” hetold me, pointing to the upper portion of the
symbols. “ Saves are not permitted the privilege of names. Thetwo side rows are my origind owner’s
identification and contact code. | didn’t bring much at auction, so he didn’t bother with alocator
implant.”

He spoke of hisendavement asif it meant nothing to him. “ And the bottom row?’
Heran athumb over the symbols. * Certification that my second owner set mefree”

| passed ascanner over him while | surveyed the condition of hisarm and leg ssumps. “Were your
amputated limbs severed, diseased, or damaged?’

“They were crushed,” hetold me. “ An unbalanced load of raw orefél on top of me.”

My scanner showed an devated level of arutanium in hisblood, and hundreds of minute fragments of the
aloy embedded in his shoulder and hips. | also found traces of it in his bones, teeth, and hair. “Y ou
should be dead, Games Master.”

He chuckled. “ Y ou're reading the metal insde me, | takeit.”

“Yes, and there is enough insde you to build afew drones.” | had never examined aliving being with
such levels of the poisonous alloy. “Y our accident could not have caused it to leech into your bones.”

“That happened before | wasflattened.” His blue eye gleamed. “1 became immune to arutanium whilel
worked in the mines. Breething in the dust al day doesthat to you, if it does't kill you first.”

To build up that kind of resistance would have required an extended exposure under extreme working
conditions, perhapsfor years. “How often were you exposed to the ore dust?’

“For the entire length of my endavement in the mines.” He closed hiseye. “ Or, to be more precise, five
standard years, eight months, fourteen days, ten hours, and Sx minutes.”

| set my scanner aside and use my penlight to examine the crater where his other eye should have been.
There were odd calluses around the edge of the smooth socket. | found more just like them on his
temples and the bridge of hisnose. “ Do you wear something over your face on afrequent basis?’

“I useawelding shield when | work on the drednocs. ” His eye shifted as he studied my face. “Y our eyes
aredark blue. | had thought they were black, like your hair.”

| rolled him onto his side, and immediately wished that | hadn’t. So many healed lash marks crisscrossed
his back that it appeared corrugated. A dozen small craters dotted the vicious scarsindicated where
chunks of hisflesh had been torn out. Here and there were raised, shiny stripes that appeared to be
healed burns.

He had been besten, repestedly, dmost to death. | had never seen anything likeit.
| tried three times to speak before the words came out of my mouth. “How was this done to you?’

“The mine guards favored pulse-spike whips,” Drefan said. “ They' re ten feet long, made of flexible aloy
cable, and barbed with four-pronged meta orbs. They can be programmed to ddliver an adjustable
charge through the length of the cable, if adave deserves extra punishment.” He moved his shoulders. “I
usudly did.”



| blinked the tears out of my eyes and began to scan the length of his spine for nerve, tissue, and bone
damage. “1 thank you for explaining it to me.”

“I warned you that | wasn't pretty,” Drefan said as | sniffed and checked the alignment of hiscervical
vertebrae. “Don’t cry, Cherijo.”

“I am not crying. | am only alittle congested.” | rested ahand on his shoulder as| tried to control my
emotions. “1 was afield surgeon during awar. | have seen the violence that men can inflict on each other,
but this. . .” | stopped and took in a shuddering bresth. “ Did they punish the ones responsible for
abusng the miners?’

His voice went soft and flat. “Not enough.”

A week later | had finished the examinations at Mercy House, and had only one more to perform at

Gamers. | had found no trace of the Odnallak or the skin thief among those | examined, and the days|
spent working passed without incident. Cat told me that they had never gone so long without a colonist
disgppearing or askin being found, something that was rapidly improving the mood around the domes.

“I’ve recelved dozens of signals requesting appointmentsto seeyou,” he added as he escorted meto the
ar lock on my way to Gamers one evening. “ People think you' re doing something to keep the shifter
from taking more skins.”

“If only | could take credit for that.” | took my case from him and shouldered it. “1 hope you are
correcting their assumptions.”

“I’vetried.” He glanced at the drednoc waiting to take me across the accessway. “| haven't seen Reever
sincetheraiderstried to grab your ship.”

| had been sharing my time between the two domes equally, but Drefan ingsted | spend my nights at
Gamers. Reever remained there to supervise repairs to the scout and practice in the sparring smulator,
but despite the nights and days | spent there, we barely saw each other.

Reever was avoiding me.

My husband rose and | eft our rooms before | woke, and rardly returned until | fell adeep at night. |
waited up for him, several times, hoping to talk and settle the argument over the chameleon cellsand
Marel. Reever smply left as soon as he saw that | was awake.

Now | offered Cat the same excuses | had been telling mysdlf. “ He has been busy working on the ship
and practicing for thefight.”

Cat’ sdark eyes narrowed. “What fight?”

“A amulation. It is something Drefan wisheshimto do.” | wished | could confidein Ceat. Still, Reever’'s
debt to Drefan was nearly settled. | would not jeopardize thet. “1 must go. | will return in the morning.”

The drednoc accompanied me through the accessway to Gamers and left me at the air lock. | thought it
was odd that the battle drone never used the same entrance as | did, but perhaps Drefan had it go to
where he kept his other drones.

“Good evening, Cherijo,” Ked said as| came out of biodecon. The Chakacat had made a habit of
meseting me whenever | returned from Mercy House. “Drefan wondered if you were ableto finish the
exams of Mercy’ s steff.”



“I was” | took out my datapad. “All | haveleftisTya” | looked up. “I havetimeto perform one more
exam. Y ou can send her to my lab now.”

“Now.” Ked looked uneasy. “That could be a problem.”

“Ked, Drefan wished me to examine his entire aff. Y et he continuesto stall mewhen | ask to see Tya.
If he does not wish meto check her, just say s0.”

“It'snot that.” The Chakacat looked around before lowering its voice. “We keep her in asecured area,
and Drefan doesn't liketo let her out often.”

“I can examine her there, if youwish,” | offered, mimicking itstone. “ Only tdl mefirst why we are
whispering about her.”

“Drefan,” it said, asif that explained everything.
More of his games, no doubt. “Take meto her, Ked.”

The secured areaturned out to be a modified detention unit, hidden in the back of one unused section of
astorage area. Keel held me back asit opened the door panels.

“Inhibitor webhing,” it said, pointing to the energized mesh filling the entry. “Tya, I'm bringing the healer
into seeyou.”

No reply came from the dark room.

“I will need somelights,” | told the Chakacat asit deactivated the webbing and pulled it aside. Cool air
washed over meas| entered and Kedl enabled the cell’ s overhead emitters.

The Hskiskt lay on two berths that had been wel ded together to accommodate her ten-foot-long body.
She wore athin white tunic and amodified skirt that covered her lower limbsand tail. Alloy restraints
held down her other limbs. She appeared to be asleep.

“Stay here.” Ked moved alittle closer. “Tya, the hedler has come to check you.”

Two lidsretracted from ayellow eye asbig asmy face. “Itisnot timeto fight,” she said, her voice
scraping out of her throat.

| saw the dryness of her skin and the dark depressions under her eyes and around her nogtrils. “Why is
she so0 thin and dehydrated?”’

“I don’'t know. She hasfood and water.” Kedl gestured to a prep unit that had been ingtalled in the cell.
“Although, to be honet, I’ ve never seen her using it.”

| went over to check the unit. “ She'snot usngit.” My skin shivered with ddlicious pleasure asfrigid air
poured down on me from an overhead vent. Such low temperatures could be lethal to Hskiskt. “This cell
istoo cold for her.”

“They think it controlsme,” Tyasaid, and ripped the restraints from one arm, and then the other. With a
few morejerks she was able to free hersalf and roll off the berth. | watched her rise and touch the back
of her neck. “Likethe strgps. And thefood.” She bent, shaking, and braced herself against onewall.

Her frame appeared very thin for a Hsktskt.

“Ked, get her somewater. Now.” | put my medica case on the berth. “ Sit down before you fal down,



Centuron.”
Tyadid s0, and the berth creaked. “1 have no rank, warm-blood. Did the cripple not tell you so?’

“The cripple does not talk agreat ded about you.” | took out a scanner and passed it in front of her
chest. Shewas a least seventy-five kiloslighter than she should have been, and her ssomach and
digestivesystem were completely empty, explaining the gauntness of her form. “Why are you starving
yoursdf?’

Tya opened her mouth and displayed triple rows of sharp, serrated-edged teeth. “I don’t want that
food.”

“I suppose | caningal afeeding tubein your gullet.” | took a syrinpress, dialed up amassve dose of
reptilian nutrients, and infused her with them. | looked over at Kedl. “Have you programmed that unit for
aHsktskt diet?”

The Chakacat brought a server of water to me. “Yes. That’sadl that’s on the menu.”

| offered Tyathe server. When shedidn’'t movetotakeit, | said, “I canadso start an 1V, if you like”
Shetook the server, drank the contentsin one swallow, and handed it back to me. “Leave me.”

“I must examineyou.” | glanced at Kedl. “Would you wait outside, please?’

Agitation made the Chakacat’ s whiskerstwitch. “Headler, | do not think that is advisable.”

“If sheintendsto harm me,” | pointed out, “shewill do it whether you are here or not.”

Tyalay back on the berth and closed her eyes. “The warm-blood is safe with me, little cat.”

“I'll bejust outside hereif you need me, Healer.” Ked |eft with great reluctance.

As| scanned Tya, | studied her outward appearance. Even the Hsktskt rogues on VVtaga, who rarely had
enough to eat, had not been so emaciated.

“Why do you not eat?’ | asked her. Before she answered,| added, “ If you will not tell me thetruth, | will
recommend to Drefan that we put you on afeeding tube.”

Shedidn’t look at me. “Thefood hereisrepulsive. ”

“I agree, but for now thereis no dternative to synth.” Shedidn’t respond to that. “ My knowledge of
Hsktskt cuisineislimited, but if you do not care for what is programmed on the prep unit, | can ask Kedl
tO ”

“Vegetables”
| frowned. “What about them?’
“| eat vegetablesand fruit,” she said gruffly. “Not synpro.”

| had never heard of aHsktskt who did not eat meat. “Did your former owner refuse to feed you
protein?’ Sheremained slent. “Very well, | will have Ked program the unit to provide fruitsand
vegetables”

| continued the exam. Her scale coloration was unlike any | had seen on Vtaga, extremely plain, with



none of the distinct shifts and whorlsin the color patterns that represented Hsktskt bloodlines. She had
far too many white scesaswell; amogt half of her body had no color at dl.

| consdered the few causes of such abnormalities. “Have you had derma pigmentation therapy?’
“No.”

| saw no signs of scarring, burns, or skin grafts. Her hide was, in fact, in pristine condition for afemaleof
her age. “Was one of your parents an abino?’

“No.”
| took a step back from the berth. “Why isyour hide so white?’
Air snorted through her nodtrils. “ Becauseif it were black, | would be a Ghint-polyt.”

| checked the scanner’ s display, and found her vitals to be textbook Hsktskt norm. Given her weight loss
and dehydration, that seemed unlikely. She was certainly not a Ghint-polyt reptilian, or shewould be
mostly black and inarticulate.

“Drefan told methat Davidov sold you to him just before he quarantined Trdlus,” | said. “Did you know
of Alek’s plansto blockade the planet?’

“Alek,” shesaid, sngpping her teeth over the name. “ The scum that walks and talkslikeamae.” She sat
up. “Why do you think he would confide in dave mest like me?’

“I thought perhaps you overheard something while you were on the Renko,” | said.

“Nothing you would wish to hear.” She studied me. “I have seen you before, with that Terran who moves
likean arenadave. Heistheonel amtofight.”

“Fight, yes, but not kill.”

She made a contemptuous sound. “If he steps onto the grid, | will make him wish he were dead. Heis
not like me. He hasachoice. Heisafool for accepting the match.”

The sdf-loathing in her words startled me. Y ou do not want to fight him? Why?”

“Ask the cripple; thisishisdoing. My desires no longer matter, warm-blood.” Tyarolled over onto her
sde, presenting her back to me.

| wondered if Drefan was using the match between Tya and Reever for some other purpose. “ Tya, if
Drefan transmits the match between you and my husband to the rest of the colony, will Davidov be able
to monitor thesgnd?’ She didn’t answer. “ He sadready monitoring every tranamission from the colony.
Hewould haveto, in order to jam them.”

The Hsktskt said nothing, so | passed my scanner over the back side of her body. The display brought
up theimage of aforeign body lodged inside the back of her throat, just below her brain ssem. “Y ou have
animplant in your neck. Isit alocator beacon?’

Tyarolled over to swat at my scanner, her claws missing it only by afraction of aninch. “Leave me
done”

| glanced down at theimage. “It’sjust under the surface of your hide. | can give you aloca anesthetic
and removeit now.”



“No.” Tyapushed hersdlf off the berth and began circling the room. “He modified it with an extraction
code that can be entered only from a device he carries.”

“| do not need acodeto extract it.”

She gave me an impatient look. “If you or anyonetriesto removeit without deactivating it first from
Davidov’'sremote, it will release a cache of poison. | will be dead before my body hits the floor.”

| didn’t have time to respond to this shocking revelaion, for amoment later afamiliar voice caled to me
from outside the detention cell.

“Doc, what the hell are you doing in here? | had to practicaly blast my way into this place to see you.”
Mercy walked into the cdl. “I know you're busy finishing up, but Kohbi finally cocooned. Cat and |
wereworried that . . .” She stopped speaking and moving, and stared past me.

Ked camein and took hold of thefemade Terran’sarm. “It’ s not what you think, Mercy.”

Wide, disbelieving eyes shifted toward the Chakacat. “ Are you tdling me that I'm imagining that Hsktskt
over there?

“No, but you don’t understand, she' s—"
“Mine.” Mercy shook off Ked asif it were an annoying insect and started toward the berth.
| stepped between her and Tya. “No, Mercy.”

“ThereisaHsktskt lying on that berth behind you,” she said in a pleasant tone, “and I’m going to kill it.
Give me aknife and get out of my way.”

“Let her come” Tyasaid, sounding listless.
“See?’ Mercy gestured. “ She wants me over there. Step aside, Doc.”
“You can't dothis” | put ahand againgt her shoulder. “ She'sill.”

“All the more reason to let me put her out of her misery.” Shetried to push past me, glanced down a my
hand, and laughed. “ Cherijo, you are not serioudythinking of keeping me from ditting her throat. Tell me
you're not that dense.”

“I would seeyou try, Terran,” Tyasaid.

“You,” | said to the Hsktskt, “shut up.” To Mercy | said, “ She' snot araider. She had nothing to do with
the attack on Tredlus. She' stoo young.” When that didn’t get through, | added, “ She’ s nothing but a
dave”

Tyamade adisgusted sound.

“In five seconds, she' s not going to be anything but a pile of young, dead dave.” Mercy againtried to
shove me aside. “Look, | get the whole oath thing. If you don’t want to watch, that’ s fine. Step outside.
Ill tell Drefan you weren't even here.”

“I would not go far,” Tyasaid to me asshe sat up. “Y our friend will shortly need your services.”

Mercy’slips pedled back from her teeth. “ Y eah, | hate mopping up lizard blood by mysdf.”



“I am not going to let you harm her.” | tried to think of areason that Mercy would respond to. “ She
belongsto Drefan. He paid agreat ded for her. Sheis his property.”

“I'll reemburse him for hisloss” Mercy’ shands knotted. “1 redly don’t want to belt you, Doc, soI'm
telling you, for thelast time. Get out of my way.”

“Thisisboring.” Tyadropped back on the berth and pulled the therma sheet over hersdlf. “Wake me
when someone wishesto fight.”

| took the syrinpress out of my tunic pocket and surreptitioudy diaed up adose of sedative. “Come out
into the hal and talk with me for amoment, and then I’ ll et you do as you wish.”

“No, youwon't. You'll lock me out of here, and call Drefan, and have my ass hauled back to my dome.”
Rage made her body and voice shake. “You'll save her, just like you saved dl the rest of them. Only this
time no oneisgoing to start awar, so really, what'sthe. . .” Shelooked down as| infused her, and back
up & me. Her eyesfilled with astonishment. *'Y ou conniving bitch.”

“I’'msorry.” | caught her as she crumpled. “Ked, help me.”

Thirteen

Once | had summoned dronesto take Mercy back to her dome, | left Kedl to reprogram Tya s prep unit
and went to centra control, where Drefan was monitoring severa gamesin progress.

| did not bother with pleasantries. “Mercy knows about Tya. She came here to see me, and found mein
the detention cdl with her.”

Drefan rotated his glidechair to face me. “Mercy did not react well, | takeit.”

“I had to sedate her to keep her from killing the Hsktskt.” My gaze shifted past him, to a screen showing
Ked securing someinhibitor webbing. “But you dready know that. Did you watch the entire
confrontation?’

“Of course.” He glanced back a the monitors. “ Thereisvery little that happens under my dome that
escapes my attention.”

“Thenwhy didn’t you stop Mercy before she found us?’ | demanded. “Y ou knew how furious she would
m’l

“Mercy needsto face her demons,” hesaid. “Asdoes Tya”

“Thisisnot agame, Drefan. These femaes are not smulations. Stop playing with them.” | turned on my
hedl and walked out.

Reever had been taking his medl intervals elsewhere, so when | arrived at our quarters| prepared a
ampledinner for myself and ate while | reviewed the dataon Tyathat | had not had time to analyze.

“A Hsktskt who would starve rather than eat meat.” | Sipped someteafrom my glassas| considered my
own plate of something Reever cdled “chicken and rice.” The chicken part wastolerable, but therice
tasted like bits of soggy gauize.

| had little practical knowledge of other species’ food preferences. Jorenians did not eat meet, as they
received the protein they needed from the milk of their herd animas, but they were mammalian-based
gpecies, not reptilian. Hsktskt needed enormous amounts of protein to help fuel and warm their massive



bodies.

| knew the pains of an empty belly. The Toskald had tried to starve us during the rebellion, and many
times| had eaten old mest, needle plants, and other things that otherwise | would never have touched.
Evenif Tyahad some unnatura averson to her dietary requirements, her hunger should have driven her
to eat what was available.

| recalled Drefan’ s Nekawa bodyguard, and how she had been conditioned in the minesto eat whenever
she saw food. Maybe something similar had been doneto Tya, to control her behavior. Then therewas
theimplant | had found in her neck; another method of control, to insure she never attempted to escape
her endavement.

Davidov must have hated her beyond reason to treat her with such cruelty. But why? Did he hold Tya
responsible for the Faction’ s crimes againgt other endaved beings? Were the implant and the food
conditioning some creetive form of torture?

Or wasit, as| suspected, something more ominous?

| stayed up for severa hours, using the console to access the colonid database and pull up what little
information they had on Hsktskt. Most of it covered waysto disable and kill the reptilians, not how to
treat them for ma nourishment and poisonous implants.

When | couldn’t find any worthwhile data, | pulled up studies of various forms of depression in reptilian
species. Some pompous asses claimed that reptilians did not experience any emotions at dl, but after my
timeon Vtagal knew better. The Hsktskt might be extremely reserved, and had disciplined themsalves
not to show emotions, which they considered beneath them. Y et when they let their guard down, they
revealed that they experienced the same anger, joy, hate, and love as any warm-blooded species.

Tya, on the other hand, displayed her emotions openly, asif her blood were as warm as my own. She
had committed the ultimate betraya of her species by deserting her post during time of war, yet ssemed
not to care that she had been branded a coward and made adave.

| knew the Hsktskt, and their rigid, unforgiving culture had strict codes of honor and service. They
condemned and harshly punished anyone who violated them. They would rather die than be dishonored
or endaved themsalves.

Tyad slack of interest in her own well-being and her aversion to meat might be symptoms of asuicida
sate. Indeed, when | had checked with Kedl, the Chakacat told me that Tya had never once asked for
the prep unit to be reprogrammed to her preferences. The only problem with that theory was how she
fought in the grid. During the demonstration for me and Reever, Tyahad defended hersdlf with
intelligence and vigor, and had used considerable skill to defeat her opponents. A depressed, suicidal
dave should not be capable of such deeds.

After some hours it became apparent that Reever was not coming back to our quarters at areasonable
hour, so | cleansed and went to bed adone. Although | felt weary, | spent another thirty minutes staring at
the ceiling and trying to work out the puzzlesinvolved with the Hsktskt femde.

Finaly | closed my tired eyes and cleared my thoughts. If | were back on Joren, thiswould bethetime |
would go to check on Mardl. The familiar ache of missing my child twisted its blade of love and
motherhood in my heart. | knew Salo and Dareawere taking good care of her, but it was not the same. |
was her mother. | should be with her, to protect her. To be the one to whom she gave her smilesand
hugs. To kiss her brow as she dept. | had missed too much of her lifeasit was.



My body became heavy, and sank into the deeping platform, dragging meinto its moving softness. | had
dept on the floor for the first months after leaving Akkabarr. This bed was too soft. It rose up around
me, thick and formless and smothering. . . .

Snow light touched my face, and | reached for it, clawing my way out of the suffocating bed linens. It
drew me up, high into itsalf, where the kvinka, the storm winds, roared and the world became mountains
of ice, blue and white and unforgiving.

| stood on acliff above amethane field, with ice crystals scouring my naked face. | squinted, bracing
myself againgt the freezing gusts, and spotted two figures facing each other on theice. | walked toward
them, stumbling now and then as my thin-soled boots did on the crusted snow. The rapid gpproach of
gigantic, black-purple clouds from the south darmed me. Such killer ssorms had been known to sweep
entire hunting parties off theice.

“Doyou haveashdter?’ | shouted over the wind to them, pointing toward the impending blizzard.

Neither one seemed to hear me, intent on each other asthey were. The storm ripped their loose robes
away, reveding the forms benesth.

The fema e stood twice astall asme, and her body shimmered asif she worethe dimsilk | had once
donned to disguise myself on the battlefield. Her long hair was silver, or white, or perhaps purple; it kept
changing color, asdid the dimsilk. | could not make out her face, and then | saw why. She had no
features, only asmooth ova of gray flesh.

Vral.

| had never seen her before, but | knew her. | knew her as| knew mysdlf, asif everything that had
happened to me on Akkabarr had happened to her aswell. She had been with me, somehow. But why
would thevra cometo me now?Why in adream?

The ghostly-looking female raised her long arm and brandished a sword at her opponent, adrednoc as
tall and broad as she.

Theicy atmosphere of my homeworld had aready |eft its mark on the battle drone. Frost whitened its
armor, and blueiciclesdripped fromitshao. Yet it did not seem affected asit lifted an extensor arm with
asword attached to the end, a so ready to attack.

| felt the unpleasant twang of recognition again. Not as strong as | had with the vrd, but | knew this
cregture. It looked like adrone, but it was something else. Someoneese. . .

“Put down your weapons.” | had to shout to make mysdlf heard over the kvinka. “Thewar isover.”

A shower of bright orange sparks exploded astheir blades met, and the fema e turned, whirling with the
storm, coming up behind the drone and driving her sword into the back of its chassis. It cried out,
enraged, and staggered forward, turning just in time to meet her third thrust. 1t locked blades with her and
backhanded her across her blank face with the gauntlet on the end of its other arm.

The femae went down, and silver-blue blood splashed the snow, freezing ingtantly. | ran toward her,
caling for the drone to halt its attack. The drednoc dropped its sword and assumed awaiting position.

“Areyou hurt?’ | dropped down on my knees and reached to turn her over onto her back.

Silver-blue blood had frozen over the blank mask of her face. Before | could touch her, she buried her
fingersin the center, clawing at the sheet of flesh and tearing it away from her head.



A face appeared, one raw and horrifying to behold. Tears of blood ran from her danted, orange eyes,
and the unprotected muscle tissue began to blacken and fall away in shriveled strips, reveding orange-red
skull bonesthat bulged and shrank asif dive.

Her mouth smiled asthe tissue around it shrank back. “Y ou cannot save my skin, Hedler.”

| lurched to my feet and staggered backward, colliding with an immovable object. Grapplerstook hold of
me and turned me around.

“Letgoof me” | sad, sruggling initsgrasp. “I haveto help her.”

The shield on the drednoc’ s sensor case rose, displayingthe lower part of ahumanoid face. “ Save
yoursdlf, Cherijo.” It bent toward me, its mouth open, its jagged teeth gnashing together.

| screamed, pushing at the armor with frantic hands, and then the aloy became cloth, and the grapplers
strong, five-fingered hands.

“Jarn, wake up,” my husband’ svoice caled to me.

The snowy winds snatched at me, but | held on, and then | was back in the bed, in my husband’ sarms,
sobbing againg his chest.

“Duncan.” | groped at him, blinded by tears. | felt asif my heart would bregk. “Duncan.”
“I am here, beloved,” he said, his hand stroking my back in a soothing motion.

| wept and held on to him for along time, and then tried to speak. “Faces. No faces. Killing. Them. Me.”
| pressed my hand over my mouth.

“No,” hesad, tugging my shaking fingersaway. “| am here. Y ou're safe. Try to tell me what you saw.”

| wanted to tell him of the gray vra, and the drednoc with a humanoid face, but the hysteriahad me firmly
initsgrip. “I never . . . they didnot . . . why werethey . .. shetoreoff . . . hetriedto...” | couldn’t
stop weeping long enough to make myself coherent. | seized his hands and brought them to my face.
“Link withme”

Histhoughts, cool and steady, joined the chaosinsde my mind. | am here. | will not et anything hurt
youl.

| poured my memories of the dream through the link, where | wasfinaly able to stop babbling and
communicate coherently. Do you see them now? Who are they? Where are they? They will kill each
other if I do not stop them.

They are not real, Waenara. Reever moved through the terrifying images and swept them out of my
thoughts until only heand | remained. They are only a manifestation of your fears.

No, they werereal. | felt it. | knew them. | knew them both. | could gill smdll thefemae sblood, and
my ears rang with the pitiless sound of her voice. Shewas vral. Shewasareal vral.

Thevral are a myth, hereminded me. Superstition to house the guilt of the lisleg for trading with
the Toskald in the faces of the dead. Don’'t you see, beloved? The killer here on Trellusistaking
skins fromits victims; naturally it would remind you of that time in your life.

| knew hewas right, but part of me resisted his explanation. What of the drednoc? | tried to think of
what it could have meant. Could one of Drefan’s or Mercy’ s drones be killing the colonists, and



putting parts of them inside itself?

Drednocs would have no use for organic body parts; it could not be one of them.

The Hsktskt responsible for the plague of memory had been such abeing. What of SrrokVar?
Heisdead, Reever thought with flat findlity.

| could see his thoughts processing the bizarre images from my dreams. He went through them
methodicaly, comparing them to hundreds of other faces from his own memory. Helingered for the
longest time on the vra, and the nightmare visage she had exposed, tearing away the mask of gray flesh.

| did not want to see her like that, so | broke the link between our minds.
“Sheisnot red,” he assured me again. “ There were no vrd like her on Akkabarr.”
“Shefdtred.” | knew | sounded ridiculous. “1 must wash my face.”

When | returned from the lavatory, Reever had straightened the bed and turned down the bed linens, but
remained dressed.

“I suppose you will leave now.” | regarded the platform with no small amount of dread. “Y ou should ask
Drefan to assign you other quarters. | do not think | will deep again tonight, so there will be no chance
for you to snesk in and out.”

“I don’t wish to fight with you,” heinformed me, “but | am not degping anywheredse”
My temper, which our estrangement had pulled thin, finaly snapped.

“Isthiswhat you did with Cherijo?’ | threw out my hands. “ Stayed away from her until she grew so
lonely she could no longer be angry with you?’

“She never grew londly.” Hiseyesfilled with the faraway ook that thoughts of my former sdf always
commanded. “ She had medicine. It filled her heart, not me.”

My anger went as quickly asit had come. “Then | pity her, for you cannot love alascalpd, or apressure
dressing, or abacterial culture” My mouth quirked. “1 am rather fond of the medica database on the
Sunlace. | wonder if it caresfor me.”

He regarded me warily. “ Does this mean you are cam enough now to discuss Marel and the chameleon
celsinaraiona manner?’

“No, but you could couple with me,” | suggested, “ until | become pregnant again. Chances are that our
second child will live long enough to suit you.”

Hedidn't say anything for atime, and then told me, “Y ou can’t become pregnant, Jarn.”

| laughed. “ Of course| can. It isonly amatter of timebefore. . .” | stopped as| recalled his appaling
childhood. “Has no onetold you how children are made?’

“1 know how to make them,” he said, “but we can never concelve another child.”
“What?" Shocked, | sat down on the edge of the deeping platform. “Y ou are barren?’

“Asfar as| know, we are both il fertile.” Reever placed his hand on my left leg and traced acircle



around a spot on theingde of my thigh, and then pressed lightly. “Do you fed that?’
Now | did. | stared down at my leg. “What isthat?’

“It' sacontraceptiveimplant,” he said. “ Squilyp implanted it while you were recovering in Medicd, after
the trangtion that made you comatose. It releases enough hormone into your bloodstream to prevent you
from becoming pregnant.”

“How can thisbe?’ Horror made me crawl backward and scramble off the bed. “Why would he do such
aperverted thing? Whereismy medica case?’ | looked around wildly. “ Give me aknife”

Reever took my arm to keep me from hurrying out of the room. “Jarn, after we became sexudly active
agan, | ingsted on the Omorr ingtaling theimplant. Y ou cannot carry achild to term.”

“Y ou did thisto me? Y ou are kegping me from having our children? You dare?” Fury made me blind,
but my hand till found hisface as| dapped him. “1 had Mardl. | will have others. Asmany as| wish.”

“We agreed not to have any more children,” he said, hisvoice cold. “Y ou miscarried Marel in your third
month, but you had Squilyp harvest the fetus and transplant her to an artificia womb.”

| amost dapped him again. “1 did not do any of that,” | shouted. “ She did.”

“In thismoment, it isimpossible not to think of you asyou were,” he said, and took a deep breath.
“While Cherijo and | were on Terra, the Omorr tended to Marel until she waslarge enoughto live
outsdethe tank.”

Nausea clogged my throat. “He grew her in amachine? Like some experiment? Like Cherijo—likel
was?’

“Cherijo and | made her together, with our bodies, in our bed,” he said flatly. “When Cherijo miscarried,
she alowed meto bedlieve the baby had died. | did not meet my daughter until shewas ayear old.”

| felt my outrage fade into disgust. “ Did she trust you with nothing? Is that why you have become as
Secretive as she? That you must prevent me from bearing you children, but never tell me why?’

“I never intended to hurt you.”

“Truly? Do you know how worried I’ ve been, each time my cycle begins, and | know there will be no
child? And you and | coupling every night?’ | felt my ssomach clench. “Here, dl thistime, you have been
preventing it.”

“ Joseph bioengineered your immune system to prevent afull-term pregnancy. It will attack and
spontaneoudly abort any child we conceive.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “It does not mean the
Stuation is hopeless. When we return to Joren, we can speak to Squilyp about the possibility of using
surrogates, if we choose to have more children.”

Thethought of others having children for usreminded me of the lideg custom of taking infants from the
ahayag, the tribe’ swhores, and giving them to barren wives.

“If | cannot carry our babies, then Mard will be enough.” | touched theimplant in my thigh, and redlized
how painful it would have been for me to conceive achild, only to loseit. Reever had prevented that. “If
you have put anything elsein my body, | would know about it. Now.”

“The contraceptiveisal that wasimplanted,” he promised, stepping closer. “ Are you going to be angry



with meover this, too?’

“No.” | fet asif | had used up dl of my emotions. “I understand why you did it, and | thank you for
protecting me. Only tell me these things, Duncan. We cannot have secrets between us.”

He nodded. “Were you redly londy for me, this past week?’

“Yes, dthough it has been so long since | have seen you, | am not sure | remember why,” | grumbled. “I
should be like her and find more patients, perhaps. Fill my heart with them.”

“I would rather have my place back.” Reever bent his head and kissed the corner of my mouth. “1 was
just growing accustomed to it.”

“If wearegoing to live forever, we must find better waysto disagree.” | wrapped my armsaround his
wais. “For | cannot do without you, Husband. Not one week. Not one night.”

| woke to find Reever gone from our bed, but heard him entering data on the console in the next room. |
dressed and went out to find him paging through the various screens of datal had saved on reptilian
mood disorders. He was comparing them to another text and frowning at the screen.

| went to the prep unit to make our morning tea. “I examined the Hsktskt female yesterday. They have
her locked up like atithe anima. She has been starving herself.”

Reever made anoncommittal sound.

“Mercy aso discovered Tya s presence for the first time yesterday. | had to sedate her to keep her from
attacking the Hsktskt. Another one of Drefan’ sgames, | think.” | brought asteaming server to him and
looked at the screen. “ Alterforms? What have they to do with a depressed Hsktskt?’

“I thought if she were an dterform, it might explain some of the behaviorsyou noted in her chart.” He
picked up my datapad. “1 lived among the Hsktskt for many years, but | have never known oneto avoid
protein.”

| related my theory about food conditioning as | pulled up the DNA results of Tya s scans. “ Sheisnot an
aterform, Duncan. Her body contains no dien DNA. Even the most thorough cdllular dterationsleave
sometrace of the original speciesbehind.” Asit had with PyrsVar, ayoung Hsktskt whom SrrokVar had
aterformed with Jorenian DNA taken from the cadaver of Cherijo’sfirst lover.

“I think Drefan or Davidov are not being truthful about her origins” Reever said thoughtfully. “ Tyamay
have been born into captivity.”

| considered the possibility. “ Pregnant Hsktskt females are usudly not permitted to leave Vtaga.”

“Nor would two captive Hsktskt voluntarily mate,” Reever said. “ Given the chance, they would kill each
other firs.”

“Eggs and sperm could have been harvested from unconscious captives and combined in vitro,” |
suggested, recalling our conversation from last night. “ All they would then need is a surrogate reptilian to
bear the brood.”

He nodded. “Or a pregnant female may have done as TssVar's mate did, and concealed her pregnancy
while away from Vtaga. The maternd ingtinct to protect is very strong. She might not have committed
suicide in captivity to protect the brood.”



All this speculation did was create more questions about the female Hsktskt. “If Tyadoes not eat soon, |
will not worry about you fighting her. Shewill not be ableto lift alimb againgt you, much less aweapon.”

He cleared the screen. “If you took aphysical sample of Tya sDNA, could you learn more about her
than you have with the scanner?”’

“At mogt, | could creste a genetic profile, and extrapolate the same for each of her parents.” | frowned.
“Why would you wish to know that?’

“I don't,” he admitted. “What | was hoping was, could you tell from a physica sampleif someone has
tampered with her DNA?’

“Tampered?

“Changed it without her knowledge,” he explained. “ Anything that would explain her more unusua
characterigtics”

| thought about it. “If such tampering was chemicaly induced, or molecularly spliced, and | had the
proper equipment, likely | could tell you. Those types of procedures create minute flawsin the strands of
the helix. They result in serility and other aberrant reactions.” | met his gaze. “What are you thinking, that
she has been engineered?”’

“I’'mnot sureyet,” he said. “But if you can manage to obtain the samples, | would like you to test
Drefan’'sand Mercy’ sDNA aswell.”

Fourteen

Drefan sent adroneto our quarters with along, flat container and an invitation to join him for the evening
medl interval. Reever accepted while | opened the container and took out the garmentsinside.

“A black jacket and trousers, awhite tunic, and ared robe covered over with crystal beads.” | showed
each piece to my husband before holding the trousers and jacket up against my body. “Too long for me,
but | can cut off theends.”

“He sent clothing?’

“Neither of us have more than asingle change of garments. Perhaps heistired of seeing usin the same
things.” | handed him the robe, which seemed asfine as any rasakt’s, except for some missng materid at
thetop. “Y ou are meant to wear the white tunic over the top of thisrobe, | think.”

“Therobeiscaleda‘gown, anditismadefor afemae Terran. The trousers, tunic, and jacket are for
me.” Reever made me switch the garments with him. “On the homeworld, these are called forma wear.
Y ou don’t wear any other garments over the gown.”

“Youlie” I held up the skimpy top by the two narrow beaded straps attached to it and measured the
fabric with adismayed eye. “Thisisindecent. It will barely cover my breasts”

“Thatistheidea”

“And these?’ | removed apair of spiked red objects from the container. | frowned at the blunt tips of the
spikes. “If these are weapons, they need honing.”

Hetook one from me. “They’ re footgear.”



Now | was convinced that he was joking. “ They don’t even resemble afoot covering.”

Reever unfastened one of the straps and ingisted | put it on my bare foot. Straps over the toes and hedl
kept it in place, but when [ tried to stand, my leg buckled.

“I cannot walk on these spikes,” | said, taking it off. “My ankleswill break.”

“Very wdl.” He placed the bizarre footgear back in the container. “ The skirt of the gownislong. It
should cover your boots.”

My chin dropped. “1 am not wearing that thing.”
“Yes, youare” hesad firmly.

“On my homeworld,” | pointed out, “women do not show their faces uncovered, much less half their
bodies”

Reever coughed. “Think of it asaway to explore your true planet of origin.”

Terrawas Cherijo’'s homeworld, not mine. | didn’t care how indecent her people were with their bodies;
| could see no reason to wear the gown. Reever seemed equaly determined to seemeinit. Unless. . .

“If you wish meto couple with Drefan, only say s0,” | suggested, keeping my expression bland. “1 do not
need to flaunt my body in such agarment smply to inflame hisneeds. | can disrobeassoon as| am
ingde”

Reever took the gown from me. “Jarn, | promiseyou, | will never ask you to couple with anyone but
rre”

| could keep pretending | did not understand the mysterious ways of endeg maes, but | had thefedling
he knew exactly what | was doing—and on some levd, it amused him. “ Asyou say, Husband.”

| dressed that evening in the gown. Although the redity of seeing so much of my body exposed did
horrify me on severa levels, Reever inssted that | looked “charming.” He refused to alow meto cover
my bared skin with anything, even my unbound hair.

| made as much fuss as | dared.

“1 do not like thisrobe, or gown, or whatever itis” | said aswe waked to Drefan’s quarters. | had just
discovered | had three freckles on my chest, and dl of them were showing. “I can fed theair al over the
top of me. Garphawayn said | should not et you decide how my hair isworn.”

“Squilyp’s mateisamilitant feminist who thinks al males should be collared and made to serve femaes, ”
he replied. “ Preferably on their knee. But that wasanicetry.”

Suddenly | wanted to be amilitant feminist, too. Whatever that was. “1f | were on Akkabarr | would be
freezing to death. Femaes on Terratruly dresslikethis?’

“Our homeworld has a pleasant climate, so thereis no physical reason to wear heavy protective
garments, " he explained. “The femae body isaso much admired, so women there display it proudly.”

“And they are not attacked, or stolen?’ | could not imagine such a culture. “ Or whipped to death?’

“You areadoctor,” Reever said. “Y ou know there is nothing obscene about the naked body.”



“Obscene, no.” | tugged at one of the skinny straps, which kept diding down my shoulder. “ Private, yes.”

Ked greeted us at the entrance to Drefan’ s quarters, which contained agreat many images of skieson
thewalls. Not only was Trellus s black, star-specked sky depicted, but those of many other worlds.
Reever pointed to one that |ooked like old ice dotted with snow and told methat it belonged to Terra,

“Of dl the deprivations| suffered while | wasin the mines,” Drefan said as he dowly walked out to greet
us, “not being able to see the sky bothered me the most. Doctor, you look beautiful in that dress. Just like
anormd Terran woman.”

| eyed his prosthetic legs and arm, which he used with a certain amount of avkwardness. “Y ou look
more likeanormd Terran malewith limbs attached. ”

Drefan laughed. “ Point taken.” He glanced down and saw the toes of my boots sticking out from under
the hem of the gown. “Y ou did not care for the heels| sent?’

“I think they would be valuableif | ever needed to kick aRilken,” | said, “but | cannot walk on the
spiked part.”

“A senghbleattitude.” He gestured toward the adjoining room. “Ked has dinner prepared. Please, come
inand St down.”

Thetable in the next room had narrow, burning pillars of different lengths, which Reever identified as
amall torches caled “ candles” They were not very effectivein lighting the room, but their glow reminded
me of the heart of ahesat arc, banked for the night. Such things could be pleasant to gaze upon.

Around the candles three places had been set for esting. | did not recognize the tableware, which had
gold rims and images of flowers and leaves under athin transparent glaze. Breast-shaped servers,
balanced atop flimsy-looking plas sems, made me cringe alittle.

Ked carried in aplatter with arespectable-looking haunch of meet surrounded by vegetables cut into
unnatural shapes. The Chakacat filled the servers from aplas bottle of dark red liquid and pulled out the
chairs.

“That iscalled merlot, atype of Terran wine,” Reever murmured to me as | picked up my server gingerly
and studied the beverage. “ The mest is roasted beef. Around it are root vegetables called potatoes,
carrots, and onions.”

“You have only therootsto eat?’ | whispered back. “Where isthe rest of the plant?’
Reever sarted to reply, and then said, “1 will explain later.”

| sniffed the merlot before sampling atiny sip. It smelled and tasted strongly of acohoal, old fruit, and
wood. | squelched adesireto ask for water and attended my meal, which Keel had begun hegping on

my plate.

Reever a0 tested hiswine and food, and looked at the games master in surprise. “Thisisred, not
gynth.”

“I have been saving the last of my stores from the homeworld for aspecia occasion,” Drefan told him.
Heturned to me. “How do you like the wine, Doctor?”

Obvioudy it was preciousto him, or he would not have hoarded it. | tried to think of something to say
that would not offend him, and noticed how the candldlight illuminated the deep color of thewine. “Itis



very pretty.” Eager to change the subject, | glanced down at my plate. “Did you kill thisroasted beef
yoursdf?’

Drefan amiled. “Alas, | did not. On Terra, beef is domesticated. We breed and raiseit.”
| tried to work out hismeaning. “Like. .. Ked?

“No, not like me,” the Chakacat said. “My kind are bred to be pets, companions, and servants. Terran
beef isbred to serve asfood.”

| nibbled at theinside of my bottom lip. “They cannot just go out and kill something on the homeworld?”

Drefan laughed. “I' m afraid not, Doctor. Hunting for food on Terrais no longer necessary or permitted.
Those who wish to kill their food must pretend to do so with smulated hunts.”

“Maybethat iswhy Terransare so hogtile,” | said to my husband. “They have no purposeful outlet like
hunting for their aggressons.” To the games master | said, “ But the roasted beef isvery nice. Much like
the ptar we snared on my homeworld. Except that it does not have abeak or claws.”

“I’'m glad that you' re enjoying it. Do you plan to ever take your wife back to Terra?’ Drefan asked
Reever.

“Only if | wishto gtart ariot,” my husband replied. “ Or a cult that subjugates and abuses females. ”

| was about to tell him that | had never subjugated or abused anyone, when something exploded outside
Drefan’s quarters. A waft of smoke came into the dining area, accompanied by Mercy, dressed in battle
gear modified to fit her small frame.

“Sorry to interrupt your meal,” she said, tucking apistol under her belt, “ but we have a Situation.”
“Y ou mean, besides the door panel controlsthat you just blasted?’ Drefan asked.

Mercy tossed adatapad across the table at him, which he caught with hisred hand. “ Cat picked up the
sgnd; we ve been monitoring the Renko. It' s encrypted. Guess where it came from, and whereisthe
Hsktskt?’

“| did not signal Davidov, and neither did Tya.” Drefan skimmed the display. “Cat only traced it back to
OmegaDome?’

“Hewould have pinpointed the location of the transceiver, but the sgnd lasted only fifteen seconds. ”
Mercy tapped her fingers againgt theinsides of her upper arms. “| repeat, where is the Hsktskt? | want to
introduce her to Posbret and his boys.”

“I can't let you do that, Mercy.” Drefan put down the datapad. “ Tyadid not send thissignal. She has
neither the means nor the opportunity to do so.”

“No problem, I know how to find her. I'll just follow the stink of death.” She swiveled around and
stalked out of the room.

Drefan rose and braced himself againgt the table. “Ked, get my chair and help me out of these
prosthetics. Duncan, would you be so kind asto stop my friend from killing my Hsktskt?”

| got up from my sedt. “I am going with you.” Before my husband could reply, | added, “ Shelikesme.
Shemay ligento me.”



Reever nodded. “ Drefan, where exactly is Tyanow?’

“Sheisusing one of the hand-to-hand ssimulators, ” Ked said, and gave us directions and the code to
bypass the drone keeping watch over the Hsktskt while she practiced. “I will signd Cat. He can help talk
some senseinto her. Go.”

We hurried out into the corridor, and Reever took my arm. “I will try not to hurt her, but sheisvery
angry. | will probably have to knock her out.”

“I had to sedate her yesterday,” | said, wishing | had brought my case with me.

We ran to the game smulator where Tyawas practicing. On the way we had to avoid severd inert
dronesthat Mercy had apparently disabled. The bottom folds of the gown kept tangling around my legs,
until | finaly stopped and pulled out my knife.

“If femaes on Terrado wear such garments, our species should be extinct.” | dashed at the cloth,
quickly cutting most of it away from my legs before continuing on.

We caught up with Mercy outside the game simulator. She shot the drone guarding the entrance before
turning her pistol toward us and firing over our heads.

“You're not pumping mefull of drugsthistime.” She backed into the open panels and shut them before
we could follow her in.

Reever checked thewall pand. “ She’ slocked out the controls.” Hetook asmall device from ingde his
tunic and attached it to the pandl.

“Do | want to know what that is?’ | asked.

“No.” Hekeyed in a code, waited for amoment, and then pulled off the plas panel covering the internd
locking mechanism. Quickly he rerouted acircuit before replacing the plas and inputting another code.

The doors did open.

Inside the smulator an arena program was running. A crowd of Hsktskt roared from the sandsas Tya
sparred with three Jorenian warriors. They were fighting with claws, not weapons, and green blood
stained the ugly brown sands.

“End program,” Mercy shouted, and the smulation vanished, leaving Tya standing aonein the center of
the grid. Mercy held her pistal trained on Tya' s head as she moved forward. “Héllo, lizard. What did you
useto send the signd to Davidov?’

| would have gone after her, but Reever held me back.
“Wait,” hesaid in alow voice, never taking hiseyesfrom Mercy.

“Y ou'rethat noisy runt who cameto kill meyesterday, ” Tyasaid, lowering her green-stained claws. “I
don't fight children. Go back to your parent.”

Mercy fired at thewall next to Tya s shoulder. “For your information, I'm al grown up, and your fucking
species daughtered both of my parents. How did you send the sgna ?’

Tyafolded her arms and said nothing. My husband took a step forward.

“I am going to kill her,” Mercy said. “Don’t move, Reever. | can pull the trigger before you can reach



rre”
My husband stopped in histracks.
“Tya, did you send asignd to the Renko?’ | asked.

Large yellow eyes shifted to gaze upon me. “ The other nosy midget. Isthis place overrun with your
kind?’

“It'snot going to be overrun with yours,” Mercy assured her.
“Soyou think.” Tyabared her teeth. “ Did you learn nothing from the last time we came, little one?’

Mercy fired, but Tyamoved at the last second, so quickly that her body blurred. The shot ricocheted off
the grid beams and burned a hole through the floor.

Reever grabbed Mercy from behind, knocking the weapon out of her grasp and pinning her arms under
his. Shefought him wildly, kicking and shrieking.

A second energy beam cut across the room, striking Mercy on the shoulder. Her body and head sagged.
| turned to see Cat standing behind me and holding a stun emitter. He pocketed it and went over to
Reever, taking Mercy in histhreearms and lifting her againgt his chest.

Drefan’ sglidechair rolled into the smulator, and the games master surveyed the scene. *Is anyone hurt?’

“Yes” Cat said, walking up to him with the unconsciousMercy. “1 had to stun her. Something that I'm
not looking forward to explaining when she wakes up.”

The games master looked at Mercy’ s dack face with something like regret. “1 am sorry, Cataced. She
will not listen to reason.”

“I don’t know why you' re hiding a Hsktskt here, James,” Cat said. “ But when the stun wears off, Mercy
will seeto it that everyone hears about her. | suggest you do something with it before the colonists start
breaking through your air locks.”

The Omorr hopped ouit.

As| had no more examinations to perform, and tensions between Gamers and Mercy House had
escaated, | thought it best to go with Reever to check on the progress the engineers were making on
Moonfire. | aso wanted to have alook at the crater of black crystal near the crash site.

“I"ve added optic shielding to our helmets,” | told Reever aswe put on envirosuits the next morning for
thetrip. “ That should protect us from the effects of reflected light.”

Drefan alowed usto borrow one of his STVsto make the trip out to the scout, and Reever piloted it
over the rough surface terrain with admirable skill.

“Why do you want to survey the crater?” my husband asked as we climbed out and enabled our suit
weights.

“Black crystd has caused much sickness on other worlds. Cherijo wrote about it extensively in her
journals.” | glanced back at the cluster of slver-white domes. “If it has somehow infiltrated the water
supply system or food synthesizers, it could be poisoning the colonigts.”

“It never seemsto have the same effect on those exposed,” Reever said. “It made the Taercal become



religious zedots, and the Oenrallian stop aging. How will you tell if it is affecting the colonists here?’

“| did not find any trace of it in the people I’ ve examined,” | admitted. “But the crystal has many
properties, | think, that we are not aware of yet.”

Drefan’ s engineers greeted us and were happy to show Reever the repairs they had made to the hull,
engines, and navigationa controls. The little maintenance drone, it seemed, had been agreat help to them,
asit was able to access areas of the ship that the engineers could not reach themsel ves without
disassambling more equipment.

While the men discussed the work in progress, | went to our quartersin the back of the ship, and found
the image Reever had taken of Marel on Joren, just before we left. My heart twisted as| looked at her
smdl, grinning face.

“Soon, baby,” | murmured, touching the surface of the image with my gloved fingers. “ Soon we will be
together again.”

| tucked the portrait in one of my utility pouches and surveyed the rest of the chamber. Neither Reever
nor | had many possessions, and both Drefan and Mercy had given us enough garmentsto wear. |
unearthed acontainer of Jorenian teafrom ajumbled pile and checked the sedl; it was il usable. | dso
found one of the Omorr blades Squilyp had given me.

It was not much, and not enough to solve the mystery of what was happening on Trdlus, or prevent
Davidov from keeping his vow to destroy the colony.

Tea and knives. Do you really think that’ s the answer?

Pain hammered into the sides of my head, making me clutch a my helmet. | knew the voice. It belonged
to an entity that had promised to leave me done.

Wrong. | said I’ d stop imprinting you. You' re making the connection this time, kiddo.

Theinterior of our quarters on Moonfire vanished, asdid my envirosuit. | found mysdlf Stting on black,
pebbly soil, looking out at an endless stretch of rust-colored water. It rushed at mein huge, curling
waves, collgpsing and churning up fountains of orange foam.

A red-haired, nearly naked Terran woman appeared beside me. Two inadequate strips of cloth covered
her breasts and loins; dark miniature optic shields conceded her eyes. Under her buttockslay a colorful
rectangle of cloth depicting flat red flowers.

“It' sabeach towd,” she said, glancing at me as she poured athick white liquid from a container onto her
pam. “Take off your clothes; you could use alittle sun.”

| looked up at the blue giant star blazing overhead.It made stresks of purple and green in the yellow sky.
“I thank you, no. | thought you had merged with the rest of the Jxin, Maggie.”

“I did, I am, and I will.” Cherijo’ s surrogate mother seemed unconcerned as she rubbed the lotion into
her freckled skin. “Y ou’ re not doing what we talked about, but it’s not like that' s a surprise. How’ s your
head?’

The question made the pain intengfy. “It hurts.”

“Get usedtoit.” Shereclined, flattening her body onto the beach towd. “Y ou' re suck with it until you
reconcile. Which | would do before you get off this fun-house ride of a planet. There' s serious businessin



your immediate future.”

Asbefore, her ingtructions and predictions made little sense. “ Are you aware of what has happened to
Reever and me?’

“Aware?’ She laughed. “The way you' ve been broadcasting, the entire merge wantsto sever their
connections. They can't wait for the day when your life gets boring.”

“Then you know thereisacrater lined with black crystal near the ship,” | said, ignoring her sarcasm.
“The sameblack crystd that you claimed was infecting the galaxy. Isit responsible for the problems here
on Trdlus?’

“Black crysta does nothing but cause problems,” shetold me, yawning and stretching her arms out
before folding them over the dight curve of her belly. “But it doesn’t get dl the blamethistime. There's
only so much crystal can screw with.” She turned her head toward me. “Which meansyes, maybe, sort
of, it s part of the problem, and no, | can’t be more specific than that.”

“Y ou are supposed to help me.”

“Monitor you,” she corrected. “ Occasiondly pop into your brain and set you straight. Which | have done
S0 often the mergeisready to kick meinto permanent oblivion.”

| could sympathize with the merge, whatever that was. At the moment | was tempted to drag her down
to the rusty water and drown her init. “Isthe crysta in the water or the food?’

“Thistime, neither.” She held up afinger with aglossy red nail. “That'sdl I’'m saying. Y ou haveto find
out the rest on your own.”

“Why? | demanded.

“Freewill. It cannot be circumvented, influenced, or otherwise fucked with.” She sighed and looked
down at her front. “I misshaving abody. | redly loved shopping for clothes. Remember dl the tripswe
made to the retail centers when you weren't this doormat you’ ve become?’

“Cherijo went with you, not me.” My head felt asif it were going to fly gpart. “How do | end this
connection?”

Maggie rolled onto her side. “Y ou could ask me nicely. Say pretty, pretty please with sugar on top.”

| repeated her words, but | was not returned to the Moonfire. Shewas maintaining thelink between us
now; | could fed it. “What more do you want meto do, Maggie?’

“Y ou could stop fighting yourself.” She brushed some black sand grains off her thigh. “It's
counterproductive, and | need you whole before the crystal awakens and everything goes straight to
hdl.”

| remembered the vicious argument | had had with her on Vtaga. | had pinned her to awal by the throat.
Then she had mentioned that the crystal was dormant, and that when it woke, it would devour worlds. “I
sad | will do asyouwish.”

Maggi€' sred curls bounced as she shook her head. “No can do, swestie. | need you both.”
“Reever will hep.” | could bardly speak through the pain. “ Please, Maggie. My head wants to explode.”
“So doesmine,” she said without ashred of sympathy. “All right, Jarn, have it your way. We Il talk again.



In the meantime, watch your step.”

Maggie and the dien shoreline melted away, puddling around my feet. The colors darkened and then
rose, forming themsdvesinto Moonfire’ swalls and deck. A white blur solidified into Reever inan
enviroguit.

He caught me as| stumbled toward him. “I could fedl her dl theway on the other side of the ship. What
did she want from you?’

“I don’t know. When she speaks, | can hardly make out her meaning.” | looked through my face shield
and saw the hatred and fear in hiseyes. “ She claimed that | summoned her thistime. That | made the
connection myself. But Duncan, | didn’t try. | wasn't even thinking of her.”

“WEe retoo closeto the black crystal; that dways seemsto precipitate encounterswith Maggie.” He
sounded grim. “WE€ |l return to the dome.”

“No.” I dmost shouted the word, and jumped at the vehemence in my own voice. | clamped down on
the panic his suggestion made me fed. “Not yet. | need to go to the crater, to seeit for mysdf. | can't tell
you why, | don’t know why, but it'simportant. | promised Maggie on Vtagathat | would fight the
crystal, Duncan. This’—I gestured toward the view port, and the colony beyond—"is part of it.”

“How can you fight something that destroyed her and her entire species?’ he demanded. “What doesthe
crystd haveto do with Trellus?’

“I don't know, but it startshere.” | put my glove on the arm of his suit. “Please. Trust me.”

Reever went over to one of the cabinets and pulled out acoil of cord. “I’m going to tether us together
before we go near that crater.”

“Our weightswill keep us grounded.”

“There are mine shaft openings dl around here. | don’t want you faling down one of them.” He clipped
one end of the tether to his suit and the other to mine. “Come on. | want to be done with this.”

We walked from the scout toward the old mining processors. | saw carbon marks from the wespons
Posbret and hisraiders had fired a Reever and the engineers during my husband' sfirst trip out to the
wreck. They reminded me of Cat’ sthreat. | didn’t think Mercy would turn the raiders against Drefan, but
| had only known her ashort time. Her hatred for the Hsktskt seemed unyielding and absolute; she might
now regard Drefan as atraitor to the colony.

The crater commanded my attention as soon as we drew within three hundred yards of its edge. It
stretched out, abowl of glittering black, for nearly half akilometer. From the shape and size | guessed it
to be very old.

“I would attempt to take samples,” Reever said, “but given the nature of the crystal, | think conducting a
visua survey first would be more prudent.”

| looked beyond the crater toward another dark depression, near the base of one of the ore processors.
“Thereisanother one over there.” | took out the geologica scanner | had borrowed from Drefan and
adjusted the beam to the widest possiblefield. | passed it over the crater near usfirst, which showed asa
blank ova spot on the display. As| continued to turn, the beam picked up more blank ovas: two, six,
ten, fifteen.. ..

| stopped scanning when the display showed more than thirty blank spots. “ There are more craterslike



this out there. They surround the old mines and the domes.”

Hetook the scanner from me and studied the display. “ Drefan said the craters were caused by ancient
meteor impacts.” He adjusted the scanner’ s output. “ There isanetwork of subsurface tunnelsthat
connect dl of the craters”

| looked at the web of passages on the display. “Why would the colonists want to connect the craters
from undernesth?’

Reever gazed out at the ore processors. “No reason, unlessthey are mining it.”

“Maggie sad that the crystd was part of the problem with Trellus.” The thought of someone collecting
the destructive minera disturbed me. “We may need to collect asmal sample, Duncan.”

My husband didn’t like that, but nodded.

| held onto the clip of our tether as| dowly approached the crater’ srim. Up to the very brink, large,
seven-sded crystas sprang out, jutting like shining black teeth.

“The crystals gppear to be atypica prisms,” he said. “ Each has seven geometricaly equivaent faces, all
pardld to the same axis. That may explain why they reflect light as oddly asthey do.”

| knelt down and peered at one specimen growing from the very edge. “ These were not left behind like
this by the meteor.”

“No, they appear to have grown after theimpact. ” Reever began scanning the crater. “Minera crystals
can flourish in many different environments, but most need a hydrotherma source. On Terra, quartz
typicaly growsfrom amixture of slicaand hot ground water.”

| shifted my weight, and for amoment | thought something moved insdethe crystd. | redized it waslight
reflected from my face shield, illuminating aflaw. “ This one gppears to have abubble of ar ingdeit.”

Reever came to stand beside me and directed the scanner at the specimen | was studying. “Not air,” he
told me. “It'sanincluson of fluid.”

“It has water indde?’

“Thefaces of asngle crysta can grow at different speeds and rates, which createstiny pitsor flawsin
theinterior. Asthe crystal continuesto grow, its subsequent layers can seal the flaws and trap liquid
ingde. ” He broke off and adjusted something on the scanner.

“These crystals grew here, on Trellus, after the meteor impact,” | said. “Isthat not so?” He nodded
absently. “ Then from where did the liquid come?’

He gestured at the ground. “Likely awater source beneath the surface.”

“We need to take asample of the crystd.” | carefully wrapped my glove around the flawed specimen
and wiggled it, trying to breek it free. It could not be moved even amillimeter.

“I need something to knock it loose.” An unpleasant sensation spread through my hand, one | thought |
wasimagining until | saw ablack stain spreading over my glove. “What the. . . 7’

Reever jerked meto my feet by the back of my suit and held my stained glove away from my body and
him. “Hold ill.”



Hetook from his utility pocket aclump of something stiff and motionless and dapped it over my
blackening glove. The frozen Lok-ted rippled once, twice, and then billowed outward, sinking down to
cover my glove. After twitching severd times, it shrank back toitsorigina size and went motionless.

Theblack stain had vanished from my glove.

“They did the same thing on Catopsa when the black crystd attacked methere,” | said, returning the
helpful mold to Reever.

Heturned my glove over to look at the back side. “'Y ou never told me about that.”
| fet the ground tremble under our feet. “Duncan.”

That wasdl | had timeto say before the rocky surface heaved and pitched both of us headfirst into the
crater.

Fifteen
The glittering maw swallowed uswhole,

| could not see Reever. My body collided with falling crystals and rock asthe sides of the crater fell
away on top of me. | know | called to my husband, but the roar of the surface collapsing al around us
drowned out my voice.

Animage of Drefan’ stortured body came back to me. Hislimbs had been crushed by falling ore. The
same was about to happen to us, as soon as we hit the bottom of this abyss. Our envirosuits were not
designed to withstand such battering.

My body never landed, but fell endlessy until something closed around me. At first | thought it was our
deeping platform, and | was about to awvaken from avery bad dream. | prayed it would be so.

But our bed was not pink.

The tether jerked meinto something much harder that smashed through the shield of my helmet, and that
wasdl | knew before my air was gone and my lungsflattened. Cold bit into my flesh, snking into i,
turning my blood to dush and my bonestoice.

They will never find us, | thought as the cold receded and a soft, lovely warmth replaced it. Even if they
could, the black crystdl would prevent any sort of rescue. We will spend eter nity together, buried
alive.

Just the three of us, together for all time? an amused, mellow voice asked. | find that a very
intriguing proposition. An eternal ménage a trois. Keats was too much of a romantic, | think, and
Byron far too intense and possessive. But Shelley, now | think he would have approved.

| didn’t know thisvoice or the names it mentioned, but Cherijo’s surrogate mother liked to play tricks.
Maggie? Maggie, can you help us?

No, | am not your friend Maggie. But please, allow me to assist you, my dear.

From there | went doneinto the dark, till warm and held close to something, still clutching the tether in
my glove. There| stayed, and my last coherent thought was of Reever and, if we died, how soon we
would find each other in this next place.



Voices summoned me back from the abyss, although they were muted, asif speaking underwater.
“There are no Sgns of exposure.”

That sounded like Tya, | thought, content to liewhere | wasand ligen toit.

“The suits were breached, | tell you.”

And that voice, that wasKed. A very worried Kedl.

“After they wereretrieved, perhaps,” Tyasad. “What were they doing out there?’

“Checking ther ship.”

| heard metal, cloth, and a scanner being activated. Beneath my shoulders| felt aflat, cold surface. Seds
opened, and seams ripped. Someone was removing my suit.

Ked made adisgusted sound. “Why put dl thisgunk in their suits?’

Asasharp blade diced through the tough outer fabric of my envirosuit, something oozed againgt my skin.
“Itisnot gunk,” Tyatold thefeine. “It appears to be some sort of lubricant.”

“Pink lubricant?’ Ked asked.

“I did not choose the color.”

| opened my eyes and squinted through the bright light. Something sticky covered my eydids and lashes,
and | had to spit out amouthful of fluid to speek. “Ked?’

“Closeyour eyes, Cherijo. | must wipeyour face.” A damp cloth did just that. “There.” The clothwas
held loosdly over the end of my nose. “Blow.”

| blew, and as soon as | cleared the fluid from my nogtrils, the odor hit me. It was asif every rotten,
decaying thing | had ever smelled had been piled around me. “ Daavena Yepa.”

“I' know, it'sawful,” Ked said. “But hold ill. I’ m going to clean out your ear canals now.”

A gentle suction removed the fluid in my ears, but | wastoo busy trying not to vomit to noticeit
immediately. Thelight was adjusted so that it did not shineinto my eyes, and astrong, scaly limb eased
me up into asitting position. My right wrist throbbed, as did my back, arms, and legs, but only distantly.

“How bad?’ | asked, gagging on the taste in my mouth.

“Y ou have a concussion, some cuts and bruises, and asprained wrist,” Tyainformed me as shelifted me
off thetable. *'Y our mate gppears to be in much the same condition.”

“What are you doing?’ | asked as she carried me across the room.

“Asyou can tell, you smell worse than an overflowing waste unit,” shetold me. “1 am putting you in the
cleanser before we dl puke.”

Onceinsde the unit she had to help me stand, my legs shook so much. My head cleared as soon asthe
jetscame on, and | saw what appeared to be severa inches of solid pink gelatinous fluid covering my

body.



“What isthisstuff?’ | stared down at mysdif.
“Wedon't know,” Tyasaid, and handed me a scrubber. “But please, wash it off.”

| applied aliberd amount of cleanser and scrubbed hard, athough after amoment it became apparent
that | didn’t need to. Thefluid didn’t dilute or stick to the scrubber, but quickly did in pink streams down
my skin and into the drain.

When | was clean, | stepped out so Tya could cleanse. Kedl handed me linen to dry off with, and arobe
to cover mysdf.

“What happened to you out there?’ the Chakacat asked.

“Thelast thing | remember, there was a surface tremor, and the crater near the crash site collapsed.” And
Reever and | had been thrownintoit. “1 don’t know how | got here, or what covered usinthat . ..” |
was't surewhat to cal it.

“Tyathinksit islubricant,” Ked advised me. “| am currently reserving my opinion. We found you and
your husband in one of theair locks. Y ou were both unconscious, and your envirosuits werefilled with
this pink gunk. Which I’ ve never seen before, | should mention.”

We should be at the bottom of the crater, under tons of crystal and rock. “Who brought usto the air
lock? The engineersfrom Moonfire? A drednoc?’

Kedl shook its head. “ The engineers evacuated the crash Site as soon as the tremor hit. There were no
dreds out on the surface. We thought you had come back on your own.”

“Wedid not walk back here,” | assuredit. “ Did Drefan havethe air lock on monitor?’ | had to know
what had saved us.

“Hedid,” Ked said, “but the screen went black for two minutes. When the feed came back up, you and
Reever werelying there.”

Tyaemerged from the cleanser, stopped, and pointed to the floor around the exam table. “Look.”

| turned and saw that the puddles of the pink fluid that had dripped from the table were spreading and
becoming transparent. The unbearable odor disappeared just as unexpectedly.

| knelt down and touched afinger to the now-clear liquid, and brought adrop of it up to my nose.
“If you put that in your mouth,” Tyasaid, “1 vow, | will regurgitate my last med.”

“It hasno more odor toit.” | grabbed a scanner and passed it over the puddle. “ Hydrogen and oxygen. ”
| looked up at the Hsktskt. “It' sturned into water.”

| stood and went over to the table where Reever lay. They had not yet opened his suit, and when |
released the seds the only fluid that ran out was more odorless, colorlesswater. He rolled onto hisside
and coughed out more of the same.

“He had the same pink substance in hissuit?’ | asked Kedl, who nodded. “ L et’ s get the suit off.”

Water soaked my husband’ s garments, aswell as afew spots of blood from some minor |lacerations, but
| found no trace of the pink fluid.

| checked his eyes, ears, and nose, which were damp but also clear. “What do you remember?’ | asked



him, hoping it was more than | had.

“Something enveloped us,” Reever said. 1t came through the tearsin my suit and broke through my face
shield.” Hisdark gray eyes met mine. “Did the crystd produceit?’

| adjusted the scanner and passed it over him and then my own torso. Both displays showed no trace of
black crystal in our bodies. | used it to check the outside of Reever’ s envirosuit and my own, both of
which were a so free of the contaminant.

“If it did, it does not exhibit the same properties asthe crystal.” | glanced down at the wet floor beneath
my barefeet. “1 would test it, but it' sal gone now. All that’ sleft of it iswater.”

“You aredive,” Tyasad, her voice harsh. “Be grateful that it saved you.”

| turned to her. “Do you know what it was?’

She went to the view panel and looked out at the surface. “ It wasn't water.”

| performed athorough exam of my husband, whose scrapes and bruises were already disappearing.
“What iswrong with your wrist?’ he asked as | used my left hand.

“I sprainedit.” 1 moved my hand and winced. “I will fashion asplint for it.”

“Wait.” Reever took my hand and turned it up so he could examine the palm. “Y our skin looks burned.”

“There was nothing to burn me out there.” | peered at the swollen redness and closed my fingers over it.
“Likey I hit something with my pam during thefal.”

“Thenwhy isit shaped like the crystd you touched?’ he asked.

| had no answer. “It could not have penetrated my glove so quickly. The Lok-tedl cleansed it away
amost immediately.” | frowned. “What happened to it?’

“| thought it attached itsdlf to my arm. When | wasfdling, | felt something trying to crawl into my collar
sed.” Reever pulled hiswet tunic over hishead and turned from sideto side. “It’ s not attached to me.”

| checked the remains of our suits and my discarded garments, but the helpful little mold was not hiding
among them.

“It must still bein the bottom of the crater.” | frowned. “Do you recal hitting the bottom, Duncan?’
“No.” Helooked at the door and jumped off the exam table, pushing me behind him.
A group of armed raiders came into the room.

“I never knew Terransto be so hard to kill,” Posbret said, stepping to the front and looking around the
room. His smile widened as he fixed his gaze on Tya sback. The pleasurein his soft brown eyes made
them shine. “Or Mercy to tell the truth. Onelearns new things dl thetime.”

Reever moved, only to stop as one of the raiders flanked us and pressed arifle against the back of my
head.

“Interfere,” the Gnilltak said pleasantly, “and | blow her brainsout.”

Posbret crossed the room and grabbed Tya by the back of her tunic, wrenching her around. “Have you



enjoyed dining on us, lizard? What were you doing with the skins? Segping in them?” He drove hisfist
into her abdomen.

Tyadoubled over, wrapping her limbs around her belly. Before she could straighten, the raider leader
clouted her over the back of her neck, and sent her crashing to the floor.

“Stopit,” 1 shouted.

“Not thistime, Terran.” Posbret stepped over Tya, turning and kicking her inthe side. | heard bones
snap and surged forward, only to be jerked back by my hair. Thefist tangled in it belonged to the raider
whose spleen | had repaired.

“You can't help her,” my former patient warned. “He will kill you, too.”

“I'm not going to kill her. Immediately.” Posbret walked around Tya, taunting her with every kick. “No
fight in you now, isthere? | dways knew your kind were cowards.”

Tyadid not rise, and made no move to defend herself. The only sounds she made were grunts that came
from her throat every time Posbret’ s boot dammed into some part of her body.

Why wouldn’t she defend hersdlf?

“Come, try to take my pdlt, lizard,” the raider leader demanded. “I would see you try before | grind you
into dust beneath my heds”

Raiders scattered as Drefan’ s massive battle drone pushed into the room, its halo shooting afocused
purple pulse toward Posbret. The raider tried to raise awespon, but the stun burst sent him to his knees
besde Tya

The drednoc lumbered over, picked up the raider leader by the collar, and addressed the rest of the men.
“Y ou are ordered to leave the premises. Comply at once or you will be shot.”

There was no arguing or negotiating with amachine, and the raiders knew it. They began backing out of
the room.

Posbret lifted hishead and spat on Tya. “It isfitting, | suppose, that he ownsyou. A beast to servea
mongter. Enjoy your last hours, Hsktskt, for | will be back for you. And when next we mest, | will bathe
inyour blood as| skinyou dive”

| sent Reever to find Drefan and, with the help of Kedl and some staff dronesit summoned, moved Tya
from the floor to an exam table.

“| thought Drefan had reinforced security,” | said as| used a cloth to wipe the blood from Tya s muzzle.
“How did they get in here again so easily?’

“There are different waysinto the domes,” the Chakacat said. “ Some of them are below the surface.
Mercy knows those tunnels better than anyone on the colony.”

| pushed aside my anger with Mercy and focused on Tya. Posbret had battered the Hsktskt female,
whose body had aready been weakened by starvation and dehydration. Wherever his boot had landed,
her flesh had split. A quick scan revealed severa massive contusions, but none of the broken bones| had

expected.
“Theimplant,” Tyamuttered through teeth stained with her own blood.



| remembered Posbret’ s brutal blow to the back of her neck and made another pass with the scanner. “It
appearsto be intact, and | am not reading any traces of poison.”

Ked heard thelast of what | said asit came to stand beside me. “Why did you scan her for poison?”
“Itisnothing,” Tyasad before | could answer.

From the way she was behaving, | had to assumethat Ked and Drefan didn’t know about the implant.
“Itisaroutine procedure,” | lied.

Ked looked troubled. “ She will recover soon?’

“Why?" | infused the Hsktskt with alocal anesthetic and began suturing up adeep gash. “Will Drefan
punish her if sheisnot ableto fight Reever?’

“Drefan doesn't abuse his people.”

“But she' snot aperson, isshe? She'sadave.” | saw thedistressin Kedl’seyesand redlized | was
taking out my temper on the wrong person. “If she hastimeto rest and eat, she should hed in afew days.
If we can keep the raiders, Mercy, and the rest of the colony from assaulting her, that is,” | tacked on.

Ked helped apply cold packsto the worst of theimpact injurieswhile | deglt with the muscle tears.
“Drefan isnowhere to befound,” Reever told me ashewaked in. “How isshe?”

One of Tya sswollen eyes opened to adit. “Wel enough to fight you, Terran.”

“Y ou are not fighting anyone,” | told her as | bandaged the sutured cut and moved on to the next.
Tyd seye blinked. “Y ou do not own me.”

“I do until you hedl.” | gpplied another infusion of painkiller to deaden the next wound and adjusted the
beam on the suture laser. | leaned down and whispered, “ Do not tempt me to put another implant insde
you.”

The Hsktskt fema e muttered something and closed her eyes.

“Posbret must have heard about the Hsktskt female from Mercy,” my husband said to Ked. “1 had
assumed that she and Drefan were friends.”

“It"smore complicated than that.” The Chakacat braced its paws against the table and |ooked down.
“Mercy bought Drefan after helogt hislegsand arm in the mines.”

| dmost dropped my suture laser. “ Shewished him to servein her brothel ?’
“They knew each other long before hisendavement, ” Ked said, and began to say more, then fell silent.

“I pulled some interesting facts from the database last night,” my husband said. “ It seemsthat Drefan
owned StarCore.”

The Chakacat hissed in a breath. “ Thosefiles are locked.”
“They were,” my husband said, “until last night.”

“Drefan owned the arutanium mines,” | said, to be sure. “Here, on Trellus.”



“Here and on severd other worlds,” my husband replied. “ According to thefiles, he inherited them from
his parents. Evidently hisfamily has been operatingmines on Terraand other worldsfor severa
generations.”

“They only owned them and collected the profits, ” Ked said in adefensvetone. “The Drefan family
never left the homeworld or saw any of the mines.”

“If that isthecase” | said, “then who ran them?’

“Alien overseers,” my husband told me. “When Drefan took over the mining company, he decided to
offer to pay his overseers profit sharesinstead of the flat fees his parents and their parents had dways
padthem.”

Ked shook its head. “Y ou don’t understand. He thought it would motivate them to be more productive.
He wanted them to care about the business. The shares were only meant to be an incentive.”

Reever appeared unmoved. “It worked.”

| looked from the Chakacat to my husband. “1 cannot follow your meaning when you speak in circlesand
innuendo likethis”

“Tdl her,” my husband said.

“Toincrease and secure their profit shares, the overseers began using dave labor inthe mines.” Kedl
gave me apleading look. 1t was not Drefan’ sfault. They never informed him of their actions.”

“Drefan should have known,” Reever said harshly. “It was hisbusiness. Hisresponsbility. The atrocities
the overseers committed were to protect his profit.”

“Drefan never knew,” Ked insisted. “Heis not capable of such cruety.”
| noticed how intently Tyawas listening. “How was Mercy involved in this?’

“Mercy discovered what the overseers were doing to the davesin the StarCore mines here,” Ked told
me. “ She had the mines shut down by reporting the use of dave labor to the quadrant authorities. They
extradited Drefan from Terraand detained him while dl of his mining ventures were subjected to

ingpection.”
“Obvioudy they found the daves,” | guessed, “and set them free.”

“Unfortunately, that was not the case. In an attempt to cover their crimes, the overseerskilled most of the
daves before the quadrant investigators arrived,” Ked said. “ A few escaped into the far reaches of the
tunnels and survived. Asfor the rest, the overseers pitched the bodies into the dag furnacesin order to
destroy them, but they forgot about the records of sales from various daversto StarCore.”

“Quadrant seized the records,” Reever said, “and used them to identify those who had been murdered. ”
“What did they do to Drefan?’ | asked.

“At the time Drefan could afford the best legal representation, and he did cooperate with quadrant, ”
Ked sad. “Hewas stripped of al assets, exiled from Terrafor life, and sentenced to ten yearson a

League pend colony.”

“That does't explain how he ended up working inthemines,” | said.



“Drefan was abducted from League custody just after thetrid,” Reever said. “1t seems quadrant
authorities did not have him under adequate safeguard. Everyone assumed he had arranged hisown

escape.

“He was sold to davers and put to work in an arutanium mine on anon-Lesgue world,” Ked said. “He
was kept below the surface for five years.”

Ked told us how Drefan had been crippled, saving some other miners from faling ore, only to lose his
own limbs. Rendered usdless to his owner, Drefan was sold for a pittance at a public auction.

“That was when Mercy bought him.”

Ked nodded. “ She freed him, nursed him back to hedlth, and had him fitted with prosthetics. She dso
lent him the credits he needed to set up Gamers. But Mercy has never forgiven him for what happened to
the StarCore daves. Neither has Posbret. He was one of the few survivors who escaped execution at the
hands of Drefan’s overseers.”

Tyagot up from the exam table and pushed past me, trudging out of the room. Ked followed, but
Reever caught my arm as| went to go after them.

“Let the Chakacat ook after her. You are exhausted. ”

| was, and the terrible story Ked had told us made me fedl out of sorts. Until now | had admired James
Drefan for surviving aterrible accident and flourishing despite his disabilities. Now a part of me thought
he might deserve them.

“Do you think Drefan wasignorant of what was happening to the davesin hismines?’ | asked my
husband.

“If hedid not know,” Reever said, “hefound out firsthand.”

Despite the disturbing ordeals and revel ations of the day, | was exhausted, and deep came easily to me
that night. As soon as Reever pressed my head to his shoulder, | closed my eyes and let myself dissolve
into blissful unconsciousness,

When the dream came, | resisted it. My weary soul desperately needed peace, and for atime | struggled
to remain in the nameless, shapeless darkness.

Until she came, and held out her bloody hands, and |ooked upon me with her face of smooth gray skin.
The lady of sorrows, some of the oldest lideg caled her. Regret made flesh.

Come, Jarn. Her voice caressed my ears. Come and walk with me.
| could not deny her.

We crossed the ice, walking as the skela did, testing each snow bridge with our notched staffsto be sure
they would hold our weight. The sky wallowed in itswinds, consumed and consuming them, painting itself
with the colors of thelight split by prisms of frost. On the horizon, ptar glided, restlesdy searching for a
careless hunter.

Under my outfurs, my dimsilk robesfelt stiff. The weight of my field pack dragged a my shoulders,
tugging at muscles knotted with fatigue. | had been born on thisworld, and | had left it, gladly, tofind a
better place for mysdlf and my child among the endeg. But where the vrd waked, there | would go. |
had worn her face. | knew her heart.



Do you? Sheturned, swordsin both hands, her dimsilk flowing againgt the bitter wind with soft, dmost
liquid grace. What of your heart, skela?

On her blank face | saw shadows form alikeness of ayoung lideg child. Enafa, the novice skelawho
had been killed smply for touching me. The shadows changed and became my daughter, her sweet lips
forming her namefor me.

Mama. Mama.

| have tried to be worthy of their sacrifice, | told thevral. | have done the work. | have served the
lisleg and the ensleg. | have never asked for forgiveness.

Soitiswith me, thevrd said, raisng her wegpons.

| thought she meant to attack me, until aglowing purple shadow stretched over my head and fell between
us. | tried to turn, to look upon the machine thing that had cometo kill, but the vral’ s robes wrapped
around me and flung me into the sky. There | floated above them, a prisoner of the wind and the dream,
hel pless, made to watch, made to do nothing as their blades clashed and their bodies strained.

The vra’ s blades spun like whedls, deflecting the energy beams from the beattle drone' s halo. She thrust
at him, thetip of her sword finding seamsin hisarmor, and he bellowed like aman, hisown blade dicing
at her robes, cutting them and the flesh beneath them to shreds.

Black blood poured from their wounds and puddled on theice, but it did not freeze. It spread out around
them, growing and deepening until it became alake of darkness.

| fought the invisible hands holding me back, and at last they released me. | fdll into the black water,
thrashing asit closed over my head.

A thousand voices began speaking to me, all Maggi€ svoice, echoing in my head as | writhed and fought
to make my way to the surface.

It's traveling now.

Infiltrating planet after planet.

It'sindestructible.

Only dormant.

It will wake.

Hunger beyond hunger.

Worlds destroyed.

Stars devoured.

The end of this dream called time.

We need you to stay alive.
CHERIJO

Something reached in and yanked me out, tossng me away to fal into a deep snowdrift. | spit out ice and



pushed mysdlf backward until 1 could again stand on my feet.

Beyond me, the two dream warriors stood with their swords poised a each other’ sthroats.
My blood stains your hands, the vra told the drednoc.

As mine does yours, the drone replied.

| held my breath, expecting them to finish each other in the next moment. Instead they stood as statues,
each staring down the steel, motionless and silent.

The lake of black water froze over and began to form crystalsthat grew into aforest of deeth al around
the vral and the drednoc. It embraced them and crawled up their bodies, encasing them inch by inch, and
il neither one moved or tried to resist.

Fight it, | screamed. You must fight it.

Just before the crystal covered her head, the vral turned to look at me, and orange eyes burned through
the blank flesh of her face. Help us, child of my heart. Save us.

| woke up screaming.
Sixteen

“There are no gray-skinned, orange-eyed visitorslisted in the colony’ s database,” Reever said after
several minutes a the console.

| sat, hunched and shivering, under a blanket, a server of lukewarm tea between my pams. | wanted to
drink it, but my hands shook too badly for meto raiseit to my lips. “What of the colonists?’

“I am checking now.”

Few men woken out of a sound deep by a screaming wife would have abandoned their rest to make hot
drinks and check recordsfor life-formsthat existed only in dreams. But Reever was no ordinary man,
and | sensed that hefelt asafraid for me as| did for the vra and drednoc in my nightmares.

Reever came over to Sit with me, and helped me raise the server to my lips. “What isit about these
dreamsthat frightensyou?’

The teatasted too sweet, but | drank someto ease my dry throat. “1 don’t know. Thevrd . ..” My teeth
began to chatter, and | shook my head.

Hisarm came around my shoulders. “ Y ou are in no state to deal with this now. Come back to bed.”

“It'sonly reaction.” | drank down the last of the tea and forced mysdlf to straighten. “What about the
colonigts?’

“I can find none whose gppearance matches your description of thevral,” he admitted, adjusting the
blanket around me. “1 have discovered something €l se, however, that may explain why the surfaceis
unstable and the crater collapsed.”

Black crystal, devouring the drednoc and the vrd. “ Show me.”

| went over to the console with him, and sat down while he stood behind me. The screen displayed alist
of names, dl of whom lived in one of the smaller domes, and their current resdentia status. Each lived



alone, and had no notations of spouses, progeny, or other kin. None had species names listed,
ether—only numbers.

“Who arethese people?’ | asked him. “What are these numbers?’

“They are not completely people.” He pulled up one of the colonist’ sidentification images, which showed
an artificial face on top of a machine body. “Each number was assigned to a cybernetic being. It had an
organic brain and spina tissue, recovered from adead or dying Terran, encased in adrone body.”

"Recongtructs,” | said. “Like SrrokVar.”

Reever’ shand stroked my shoulder. “Originally the tissue was harvested from newly dead Terrans and
placed in drone frames to cregte laborers for places like StarCore’ smines. No one redlized that the
harvested brains would retain memories, personality, and intelligence, but they began to resurface. The
reconstructs organized, applied for, and were granted sentient status afew years ago.”

| studied the image of one such colonigt. “They don’t resemble the drednoc in my dream.”

“I think they may be the ones tunneling under the craters,” Reever said. “ They can go without food,
water, oxygen, and warmth for long periods of time. They were designed to be as strong as drones, and
arethe only living beings on Trellus who could work without wearing specid suits outside the domes and
survivethe freezing vacuum.”

| considered the possibility. “With those machine bodies, they might also be immune to the effects of the
black crysd. It only affectsliving beings”

“The recongtructs aready know how to mine.” Reever brought up atopographica map of the surface.
“We logt your scanner in the crater, but | recall seeing tunnels here, here, and here.” He traced lines
around the crash site back to the colony. “They lead to these three domes. All are located near one of
the ore processors.”

| saw that the reconstruct colonists occupied one of the three domesin question. “Why would they be
mining the black crystal? It isatoxin, but it takes yearsto infect the inhabitants of a planet. Even then,
reactions vary from speciesto species.”

“It kept the Oenralliansfrom dying,” Reever reminded me. “ There are dways the sort of foolswho
would believe it would do the samefor them. If it were added to an enemy’ swater or food source, the
effects could manifest morerapidly.”

“We haveto first prove that the crystal isbeing mined,” | said. “Can we gain access to the tunnels under
theimpact craters?’

“I will find out in themorning.” Reever switched off the console.
| checked thetime display. “I1t isamost dawn now. | should go and check on Tya.”

“When you were working on her last night, you said something about an implant,” my husband said.
“Was shefitted with a contraceptive?’

“No.” | related what Tya had told me about the implant in her neck. “ She said that any attempt to
remove it would trigger the release of the poison. It reminded me of that Jorenian patient with the grenade
in her belly, but the Tos never used poison.”

“No.” Reever had been very till whilel had told him about the implant, but now he reached up and



touched the front of histunic in astrange fashion. “Blade dancers arefitted with cardiac implantsfilled
with poison before they are sold.”

“This one she has was placed in her neck, not her heart.” | went to make anew pot of teaand preparea
mesdl for us. “Why would Davidov do such athing to her if heintended to sell her?”’

“Control.” Reever rubbed ahand over hisface. “Aslong astheimplant staysin Tya s neck, Alek can
locate her, or kill her, whenever he likes. Unless he gave Drefan the tracking trigger.”

“I don't think s0,” | said. “Tyadidn't want Ked to know about the implant.”

“Davidov could be using it to force her to oy for him,” he suggested. “ That would give her reason to
conced it from Drefan. Alek may have gone through the pretense of selling her smply to get her on the
ajor,ly.”

| dided up two bowls of unsweetened, unflavored oatmed. The Terran grain, one of thefew Terran
foods Reever and | cared to est, would warm my stomach and settle my nerves.

“If that is so, then Mercy wasright, and Tyadid sgnd the Renko,” | said. “But what reason would
Davidov have for sending an endaved Hsktskt spy to Trellus? What could she be reporting to him?”’

“I cannot say. Alek isgreatly changed from the man | once knew.” Reever helped me bring the serversto
the table. “Have you been able to collect physical samplesof DNA from Drefan, Mercy, and Tyayet?’

“No, but thereisplenty of Tya sblood al over thelab,” | told him. “I scanned her DNA thoroughly,
Duncan. She' sHsktskt onthe cdllular leve.”

“But she does not behave like one,” he said. “ She aided Ked in giving us medica treatment, but then she
did not defend hersdlf against Posbret. Hsktskt would consider caring for awarm-blood benesth them.
They would never voluntarily take abesating like that from one.”

“Tyamight have been too afraid to fight theraider.” | saw the look he gave me. “It’ snot the same as
facing asmulation that you can turn off at any time. It could also have been a suicide attempt. She'svery
depressed.”

Reever shook hishead. “That is another indication something is not right with her. Hsktskt do not
become depressed.”

| thought otherwise, but my husband had very set ideas about the Hsktskt. “ Do you want meto take a
sample and begin working up agenetic profile on her?’

“We don't need aprofile,” he said, picking up his spoon and tasting the oatmedl. “We need to find out
who sheis. Can you freeze Tya sblood, then thaw it and andyzethe DNA?’

“Of course” Hisingtructions puzzled me. “But unless| cryo-prep the cdllsfirt, freezing the sample will
only kill them.”

“When a shape-shifter dies, it'ssaid that its body revertsto itsorigina form,” Reever told me. “If Tyais
not Hsktskt, the DNA from her sample should do the same thing.”

“I"d better collect the sample from her instead of the floor of thelab.” | went to the console and signaled
centra control. “Ked, would you bring Tyato the exam room?’

Drefan’ sface appeared on the screen. “Why do you want to see Tya?’



“Posbret attacked her last night,” 1 told him. “1 need to check the status of her injuries. Where have you
been?”’

“I was unavoidably detained,” Drefan said. He sounded tired. “ For now, your examination will haveto
wat.”

“Drefan—"
“Tyaismissng, and | have other problems| must—"

The sgnd terminated as the console shut down without warning, and the light emittersal around the
room went dark. As| stood and turned, Mercy entered with Cat. Both of them carried pulserifles, which
they pointed at me and Reever. Behind them in the corridor stood severa drednocs.

“Youtwo,” shesad, “are coming with me.”

No one attempted to stop Mercy and Cat, who marched us through the empty corridors of Gamers and
into the accessway back to their dome. Theriflesat our back kept me from ressting, athough my
husband had afew thingsto say to Mercy.

“My wife has done nothing but help you.” He glanced over his shoulder at her set features. “Why are you
treating her likethis?’

“Shut up,” Mercy replied, “or I’ll shoot you.”

| knew from his expression that Cat was not entirely happy with abducting me and Reever. One side of
his face looked badly bruised, and severd of the gildrells below the contusion hung limp and unmoving. |
resolved to enlist hisaid as soon aswe were at Mercy House.

Once we reached the primary air lock, Mercy stepped in front of us. “That’ sfar enough.” She lowered
her rifle and ordered her battle drones to stand down. “We need your help.”

| stared at her. “Y ou couldn’t smply send asignd and ask?’
“No.” She shouldered her wegpon and produced a handheld monitor. “Thisiswhy.”

Animage appeared on the screen of several maeslying in abloodied heap on the floor of an accessway
leading to another dome. The men appeared unconscious, perhaps dead. A large humanoid femae
dressed in a skimpy garment was bent over one, whom she picked up effortlesdy and held dangling
above thefloor. After shelooked over his dack features, she tossed his body aside and reached for
another.

“Whoisshe?' Reever asked.

“Lily, oneof my girls” Mercy said. “For whatever reason, she went crazy this morning and strangled her
trick. Then she went on arampage and killed every customer in the house. She broke out of the security
grid and moved on to the next dome, and killed al the males she found there. She' s between Deltaand
GammaDomes now.”

Reever studied theimage. “Y ou could not find away to stop or restrain her?’

“Wetried, but she’' stoo strong. She knocked me out with one punch.” Cat touched the large, dark red
bruise mottling the side of hisface. “We sent the dredsin after her, but she tore them apart with her bare
hands. The other domes have not been able to stop her, elther.”



“What about your pulse wegpons?’

The Omorr uttered a humorless sound. “We shot her adozen times, on full burn. The wounds they made
had no effect on her. Shedidn’t even flinch.”

“Why isshekilling them and then looking at them?’ | asked as | watched Lily discard another body.

“Maybe she'sadmiring her work,” Mercy said. “Who cares?’ Shetossed my medical case a me. “Have
you got something in that bag that we can use to knock her out?’

“If she hasn't dready taken a counteragent, neuroparalyzer should render her unconscious.” | took out a
syrinpress and diaed up the strongest dose | dared administer. “1 will have to get close enough to infuse
her inan artery.”

The accessway darkened and then lightened as a ship flew over it. | looked up at the belly of the Renko,
soclosel fdt asif | could reach up and touch it.

“Davidov, dropping his monthly care package,” Mercy said.
“Too early for that,” Cat argued. “He s not due for another two weeks.”
“I'll make anote to complain later.” Mercy frowned at the devicein her hand.

| looked, and saw Lily drop the body she was inspecting and lift her blood-spattered face. She laughed
slently and then hurried toward an access hatch.

“Where does that hatch lead?’ Reever asked.
Cat swore. “To thedrop point.”

The four of us donned envirosuits and, dong with severd battle drones, took an STV out onto the
surface.

“So, what do we do first?” Cat asked, histone heavy with irony. “ Sedate Lily to keep her from attacking
Davidov’ sship, or help her get on board?’

“Shecan't get a anything but the supplies he drops,” Mercy said as she changed the power cdll in her
rifle. “Y ou know Davidov won't land.”

“I could fireafew roundsinto his propulsion array,” the Omorr said.
“That will not disable Alek’ sship,” Reever informed him.
Cat gave him ahaughty look. “No, but I'll till enjoy doing it.”

“Which side of the platform does that hatch open to?” Mercy demanded as she drove up theside of a
small incline and stopped, shutting down the engine to survey the landscape.

While she and Cat were debating how best to approach the drop point, | turned to my husband. “1f you
candigract Lily, | will administer the neuropardyzer asamig, through her air supply hose. It should take
effect afew seconds after sheinhalesit.”

“You aredaying inthe STV,” he advised me. “I will give her the drug.”

“| don't see any sign of her,” Mercy said, scanning the area under the ship with along-range viewer.



“Whereisshe?’

The Renko descended until it hovered a short distance from the transport pad, and opened its cargo
pand.

“Oh, shit,” Mercy whispered, spotting something. She dropped the viewer and shouted, “ Hold on.”

The transport pad exploded upward, enveloping Davidov' s ship in abloom of dust, energy, and rock
fragments. | saw the shock wave heading toward us a second before Reever grabbed me and covered
my hemet with hisarms.

The STV flew into the air, higher and higher, until | thought we would be catapulted into space. Mercy
swore vicioudy and pounded on the panel until the engine restarted. Something flared, and the surface
vehicle turned and fell with languid speed until we crashed into something that crumpled the roof frame
and blew out every view pand.

When the dust settled, | used my gloveto clear off my helmet shield, and saw that the STV had landed
upside down between two rock formations. | saw that the Renko had aso gone down, afew hundred
yardsaway, itshull partidly covered by rubble.

“That was ashaft charge,” | heard Mercy say over the suit com. “How the hell did she get hold of the
explosives? Cat? Cat. Y ou’ d better not be dead, you stubborn, one-legged son of atoothless Omorr
dut, or I'll kill you myself. Wake up. Wake up.”

“Mercy,” the Omorr said, pressing hisglovesto the sides of hishemet. “I survived. I'm conscious. And
I’m not deaf. So will you for the love of Jovah please stop shrieking inmy ear?”

“God, | loveyou,” Mercy said, hugging him.

Reever stirred and then came to with a sudden jerk, turning in his harnessto reach for me.
“I’'mnot injured,” | told him. “Areyour sedsintact? Mercy, areyou and Cat al right?’
“We'refing” shesaid.

“You're fing,” the Omorr snapped. “1 amin pain. A great ded of pain. | think my head hasfinaly
cracked in half.”

“So your head hurts. Christ, what did you expect? We just got blown up. You could have. ..” Mercy
reached over and dung her arm around his collar to hug him again.

Cat held her and closed his eyes. “What was that about my mother?’

“Shewas a paragon of virtue. Likeyou.” Mercy straightened and turned her helmet back to regard me
and Reever. “Omorr are such crybabies.”

Seeing the tears of relief running down her cheeks made me smother alaugh.
Cat sniffed. “ Y ou'll spesk differently when you haveto deliver my eulogy, Adorlee.”

“Stuff it, Adoren. Damn it. My harnessclip isjammed.” Mercy took out a blade and began to saw at the
straps holding her to the seet. “ Reever, can you and Cherijo get out through the Side view panels?’

My husband glanced past me. “Yes. Isthe STV transcaiver ill functioning?”



Mercy stopped cutting and reached out to the pandl. “ Receiver’ strashed, but | think it’ [l till transmit.”

“Contact Drefan and tell him to send help.” Reever unfastened my harness, easing me down to the
crumpled interior of theroof, and clipped atether to my belt before releasing hisharness clip. “We will
need transport for the wounded.”

“We rewd | enough to walk to Beta Dome from here,” Mercy argued.

“That charge caused damage to the Renko’ swegpons array and engines,” heinformed her. “But the hull
isintact.”

“Therewill probably be some casudties,” | added, “and the survivorswill need to be evacuated. ”
“I should let them freeze their asses off,” Mercy grumbled as she sent the signal.

After we worked our way out of thewreck of the STV, | enabled my suit weights and rechecked my
sedls before doing the same for Reever. “How many crew members does Davidov have on board?’

“Hisusud complement is seventy. He may have hired more to help maintain the blockade.” Reever had
one of Mercy’s pulseriflesunder hisarm. “ Stay behind me.”

The four of us approached the dust cloud dowly settling around the Renko. Through the haze | saw that
the exterior systems and emitters weren't functioning, but the view pand s displayed both light and
movement ingde the ship.

“Thereisan emergency accessair lock below the navigational array on the starboard fusdlage,” Reever
sad. “We Il board the ship there.”

“What if they decide to shoot us as soon aswe' reinsde?’ Mercy wanted to know.

Reever shrugged. “Then they will blow out the air lock and the ship’s atmosphere, and we will not have
to evacuate anyone.”

It took afew minutes for my husband to accessthe air lock from the exterior control pandl, which had
been damaged in the crash. Heaso ingsted on going in first, by himself.

“They will probably bearmed,” | warned him. “Don’t get yoursdlf shot.”

Mercy fussed over Cat’s now-bleeding facial contusion while | watched Gamers. Severd STV'semerged
from the dome and began moving toward us. A smdl army of drednocs followed them.

“Once Reever gives us approvd to board, | will triage any wounded and prep them for transport,” | told
Mercy and Cat. “If the survivors are not aready wearing envirosuits, keep them busy putting on their
gear. Don't provoke any confrontations.”

Mercy gave me an innocent look. “Y ou mean, don't kick Davidov' s ass into the nearest mine shaft?’
“Especidly don't do that.”

Reever opened the outer pandl and waved usinsde. Oncetheair lock had equalized its atmosphere with
the Renko’ sinterior, we removed our helmets and stepped through into aloading dock.

Wounded crew members littered the deck and lined the hull walls. Most gppeared ambulatory, but |
spotted three unconscious men covered with bloodstained therma blankets.



A large hand with nine digits landed on my arm, and | looked up into adark green face with blue eye
cuders.

“Can you help my son?” The being pointed to asmaler verson of himsdf under one of the thermal
blankets. “He was caught under acargo palet.”

A femdelimped over to us. “Areyou aheder?| think my kneeis broken.”

Reever carried another man out of the next cabin and placed him beside the other serioudy wounded
crew. It was Davidov, who opened his eyes and said something to my husband, and then went limp.

| stripped off my gloves, pulled a scanner from my case, and went to work.

Seventeen

We were able to evacuate the entire crew of the Renko by the early-evening hours. Drefan initidized the
smward program at Gamers for the wounded, and sent Kedl and severa other saffersto serveasmy
NUIrSes.

Mercy took some of the unharmed survivors back to her dome, but the rest stayed at Omega Dome. To
keep the colonists busy and away from the crew of the Renko, Reever took charge of the ship’scargo
and worked with the colonial security to transport and divide among the domes the supplies recovered
from the crash.

Drefan supervised the search for Lily, who had disappeared during the crash.

None of the Renko’s crew assumed that they were guests of the Trellusans. They were treated with
courtesy, but they were so immediately disarmed and put under drone guard. Fortunately none of them
chose to chdlenge the colonidts.

Broken bones, internal hemorrhaging, and head wounds comprised most of the seriousinjuries among the
survivors. | arranged with Drefan to use one of hislargest air locks asa surgical suite, and with Cat again
assgting, | performed surgery on two of the crew to repair their damaged organs.

“Isthere anything you can’t fix?" the Omorr asked as he watched me close the chest incision | had made
on the second patient.

| glanced over the edge of my mask at him. *Y ou are assuming that these patients will survive. Medicine,
like doctors, is not perfect. After surgery, thereis dwaysthe possibility of infection or another
complication.”

“Y ou mean, go through dl this, and then till lose them?” He shook hishead. 1 couldn’t do that.”

“Lifeisprecious,” | said. “That | perform surgery to preserveit isno different than Drefan sending
recovery teams out to the Renko, Mercy giving shelter to the survivors, or you ignoring your own injuries
to serve asmy surgica assstant. Wedl do our part, Cat.”

We transported our patient to the smward, where Kedl helped us put him on monitor. Most of the
ambulatory patients had been treated, and | saw to Cat before making rounds of therest. | had nearly
finished when Mercy sgnded me on my wristcom.

“Cherijo, | need to talk to you. Alone.”

| stepped out into the corridor, which was deserted. “1 am aone now. What isit?’



“| have agtuation over here”

| smothered ayawn. “If you have more wounded, send them to Gamers. It's best we keep them dl in
one area. If it'sanother encrypted signal, | can guarantee that there is no one left on the Renko to receive
it”

“You don’t understand,” she said, and her voice dropped to awhisper. “I found Lily.”
“Don’t approach her,” | said quickly. “Contact colonia security and tell them where sheis.”
“I can't.”

Her loyaltieswere going to get her killed. “Mercy, | know you care for her because she worked for you,
but she' stoo dangerous—"

“Cherijo, | found only her skin.”
| muted the signal and looked around before responding. “ Where?’

“Not far from the drop point,” Mercy said. “Near the entrance to the old mine. And that’ s not al. One of
the guys| brought over here from the Renko told me that a crew member ismissing.”

“Who?’
“He doesn't know. They had timeto do only aquick head count when they were abandoning ship.”

If the colonists found out that the skin killer had become active again, they might panic. With the survivors
from the Renko on colony, and the possibility that the killer had taken one of them aready, things could
get very ugly, very fast. “Have you told anyone e se about this?’

“No, and I won't,” shesaid. “I’m going to move Lily’ sremains over to Alpha Dome for now. Anold
friend of minelivesthere, and he' |l watch over them for us. He did ask for onething in return.”

113 WI,H?!
“He wantsto meet you and Reever.”

“Mogt of the colonists avoid Alpha Dome,” Mercy said as she led us through a narrow access way.
“Swap can't get around too easily, so he' s pretty londly. | think that' s why he wants to meet you.”

| looked ahead at the small dome, which had few lights and seemed neglected. “1s Swap elderly or
dissbled?’

“Not exactly.” Mercy stopped at the entrance to Alpha Dome and put down the bag she was carrying to
hand us two small nosefilters. “This doesn't entirdly cancel it out, but it makesit bearable. The only way
to completely avoid it isto wear abreather, but | think that’srude.” She turned and keyed in an access
code.

“Avoidwhat?’ | said, and then choked as athick, revolting stench rolled out of the opening panels. “Oh,
no.”

Mercy shoved thefilter prongs up my nostrils before fitting her own to her face. Thefilter did screen out
most of the stink. Shelooked at Reever, who had yet to put on his. “It doesn't get better ingde,” she
sad, thefilter giving her voice a peculiar resonance as she shouldered her bag again.



My husband reluctantly placed thefilter on his nose and followed usinsde.

Given the other colonists' obsession with biodecon procedures, | found it odd that we did not have to
pass through any air locks or scans. The entry opened up to a curved passage that appeared to be made
of polished brown and gray rock from the surface that had been carved in symmetrical ridges.

A closer glance reveded the rippled walls to be constructed entirely from pebbles about the size of my
smallest fingernail. All had been cut in different shapes and fitted together so precisely that there were no

visblegaps.

“Swap built al thiswhen he wasin hisrock-hound stage,” Mercy said as we followed the gentle turns of
the passage. “He was crazy for gonefor like three years. Thisiswhere the offworld stuff starts.”

The walls began to change color and texture, becoming conglomerations of blue, green, and black
stones. Here and there | spotted subtle patterns that formed geometric shapes. The farther we walked,
the more complex the patterns became, until it made my head spin smply to look at them.

My footgear did on something wet and sticky, and | looked down to see atransparent gelatinous
substance coating the floor of the dome.

| pulled Mercy to astop. “What sort of creatureisthis Swap?’

She shrugged. “He snever told me, and I’ ve never seen anything like him. But he hasn't shown himsdif to
anyone but me and a couple of the origina colony survivors. He salittle shy that way. Asfar as| know,
he' sthe only colonist whoisnativeto Trellus”

Reever bent and touched the gelainous ooze. “ This has the same texture as the substance that was in our
envirosuits, after the crater collapse.”

“Swap shedsalot of it,” Mercy said. “He sthe one who pulled you two out of that crater and brought
you back to Omega Dome.”

Now | definitely wanted to meet him. “How much farther?’

She gestured ahead. “We have to go through another part of the collection.”
“What does Swap collect?” Reever wanted to know.

“Junk.” Mercy smirked. “Hecdlsit art.”

The passage widened and divided into five other passages, each trangitioning from the rippled walls of
stone into structures made of other materials: dloy, plas, wood, and two others| couldn’t readily identify.
Mercy diverted us through the passage made of aloy, the walls of which wereformed at first from
hundreds of thousands of hull rivets welded seamlesdy together. They expanded into sections of coiled
wire, joints, and frames. One segment appeared to be formed out of ten thousand conjoined blades of
various lengths, widths, and castings.

“How long did it take your friend to collect al of these objects?’ Reever asked Mercy aswe passed an
enormous starburst made from aloy strips cut from amyriad of view ports, door thresholds, deck seams,
and console panels.

“No one knows. Swap originaly started his collection underground, in the tunnelswhere he lived, but
moved it up into Alpha Dome after the origind colonists built it for him.” Mercy ducked to avoid a
hanging cluster of gleaming emitter reflectors.



“All of these objects did not come from the colony,” | guessed.

“Before the blockade, traders brought them in by the cargo-hold load. Swap aways has something
someone wants.” She smiled back at awall of aien faces sculpted out of innumerable whedls and gears.
“He sbecome the wedthiest trader in this system.”

My hushand ingpected the faces. “Why does he cement everything together? He cannot use them like
this”

“He can't use them anyway, but you' |l understand that when you see him. He started making them into
walls after the Hsktskt raided.” Mercy’ s grin faded. “It gave us kids something to do, too.” She caught
my curiouslook. “ Swap took in me and the other kids who survived theraid. He fed us and kept us
warm until the free traders showed up.”

No wonder she counted him among her friends. “ That was very kind of him.”

“Persondly | think he just wanted the extra handsto help him build thismaze,” Mercy said. “Once he
owns something, he doesn’t like giving it up. And heredly didn’t like it when the Hsktskt helped
themsdlvesto hisjunk.”

“They stolemy art,” adeep, rich voice corrected her. Something boomed as a heavy weight fell, and the
floor of the dome bounced. “1 couldn’t allow that to happen again.”

A massivewadl of quivering pink did over the end of the passage, cutting us off. At the sametime, it
began to ooze into the passage, coming toward usin three solid pink streams of goo.

Reever tugged me behind him.

“Swap,” Mercy sad, “I know you' re impatient to taste them, but at least let me bring them out into the
main room.”

“Excuse me?’ | sared at her. “He wantsto taste us?’

“Oh, he' snot going to eat you.” She grimaced asthe pink glop rosein a column from the floor and did
againg her cheek. “It's sort of like licking, see? It does’t hurt, and it' sthe only way he can sense

things”

The other streams retreated, as did the third after giving Mercy’ schin alick, and thewall at the end of
the passage moved away.

| looked at the sticky residue Swap had left behind on Mercy’ sface. The smell was so intense it punched
through my nosefilter. “1 begin to understand. ”

Reever didn’'t move. “Isthis manner of contact entirely necessary?”’

“Y ou can take along, hot cleanse after this” Mercy promised, wiping some of the pink from her face
and glancing at her fingers before shaking it off. “I dwaysdo.”

Wewalked out of the passage into the main room. Swap had filled hisliving space with mountains of
objects, most neatly sorted by shape, composition, and color. A thick coating of the pink substance
seemed to hold them in place, asdid along, winding wall of the same materid.

Atleas, | assumed it wasawadll, until it swelled and contracted and began to rise, up and up and up until
it loomed over uslike apink mountain.



“Cherijo Grey Veil, Duncan Reever,” Mercy said as she gestured toward the tower. “| would like to
introduce my friend, Swap.”

| could not see ahead, eyes, ears, mouth, or sensory organs, or indeed any definition of abody. |
couldn’'t even tell from where his voice came, or how it was produced. The creature seemed to be made
of severd hundred tons of the sticky liquid, and nothing else. Then | turned my head and measured al of
the pink substance | could see, and an idea began to form in my mind.

“I am very pleased to meet you, Swap,” | said politely as| took Reever’ shand in mine. He linked with
mein timeto hear my thoughts. | think it’s some sort of colossal snail.

Or an amoebic life-form, Reever thought back.
Two streams of pink curled around our ankles.

“I am neither asnall nor an amoeba,” Swap said, “but | can collect thoughts from what | touch. Rather
like you, Duncan Reever.”

“Forgiveus.” | felt embarrassed. “We meant no disrespect.”

“I am not offended, Doctor,” Swap said kindly. “1 understand the need of humanoidsto placethingsina
context so that they may better comprehend their nature. My only regret isthat | cannot be so easily
quantified. Perhapsit would be best to think of me asaworm. My form is somewhat similar to those you
encountered on Akkabarr.”

| thought of thetiny ice wormsthat |ay dormant on my homeworld until the blood and body fluids of
carrion spilled on theice. They then lived out acomplete life cycle while breaking down the carcass, and
their newly hatched young ate the last of the carrion and the dead bodies of their parents before
burrowing down in theice to hibernate until the next awakening.

“Y ou are much, much bigger than they were,” | told Swap.
The worm made asound very much like alaugh. “ All things have their proper size and place.”

“Mercy telsusthat it was you who saved us during the collapse of the crystd crater,” my husband said.
“You saved our lives. We are very grateful to you.”

“Somehow | doubt you and your mate would have died, but considering how you were forced to come
here, | thought it best that you not be made to suffer.” Swap dowly descended, filling out into awide hill
of pink ooze. “ After tasting you, however, | fear | became insatiably curious about you. | would very
much like to recite apoem for you both.”

“Swap collects songs and verses, too,” Mercy said. “1 got him hooked on archaic Terran poetry.”
“Kedts, Byron, and . . . Shelley,” | remembered.

“My dear Duncan, you should not worry so much about your wife’'smemory,” Swap said. “Now, | wish
to share one of my favorite sonnetswith you.”

“That' sapoem,” Mercy said helpfully.
Reever and | listened as Swap recited:

“Eternd Spirit of the chainlessMind!



Brightest in dungeons, Liberty! Thou art,

For there thy habitation isthe heart—

The heart which love of thee alone can bind;
And why thy sonsto fetters are consign’ d—
Tofetters, and the damp vault’ s dayless gloom,
Thelr county conquers with their martyrdom,
And Freedom’ sfame finds wings on every wind,
Chillon! thy prisonisaholy place,

And thy sad floor an dltar—for "twastrod
Until hisvery steps have left atrace

Worn, asif thy cold pavement were asod,

By Bonnivard! May none those marks efface!
For they apped from tyranny to God.”

| was not sureif it was agreat poem, asthe lideg had no poetry. Still, | could appreciate the sentiment
behind the lyrical words. My friend, Teulon Jado, had brought freedom and justice out of an undeserved
and hdllish imprisonment on Akkabarr.

“That isvery dirring,” | told Swap.

“It isthe opening sonnet from ‘ The Prisoner of Chillon’ by Lord Byron,” Swap said. “I think it an apt
tribute to those who must endure the trials visited upon them without their permission. And Mercy prefers

poemsthat rhyme.”

“Poemsthat don't rhyme sound like just abunch of words.” Mercy set the bag she carried in front of
him. “Here swhat’ sleft of Lily. I'm sorry | haveto involve you in this, but until things cam down, she'll
be safer here”

Part of Swap oozed over the bag, and when he did back, it had vanished.
“Such matters must be handled with delicacy,” the worm said. *Y ou can trust meto remain discreet. ”
“Swap, do you know who isresponsible for killing and skinning the colonists?’ Reever asked.

“Come on, you know Davidov’'s Hsktskt isdoing it,” Mercy said. “Why el se would he send her down
here?’

“I cannot agree, Mercy. Nor can | put anameto the killer, Duncan. It seemsto covet the appearance of
others. Oh, dear, | forgot something.” Part of Swap moved around us and elongated, taking something
wrapped in plas from one of the piles. “Thisfdl from your suit in the crater, Doctor. | did not retrieve it
until I could firgt wrap it in something to protect its surface. My mucus layer isharmless, but it does
sometimesleave stains on certain objects. ”

The sticky plas had been sedled around the image of Marel | had taken from our cabin. That the worm



would go to so much trouble to retrieve and preserve it touched me. | thank you.”

“Your offspring islike the heart of arose,” Swap said. “ Or the snow, everywhere, carefully
descending—e. e. cummings, early-twentieth-century American vanguard poet.”

“Do you know who is mining the black crystl, Swap?’ my husband asked.

“I am,” theworm told him. “I consumeit, dong with rock, mineras, and other inert materials. It has no
negetive effect on me, if that isyour concern. My physiology is quite unique. Likethis cresturewhois
killing my colonigt friends and taking their skins”

“We presumethat the killer isusng the skinsto disguiseitsalf,” my husband said. “But there arefar essier
way's to concedl identity that would not require murder. | think its main purposeisto acquirewhat lies
benegth the skin.”

“But we haven't found anything but the skins,” | pointed out. “ Thekiller could be disposing of them by
incinerating them or smply throwing them down one of the mine shafts.”

“Alas” Swap said, “I can personaly attest that no bodies have been left in the passages below the
surface.”

Mercy made arude sound. “Of course not. That Hsktskt is eating them.” She turned around. “1s your
console chime going off?”

A pseudopod the size of Moonfire did past usto search through one of the ooze-covered piles, from
which it retrieved a blinking wristcom. “Would one of you be so kind asto answer this? | fear my form
does not alow me to manipulate such minuscule controls”

Mercy took it and answered the signal. One of colonid security’ s shift supervisors had issued a
colony-wide aert, which repeated on an automated |oop.

“The mercenary responsible for the blockade, Aleksei Davidov, has escaped protective custody,” the
supervisor said. “ Security will recapture him as soon as possible. Any colonistiswilling to ad in the search
should report to their dome leader. Davidov may be returned dead or diveto central security. The
mercenary responsible for the blockade, Aleksal Davidov, has escaped protective—"

“Great.” Mercy switched off the audio and returned the wristcom to the appropriate pile. “We need to
find Davidov and his Hsktskt before Posbret and hisraiders do. Swap, will you help me?’

The pink massin front of usretreated afew feet. “1 am sorry, my sweet one, but no, | will not.”

Mercy frowned. “What are you talking about? Y ou just need to sweep the tunnels and make sure they’re
not down there. I'll check the domes.”

“I will not assst you in finding them, or killing them,” theworm said gently.
“They’rekilling our people,” she shouted.

“Something iskilling your people, but it isnot the Terran or the Hsktskt,” Swap said. 1 will explain my
theory.”

“I don't need atheory.” Mercy turned to me. “ Can you find your way back to Gamers?” When |
nodded, she stalked into the passage.

“Shewasjust asloud and passionate and determined when she wasfiveyearsold,” Swap said



thoughtfully. “Only quite abit shorter.”
“Y ou said that you didn’t know who was killing the colonists,” Reever said.

“To beaccurate, | said | could not put aname to the creature,” the worm replied. “ Sovant do not take
names. Only skins”

“Sovant.” | searched my memory for the word, but neither | nor, evidently, Cherijo had heard it. “What
isthat?’

“A paraditic life-form that invades a host body with its embryonic form,” Swap said. “It immediately
takes over the victim’' s mind and beginsto eat the body from the inside out. It stretchesto fill the spacesit
crestes, but it cannot replace what it devours. After afew daysthereis nothing left but the skin covering
it

“When the skin begins decomposing,” Reever said, “it discards the skin to infect another host?”

“It cannot survive for long outside ahost body. It must capture the new victim, contract to itsorigina
Sze, and pass from the old to the new.” Theworm sounded disgusted. “ There arefew signsthat it is
occupying abody. Unusua strength, ferocity of purpose, and muteness—the Sovant cannot speak.”

“Isthere bleeding around the orifices?’ | asked, seeing again the image of the Tingalean’ s blood-rimmed
eyes.

“Initsfind days, yes” Swap sad.
Reever looked grim. “How do we stop it?’

“The Sovant are drawn to eventsinvolving violence and chaos, as they have the potentia to wound or
weeken those involved,” theworm told him. “If there aren’t any, it will cause them, asit did with the
Renko. It will seek out your patients, Doctor. The injured and helpless areitsfavorite prey, because they
do not put up much of afight.”

| thought of dl the crew members on the smward and shuddered with revulsion. “Wewill put guards
around the wounded.”

“Y ou have two or three solar days before it uses up the body it presently occupies,” Swap said.
“Duncan, Mercy told me that Drefan has arranged a bout between you and this Hsktskt female. Perhaps
you could adapt that to make atrap for the Sovant.”

Reever nodded, but asked, “Why do you think it would come for me or Tyawhen it could take one of
the wounded?’

“Tyaisvery large, and feeding on her body could sustain it for aweek, perhaps more,” Swap said.
“Y our new talent to hed rapidly and replace your own organs might sustain it for months.”

| exchanged alook with Reever. “How do you know my husband’ s physiology?’

“| tagted the dtered cdlls,” the worm replied. “ Quite arefreshing change from the usud Terran flavor.
Quite sophigticated. Rather like pheasant would be, compared to common chicken.”

| wasfairly certain it was being complimentary. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. | think you should take one of my tunnels back to Gamers now. If you are quick, you can
prevent Mercy from shooting the wrong people. ” Swap did through his pilestoward alarge access



hatch in the center of hisdome. “Thisway.”
Reever and | followed the worm, who showed us adroplift that would take us down to the tunnels.

“The north shaft will take you straight to the air lock a Gamers maintenance entry,” Swap said. “I hope
you will useit to come and vist me again. | don’t deep, and no one but Mercy vidits, so you are
welcome at any hour.”

“Thank you,” Reever said, sepping into the lift.

Before| followed my husband, | felt atug on my ankle, and looked down to see a pseudopod gently
caressing my leg. | turned back to look at the worm.

“Some of the thoughts | collected from you disturb me,” Swap said. “1 would offer some unsolicited
advice, if | may.”

“Wht thoughts?’

“Y ou worry about the dtered cells your husband wishesto give your child,” theworm said. “Y ou believe
itisacurse. Why?’

“Itisagrest gift,” | replied. “ One that countless others wish they could have for themsalves. | would not
see our daughter hunted or experimented on, as we have been.”

“Then perhaps, ingtead of changing your little girl to be animmorta like her parents,” theworm said, “you
and Duncan should consider becoming mortal again.”

| expected the tunnels below the domes to be cold and dark, but discovered they were just the opposite.
A continuousline of small emergency emitterslined the wide rock passage, which had fresh air that
seemed only alittle cooler than the atmosphere in the domes. | asked Reever why.

“ Arutanium mines have to be well ventilated and hested, or the oretaintsthe air with its poisons,” Reever
told me. “I would imagine that Swap diverted some of the supply and return from the mine generatorsto
heat histunnels”

| looked around at the rough interior walls. “ So these tunnels are not part of the mine?’

My husband shook his head. “ The worm istoo big to use any of the colony’ s passages between the
domes. Swap mentioned that he consumesrock and mineras; | imagine hisdiet is responsible for most of
the subsurface tunnels.” Reever stopped and pressed two fingers to my mouth. He then pulled me back
S0 that our shoulders touched the wall of the passage.

“Someoneiscoming,” he murmured against my ear.

“| can activate the crissbeacon,” Tya svoice sad. “If you have any friendsin the vicinity, one of them
may comefor you.”

A madevoicelaughed. “After you failed, | stranded the only friend | had |eft here.”

Tyaand Davidov walked into the intersection of tunnels just beyond me and Reever, and stopped there.
Davidov |ooked pale and hunched, hisface wet with perspiration. Tyahad one of her asams around him.

“Your shipisdown,” shetold him. “Colonial security hasjust broadcast an dert for you. These people
arevery angry. | cannot fight them dl, Alek.”



“Weren't you counting on them to string me up from the nearest dome strut?” Alek reached up and
stroked the back of her neck. “Don’t pretend you care what happens to me. We both know why you
will jump eech time | sngp my fingers”

Tyaredeased him and walked a short distance away, keeping her back to Davidov. “Then snap them.”
“Go to the colony’ smain power station,” hetold her. “ Shut down the environmenta systems.”

She hissed something under her breath. “To which dome?’

“All of them.”

| flinched, and felt Reever’' s muscles coil againgt my back.

“The entire population will suffocate within an hour,” the Hsktskt told him, her tone colorless.

“We can only hope.”

She showed him her jagged teeth. “'Y ou would kill them al to have your revenge?’

“A great deal can happen within an hour, my dear. If all goesasplanned, I'll let you restart the systems.”
Hisvoice hardened. “ Shut them down, or I'll blow the charges |’ ve planted around the domes. Then
we |l dl dietogether. One big, unhappy family.”

“1 will not kill for you,” Tya shouted.

Davidov feigned aconcerned look. “ Oh, my poor, poor girl. Y ou have been on your own for far too
long. Let meremind you why you' Il do exactly asyou'retold.”

Tyathrew herself at him. Before her claws wrapped around Davidov’ s neck, she made a peculiar sound
and fdll to her knees. Instead of showing him her throat, her head drooped forward, and uncontrollable
gpasms racked her body. Raw, agonized sounds punctuated the grinding of teeth and bones.

Davidov said nothing more, only walking around her as he strode into one of the passages.

Reever hedd me back until Davidov’ s footsteps died away, and then hurried with me to the Hsktskt
femae. Tyahad stopped shaking, but her chest worked frantically, and her limbs were locked and rigid.

“Tya?" Shedidn’t respond to my voice. “ She' s having asaizure. Duncan, hep mewith her.”

We crouched down on either side of her, and between us got her over onto her side. Her eyes had rolled
back in her head, and foamy salivafrothed from between her clenched teeth.

| needed to sedate her. “ Get my syrinpress from my case.”

“No.” Tya sdlitted pupils regppeared and dilated for amoment before her body relaxed. She swallowed
severd times before she shoved hersdlf in an upright position. “1 am not ill. Leave me now.”

“Reever and | heard what Davidov said to you,” | told her. “1 don’t care what he wants. Y ou can't
murder the colonigts”

She shook her head. “If | do not do as he says, millionswill die.”

“Youdon't know that,” | said. Thewild look in her eyesfrightened me. “Tya, what has Davidov doneto
you?’



“Heownsme.” Tyalooked at me, and the emptinessin her eyes made me catch my bregath. “Y ou can try
to fight him, but hewill prevail. He cannot be stopped. He fears nothing, like the Sovant.” Her gaze
shifted. “Likeyour mate.”

| glanced at Reever, and missed seeing her reach insde her tunic. My husband darted forward, trying to
take something from the Hsktskt, and then a crackling curtain of light fell over me and left me blind,
parayzed, and alone.

The energy blast that Tya had used to incapacitate me and Reever began to weear off after afew minutes.
| never lost consciousness, but fought the pardyzing effects until 1 felt some of my vision, hearing, and
body control dowly return.

Reever lay sorawled on the floor of the tunndl, one of hisarmsflung acrossmy waist. | felt hisfingers
contract and managed to move my hand to his. When | was able to turn my head, | saw hiseyes, wide
and unblinking, afew inchesfrom my own.

“Stuh.” My tongue resisted speech. “ Stuh-un. Stun. Sunned.”
He blinked once, and one of hisfingerstwitched against my pam. He could not spesk or link with me.

| focused, pushing past the duggish, nerve-dead inertiaimprisoning mein my own body, and reached out
to him with my thoughts. | knew Cherijo had been ableto initiate alink with Reever severd timesin the
past; she had written about it in her journds. | should be able to do the same.

Instead of bringing mysdlf into Reever’ smind, or himinto my own, | left my body and drifted into adark
blue cloud spiked with flashing, soundless lightning. Somewhere in the center | felt my husband's
presence.

Leave me here, Duncan’svoice sad. It will take too long for me to recover. You must go to Drefan
and warn him about Tya, and Davidov' s plans.

| was not leaving him stunned and helplessin the tunnels. Not with the Sovant il running loose. | will
signal Drefan.

The stunner will have disabled your wristcom, he said. You have to get to a panel or the dome.

| couldn’t leave him, and | had no counteragent that would make the effects of the stunner wear off
fagter. | could not carry him or drag him far.

S0 heal him. You know what to do. The Omorr taught us when he healed our hands.

| felt my body reach out, and my pams press againg his chest. Something gathered in me, something |
had not felt snce walking through the bodies of the dead and dying on the battl efields. She had come
with me during those endless, bloody days and nights. She had guided my hands.

Who isthat inside you? my husband demanded. Maggie?

If I can merge our minds, | told him, I can free your nervous system from the effects of the stunner.
Focus on what | am feeling.

Jarn, you are not a touch healer.
| couldn’t explain how | felt, only that | knew | could do thisthing. Focus.

The connection between us connected more than our thoughts and fedings. The neura pathwaysin our



brains had joined and were as one. That was how Reever was able to control my body when he created
alink. He could manipulate my nervous system and even take command of it.

As| did with hisnow.

| didn’t think of what | was doing, or how. | only raced along invisible roads, punching through the
crackling curtains of energy blocking my path. As| went through each one, they fell, and the path
cleared.

Reever’ s hands covered mine, and hislimbstwitched. The frantic beating of his heart dowed, and his
respiration leveled out. | felt hisbody lift and his arms support me as| smashed through the last of the
parayzing curtains and drew back into my own head, terminating al of the connections.

| opened my eyesto see my husband's, dert and somewhat stunned. He was sitting up and holding me
upright. Exhaustion dragged at my own muscles, but | dismissed it and straightened.

“For once Maggie does something useful,” he muttered, brushing the hair out of my face. “Areyou hurt?’

“Just alittletired.” | consdered telling him that the one who had guided me was not Maggie and had
nothing to do with her, but that conversation would have to keep. We had to stop Davidov. “Please, help
meup?’

Reever stood and lifted me onto my feet. My legsfdt asif they werefilled with Swap’s coze, and for a
moment | feared they might buckle. I held onto him until | felt steadier and then tugged him toward the
tunnd leading to Gamers.

We made it to the maintenance access hatch afew minutes later and passed through the air lock without
encountering anyone. | expected to be met by Ked or Drefan, or even one of the staff drones. The
Gamers complex seemed completely deserted.

“They’ re probably running agame from centra control,” Reever said as we gpproached the smward.
“I'll goto Drefan. Y ou seeto your patients. ”

| entered the smulator we had set up for the wounded, but the only patients left were the two men | had
operated on. | turned around, but the room was empty. “Where are they?’

A smadl group of Davidov’'smen camein behind us, al of them carrying weapons.

“We' vetaken over thisdome,” one of themtold us. “Come with us.”

There were too many for Reever to fight, and neither of us had fully recovered from the stun.
“Wesaved you,” | reminded the men, “and thisis how you would repay us?’

“Nothing personal, Hedler,” the man said. “ Captain’ s orders.”

Davidov's crew escorted usto one of the melee smulators, where red-brown skies and lush vegetation
reveded that the Itan Odarasjungle program was again running. | noted severd custom modifications
had been made, like the smulated Tingaean guards surrounding Drefan, Kedl, and the rest of the saff. A
wide poal of ice blue water also took up nearly haf of the grid area, dthough what purposeit served

escaped me.

The men followed usin and immediately barricaded the entry. Reever and | were directed to join the
Gamers staff. Drefan greeted uswith anod but didn’t spesk until Davidov’ s men had |eft theimmediate



darea

“They took over the dome shortly after security issued the dert for Davidov,” the games master told us.
“They had dl of our pass codes and knew exactly where to seize wegpons, control rooms, and key
personnd. It was all done so quickly and efficiently that | dmost think it was rehearsed as a potential
scenario.”

“Tya,” Reever said. “ She has been gathering information about the colony for Davidov for months. We
heard them talking in the tunnel s between here and Swap’ s dome. He just ordered her to shut down the
environmental controlsfor the entire colony.”

“He s contralling her with some sort of implant,” | said. “When she refused to cooperate, he did
something that made her have asaizure.”

One of Davidov’s men came over and tossed awristcom at Drefan. “ Thereisafool outside demanding
admittance. Tel him you are closed.”

Drefan turned the wristcom over in hishands. “And if | do not?’
The man raised hisrifle and pointed it at Ked’shead. “I will kill one of them every minute until you do.”

Drefan switched on the wristcom and said, “ There will be no gamestoday. The arenais closed until
further notice”

“I don’t want to play with you, cripple,” Posbret said. “1 want that Terran scum, Davidov.”
“Didn’t you hear the security dert?” Drefan asked. “He escaped my custody.”

Posbret made a spitting sound. “Y ou Terrans hate everyone but your own kind. How do | know you
aren't hiding himin there?”

“Because he took my Hsktskt with him,” Drefan replied. “Maybe you should scan for her lifesigns. They
arequiteunique.”

Posbret suggested Drefan do something anatomically impossible with his sumps and withdrew into the
accessway along with his men. Drefan switched off the wristcom and tossed it at Davidov’ s man. He
threw it too hard, however, and it landed in the water with asplash.

“Sorry,” the games magter said. “My aim was alittle off.”
“Try that again,” theman said, “and I’ ll burn a hole through your belly.”

Once the man retreated to join the other crew members, Drefan turned to me. “What would Davidov
want so badly that he would go through the ruse of selling Tyato me?’

| shook my heed. “Tyaonly said something about him wanting revenge.”

“He blockaded the colony to keep the Sovant from leaving,” Reever said, “and he sent Tyahere to hunt
it. When shefailed to find it, he lured us here and forced usto crash so that we would draw it out of
hiding.”

Drefan looked fascinated and appalled at the sametime. “He offered four million stan credits for you and
your wife, when al he intended was to use you as bait?’

“It wasasetup,” my hushand replied. “ Drefan made sure everyone in the colony received the signal



broadcasting the bounty. He had no intention of paying it; he only wanted the Sovant to know about our
physiologies. The progpect of taking over animmortal body must have seemed irresigtibleto it. Headso
knew that if Tyafailed, ingesting Jarn’ s blood, tissue, or bone would poison it.”

| stared at him. *Y ou knew thisal adong, and you said nothing to me?’

“I know what Alek seeksto avenge,” my husband corrected. “ Therest arelogica conclusions.”
“Wadll, thisisjust great,” Mercy sad.

Wedl looked over as she and Cat were forced a gunpoint to join us.

“Thisisabsolutely the last time | break into Omega Dome because I’ m worried about some Hsktskt
egting Drefan,” Mercy told the Omorr. “If | ever mention doing it again in the future, dap me.”

“The Hsktskt isn't interested in devouring me,” Drefan told her.
“Y eah, well, you're not exactly rolling in skin,” she sngpped back.

“Tyaisgoing to shut down the environmental systemsto al the domes,” Reever said to the pair. “We
have to find her before she does.”

“She'll haveto go down into the old minesto get at the support equipment,” Cat said. “We relocated it
there afew years back to prevent visitors from meddling with the temperature settings.”

“I know Tya s scent,” Ked said. “I can track her.”

“Sounds great,” Mercy said. “Now al we haveto do is sneak you three past the seventy guyswith al the
wegpons. Any suggestions?’

Whilewe were quietly discussing how to creste a suitable distraction that would alow Reever, Cat, and
Ked to dip out of the grid through a mai ntenance passage hidden behind the vegetation, two of
Davidov’'smen came over.

“That raider is back, and he wantsto search the dome,” one of them told us. “He' sthreatening to blast
hisway in. He' s probably got the Sovant with him and doesn’t even know it.”

“We need the Hsktskt,” the other said flatly. “ She' sthe only one who knows how to kill that thing. She
can protect us.”

“What do you expect usto do?’ Drefan asked. “Help you? We re your prisoners.”
“Y ou send some of your peopleto find Tya,” thefirst one said. “Bring her back here.”
“Or what?’ Mercy demanded.

“Or we start shooting,” the second man said, and pointed his weapon at Mercy and Drefan. “ Starting
with you and him.”

At my request, Drefan convinced Davidov's men to alow me out of the melee room so that | could
check on my surgica patients. | asked that Mercy be alowed to accompany me.

“I may need some ass stance with changing the surgica dressings,” | lied. When the man in charge
accused me of using the wounded as an excuse to attempt an escape, | shrugged. “Very well, I'll stay
here. But if they die of dehydration or infection, their blood will be on your hands.”



“Maybe she'll go and kill them so that the captain will blame usfor their degths” another man said.
“She' sadoctor. She can't hurt anyone, you dim-wit, ” Mercy said. “ They take an oath to do no harm.”

After ashort debate the men sent two guards with me and Mercy to the smward. When the guards
would havefollowed usin, | smiled. “I'm delighted to have the extrahelp. Which one of you would like

to empty the bedpans?’
Both guards elected to stay outside.

“So what’ sthe plan, Doc?’” Mercy asked the moment the door panels closed.

“| plan”—I looked pointedly at the room monitor, with which the guards outside could watch us— “to
check on my patients.”

| went over to thefirst, who was deeping but had devel oped alow-grade fever. “This one needsan
infusion of antibiotics. There should be a syrinpressin the top of that cart over there. Bring it to me.”

“You redly take thismedical stuff serioudy.” She brought me the instrument and watched as| diaed up
the dosage. “ Anything else | can do? Mop the swest off their faces, or maybe rub their feet?’

“Now look.” | grabbed her tunic and used it to pull her close. In abare whisper, | said, “Y ou can gather
up the other ingtruments from the cart and conceal them in your garments. Pretend you are tidying up the
cart. Take anything that has a sharp edge or apower cell.”

“You'reagenius.” Mercy turned her head and kissed my cheek. In alouder voice, she said, “ Okay,
okay, you don’'t haveto bite my ear off. I'll straighten up things.”

| tried not to think about Reever roaming the tunnelsin search of Tyaas| carefully removed the patient’s
dressings and ingpected the surgica sSite. | took a moment to change the chest drain and rearrange the
tubing to reduce the inflammation before | moved to the next patient.

Hewoke as soon as | touched his cool brow. “My fourth leg hurts,” he complained.

“I'll give you something for the pain, but don’t try to move or touchiit,” | warned as | adjusted the
bonesetter attached to the limb. “Y ou had two compound fractures of your front izlac bone, and it needs
timeto hed.”

Once | had him comfortable, | went to the cart to see what Mercy had appropriated. She had done well,
taking amost everything that we could use as wegpons to defend ourselves. | picked up three more
syrinpresses and surreptitioudy tucked them under my garments before going to the room panel.

“What are you doing?’ Mercy asked, following me.

“Adjusting the bedding.” 1 input the data required to dter the projections, and looked back at the cart.
Holograph versons of dl of the instrumentswe had removed materidized onto the cart. “That should help
them deep alittle better.”

Mercy looked startled, and then grinned. “Oh, yeah, I'm sureit will.”

A moment later one of the guards camein. “Y ou two have had enough time,” he said, going over to
ingpect the cart before motioning toward the entry with hiswegpon. “Let’ sgo.”

When we returned to the melee room, Mercy and | sllently distributed the instrumentsto Drefan, Ked,
and some of the other staff. | preset the dosage on each of the syrinpresses so that they would deliver a



potent but nonfatal dose of neuroparayzer.

“How much time do you think we have before Tyareaches the envirocontrols?” Mercy asked me as she
eyed Davidov’'smen.

More than an hour had passed since Reever, Cat, and Kedl had |eft. “If the men have not found her yet,
not long.”

“After she cutsthe air and heat, we' Il have only an hour.” Mercy looked down as Drefan pressed
something into her hand, and then immediately pocketed it. “I thought you threw that ' com in the water.”

“I threw Cherijo’'s,” Drefan said, making me glance in surprise at my empty wrist. “Theonel just gave
you gl functions”

Mercy kept an eye on the guards. “Who do you want meto signa?’

“If they panic and gart to make good on their threats,” Drefan told her, “signal Posbret and tell him how
togetin.”

Her eyeswidened. “Y ou want meto let the raidersinto the dome.”

“Only asalast resort.” Drefan turned his glidechair around o that he faced the weter. “Hope-fully
Reever and the otherswill find Tyasoon.”

An hour passed, and then another. Sitting and waiting for something to happen made everyone s nerves
dretch thin, so we remained quiet but watchful.

Mercy took apair of eyeshades out of her tunic, smiling as she saw my quick look. “ Cat fixed it for me,
but don’t worry. You can't useit for playback unlessyou're in the fantasizer.” She caressed the device
with gentlefingers. “Which iswhere I’ d love to beright now.”

| held out my hand and, when she gave me the mindset, studied theinside of the device. The neuron
circuitry was more sophigticated than | had imagined. “What happensif you useit on playback without
thefantasizer?’

“I don’t know.” She thought about it. “ The fantasizer isthe data stream storage and transmission unit. |
guessit would play back nothing, or maybe scramble your brains.”

“They’re not happy,” Drefan said, interrupting our conversation. He nodded toward severd of Davidov's
men, who were arguing inlow, ugly voices.

| pocketed the mindset. “What can we do?’

“If things deteriorate, | want you and Mercy to position yoursaves behind my chair,” he said. “It will
shield you from adirect blagt.”

“James.” Mercy caressed his cheek with the back of her hand. “Y ou were thefirst Terran | ever bedded,
the only trick whaose credits | ever refunded, and one of the only two maesthat I ve ever loved.” She
turned her hand around and gave him asmall dap. “ So quit telling me to use you as afucking body shield,
al right?’

Drefan steepled hisfingers and looked over them at me. “If they start shooting, please pull her behind the
goddamn chair, Cherijo.”

| nodded. “Why did she refund your credits?’



“Maybe she doesn't like being talked around like she' sinvisble,” Mercy said. “Ever think of that?’
Drefan gave her afond look. “1 taught her that sex isn't dl business.”

Something pounded at the door panel, and after consulting with the man in charge and the corridor
monitors, the men opened it.

At firgt | didn’t recognize theinjured animal that came stumbling in, so much blood covered it. Besde me
Drefan said, “Ked?’

The Chakacat dropped at the feet of Davidov’s men, who scattered in fear asif it were the Sovant.

| rantoit, bracing mysdlf for the worst. But silvery fur gtill covered itslean frame, and it looked up a me
with one eye. The other eye, dong with part of itsface, had been clawed away.

“Cherijo.” It gpat out some blood and afew tooth fragments. | fear that | lost my first fight.”

“Wewill ask for arematch.” | opened my case to take out what | needed. “ Are Reever and Cat with
you?’

“No. | picked up the scent of the Hsktskt and went ahead of them.” It shivered. “I shouldn’t have done
thet.”

“Ked?' Drefan’s glidechair stopped beside the Chakacat, and the games master heaved himself down
onto thefloor. He held the feline' s narrow shoulders with his one arm, lifting it gently onto the stumps of
hislegs. “What happened? Who did thisto you?’

Davidov’ s men opened the door panel, and Cat hopped in. The Omorr appeared unharmed, but my
husband was not with him.

“Whereisthe Terran?’ | heard one of our captors demand.
“We were separated in the tunnels,” Cat replied. “He should be bringing the Hsktskt here shortly.”

That cheered the men, who alowed Cat to come over to us. He swore when he saw Ked's head
injuries. “Y ou shouldn't have gone after her, youidiot feline.”

Drefan’ sarm tightened. “ Tyadid thisto you?’ “No, it was abraadl.” The Chakacat shivered violently,
and | tore off my jacket and covered its body. “| cornered the Hsktskt in the processing plant. Shedidn’t
try to hurt me, Drefan. When she charged me, | think shewas only trying to get away. She didn’t use her
claws or bite mewhen | jumped her. | reacted badly, | know, but | have never hunted before this.”

| sponged the blood away from the claw marks running down Ked'’ sface. There were only two of them,
but they were deep and vicious. The odd thing was that they seemed to have been inflicted backward, as
if Tya's claws had caught Kedl under the jaw and raked up.

| applied pressure to the side of itsface as | used alight to inspect the remains of its eye. It had not been
clawed out, but was so badly lacerated that | doubted it could be saved. “Ked, | an going to giveyou a
painkiller. | need to clean and suture these wounds.”

It grabbed my wrist. “Y ou have to warn them about the braad. If it comes here, it will go berserk and
not stop until everyoneisdead.”

Cat started to say something, and then shook his head.



“I do not know what abraadl is,” | said to Kedl, humoring it. “What doesit ook like?’

“Itisal black hide and spines, and hasfiery eyes. Orange eyes.” Ked’svoice shook so badly it stopped
spesking to gulpinair. “Two curved teeth in the bottom of itsjaw. Long, sharp red spines running down
its back, and two more at the end of itstail. It hastwo mouths, one for killing, and onefor eating.” It
rolled away from me and retched.

| held it until it head finished heaving, and then modified the syrinpress to administer an antinausea agent
aong with thelocal anesthetic. Ked drifted off into semiconsciousness.

“Y ou should warn the others about thisbraadl,” | said to Cat as| gently irrigated one of the gashes. “It
sounds like avery dangerous creature.”

Cat and Drefan exchanged an odd look.

“I would, Cherijo,” the Omorr said, “ but there are no braadl on Trellus.”

| gave him anironic look. “ Obvioudy there sone.”

“What he meansis, there can't be abraadl on colony,” Drefan said. “They are native to Chakara.”
| saw something imbedded in the second gash and reached for aprobe. “ SoisKed.”

“Chakacats are not extinct,” Drefan said. “ The braadl are. The species died out a hundred thousand
years ago.”

| removed the remnants of what appeared to be shrapnel from Ked’ sface. On closer inspection, |
recognized it. “ Drefan, did you have Ked implanted with alocator beacon?’

“No. | would never do that to any being.”

| took out my scanner and passed it over the small, twisted bit of tech. It matched only one record on the
medicd database. “Thisis Tya simplant.”

“It wasthebraadl,” Ked said, opening itseye and digging its clawsinto my arms. “It was going to eat my
head.”

As| camed the Chakacat and finished treating itsinjuries, an ideabegan to form in my mind. | asked
Davidov’ smen to dlow me and Cat to move Ked to the smward.

Once more we were sent there under guard. After | had the feline resting comfortably, | passed a
syrinpressto Cat and pointed to a spot on my throat. He nodded and hopped out to where the guards
waited.

“Areyou finished—" The guard went still as| infused him with neuroparayzer, and then dropped.
Cat did the same thing with the other guard, and we dragged them into the smward.

“I need to goto thelab,” | told the Omorr. “ Can you stay here and watch them?’

He nodded. “Be careful.”

| hurried through the empty corridorsto the lab, where | carefully scanned the remnants of theimplant |
had removed from Kedl’swound. Aside from the Chakacat’ s blood, there was DNA from a second
source. The DNA did not match any other species on record in the database.



| verified that the implant wasidentical to Tya sbefore | began dissecting it. It was not, as Tyahad told
me, alocator beacon. Theimplant was amodified pain inductor, one commonly used by daversto
control and punish daves. | found no reservoir of poison or any substance that could have been released
into Tya s bloodstream. The modifications seemed very bizarre aswel. Theimplant could ill inducea
massive amount of pain by generating asmal charge that would stimulate the corresponding neurd
pathways, but it had been designed to suppress certain natura functions and maintain Tya s brain waves
in a preprogrammed pattern.

| ran adiagnogtic using the information | had gathered from the implant, and the database offered a
confusing result. It was asif the implant had been designed to combat a plague that no longer existed.

| went back to the ward and found Cat waiting beside the restrained guards.
“What did you find out?’ he asked.

"Someone,” | said carefully, “does not want Tyato fed fear.”

Eighteen

Cat and | decided to go to central control and use Drefan’ s battle programsto try to free the other
hostages.

“We can generate an entire army of smulationsto keep them busy,” the Omorr said as he went to the
center console and pulled up the different program sequences. “ Drefan will know what to do the minute
the grid changes”

| had afedling we had been gone too long, and switched on the room monitor, which confirmed my
suspicions. Davidov’ s men had separated Mercy from the others, and had her on her kneeswith her
hands linked behind her neck. One of the men lifted arifle and pointed it at the back of her skull.

“Cat,” | sad, “initiate the program now.”

“Damn Drefan for aparanoid fool,” the Omorr said. “1 can't get into it. The change protocol is pass
coded.”

“The pass code is five-seven-two-eight-four-three-beta,” Drefan’ svoice said over the audio. “ Cat,
initiate the Itan Odaras program, submenu nine, armed combatants only. Remove the no-injury safeties.”

The Omorr input the codes and | saw the grid waver and change. Three thousand simulated Hsktskt
raiders appeared and rushed at everyone in the room who was holding a weapon.

“Cherijo,” Drefan said, shouting to be heard now. “ Send asigna to the drednoc storage bay. Usethe
same code | gave Cat. Order all the dreds to come to the melee room.”

| did as he asked, but when | tried to return the signa Drefan didn’t answer. | didn’t see hisglidechair on
the monitor, ether.

The change to the smulation quickly routed Davidov’ s men, who were forced back from the hostages by
the Hsktskt raiders. The crew of the Renko huddled back against the walls, firing uselesdy at the
amulated reptilians.

Something rumbled outside the control room, and | switched the monitor to view the exterior corridor.
Two dozen drednocs in battle mode filled the passage as they headed toward the melee room.



“We have another problem,” Cat said.
| turned and saw men pouring in through the air locks. “ Posbret’ s men?’

“Yeah.” The Omorr rose and went over to aweapons case, Smashing the plas and removing a number of
pulse wegpons. “They’ ve disabled dl of the gun turrets and breached the air locks.” Hetossed arifleto
me. “I’'m going to get Mercy. Wait here”

“The wounded will need my help.” | put down the rifle and picked up my case.
“You'll get shat.”
“I am no stranger to the battlefidd.” | met hisangry gaze. “1 will be careful.”

Posbret’ s men reached the melee room before Cat and | did, and we found them fighting both the crew
of the Renko and the Hsktskt raiders. Drefan’s drednocs, it seemed, had not yet arrived. | dipped inside
behind the Omorr, who immediately shoved me behind atree as pulse fire streamed past our heads.

“The crossfireistoo heavy,” he said, looking al around. “Do you see Mercy anywhere?’

| saw injured men crawling for cover, and reptilian raiders wrestling Posbret’ s men. Mercy and the
hostages were nowherein sight, but as| searched the chaos for asign of them, astray refraction of light
made me look up.

A shimmering figure pulled itself out of an air shaft and secured arope to one of the celling struts before
beginning the long climb down. Theintruder’ sdimslk garments made it impossible to identify who it was,
but it was Terran-szed, and moved with inhuman speed and agility that | recognized ingtantly.

“Upthere” | said, pointing. “It's Reever.”

“Go and tell him the dreds are on theway. And take this.” Cat shoved one of his bladesinto my hand.
“You don't haveto kill anyonewith it. Just defend yoursdlf, will you?”

| nodded and dipped the blade inside my tunic before | hurried over to intercept my husband as he
jumped down the last three feet from the end of the rope. “Duncan.”

| flung mysdlf into hisarms, holding on to him with tight hands. It wasn’t until he bent his head toward me
that | smelled his scent, which was al wrong.

| pushed mysdlf out of hisembrace. “What are you doing here?”

Davidov pulled the mask of dimsilk away from hisface. “Finishing things, Cherijo.” Helooked down at
Cat’ sdagger, which | had pressed to his chest. “Before you cut my heart out, you might help me catch
the Sovant when it comes. It won't be able to resst the fighting.”

“The same way it wasn't supposed to resst me?’ | asked. “I don’t have much faith in your predictions.
Whereis Reever?’

Hisfair brows drew together. “1sn't he here with you?’
“Hewent to stop Tya.”

“I'mafrad | can't havethat.” Davidov moved like water, and suddenly the dagger | held appeared in his
hand. “I need her here, with me.” He took out asmall device and checked its readout. What he saw
made him scowl, and he glared a me. “How are you jamming her signa?’



| dmogt told him that her implant had been destroyed,but | thought it might be useful for him to remain
ignorant of that. “I don’t know what you' re talking about.”

A barrage of pulsefire sent us both to the ground. The fighting between Posbret’s men, the crew of the
Renko, and the smulated raiders appeared to be escdating.

“I need Tyahere,” Davidov said as he pulled me behind aboulder. “ Go and find her and bring her back
tome”

How did Mercy say it?*“In your dreams, Supid.”

“Find Tyaand bring her here,” Davidov said, “or | will detonate the explosives |’ ve planted around the
domes. That will end this game once and for al.”

“You'rebluffing,” | said. “Y ouwon't blow up anything.”

Davidov tapped hiswristcom, and an instant later a tremendous explosion rocked the dome. As|
ducked and covered my head, bits of the grid celling rained down over us.

“That was Epsilon Dome, where al the colony’ s stores are kept,” Davidov informed me plessantly.
“What shdl | blow up next? Mercy House? | don't think anyonewill really missthe whores. Well,
perhapsthe cripple.” He reached for the keypad.

| grabbed hishand. “Don't. I'll go. I'll find her.”

“Excdlent.” He kissed the back of my hand before | could wrench it away. “Y ou should hurry, Doctor.
Y ou have fifteen minutes before | blow the next charge.”

| ran out of the melee room and down the corridor to the maintenance hatches where Reever and | had
returned from AlphaDome. | took afew precious minutesto suit up before | left Gamers and descended
into thetunnds.

Duncan, Duncan, Duncan.
| didn’t know | was chanting his name out loud until my suit com answered me. “ Jarn, where are you?’

“Duncan.” | sumbled and stopped, bracing myself againgt one of the rock wals. “I’'min the tunnels, just
bel ow where the Gamers maintenance hatch is. Do you have Tya?’

“No, I'm il tracking her.”

My heart clenched. “If we don't find her and take her to Davidov within the next fifteen minutes, he's
going to start blowing up the domes. He' s dready destroyed oneto prove hecan doit.”

“Takethefirg left turn and follow the passage,” hetold me. “1 will meet you at the waste recycling
dation.”

| followed hisinstructions and waited beside an enormous tangle of pipes and processors until he came
out of one of the nearby passages. After giving me abrief, hard hug, he went over to the equipment and
began working on one of the consoles.

“What are you doing?’ | went to hisside. “We haveto find the Hsktskt.”

“| chased her into one of the dome subgtations,” he said as he pulled up acomplex-looking schematic.
“She got away from me by crawling into one of the water supply pipes.” He pointed toward the screen.



“Here”
“You haveto be mistaken,” | said. “ Sheistoo big to fit into apipe.”

“Not anymore,” he assured me, studying the schematic. “ That line leadsto Mercy House' s substation.
Theré sajunction | think | can vave off here.” He seized my hand. “Come, there’ snot much time left.”

We went to the point where the pipes intersected with another group, and Reever grabbed hold of a
whed, turning it dowly. | heard metal groan and something bang into the side of the pipe. | lifted my
scanner and passed the beam over the piping until 1 found adistinct thermal signature.

“Here” | said. “She’shere.” | moved as closeto the pipeas| could. “ Tya, thisis Cherijo. Please come
out of there. Davidov isthreatening to detonate the explosivesif you don’t go to him now. He snot far.
All you haveto do is go to the melee room a Gamers.”

The sgnature changed direction and entered another series of pipes. In another moment it was gone.
“Where do these lead?’ | asked my husband.
Heturned and studied the direction of the pipes. “To Davidov.”

Reever and | made our way back to Gamers, running to beet Davidov’ stime limit. As my breath burned
inmy tired lungs, and my leg muscles knotted,| tried not to think of Kohbi and the other females who had
been kind to me at Mercy House. If Davidov kept his promise and killed them, | would never forgive

mysdif.

Reever stopped outsi de the melee room and pulled me into acorner by the entry. | removed my
hel met—there had not been enough time for usto take off our suits—and watched him do the same.

“I will dedl with Alek,” he said, taking apulse pistol out of his utility pocket. “Y ou find Mercy and the
others and stay with them.”

| nodded. “What about Tya?’
“I don't think we have to worry about her,” he said, his eyes so dark agray they almost looked black.

We entered the melee room, ducking to avoid pulse fire and moving to the nearest cover. Thefighting
seemed to be nearly over; the crew of the Renko was pinned down in one mafunctioning section of the
grid, hiding behind the dain bodies of the smulated Hsktskt.

Davidov was nowherein sght.

As| looked for Drefan and Mercy, | saw something pouring from asupply pipe into the water trap. It
was Swap, judging by the pink color of the mass, but when the worm touched the water his body
darkened and seemed to expand. Another, smaller form waded into the water and dove under the
surface before | had timeto seewho it was.

“It'sTya” Reever said to me.

We moved closer to the water trap. | peered into its depthsto seeif the Hsktskt was trying to attack the
giant worm. | saw Tyabriefly surface, taking in air through her mouth. Her scaly head seemed to be
melting into amass of gray ooze. A dark pink pseudopod came out of the water, wrapped around her
face, and tugged her under.

Men began shouting in victory asthe crew of the Renko threw their weapons over thewall of Hsktskt



bodies and stood with their hands up. Posbret pushed aside his own men to stride up to the wall, where
he bent and picked up arifle. He gave Davidov’ s men abloody smile before he began shooting them.
When his own raiders shouted out in protest, he swung around and began firing at them.

Thelargest of Drefan’s drednocs stepped into the line of fire, blasting Posbret with ahalo pulse. It had no
effect on the raider leader, although it did render hisweapon useless. He turned it around in his hands and
smashed it againgt the drednoc’ s sensory case, smashing the outer plas. For amoment the inner shield
did up, reveding avery human face beneeth.

“Duncan,” | whispered, clutching at hisarm.

Now | understood why the largest of the battle drones had been designed so differently from the others.
Drefan had built himself a complete chassisto fit around his body and compensate for his amputated
limbs. Hisremaining arm, covered in protective armor and gauntlet, matched the artificia one on the
oppositeside.

“No wonder heis so avkward with standard prosthetics,” | muttered. “He' s been using that thing dl this
time”

Drefan’ s reconstruct-styled body appeared to have the same strength and resilience as the other
drednocs, but even that did not seem to be giving him an advantage over Posbret. The raider leader
wrestled ferocioudy with him, paying no attention to the damage Drefan’ s grapplers were inflicting on his

arms, shoulders, and head. | didn’t understand why until tears of blood began spilling from the raider
leader’ seyes.

“The Sovant—Duncan, the Sovant has taken over Posbret’ sbody.” | tried to imagine what would
happen if the skin thief got insde Drefan’s drone chasss. It would be unstoppable. “We haveto get it
away fromhim.”

“Youcan't,” Cat said ashejoined us. “Tyaisthe only onewho cankill it.”
“Swap hastrapped Tyaunderwater,” | said.

“Not trapped.” Cat winced as Drefan was knocked over onto his back. “He s helping her. Although he
better hurry up. James can’'t hold it off much longer.”

“Tyaisthe Odndlak,” Reever said softly.

The Omorr nodded. “ Swap and | had alittle chat down in the tunnels. He s going to help her shift into
the one thing that monster fears”

Water began to bubble as the dark mass spread across the bottom of the pool, moving closer to the
shore. Something like a Hsktskt dowly emerged from the dark stain, its body swelling and changing as
the worm’ s body seemed to pour into it from behind.

“What is Swap doing to her?’ | said, appalled.
Reever looked grim. “They’ remerging.”

What was | eft of the Hsktskt and the enormous mass benegath the water dowly came together into one
form. It spread out countless limbs and folds as it moved to the edge of the water, displacing most of it
withitsbulk. A nightmarish mouth opened at the very top of the grosdy swollen body and then did down
the front of it, burrowing into the center and widening. | saw acavity the size of aminetunnel open and
lineitsdlf with hundreds of thousands of pointed teeth, some the size of my head.



| saw dl the color drain from my husband’ sface. “What isit, Duncan?’
Reever looked away fromit. “A rogur.”

Drefan punched Posbret’ s face, making it turn toward the water trap. The raider leader went till asit
saw the monster lurking at the edge of the water. He scrambled off Drefan’s chassis and crawled
backward, trying desperately to get hisfeet under him.

Spine-tipped limbs sprang from the body of the rogur, impaling the smulated bodies of the Hsktskt and
dragging them back toward the water. The corpses were flung into the cavernous open maw, which
opened and closed in aspirding motion, swallowing the bodies with compulsive greed.

“When it ruled Vtaga, the rogur was virtualy indestructible, ” Reever said absently. “1t swalowsits prey
whole, and dowly digeststhem. TssVar sad it kept itsvictimsdiveinitsgullet for months.”

“But therogur isextinct,” | said. “Likethe braad.”
“The Sovant doesn't know that,” Cat said. “It has no reasoning. It only kills and eats and breeds.”

Posbret managed to escape TyalSwap’ s grasp by throwing other bodies at them. For amoment |
thought he meant to run out of the melee room, until he abruptly changed direction and came toward us.

Both Duncan and Cat raised weapons and fired at Posbret, but nothing stopped him. When he got close
enough for meto see how his skin wasrippling, | knew what it meant to do, and whom it would choose.

“Run, Jarn,” my husband said as he kept firing until the power cdll drained completely.

The pulse beams both Reever and Cat had fired at Posbret had done a great ded of damage to his body,
but he seemed unaware of it. Just before he reached us, Cat drained the last of his power cdll firing into
Posbret’ sface, which abruptly burst into flames.

| waited until Posbret came within two feet of my husband, and | jumped in front of him. “Don’t take
him,” | told the Sovant. “1’m the one you want.”

“Jarn.” Reever grabbed my waist between his hands and tried to set me out of the way.
| turned and kissed him, hard, and then jammed the syrinpress againgt his neck. “I’ m sorry.”
My husband' s eyes widened and he swiped at me with one hand before he dropped to the floor.

| turned to Posbret, who reached up and dapped at the flames on his face until they went out. Hisfur had
been burned off, as had much of the skin benegath it. Fresh blood rimmed his heat-whitened eyes as he
regarded me.

Cat dragged Reever out of the way. “What are you doing?’

“Stay back,” | said, thumbing the dosage meter on the syrinpressto aletha dose of neuroparayzer. To
Posbret | said, “1’m the one in the bounty, remember? Cherijo Torin.”

Posbret reached for me, but at the last second seized my wrist and bent it until the syrinpressfell out of
my hand.

| fought the Sovant’ s hold wildly, and felt Cat grab one of my amsas hetried to help work me free.
Posbret drove his elbow into the Omorr’ sface, knocking him away from me. He dragged me out of the
trees and threw me over his shoulder as he carried me toward the exit.



Nineteen

| didn’t know if my body would poison the Sovant, or render it immortal. | only knew that | was not
going to let it take me without afight.

| kicked and struggled, trying to writhe my way out of Posbret’ s hold. His arm would not budge an inch.
| tightened my grip on Cat’ sdagger and turned, driving it into the base of his skull.

Posbret stopped, reached back, and pulled the blade out of his neck, tossing it away asif it were no
more than atoy.

| couldn’t reach the other syrinpress| had in my pocket, so | prepared myself for the moment he put me
down. | would runin any direction, aslong asit was away from him.

Posbret pulled me off his shoulder and held mein front of the scorched ruin of hisface. His mouth
opened, and he jerked me close asif he meant to kissme. The stink of his charred flesh made me gag,
and then | went still as1 saw abubble of something stresked yellow, red, and green bulge out of his
mouith.

It had to be the Sovant embryo, ready to pass from Posbret’ s body into my own.

| groped in my pocket, hunting for the syrinpress. | found Mercy’ s mindset instead. | used my thumb to
switch it on and jammed it over Posbret’ s eyes.

He made a guttural, wordless sound and tried to shake off the mindset. When one of his hands rel eased
meto claw the unit from hisface, | wrenched out of hisgrip, fell to my feet, and turned to run.

Posbret tackled me before | took three steps and yanked me back up to hisface again. The embryo
bulged out of hismouith.

| turned my head, clamping my mouth shut and tearing a him with my fingernails, gouging a hiseyesand
burned flesh. The embryo contracted, hiding itself back in histhroat. He seized my head by clapping his
hands against my ears, and forced my faceto his.

The blows nearly desfened me. | saw ashimmer of dimsilk, and without warning we both collapsed on
thefloor. | saw Posbret’slegsroll away from hisbody and tried to do the same. Theraider leader
reached out and clamped his hand around my ankle and began dragging me back to him.

“You can't have her,” | heard Davidov say through the roar in my ears, and then saw asword flash asiit
came down. The blow severed Posbret’ s arm from his body, and | kicked free of the dead limb.
Davidov anticipated the raider leader reachingout with his remaining arm and severed that one aswell.

| crawled away from Posbret, turning over in timeto see one of the rogur’ s spines punch through his
torso. Asthe Sovant embryo began to swell outside the Gnilltak’ s mouth, Davidov bent down and
punched it asif to force it back inside the body. The embryo broke apart and dribbled small versions of
itself on Posbret’ s chest and the floor around his bodly.

TyalSwap yanked the limbless torso into the water, where it sank without a sound and was envel oped by
the dark mass beneath the surface. The smaller embryos began to roll toward me and some of the crew
of the Renko, but more pods shot out of the water and speared them, dragging them away from us. The
last embryo expanded wildly before it was cast into the maw and swallowed whole.

| shook my head severd times, trying to clear theringing from my ears. | did not hear Reever saying my
name until he lifted me from the floor and held me steady.



“| thought | sedated you,” | said, frowning at him.

“Youdid.” Anger gleamed for amoment in hisdark gray eyes. “ The chameeon cdls must have
neutrdized it.”

Therogur did back into the water trap, its body shrinking and separating. A dark pink column of ooze
emerged for amoment and shaped itsdlf into avagudy humanoid form.

“Y ou needn’t worry about it now,” Swap’svoice said. “I have contained al of it ingde me, and it cannot
freeitsdf.”

| sumbled over to the water’ s edge. “ Swap, you must expdl it before it takes over your body.”

“It cannot control my brain center, Doctor, because | didn’t bring it with me,” theworm said. “I leftitin
another part of mysdlf in the tunnels. The Sovant will not eat itsway out of me, either. My cdls, asit
happens, are quitetoxictoit.”

“Canyou digest it?” my husband asked.

Swap made his laughing sound. “ Our imitation of the rogur was rather more convincing than | had
wished. No, | do not dine on living creatures, even those as destructive as the Sovant.”

“You can't keepitindgdeyou forever,” | said.
“Itsvoracious hunger will grow until it eventualy consumesitsdf,” theworm said. “ That isthe ultimate
poetic justice.”

A part of Swap’'sdark pink body broke free and moved toward the far edge of the water trap. It
became avery tal, gaunt humanoid femae with along mane of slver-white hair and gray flesh who
surfaced and began walking up onto the shore.

Tya, now in her Odndlak form.

As sheleft the water, tiny lights seemed to fly out from her wet hair and circled around her head, spinning
down to cover her naked form in asimple tunic the color of new ice. When the garment was complete,
they spirded back up into her mane and became part of her hair again.

“Thefirst timel saw her do that,” Davidov murmured to no onein particular, “1 understood what beauty
W&”

Tyd sfeatures were not especialy beautiful. They looked blunt, soft, hardly more than indentationsin the
skin covering her face. Then shelifted her heavy eydidsand looked at me directly. Her eyes, two brilliant
orange orbswith compound black pupils, seemed to burn with acontained fire.

She walked over to where Drefan till lay, stunned from his fight with Posbret. She seemed to ook upon
him with regret before her expression blanked and she turned to face Davidov.

“Aleksal,” shesaid in alow, resonant voice utterly unlike the one she had used asthe Hsktskt. “Y ou have
had your revenge.”

“So | have” Helooked at her without interest. “And you are no longer under my control.”

| caught my breath, | was s0 sure that the two would attack each other. Then Davidov sheathed the two
blades he held and showed her hispams,



Tyaturned and walked back to the water trap, diving in and disappearing under the surface.

Swap did across the grid until part of hisform curled around Mercy’ sbare foot. “ Are you well, little
one?’

“I have aheadache that’ s bigger than your fossil collection,” she snapped, and then reached down to
stroke her hand over the ooze. “ Other than that, I’ m fine.”

“Come and see me again soon.” Swap licked her chin, making her laugh, before he did back under the
water and funneled himsdlf into the water supply pipe.

Drefan pushed himsdlf up and cameto loom over me. “I will help you with the wounded.”
Reever took my hand in hisand eyed the games magter. “Wedl will.”

We spent the next few hours transferring the surviving crew and raiders to the smward, sorting out who
needed trestment firgt, and patching up innumerableinjuries.

Drefan left only long enough to shed his damaged drednoc body and resume using his glidechair, which,
when connected to the hover view, worked admirably asasmall tractor.

“James,” | said after | had seen the last of the wounded. “1 am impressed with your version of
prosthetics.”

“It helped to have aworking body again, even if it was mostly drone.” He sounded embarrassed.

“| dso thought it was very clever of you to program that water trap into the Itan Odaras smulation. ” |
studied his guarded expression. “ Although not precisely accurate, consdering that there are no lakes,
sees, rivers, or other bodies of water on that planet.”

He shrugged. “I like water.”
“So do Swap and Tya”

“Come here.” Drefan led me away from the patientsinto aquiet corner. “A few days after you and
Reever crashed on Trellus, | had along talk with Swap about the Sovant,” he advised me. | agreed to
help him capture it. The water trap and the rogur were hisidea.”

“Therogur isextinct,” | said. “All of the stories and images of it were destroyed by the Hsktskt during
their prehistory. So tell me, how did Swap know how to make himself and Tyalook like something no
one has actually seen in thousands of years?’

“Swap aready knew,” hesaidin alow voice. “He salarva form of the rogur.”

“If you'reworried that big, pink, and smdly thing will someday evolveinto the gigantic, vicious, mindless,
planet-eating bogeyworm of myth, Doc, don't,” Mercy told me asshejoined us. “It' snot going to
happen.”

“Y ou knew about this, too.”

“Someof it.” Sheglared a Drefan. “ Some of my so-caled friends didn’t trust me to keep my head clear.
Anyway, Swap can't go to the next stage of his evolution unless he ingests a massive amount of energy.
Which hewon't.”

Energy could be measured in countlessways. “How massve?’



“Takethelargest bomb in League inventory,” she said. “A couple hundred of thoseishisideaof a
S,]a:k.”

The power it would take to contain even one blagt . . . “What if he doesn’t acquire that much energy?’

“Nothing. He sticks to being a sappy, poetry-reading, junk-collecting, overprotective, movesble
mountain of pink ooze.” She smiled a Drefan. “Which iswhat we' d dl like. More than anything.”

It was obvious that Swap had made a difficult choice. Life forever trapped in abody that could do little
but could think and reason and love required great sacrifice. But the dternative—becoming an invincible
terror that the Hsktskt had described to me as being as voracious and mindless as the Sovant— must
have seemed much worse.

“Will Swap die someday?’ | asked Mercy.

“If he doesn't evolve, yeah, eventudly hewill.” Something sparkled in her eyes as she glanced behind
me. “Don’'t worry, Doc. Until that day comes, we' Il ook after him. In the meantime, | think there's
someone coming to look after you.”

She and Drefan departed as Reever came to me. He didn’t touch me, but stared down at me with stony
disapprova.

“I’'m sorry | drugged you, but | couldn’t let it take you,” | told him. *1 am very attached to your skin.”
Heinclined hishead. “As| amto yours.”

“My blood ispoisonous,” | continued. “Y oursisnot.”

“True” Hedidn't seem impressed by the fact. “ Do you have any other excusesto make?’

“I' loveyou.” | smiled up at him. “That isnot an excuse. Itiswhy | did whet | did. | love you, Duncan,
and when it came| was so afraid that it would take you away from methat | couldn’t think. | just . . .
sedated you.” Tearsdid into the corners of my mouth. “ Okay?’

“No.” He swung me up in hisarms and carried me out of the smward. “It is not okay.”
| tried to look tired and hel pless. “What can | do to show you how sorry | am?’

“Y ou can stop trying to look tired and hel pless.”

A laugh escaped me, and | covered my mouth.

“Itisnot amusing,” he promised me. “For future reference, if you ever again drug me while we are being
attacked, and we survive, | will beat you harder than ten lideg men.”

No, hewouldn’'t. “Yes, Duncan.” | rested my cheek againgt hisheart. “| realized something today.”

His eyebrows arched. “Y ou mean, besides the fact that you are extremely reckless and possibly suicidal?

| nodded. “ Swap said something to me after we met him. He said we don’t have to make Marel
immorta. You and | can chooseinstead to be mortd.”

Reever stopped and put me down on my feet. “ Do you know what it would take now to end our lives?’



“We d haveto embrace the stars,” | said, referring to the Jorenian term for dying. “Literaly.”
“Would you sacrifice eternd life for our daughter?”

| thought, flegtingly, of the black crystal. Maggie had said that Cherijo had been created, no, designed to
gop it from destroying al lifein our galaxy. Part of that design was making her immortd. Perhaps
someday Maggie might try to force meto do everything she had expected of my former self.

But | was not Cherijo, and that day was not today.

“I will livefor her,” | said. “And you.”

Twenty

We should have done something more romantic that night than fall adeep the moment we climbed onto
the deeping platform, but Reever and | were both exhausted. It took every ounce of strength | had left
amply to crawl into hisarms and close my eyes.

Some ten hours later | woketo find my fully dressed husband placing atray of teaand morning bread
next to the deeping platform.

“How long have you been up?’ | said around ayawn.

“A few hours.” He put ahand to my shoulder when | tried to get out of bed. “Ked and Cat arelooking
after the patients. Drefan and Mercy have Alek in adetention cell, and they are trying to decide what to
do about him. They would liketo talk to us about hisfuture.”

“I hope you aren’'t going to defend Davidov, or what he did to these people,” | said before | took asip
of my tea

“No, thistime Alek ison hisown.” Reever sat down beside me. “ The repairs to the scout are compl eted.
We can leave Trelus as soon as you' re ready to go.”

“I'll start packing right now.” | drained my server and swung my legs over the side of the platform, and
then hesitated as | thought of the wounded still needing care. | could leave instructions with Drefan and
Mercy on how to ded with them, but that would serve only as atemporary measure. “ Duncan, these
people need adoctor who can live on colony, or at least visit them regularly. Do you think the Jorenians
would be willing to help them?’

He nodded. “ There is one more problem we need to discuss. Swap, and Tya. No one can know about
them, Jarn.”

| didn’t think anyone would bedieve meif | did tell them. “Whereis Tya?’

“She disappeared into the water system pipes, and hasn’'t come back.” He gave me atroubled look.
“Both Swap and Tyaare extraordinary beings. If the Hsktskt knew alarva rogur existed, for example,
they would not rest until they destroyed Trdlus.”

| knew how much the Hsktskt feared their ancient, extinct enemy—even thoughts of the creature could
dter thereptilians brain chemigtry. “ Agreed. And knowing the League, they would try to steal theworm
and use him as awegpon.”

“Odndlak are universaly feared and despised throughout the gaaxy for their abilities,” my husband said.
“Most areimprisoned or killed.”



| gave him atroubled look. “We can’t tell anyone what happened here. Not even our friends.” He shook
hishead. “All right, | will say nothing about them.”

Reever kissed my forehead. “Thank you.”
| pulled back, surprised. “Were you concerned that | would expose them?”’

“I know how you fed about lies.” He ran his hand over the untidy mass of my hair. “Now eat your
breakfast. We have much to do before we leave the colony.”

We entered the detention area where Tya had been kept a prisoner for so long. Most of the lights were
dimmed, but | could see who now occupied the cell: Alek Davidov.

“Isthismore of Swap’s poetic justice?’ | asked my husband.

“Perhaps.” Reever may have had no intentions of defending Davidov, but | could seethat he didn’t care
to see hisformer friend locked up.

“It'sour justice,” Mercy said as she and Drefan joined us. “Colonid security has given ustheir blessing.
We can do anything with him that welike.” Her voice hardened. “I' m thinking execution. ”

Davidov came over to stand by the inhibitor webbing. “How do you proposeto do it, beautiful 7’ he said
in aperfect imitation of Cat’ svoice. “Will you make me the happiest man in the gdaxy and fuck meto
desth?’

Mercy turned to Drefan. “If we go with the execution option, | get to be the one who pushes the button.”

The games master nodded. “1 want the brain and spind tissue. He can power one of my drednoc chassis
for afew decades.”

“Isn’'t there another option?” | asked.

Mercy took out the mindset. “1 meant to tell you, Doc, you didn’t hit playback on this when you jammed
it on Posbret’ sface. Y ou hit record.” She dangled the mindset in front of Davidov’ sface. “How would
you like to spend afew decadesin my fantasizer, reliving what it was like for poor old Posbret to be
possessed by a Sovant and have his face burned off and hisinsdes eaten dive?’

“Enough of this” Reever said suddenly. “Alek, you haveto tell them.”

“Duncan. Giving into threats of unbearable torture, so soon?” The Terran’ s expression grew mockingly
pained. “| thought my secrets were safe with you—"

“Tell them about the Sovant,” my husband said flatly, “or | will.”

Mercy looked murderous. “ There had better not be another of those fucking things on my colony, or |
will weld this mindset to your head.”

“No.” Theironic pleasure disgppeared from Davidov’ sface. “ That wasthe last one.”
Drefan began to say, “How could you—"

“Because I'vekilled dl the others.” Davidov turned his back on us and sat down on the cell’ sberth. “I
had to. Y ou can't tdll them apart, and you certainly can't interrogate them. I'll never know which one got
onto my ship. | liketo think it wasthis one. It seemed to have ataste for remote places and clueless
vidims”



“Y ou had a Sovant on your ship?’

Davidov nodded. “1t was clever at first, and made the killings look like accidents. An air lock failure. A
flashfireinthegdley.” Hetook in adeep breath. “ And then it took my wife.”

Asangry as| waswith Davidov, | felt asmal surge of empathy. “Did you haveto kill her?’

His hands dug into the berth’ s edge. “ She was mostly gone by thetime | discovered it wasinside her. My
pilot tried to stop me, of course; the crew thought | had gone mad. The next thing | knew, | was locked
up in the cargo hold and that thing had free run of my ship.”

“How long did the crew last?’ Drefan asked.

“A couple of months. We were on aremote route, and the men really didn’t understand what was
happening. They thought it was adisease, and signded for help, and diverted to atrade outpost with a
smal FreeClinic. By thetimewe reached it, | was the only one left. The Sovant was saving mefor lagt, |
guess. It landed and came for me. | wounded it, but the outpost officias boarded my ship and took it to
their medica center.”

“Why didn’t you tell usthisfrom the beginning?’ Drefan demanded. “We would have helped you.”

Davidov gave him anironic look. “1 did that a the outpost. | told them everything, and they thought | was
crazy and locked me up again. By the time they stopped squabbling about it, the Sovant had taken the
body of atrader and hisship. It was gone.”

“So you went after it.”

His shoulders moved. “I hired anew crew, bought the Renko, and started hunting them. That wasten
yearsago.”

Drefan leaned forward. “Why did you endave Tya?’

“Endave her?’ Davidov laughed. “I saved her life. She wasthe Hsktskt' s prize arena fighter for years,
theonethey cdled TydasvVar.”

“‘Soul eater,”” Reever trandated for me.

“Tyahad been fighting death matches since she was able to walk. One day she threw her weapons down
on the sand and refused to fight again. When | found her, her owner wasin the process of begting her to
death—and | needed a shifter to help mekill the last Sovant.”

“Shedidn’t want to help you,” | reminded him. *'Y ou put an implant in her body that kept her from
shifting. You lied to her and told her it would kill her if shedidn’t do asyou said.”

Helooked unconcerned. “I never said | was perfect. Once | knew | had the last of them cornered here, |
needed Tyato gtir thingsup.”

“ S0 you made her shift into a Hsktskt and then trapped her in that form.” Reever shook his head. “ After
everything that happened to usin the arena, how could you?’

“Odnalak usefear to survive. | wasn't asking her to do anything she hadn’t done on her own before. It
was unfortunate that she despised the Hsktskt so much that she refused to take on the form voluntarily. |
didn’t have timeto persuade her to get over it.” He smiled. “I saw the implant as akindness. Much more
humane than begting her the way thelizardsdid.”



“Mercy,” Drefan sad softly, “ give methat trigger.”

Davidov looked up and grinned as he touched his chest. “If you think you can bluff me. . .” Hefelt
something, frowned, and tore open histunic, running his hand over the flesh above hisheart. Hisgaze
turned lethd. “Whet did you put insde me?’

“Nothing new, blade dancer.” Mercy took out asmall handheld device and showed it to him. “Recognize
this? It'sthetrigger for acardiac implant. Just likethe onel put insde your chest last night, after you ate
your last medl. Which was drugged, by theway.”

Reever turned to her. “Y ou know what they do to blade dancers.”

“Oh, yeah, I'vetumbled afew in my day.” She ran her thumb around the only switch on the device. “So
one push, and no more Alek Davidov.”

“Go ahead.” Davidov stretched out on the berth. “1’m not afraid of dying.”
He fears nothing, Tyahad said.

“Mercy,” my husband said quietly. “Y ou know Alek only for what he' s done here. He was once a good
man. He smuggled daves with me, and returned them to their homeworlds and their families. He saved
thousands”

Davidov bared histeeth. “ Shut up, Duncan, and let the lady take her revenge.”

“After helogt hiswife, helost agreat ded of hishumanity,” my husband continued. “He became
obsessed with avenging her death. He loved her very much.” He glanced at me. “1 don’t approve of his
methods, but | understand his motivation.”

Davidov made adisgusted sound. “Can you believe that he was the most savage, ruthless, unbestable
arenafighter the Hsktskt have ever owned?’

“What do you want meto do, Reever?” Mercy asked, ignoring Davidov’'sjeer. “Let him wak away?’
When my husband nodded, she sighed. * So we go with the backup plan.”

Mercy opened the cell door and pulled aside the inhibitor webbing. “We repaired your ship, and put
what’ sleft of your crew onit. Y ou have one hour to get off Trellus.”

Davidov got to hisfeet. “Y ou'reletting me go?’ He sounded uncertain.
“WEe re throwing you off our colony,” Drefan said, hisvoice cold.

“Remember how you lied to Tyaabout her implant? That inspired meto do alittle tinkering,” Mercy told
him. “There’ salocator beacon in your cardiac implant, long with a pressure-triggered cache of
Tingaean venom, for which there is no antidote, by the way. We |l dways know whereyou are, Aleksal.
If you try to remove theimplant, you'll be dead in ten seconds. And if you ever come back to Trellus
agan, I'll hit thetrigger.”

Davidov took a step toward her. “What' sto keep me from taking the trigger from you?”
“Nothing. Here, you can have thisone.” She smiled and tossed the device at him.
“Lights” Drefan said.

The emittersflared to life, illuminating every inch of the detention area. On the walls someone had hung



hundreds of brackets. In each bracket sat atrigger identica to the onein Mercy’ s hand.

“We took the precaution of replicating some spares,” Mercy said. “1 have some back a my place, and
we' Il be sending afew offworld to some friends. If anything happensto me or Drefan, they’ll be
digtributed to everyonein the colony. That includes every relative of every colonist the Sovant killed.”
She cocked her head. “How long do you think it will take before one of them hits the button?”

Davidov inclined hisheed. “Brilliant and beautiful. ” He took the pack she tossed at him before he turned
to meand Reever. “1t seemsthat I’ min your debt again, old friend.”

“I no longer count you asafriend.”

“That’sashame, because | can be useful.” Davidov shouldered the pack. “While | was transmitting my
phony bounty around the quadrant, | received severd inquiries. One came from a mercenary who was
dready hunting you. He offered me eight million creditsto turn you over to him.”

“Whowasit?’ | asked.

“I don’'t have aname,” Davidov said. “Only arelay code.” Herecited a series of letters and numbers. “I
wouldn’t contact him directly, unless you have a death wish. Drefan, | wish you luck.” He reached over,
grabbing Mercy and jerking her to him for aquick, hard kiss, and dodging her fist. “ Enjoy your Omorr,

She dlipped him on the jaw with her follow-through punch. “Get off my colony and stay off, you
bastard.”

And that, | thought as| watched him wak down the corridor and disappear around the corner, was the
only thing that | was sure Davidov would do.

As soon as the Renko took off from the surface, | suggested we find Tyaand let her know that Davidov
was done and she was free of him.

“| talked to Swap last night,” Mercy said. “He found her and tried to talk to her, but she dipped away
into another pipe. Hethinks she' slost it.”

“BEvenif she has, we can't abandon her,” Drefan said. “We owe her our lives”

“I don’t think she'll let anything living get near her,” Mercy said, and then gave him a speculative look.
“Of course, shewouldn’t be afraid of adred. Especidly onethat was alittle more human than the
others”

Drefan turned hisglidechair around. “ 1’1l suit up.”

| caught Mercy’ sarm. “ That mindset that recorded Posbret’ s thoughts and fedlings while the Sovant was
ingde him—you are going to destroy it.”

“Do | haveto?" Shelaughed as she saw my reaction. “Doc, | was bluffing. Cat ran the playback through
aremote unit for usto view, and there was nothing recorded. It was completely blank.” The amusement
faded from her expression. “ The Sovant didn't have any thoughts or fedings.”

“But you let Davidov believe. . .” | shook my head. “ That was aterrible thing to do.”
“That,” she corrected, “waswhat heredly deserved.”

Reever and | went down into the tunnels with Drefan to help look for the Odnallak. We started at the



substation, where my husband used the water temperature sensors to check each pipe.

“Here.” He pointed to one section where the water was twenty degrees warmer than anywhere else
under the colony.

Drefan’ s halo glowed green as he bent down to look at the schematic. “ There' san old retention reservoir
under the pipesthere. The origind colonigts built it for their childrento play in.”

We went to the reservoir, and Reever and | stayed back out of sight while Drefan went in. There was no
sgn of Tya, but he lowered himsdf down to St by the reservair, asif he meant to wait.

An outlet valve on one of the pipesturned, and along, gray figure did out and dove into the standing
water. She swam toward Drefan and then hoisted hersalf out, rising to face him as he stood.

| wrapped my arms around my waist. They looked exactly asthe drednoc and the vra had in my
nightmares.

“What are you doing down here, drone?’ Tyareached for the drednoc’ s centra pandl, and then went il
as Drefan raised hisface shidlds and reveded himsdlf to her. “You.”

“Me.” He caught her arm when shetried to dive back into the reservoir. “I want to talk to you.”
“I have nothing to say to you, Terran.”

“That’ sashame, because | have alot to tell you.” He released her. 1 never knew about the daves being
used in my mines, Tya Had | known, | would never have dlowed it.”

“Why would you care about daver meet?’ Her orange eyes regarded him steadily. “They madeyou a
weslthy, rich man.”

“No amount of credit isworth asinglelife.” He stepped back from her. “It’swhy | never tried to escape
from the mines after | was made adave. | believed that it was justice for what had been donein my
name.”

“Thenyou areafoal.”

“I made friends with the other miners. | saw how they lived, and struggled. | watched them suffer, and
some of them diein stupid accidents. | came to the point when | would have done anything for them.” He
lifted hisartificid arm. “I should not have survived the accident that crushed my limbs. | didn’t want to. It
was supposed to be my find penance.”

“| darted tolikeit,” Tyasad in ahollow, faraway tone. “Killing other daves. | couldn’t wait to get onto
the sand. It wasthe only time| felt alive. That’ swhy | cast down my sword. Not because | wasa
coward. Because they made meinto akiller. When they tied me up and started beating me, | knew |
would die. | welcomed it. And then Davidov came.”

“Mercy took mein,” Drefan said. “ Shewouldn't let me go.”

“Do you know what | can do, Terran?’ The whitelightsin her hair swirled around her, and changed her
shape into that of Alek Davidov. “1 can read your thoughts and shape mysdlf into what you despise. ”
She shifted a second time, growing into the burned, tortured image of Posbret. “What you dread.” The
lights spun again, and she became amirror image of Drefan, his body trapped in ill-fitting prosthetics.
“What you most fear.”



“| prefer your trueform.”

Tyaspun hersdlf into her tal, ghostly shape. “Why do you bother with me?” she asked, turning awvay
from him. “1 am broken, useless. A coward. | couldn’t even let Davidov kill mewith his poison.”

“I hated my body so much | tried to make myself into adrone.” Drefan looked down at his armored
chassis. “1 built this place so that | could use the games to take daves from their owners and give them
new lives. But my anger and my sdlf-hatred will never leave me. Theonly time | fed diveiswhen I’'mthe
drednoc, and | can fight smulations. | remove al the safeties.”

Shestared a him. “Sodo|.”
“Davidov isgone,” hetold her, “and hewill never bother you again. You arefreeto leave Trellus.”

Tya shair coiled around her face, hiding her expression. “1 have nowhere to go. My people are scattered
across the gdaxy, and they would have no use for an Odnalak who will not use fear. Other speciesdo
not understand my kind and would attack me, or would try to control and use me, as Alek did.”

“Y ou could stay here, with me.” Drefan held out his gauntlet. “I understand you, Tya. | will protect you.
Perhaps together we can at last find some peace.”

For along moment the Odnallak said nothing, and then she took a deep breath. “Will | haveto become a
Hsktskt again?’

Drefan smiled. “Never, unlessyou want to.”
“I hate them, you know.” Sowly shetook hishand. “I will stay.”
| et out the breath | was holding, and then took Reever’ shand and silently retreated.

It took afew more days of caring for the wounded and hel ping repair the damage to the domes before
Reever and | felt ready to leave Trellus. Mercy cameto our quarters early that day with a parting gift.

“Thisisan old Aksdllan mining map for this quadrant that my parents and their friends brought with
them,” she said, spreading out the fragile, cracked sheet of plason our table. “ They bought it off atrader,
and used it to pick the sitefor the colony.”

“Itisaninteresting relic,” my husband said.

“It' salittle more than that. These mapswere never archived because the Aksdllans didn’t want anyone
else using their surveys. Mogt of them were destroyed when they |eft the quadrant and moved on to
richer territories. This one was probably stolen.” Her mouth quirked. “The occupied worlds are marked
with symbolsfor species, type of climate, and minera content.” She pointed to one planet with adark
triangle marked besideit. “ That isthe symbol for the black crystal.”

| looked at the map. There were hundreds of tiny planetary systems depicted, and thousands of black
triangles. It was a survey that must have taken centuriesto complete.

“I want you to haveit.” Mercy rolled it up carefully, replaced it in the tube she had brought, and handed it
tome. “All | ask inreturn isthat you promise never to tell anyone about Tyaand Swap.”

| exchanged alook with Reever. “We would do that without the map, Mercy.”

“Then let it be abon voyage present.” She dung an arm around my shoulders and gave me a hug.



We made our last stop at Gamers central control.

Ked sat in Drefan’s glidechair and monitored the games, while Cat prepared some sort of beverage. The
new prosthetic eye | had fitted for it glittered asit turned its head to greet us. “1 was hoping you' d drop
in. Come out onto the hover view, Cherijo. You're going to love this”

Cat handed me a server of abubbly liquid. “Champagne,” he said as he passed more of the sameto
Reever and Mercy. “Terran fermented-fruit juice, used for celebrations. It' svile, but if you bresthe
through your mouth, drinkable.”

| Sipped some of the drink, forgot to breathe through my mouth, and sneezed. “What are we celebrating?

Mercy touched the Side of her server to mine. “Life, Doc. Life.”

Cold air kissed my face as we entered the grid, which had been programmed to Smulate avery
familiar-looking ice world. Towering plateaus of blue and white loomed against akvinka-torn sky. Below
us aseries of snow bridges, methane fields, and ice caves formed an elaborate playing field.

The humanoid who entered with a dozen guards wore the garb of adaver. He swatted the frosty air with
an oversized sword and far too much enthusiasm.

“What are you waiting for?” he bellowed at Ked. “Initiate the program.”

| looked over at the drednoc who stepped out from one of the largest ice caves. Hishalo threw acircle
of purplelight on theice. The jlorra beside him was a massive fema e who lowered her head and
growled, her blue claws digging into the snow crust, her orange eyes burning asif from afirewithin. A
beautiful icestone collar glittered around her neck.

The drednoc briefly rested one of his gauntlets on the top of the feline’shead, and | smiled as| saw her
rub againg his palm. Then they began waking dowly toward the gamer and his guards.

| glanced at Kedl’s console, and saw that the daver and his guards were the smulations. “An interesting
game”

Ked grinned. “We hopeit will apped to the real daverswho stop by the colony.”
“We need atoast,” Mercy said. “Duncan, will you do the honors?’
“Tolife” Reever said, raising his champagne. “And to those who choosetoliveit.”

* * % % %
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