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KHALOSSA

Prologue

Adjutant Myak pressed the chime on the outside of Com-mander Raguul's private quarters and waited.
He could have used the comm, but both he and the Commander preferred the persona touch. Asthe
door did open, he stifled ayawn, extending his claws to scratch vigoroudly behind hisleft ear. Hed get
no more deep that night either. The starship Khalossa was dready on Yelow 2 dert.

Commander Raguul lay propped up on one e bow, regard-ing him baefully. The set of his ears showed
hisirritation at being disturbed in the middle of hisnight.

"Yes, Myak?'
"The duty crew thought you'd like to know we've just re-celved atransmission from the Srroki, Sr."

"The Srrokil" Raguul frowned, earsflicking briefly. " She's the one that missed the rendezvousin the



sxth quad-rant, isn't she?"
"That'sright, Sir. You just posted her as officialy miss-ing.”
"You didn't wake mejust for that, surely. What wasit thistime? Not more freak sorms?”

"Not thistime, gr. They've found the Others." Myak could hardly keep histail from swaying with
pleasure.

Raguul sat up. "Found them?"

"Yes, dr. The Srroki was shot down by them on a planet designated as KX 1311. Our people arein
hiding with asec-ond group of diens and request that we go to their aid.”

"Natives, eh?'

"Not natives, gr, colonists, anew species. Sub-Commander Kolem thought you might want to hear the
origind transmis-son yoursdf."

Raguul was dready out of bed and dressing. "Tell me about the Others," he ordered as he pressed the
sedson hisjacket.

"They've asubstantiad base on the planet, plus two domed cities and garrison posts a each of the four
colony towns. They're capable of putting up aformidable resistance.”

"Has—whatzisname—transmitted the | ocations of these occupied zones?' demanded the Commander,
fumbling with hisbdt.

Myak moved forward to help him. "Captain Garras, Sr. Communicationsis still decoding the message,
but we be-lieve s0."

"These colonigts, what'rethey like?"

"They're upright and bilaterd like us, and theré's atele-path among them,” said Myak, stepping back as
he finished with die Commander's belt.

Raguul'stail began to flick as his ears and head swiveled round to look at Myak. "Telepaths, you say."
"Yes, ar. It seemsthat our telepath hasformed alink to one of the femae colonigts.”

"Has he now?' Raguul took the brush Myak was holding out toward him and, flattening his ears out of
theway, ran it cursorily acrossthetop of hishead. He handed it back to his adjutant.

"Apparently, Sr," said Myak, returning the brush to the night table.

"Any moretactical details such asthe numbers of the Others on the planet, their firepower, capabilities of
thar craft?’

"There could be, Sir. As| said, they're still decoding the message,” replied Myak, following the
Commander out.

"Has a course been set for KX 13117
"They're waiting for your orders, r.”

"Tdl die bridge to have achart of sector Six set up on the main screen.”



When Raguul reached the bridge, it was humming with suppressed excitement. Sub-Commander Kolem
rose from his seet, offering it to the Commander. With anod of thanks, Raguul sat down.

"Have you finished decoding the message?' he asked.
"Judt finished, dr," said Communications. " Putting it on audio now."

Raguul and his bridge crew sat and listened to the voice of Mito Rralgu, the communications officer from
the scouter

Srroki. Though terse, the message held dl the information they had hoped it would.

Getting to hisfeet again, Raguul turned to Sub-Commander Kolem. "1 want yourself, Tactics, Wegpons,
and Sub-Commander Chaazu in my briefing room today at the fourth hour. See that the chart of sector
sx isset up on the holo-table. Keep the ship on Y dlow 2 dert and ensure Chaazu gets the message.
With aweek of trangit time ahead of us, | want those ground troops of his ready before we reach KX
1311"

"Yes gr."

"In the meantime, relay that message to my comm. Sholan High Command will want to heer it. The
bridgeisyours.”

"Aye, gr."
Raguul wasfinishing hismed in the bridge mess when he was paged through the comm system.
"Approaching KX 1311 now, sir," said Sub-Commander Kolem'svoice.

With agrowl of annoyance, he gulped down hismug of c'shar and got to his feet. Changing hismind, he
turned and negtly speared the remaining piece of meat with a clawtip. These disturbed meas weren't
doing his gut-ache any good. Up until aweek ago this had been aboring, routine mis-son. He had a
feding it wasn't going to last. Mop-up oper-ations had away of getting very messy.

Kolem rose and stood aside for the Commander.

Raguul waved him back. "Sit, gt. I'll stand for now," he said, looking at the view screen displaying the
KX 1311 system. "l presume there's no sign yet of that back-up we were promised?'

"Not yet, gr."

A sudden burst of sound filled the bridge, then stopped.

"Our long-range scanners have activated a coded message from the life pod, Sir,” said the comm officer.
"Get onto it immediately,” said Raguul.

"I'm picking up anincoming signd in sector five, Sr," said Navigation. "It'san Alliance fleet identity. They
should be on screen any moment now.”

A portion of the upper right-hand quadrant of the screen appeared to waver, then steady as a group of
ships materid-ized out of jump.



"l dentities coming in now, Sir. Battleship Cheku, accom-panied by the cruisers T'chelu, Rryabi, Vriji,
and the Vek'ihk, a Sumaan craft.”

"Sgnd fromthe Cheku, gr," said the secondary commu-nications officer. " Cheku's comm officer says
Commander Vroozoi wishesto speak to you in private. He adds that the tanker and escort shipsare
following."

"Patch it through to my briefing room," said Raguul, turn-ing away from the screen.

"Force Commander," said Raguul, aflick of his ears ac-knowledging the other's superior rank. "What
can | dofor you?'

"Raguul. | seeyou struck it lucky thistime," said Vroozoi. "High Command says you've found a den of
these Others.”

"Y es, Commander. Asyou know, our report says there are only afew thousand of them on the planet.
Though | doubt well need dl your firepower, it's still comforting to have it. We aren't equipped for an
extended military campaign.”

"Each to hisown, eh, Raguul?' VVroozoi dropped hismouth in alazy smile. "That'swhy we're here” His
tone changed and became sharper, more businesdike. "1 want you to join me an hour from now for a
tactical briefing. You'll get acopy of your new ordersthen. Y our assault craft will remain on the
Khalossa, but they and their crews will form an integrated part of my task force. Once the planet has
been secured, you'l bein charge of the diplomatic side. I'll see you within the hour,” he said, reaching
forward to close the channd.

Raguul frowned at the comm. Hed come across Vroozoi before. An ambitious mae, that one,
determined to climb as high as he could within the forces. Rumor had it that there were more than afew
people who had had the misfortune to be between him and what he wanted. Their shattered careers
littered his past like falen leaves. Raguul didn't intend to become one of them.

He sghed and, leaning forward, paged Myak, requesting him to join him. Switching off the comm, he got
to hisfeet and headed back to hisbridge.

Sub-Lieutenant Draz looked up from the scanner display as the Commander reentered the bridge.
"Scans show no sig-nalsgoing in or out. I'd hazard a guess that our people have done some heavy
damage to their coastal base. The Others appear to be blind and desaf.”

"Let's hope you'reright. Thelast thing we want is a pro-longed campaign. I'll take that seat now, Kolem,”
he said. "Order my shuttle made ready. I'm to join Vroozoi on the Cheku within the hour.”

"Yes, ar," said Kolem, hurriedly standing up and moving to one side.

"Message decoded, sir. It'sfor our resident Leskas," said the communications officer.
"What?" Raguul sivung round to face him.

"It'sfromthe Srroki's telepath, Kusac Alda, to our Leskapair.”

"Yousadtha," sad Raguul tedtily. "What'sit say?'

"It's security coded, Sir," the comm officer said gpologet-icaly.

"Then passit on, and tell them | expect an explanation,” said Raguul, pressing his hand to his somach as



astab of pain hit him. He grimaced as he kneaded his gut to relieve the pressure. He just knew this
mission was going to be messy. Some people had weather-wise joints. He had atrouble-predicting gut.

"Message incoming from Shola, gir," called out the sec-ondary comm officer.

Raguul stifled agroan. Thiswasall he needed. "I'll take it on the main screen. Patch it through.”
Theimage of Chief Commander Chuz of the Sholan High Command replaced the view of KX 1311.
"Commander Raguul," he said, earsflicking in acknowl-edgment. "Y ou've located the Others.”

"Y es, Chief Commander Chuz. We've located some of them at least. Seemsthey were using this planet
asahogpita and R & R base. They cal themsdves Vategans. I'll be ableto tell you more when we'rein
contact with our people on the surface.”

"I want information from these Valtegans as soon as pos-sible, Raguul; so does Alien Rdlations. I've put
you in charge of interrogating al prisoners. | want to know as amatter of urgency why they destroyed
our colony worlds. AlRel dso wantsinformation collected on this new species of natives. Get your First
Contact people onto that. Send us the results of the Srroki's debriefing as soon asyou haveit; at least
itll giveusadarting point." He stopped talking to glance briefly to one sde.

"I've been asked to remind you to convey the message from Konis Aldatan to Kusac Aldaas soon as
possible. Until we received your report regarding the Srroki and the Others, Konis had no ideawhere
his son was. Kusac disappeared ayear ago and hasn't been in touch since.” »

"I'll pass the message on, Chief Commander.”
"Good. Keegp meinformed of your progress.” The screen went blank.

A glass of whiteliquid gppeared in front of Raguul. He took it gratefully from Myak. "Thank you," he
said, down-ing the contents and handing the empty glass back to his ad-jutant. "Couldn't you make it
taste more palatable?' he asked.

"I'm afraid not, Sir. I'd have to see the dispensary about that."

"Then do it, please. I've afeding I'm going to be taking alot of thisvile brew."
"Rhian and Askad, our resident Leska pair, arewaiting, Sr,” said Myak.
"Send themin."

The two telepaths came onto the bridge. One look at the set of their ears and Raguul knew their news
was not good.

"Commander, we're here to report on the message we re-ceived from the life pod. It was from Kusac
Alda, telepath on the Srroki," said Rhian, thefemae.

Raguul nodded and waited.
Rhian looked at Askad.
"Wel?' prompted Raguul. "One of you had better tell | me!™

"Kusac's requested our intercession on behaf of hisLeska," said Askad.



Raguul frowned a them, hisearsflicking briefly. "His Leska, you say. Asfar asI'm aware, he doesn't
have aLeska. Myak, what do you know about this?"

"We have him listed as a grade five telepath, Commander. At that basic alevd of talent they don't form
LeskaLinks" replied his adjutant.

"I'm afraid he has one now, Commander,” said Askad. "His Leskaisn't a Sholan, she's one of the people
who liveon the planet. A Terran.”

Raguul closed hiseyes. "HisLeskaisan dien?"

"Yes, dr. He's asked that we meet him on Keissand..." began Rhian.

"Keiss?'

"What they call their world, sir. He wants usto meet him on Keiss and take charge of hisLeska He's
afraid of her be-ing seen as a specimen for the Medicsto study. Apparently shesaheder.”

Raguul took adeep breath and opened hiseyes. "What in Vartra's nameis he trying to do?' The question
was rhetor-ical. "We meet another telepathic speciesfor thefirst timein five hundred years and he goes
and formsaLeska Link to one of them without even aby your leave! They haven't even been
investigated yet! Surely even the densest cub would be aware of the diplomatic implications. I'll have his
hide on my wall for thisl" he promised grimly.

"Commander, you can't creste aLeskaLink," said Rhian. "It'sagift from the Gods. It just happensto
you, you have no power over it."

"He's not respong ble for forming the link, Commander,” said Askad.

Raguul let loose atring of invectives. "Then you'd better get permission from Mentor Mnyato go down
tothis... Kess... whenit's been secured!”

"Yes gar."
"Seetoit now. Dismissed!™

When they'd left, he turned to Myak. "This Situation has al the makings of a powder keg ready to blow
up under us. What the hell is Kusac playing at? With his background he should know better!”

"Oh, it getsbetter, sr," said Myak quietly. "While Rhian and Askad were with you, contact was
established with Cap-tain Garras of the Srroki. He's requested an armed escort for Irisfirst officer who
isunder arrest for mutiny. He Chd-lenged Kusac Aldaagaingt orders. Thissame maeismaking
dlegations againgt Kusac of mentaly controlling this Terran female and forcing her to become hisLeska
for sexud rea-sons. | know, sir," he said, seeing his Commander's eye ridges go up. "That means Kusac
and hisLeskawill have to face a Teepath Guild hearing.”

"Asyou sad, it gets better by the minute," said Raguul testily. "The Gods know what Vroozoi will make
of al thisl So Kusac'sarunaway, ishe? Well, at least he's shown more spirit than most telepaths! His
father's going to create some

Chapter |

"| think you'd better come and seethisfor yoursalves" called Davis from his concealed position at the
mouth of the cave.



Garras, Sitting near the entrance, pricked his ears, turning to face the circle of daylight.

Mito legped to her feet and ran outside. "They've come!” sheydled, her voice dl but drowned out by the
now audible sound of high levd airborne vehicles. There was a generd rush to the cave mouth as
everyone surged into the open to stare up at the approaching craft. Even as they watched, agroup of
them banked toward the Vategan base, the faint glow of energy weapons lancing down. Plumes of
smoke be-gan to rise, accompanied by the sounds of distant explo-sions.

"All right!" ydlled Davies, waving hisriflein thear asasaute to the avenging craft.

"My God, the sky's dmost black with them," said Skin-ner, watching as more vehicles headed out
toward Geshader and Tashkerra.

"They certainly know wherethey're going,” said Nelson. He turned to Mito. "Just what did you put in that
message?'

"Thelocation of every strategic Vategan unit,” she said smugly. "It ssemsthey got the message
correctly.”

"Get under cover," ordered Skinner. "We're far from safe yet, thisis only the beginning." He pointed to
the south where some Vategan craft had just taken to the air. "If they see us, we've nowhereto hide.
Bdieve me, within hoursthis planet will be crawling with Vateganstrying to escape cap-ture. Get
moving!" he bellowed as everyone hesitated, torn between a desire to watch the forthcoming aerid battle
and the need to remain hidden.

There was amad scramble to get back under cover and to secure agood vantage point at the mouth of
the cave. Garras took advantage of the confusion to have a quiet word with Skinner, who glanced
sharply at Guynor, then nodded. Casu-dly, he went over to Anders and Hughes, drawing them aside. A
few words with them and they returned to the group at the cave mouth, flanking Guynor on either side.

Having observed the interchange, Kusac limped over to where Carrie stood on tiptoe, trying vainly to see
over the heads of Jo, Edwards, and Davies.

" told you they would come," he said, placing ahand on her shoulder.
"You wereright,” she said, her tone somber. "Time doesn't stop for anyone.”

Kusac tightened his grasp reassuringly. Y ou see your future up therein the skies, not Sholan war craft. |
under-stand,” he said.

Come, it's safer if we move away from them, he sent, nod-ding in the direction of Guynor. Anders and
Hughes had just taken hold of the Sholan mae, placing him under close ar-rest.

Now the Khalossa is here, Garras doesn't trust Guynor's parole. His hatred of usis so strong he
may not wait for the results of my hearing or his court martial before deciding to take the law into
his own hands.

Carrieturned away from the cave mouth, moving out from under his hand.
"l wish | had your confidencein the future,” she said, un-willing to look at him.

Acutely aware of her growing unease and withdrawa from him over the last few days, Kusac took her
by the arm, urging her farther into the cave with him. He led her past the group gathered round the Sholan
transmitter, toward an empty table at the far side of the main cave, sensing as he did so her reluctance to



bedonewith him.
Carrie, | think it's time we talked.

For amoment he felt her resist. Then, as he eased himsalf down with his back to the wall, she dipped
onto the bench facing him. Inwardly he sighed, trying to block his annoy-ance over yet another of her
unsubtle hintsthat she was a person in her own right, gpart from him.

"| prefer to vocalize," shesaid in Sholan.

Kusac shrugged, leaning his elbows on the table. "It makes no differenceto me," he said mildly. "l said it
wastimeto talk, anditis. | know you can shield some things from our Leskabond, and should | choose
to pry, | could probably find out what." He held up his hand to forestd| her as hefdt theindignation and

denid that roseto her lips.

"I chooseingtead to ask you," he continued. " So tel mewhy thisisthefirst timein three daysthat weve
been done”

Carrie examined her hands. "I'm not avoiding you, Kusac," she said at length.
"True," he agreed amicably. "Y ou're just avoiding being done with me.”

"I'm not redly. | only want to spend what time | have left on Keisswith my own people. It cameasa
shock to redlize how soon | would beleaving everything | know behind, and how much there wasto
leave™

"Y ou've said these words before, Carrie. While | recog-nize their truth, I'm listening for the words you've
not spo-ken."

Carrielooked up with afaint smile. "'l forgot that haf truths aren't possible between us."

The smile faded and she sighed, reaching for his hand. She held it between both of hers, stroking the dark
fur be-foreturning it over to look at hispalm. It was much like hers, flesh-colored, the fingerslong and
narrow. The sharp tipped claws were retracted now.

"Y ou know what | fed about you, Kusac," she said, as he turned his hand to clasp one of hers. "Our
Link makesit im-possible for meto hideit, and | know what you fedl for me. Y our conviction that our
Leskabond must be like the Sholan one—linked aslife-mates, body and mind—frightensme.”

His hand tightened on hers, claws automatically coming out, to be retracted dmost as soon as they
touched her.

"Do you wish the Link hadn't been forged?" he asked, trying to keep his voice and thoughts neutrd.

"No," shereplied quickly, frowning. "I don't wish it un-done, but | wish | had had achoice! It ssemsthat
al my life other people or circumstances have dictated what | do. Just for once I'd like to have some say
inthe matter."

"What do you want to do?' he asked, cursing inwardly as histail gave aninvoluntary flick against her
legs. "Do you want to remain on Keiss?'

"I don't want to stay here," she said. "No, | intend to leave with you. Apart from anything ese, we have
to attend your guild hearing and Guynor's court-martial. | wouldn't let you go through those alone no
matter what | felt for you."



"Thank you," hesaid dryly.

"So much has happened since we left my home," she said, her eyestaking on adistant look. "Do you
redize it was only about a month ago? \Who could guess so much could happen in so short atime?”

She came back to the present, giving hersdf alittle shake, agesture that was amost Sholan.

"l just need sometime to adjust to the changesin my life, to decide what | want to do." She looked
intently at him. "Could you do that? Would you |let me have sometimeto mysdf?"

"If it means so much to you, then take the time that you need,” he said, carefully keeping hisvoicelevd.

‘Thank you," she said quietly. "1 know what this costs you." She released his hand and rose from the
table, smiling before she lft.

Left done, Kusac clenched hishandsinto fists, his claws drawing blood from his pams. The pain

stopped him think-ing, stopped her picking up the worry that would otherwise bein hismind. Facts
about telepathic links, Leska Linksin particular, were what he needed. The Tdepath Guild'sfileson
board the Khalossa held the information. Once there he could access them; then he would know for sure
what at least anormal Sholan Leska Link entailed.

For now he needed a distraction, something to do to keep his mind occupied. If only Vannas medikit
carried some psychic suppressants, he could have escaped the constant iwareness of Carrie that was
rubbing his sensesraw. Her de-cision to keep him at adistance mentally and physicaly was exacerbating
his stuation. Unfortunatdly, investigatory icamslike theirs didn't normaly include telepaths, so the drug
wasn't contained in the standard medikit.

He heard acry of pleasure from the direction of the trans-mitter and looked up.

"Werein contact with the Khalossa!" shouted VVanna, catching hiseye.

Kusac grinned and, unclenching his hands, pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and went over to join them.
"How'rethingsgoing?' he asked her.

"Fine. Six or seven Valtegan ships madeit off planet, but were tracked by our craft. Two have been
alowed through the cordon, the others were destroyed.”

"Why let two through?"

She shrugged. "I presumeto warn the Vategansthat their R and R planet has been returned to itsrightful
owners."

Kusac digested thisfor amoment. "Surely they'll retdi-ate?"

"Garrasthinksnot,” said Mito. "If they used Kei*s as arelaxation base, then it must be far enough from
their war zone to be safe. Being a war, they won't want to start an-other one with us, will they? It would
Split their resources.”

"| expect they'll leave well done now that they know there are two races capable of retaiating in this
sector of space,” said Garras.

"Any other news?" Kusac asked him.

"They planto airlift us out of here as soon as possible and take usto Seaport to rendezvous with the



Tarran leaders. They're sending down our top negotiators to begin the treaty talks."

"Seaport'sagood choice. Part of the originad Terran craft isthere with their computer records and
trangmitters. Any news about the Terran colony ship?”

"They've sent amessage for two escort shipsto meet it and bring it directly here” said Vanna. "Keissis
shortly go-ing to seem very crowded.”

Kusac nodded. "Life moveson,” he said.

Vannafrowned as shelooked at him. "That's a strange thing to say.”

"It just ssemsavery rapid solution for a problem that was almost insurmountable afew weeks ago."
"Y ou're being too profound,” she said, showing her teeth in awide Sholan grin.

"Therere two persond messagesfor you, Kusac," said Mito, looking up a him, a strange expression on
her face.

"Persond?' repeated Kusac, looking startled.

"Y es. Rhian and Askad, L eska telepaths on board the Khal ossa, thank you for the message and say that
al has been arranged and they will meet you a Segport.”

"Ah," said Kusac, glancing sdeways at Garras, ears flick-ing with embarrassment, but the Captain
gppeared engrossed in listening to the transmission.

"And your father saysheisglad you are wdll. He says he awaits with interest the pleasure of meeting you
and your Leska."

Kusac took a deep breath. "Damn!" he swore.
All the eyes of the little group were now on him.
"Isthere some problem?" asked Vanna quietly.

"Just more complications| could do without," he said, Sit-ting down beside her and stretching out his
injured leg. "1'd hoped to tel him mysdlf. | should have known better."

"How, inamilitary emergency such asthis, could he get a message through from Shola?" asked Mito.
"How did he know you'd found aLeska?' asked Vanna. "Did someone on the Khal ossa inform him?*
"l don't know," said Kusac, shrugging. "Just leaveit, please.”

"It ssemsthere's more to you than meetsthe eye," said Garras, glancing appraisingly a him before
returning his at-tention to the tranamitter.

"He must know someone important to be able to use the military communications to send a persona
message during a state of war," Mito continued, unwilling to leave the matter alone.

"l said enough, Mito!" said Kusac, standing up. "Captain, | claim atelepath's privilege of solitude. | need
to leave the cave. Have | permission to go?' he asked curtly.

Garras glanced briefly at VVanna, obtaining an dmost im-perceptible movement of her earsin assent. The
risk of him encountering Vategans on the run was outweighed by his need for solitude,



"Granted. If you find game while you're out, it would make awel come change to our diet.”

Kusac nodded and, spinning round, |eft, barely aware of Carri€'s startled reaction to his outburdt.

* % %

By late afternoon, a Sholan craft arrived to ferry them to Seaport. They landed in the square in front of
the Eureka. It was ahuge metd edifice, only afraction of itsformer height iut till dominating every other

building in Segport. Skai | and the other guerrillas headed off to theloca inn, Skinner accompanying
Carrie and the Sholans through the entrance.

Garras stopped briefly to talk to the Sholan guardsinside, janding Guynor over to their custody. That
done, Skinner led the way, passing by the elevators to the upper levels where the communications and
records departments were housed, heading for the room that had been the Terrans council hall before
the advent of the Vategans.

It till bore the scars of the occupation, but had b en re-turned to the semblance of human use by the
locd towns-folk. A huge carved wooden table sat in the center of the room surrounded by chairs. At the
far end of the table, asmal group of Sholansand Terrans sat. They looked up asthe new arrivals
entered.

"Carrie! Richard!" cdled their father, getting to hisfeet and coming forward to meet them.
Richard threw Carrie arueful glance.

"| didn't think we could avoid him for long," he said qui-€tly.

"What possessed him to bring David, too?' she sad.

Kusac stepped closer to her. "David's here?'

Shelooked up a him. "Yes, but don't worry. | can handle him."

Kusac flicked hisearsinirritation. "1 didike him. Themanis crue and self-opinionated.”

"Carrie," her father said, hugging her when they reached him. ™Y ou shouldn't have lft like that. We were
extremely worried about you. Thank God Richard found you."

"I wasfine, Dad. | had Kusac with me," she said, return-ing the hug.
"Ah, yes. Kusac." Peter Hamilton regarded him criticdly.

Kusac bore her father's appraisal patiently, knowing it was only the first of many obstacles that he and
Carriewould have to face. Briefly, hisviewpoint dtered, and he saw himsdlf through both his Leskas and
her father'seyes. Tdl, dark-furred, and fairly powerfully built, the pointed ears added to hisfdine [ook.
The face was humanoid yet sill catlike with vertically ditted amber eyes set above high cheek bones. The
nose and mouth, though bifurcated like afdine's, appeared more humanoid.

A wave of dizziness hit him dong with the redization that Carrie was making sure her father saw the
person that he was rather than the animal he had impersonated during his stay &t the Inn. Then hisvison
cleared and he sensed her fa-ther's conclusion that his appearance, despite the heavy musculature that
hinted at a strength beyond that of the Terrans, was pleasing rather than threatening.

Gods, cub, you need to learn some subtlety! he sent.



Time for that later, shereplied.

Her father was nodding and holding out his hand. "It seemswe owe you everything. Had it not been for
you, we wouldn't yet be free of the Vategans. Been wounded again, | see," he said, looking at the
bandage around Kusac's thigh.

Kusac took the hand, holding it lightly and releasing him-sdlf before Peter Hamilton's grasp triggered his
claws

"It'sdmost hedled,” hesaid. "'l oweyour family my life. It ssemed afair exchange.”
Peter Hamilton smiled and turned back to his children.

"Richard, | see you've managed to keep body and soul to-gether.”

Richard grinned. "Just about,” he said.

Her father turned to dlow David to join the group.

"I've brought someone with me who's very anxiousto seeyou, Carrie" he said.

"Hello, Carrie," said David. "Y ou redly shouldn't have | eft o precipitoudy, you know. Not exactly a
mature act, wasit, to cause so much distress? Still, you're back with us now." He stepped forward to
give her aperfunctory kiss on the cheek.

"Hello, David," she said, sdestepping him to stand beside Kusac. "I see you haven't changed. You
shouldn't have bothered to come, you know. We said our good-byesthe day | left Valeytown."

David stopped abruptly, an angry look crossing hisface.

"Carrie, that's hardly any way to talk to someone who's been as concerned over you as David has,”
scolded her fa-ther.

"l don't give adamn what David thinks or feds, Father. | want nothing to do with him. He needn't stay on
my ac-count.”

Let'sleave, Kusac, she sent.
Kusac put an arm around her waist, drawing her to one side. Heinclined his head briefly to her father.

"Youwill excuse us, sir, but we have to see my com-manding officer. I'm sure you understand that Clan
matters have to come second to duty.”

He drew her toward where the Sholans were grouped to-gether round a section of the table, aware of
her father's and David's puzzled anger at their abrupt dismissal.

"Carrie, come back,” her father caled. "Y ou shouldn't be here. These are important discussions, not
somesocid event.” 't

She stopped, turning to face him again.

"| am here officialy, with the Sholans. | have another mentd link, thistime with Kusac. It makes me part
of hisship'screw now."

"Mentd link?' said her father, confused.



"A link like| had with Elise. | told you | wasn't returning home and | meant it," she said, her voice and
face unyidd-ing. "When the ship leaves Keiss, I'm going, too."

"What nonsenseisthis, Carrie? Just because you looked after Kusac and helped him find the rest of his
crew doesn't mean his people want you on their ship. That'swork for the diplomats, not you. It'stime for
you to return hometo your family and friends.”

"I have no friends on Keiss, and you were prepared to barter meto David against my wishes for the sake
of thefamily.”

"That'sdifferent..." he began.

"Yes, itis Thisiswhat | chooseto do."

Kusac's heart began to lighten. Maybe there was hope for them after al.

"Don' tak utter rubbish, girl," her father sormed. "Y ou'll do asyou'retold!”

A voice from behind interrupted them, the heavily ac-cented Sholan breaking the angry group apart.

Kusac released Carrie and turning sharply, sduted the of-ficer behind him. There followed a brief
interchange before Kusac turned back to them.

"Sub-Commander Zyan asks that this discussion be de-layed until we join the others. There are many
facts that need to be investigated before the matter can be fully re-solved. He also asksthat | act as
interpreter until 1 have im-printed the knowledge of your language to ateepath from the Khal ossa who
will then remain with you as your perma-nent interpreter.”

"Teepath? Language imprint?' echoed Mr. Hamilton, looking thoroughly confused and exasperated. "I'm
afraid | don't understand. And what's al this got to do with Carrie?’

"I'm sorry but | have to ask you to respect our security. Thismatter isnot for public discusson,” sad
Kusac, throw-ing an evil openmouthed grin at David.

"Asone of theleaders of the Terran community on Keiss,

| am sure you are aware of the need to keep certain matters confidential. If you would rejoin our people
at the table?' Kusac stepped back, indicating that Carrie's father should return to his place.

David moved to follow him, but before Kusac could bar hisway, Richard reached out and grasped him
by thearm.

"Sorry, mate, but if I'm not included, then you certainly aren't.”
David tried to shake free. "Anything that concerns Carrie concerns me," he blustered.
Richard forcibly led David away as Kusac escorted Carrie after her father and the Sholan officer.

"I think my sister has aready made her opinion of you clear," said Richard, hisvoice drowning out
David's com-plaints. "No matter what deal you and Dad have hatched, if you go near her again, you'll not
only have Kusac to ded with but me aswdll."

Once the group around the table was settled again, Kusac performed the various introductions, nodding
briefly when heintroduced Rhian and Askad, the Leskatelepaths.



Sub-Commander Zyan began to talk, and Kusac turned again to Carrie's father.

"The Sub-Commander wishesto touch on the matter of your daughter, since he wantsto get Clan
mattersdedlt with first."

"He redizes you do not have arecognized Telepath Guild amongst your people, so he asksthat you bear
with us and accept what we say until the matter can be proved to you.”

"Very wdl, but | ill don't see how it involves Carrie.”
Kusac relayed his answer to the Sub-Commander, waiting for hisreply.

"Y our daughter is not only apowerful telepath, but aheder,” said Zyan through Kusac. "Teepathsarein
aminor-ity amongst our people, but healers are even rarer. Aswell asthat, she has developed amental
link with one of our personne—mysdf,” he continued.

"L eska bondings happen occasiondly amongst Sholans, but never before has there been one with a
member of an Alien race. In fact, we have never come across another tele-pathic race until now. Itis
important, therefore, that we as-sess and study what gifts your daughter has, how it is possible that she
should have alink with one of our people, and the benefits to both our species.”

"That'simpossble,” her father said flatly.
"| assure you it has happened, Mr. Hamilton," murmured Kusac, till listening to the Sub-Commander.

"Y our daughter will go aboard the Khalossa with our res-ident Leskas, Rhian and Askad,” Kusac
indicated the two Sholans sitting to one side of him, "who will help the Tutors assess her abilities. Since
the matter dso involvesaSholan, I'm afraid we haveto ings."

Mr. Hamilton took adeep breath. "Insst israther astrong word.”

"Had you the facilities and personnel capable of making this assessment, we would assst you on Keiss,
Since you have not, then it must be done on the Khalossa," said Zyan, through Kusac.

"How do | know my daughter will be..."

"Shelll be safe” interrupted Kusac, glancing at Zyan. "I would let no harm cometo her, believe me.”
Skinner leaned forward.

"We haven't any choice, Hamilton. They're areasonablelot, they won't harm her; Kusac will seeto that.”

Peter Hamilton looked sharply from Skinner to Kusac. "There's something here I'm missing. What isit?
What kind of link do you have with my daughter?*

"I'm linked to her like Elise was, Mr. Hamilton. If they harm her, believe me, | will fed it. No one will
harm her. She'simportant to both of us, and to both our species. We place avery high value on telepaths
and heders™

The Sub-Commander interrupted again. After abrief con-versation, Kusac turned back to Skinner and
Mr. Hamilton.

"It be tomorrow morning before a shuttle returnsto the Khal ossa, and Carrie will be on board with the
rest of the crew from the Srroki. Once the preliminary talks are fin-ished here, Sub-Commander Zyan
will return to the ship, but that won't be for severa days yet. When he does, you're welcometo



accompany him and see your daughter for your-sglf."

Mr. Hamilton hesitated briefly. "I have no option, do 1?1 takeit you'll be returning with Carrie?' he asked
Kusac.

IIY$"
"Then I'll haveto trust you to look after her for me."
Kusac relayed the answer.

"Since your daughter isn't involved in any of the other matters we have to discuss, Rhian will escort her to
the inn across the road where our people are being billeted. We can arrange for any persond items she
might want to take with her to be collected from her home. An armed scouter and an escort can take
themto Vdleytown should shewishit.”

"I've nothing | want to take," said Carrie, looking bleakly at her father as sheroseto leave.
Kusac reached up to touch her hand comfortingly as she passed.

"I hardly recognize her," her father said, watching her walk away with the Sholan femae. "That's not the
girl | raised. What happened to her out in the forest?" he asked Skinner.

Skinner glanced briefly at Kusac. "She grew up, Peter,” he said. "They all do. They grow up and away
from you, which isasit should be. She was never cut out to be a col-onist, you know. Y ou kept her too
long asit was. Let her go now."

"The Sub-Commander would like to turn to other issues now," interrupted Kusac. "Have you been
briefed on the matter of your ship, the Erasmus?"

Mr. Hamilton nodded, reluctantly turning away from Skinner.

"A message was sent to one of our vessdlsin that sector of space, and two ships have been dispatched
to escort it to Keiss. It should be here within aweek.”

"A week!" heexclaimed.

"Our technology is more advanced than yours," said Kusac, with a deprecating gesture. "It's suggested
that you don't contact the ship until it'sin orbit around Keiss, then presumably you have acoded signd to
waken the various personnel on board.”

Skinner nodded.

"We a0 need to contact your home planet o asto make pardld treaty negotiations with Earth aswell.
A deep space relay will be arranged to enable you to contact Earth using your own transmitter. Once
you've gppraised them of the sit-uation here, we can arrange for one of our shipsto call therel tad bring
the necessary personnd to Keiss. Our flagship, the Khalossa, will be stationed in permanent orbit hereto
pro-tect you until such time as between us we have organized a defensive force not only for this area of
gpace, but aso your home planet.” And so it continued until late into the night.

* % %

The next morning, Kusac was dug out of his makeshift bed by Mito with the news that the incoming
shuttle had landed and he was needed to imprint the telepath. That done, he went in search of Carrieand
food. Linking with her, he found her acrossthe road at the inn where they had met Skai.



It had been requisitioned for Sholan use, and was serving as their main canteen and accommodation area.
Carrie was sitting with Vanna, Mito, and Garras.

Hejoined them, ordering ameal when the innkeeper's daughter cameto thetable.
"How did the talks go?" asked Vanna.

Kusac wrinkled hisnosein disgust. "I don't think | could work with the Diplomatic Guild,” he said. "All
facts and dancing round the truth. Not the easiest or most interesting of work."

"WEell, it's nothing to do with us any more. It's back to the ship in afew hours, and the usud routine."
Kusac shook his head. "We'rein permanent orbit here for sometime.”

"Ah, protection duty and routine search flights" said Vanna.

"To say nothing of flushing out the last of the Vategans till 1oose on the planet,” agreed Mito.

"Thetroopswill handlethat," said Garras. "Could be in-teresting. Hunting another intelligent speciesfor
thefirgt timewill provide an unusud chdlenge. I've found out that the Vategans have been making suicide
attacks on our troops and the few they've managed to pin down have killed themselves rather than be
taken captive.”

"Why would they do that?" asked Carrie.

"Wewon't know until we can ask one of them," said Garras. "1t could be conditioning or it could bea
racid char-acterigtic. Did they display any hive creature attributes? Y ou've been exposed to them longer
than we have."

"They acted asindependent beings rather than part of a group mind, but how do you begin to study an
dienrace anyway?'

"That'sthejob of our first contact teams. Doubtless AIRel will send some personnd down from the
Khalossa," said Vanna

"AIRd?'
"Alien Rdations"
"To assess us or them?' asked Carrie.

"Both," grinned Vanna. "'Y ou don't think they'll take our humble words for what we think of you, do you?
Oh, they'll debrief us and note our conclusions and findings, but that will have to be backed up by hard
factsfrom ateam of spe-cididts.”

Kusac's meal arrived and he began edt.

"They're taking Guynor on board the shuttle," said Mito, glancing through the window. "It can't belong
until wereave"

All headsturned to look as Guynor, under an armed escort of two soldiers, wasled into the waiting craft.
"What's likely to happen to him?" asked Carrie.

"Mutiny when on awar footing; thet at least will be adis-honorable discharge,” said Mito.



"No," said Garras, looking at Kusac. "It's more serious than that. There are... politica complications.”
Kusac looked away and toyed with hisfood. "My fault, then," he murmured.

"Nothing to do with you in away. | found out he was from Khyaal, one of the two colonies destroyed by
the Vategans," said Garras. "When we crashed on Keiss and re-alized that we'd found the Others, that
was when his attitude changed. | presume it was because he was powerless to hit back at the beings who
had destroyed not only hisfamily, but hisworld. Then you two arrived. It gave him the perfect
opportunity to release his pent up xenophobia on you."

Garras Sghed. "He was a capabl e officer, but we can do without his attitude in the Forces.”
"And the politica implications?' prompted Mito.

"| can't discussthat matter with you since the court-martia is still pending,” said Garras, refusing to be
drawn any further.

"By the way, | was none too pleased that you sent a mes-sage to the ship without my knowledge," he
said to Kusac. "Had you told me your fearsfor Carrie, | would have had no objections, but | thought you
could have trusted my judg-ment alittle better."

Kusac dipped his head, flattening his ears backward in apology.

"Widll, it'sdone now," Garras said, somewhat mollified. He checked hiswrigt unit, noting thetime. "I want
everyone on board the shuttle in ten minutes,” he said, rising to leave. "Carrie, Rhian and Askad will meet
you there. | would sug-gest you take your leave of your father beforeit getsany later."

Kusac watched her go, aware that she was still maintain-ing the distance between them despite what
shed said to her father the night before. Well, held promised her some space; held have to wait now until
she cameto him.

"IsCariedl right?' asked Vannaquietly. "I know how difficult atimethisisfor her."
"She's coping,” he said, pushing his plate away. " She just needs alittle space at the moment.”

Vannagrunted. " She doesn't know her own mind. She's subject to the same fears as us and responds to
the same re-assurances. What she redlly needsisyou beside her to lean on.”

"I'll dedl with it my way, Vanna," said Kusac, getting up.

* % %

Carrie boarded the shuttle first with Rhian and Askad, sit-ting at the rear of the craft. The Leska couple
sat together, opposite her, leaving the seat beside her empty, presumably for Kusac.

A sense of isolation swept over her dl of asudden. Around her were only Sholans, not one of them
familiar. The only one she knew, Guynor, wasin the forward area under close guard. She thanked
whichever Gods were look-ing after her that she hadn't had to pass him.

Human voices and footsteps sounded on the gangway and she cautiously peered over the seet in front. It
was agroup of her people, including Skai. Under her breath she cursed, watching them move to the front
section. What the hell was Skal, not to mention the others, doing going up to the Khalossa?

Ducking back out of sight, she lowered her mental shield, trying to sense what they were saying. Before
she could, she picked up the crew of the Srroki boarding, including Kusac.



With relief, she sent athought to greet him, feding his surprise, followed by aresulting wave of pleasure.
Almogt asif shewere using her eyes, she could "see" him pushing through hisfriendsto reach her.

He stopped by the sesat, towering over her as he looked down.
Can | join you? he asked.

She smiled up a him, the relief apparent in her face as she nodded.
Kusac sat beside her, eyes narrowing.

What's upset you? he sent.

Nothing. I'mjust glad you're here. From up front the Terran voices seemed loud and harsh in
comparison to the low sounds of the Sholan conversations around her.

Kusac put hisarm across her shoulders, drawing her up againgt him. There's nothing to worry about,
he sent reassur-ingly. You won't be alone. I'll be there, aswill your other friends.

| know. Sherelaxed againgt him, letting her barriers down alittle and closing her eyes as shefdt hislow
purr begin. Exhausted by the effort of keeping the block againgt him up and fielding her father's questions
and demands, she felt her-self nodding off to deep.

Kusac fdlt her consciousness drift. As she began to dowly collapse against him, he moved closer, easing
her down till shelay deeping across hislap. Automaticaly his hand went to stroke her hair, fingertips
gently touching her cheek. His need for her flared and thistime it took more concentration than before to
push it to the back of hismind where he could containit.

A low chuckle from Askad drew his attention as the shut-de door was sealed for takeoff. He looked
over a the other mde.

/ can see that being of different speciesisn't a problemto you or your Leska, Askad sent. The Link
isalready working its magic.

No, not the Link, Kusac replied. Thisis ours, the Link only enhances what we have.
Even better. It'll make life easier for you both.

Her mind seems very similar to ours, Rhian ventured. Per-haps being with us on the Khalossa will
not be as large a step as you feared.

Perhaps. There hasn't been time for us to get to know each other properly yet, replied Kusac, ears
flicking briefly.

What's to know? Your minds are Linked, aren't they? You

are aware of each other's feelings and strong surface thoughts; there is no need to know more,
chided Askad.

Our Link is stronger than that. | know all her thoughts, | feel all her fears and joys asif they were
mine. She's become a part of me now. His attention was on Carrie, and he missed the gpprehensive
look that the two Sholans exchanged.

Then the problems must be lessened with such close un-der standing, sent Rhian.



Must they? | know that what she calls pain will hurt me, that what she thinks of aslove, sodo I,
but therest... Histhoughtstrailed off into a silence that wasfilled by the hum-ming of the engines.

* ok %
Chyad waited impatiently for Maikoe to open the door.
"Therumorsweretrue," he said, before she had a chanceto greet him.
"What rumors?' She moved asideto et him enter.

He nodded cursorily at the others as he stepped over them toward the chair that Kaedoe hastily vacated.
"The ones about the Terrans coming on board,”" he said, turning to face her as shelet the door dide
closed. "I traveled up in the d-evator with one of them, afemale.”

"What arethey like up close?' She returned to her seet.

"They smdl strange," he said, perching on the edge of the chair. "Like us but different. Unsettling. This
onewas &-ther smal or ayoungling. Her face was flatter than ours and her skin is hairless except for on
her heed."

"Hm," she said, looking thoughtful as she picked up her mug. "Oh, help yoursdlf to adrink if you want
one"

Chyad got up and went to the dispenser.
"I'vejust been tdlling the others about my interesting day," she said.
"What did you find out?' he asked, returning to his sest.

"There were Terran collaborators. Mosily their females, many of whom went to work in the domed
cities. The fe-male telepath was one of them. I'll bet it was her you saw."

Chyad grunted in disgust.

"Naishafound out that one of the Srroki crew isfacing acourt-martia for Chalenging their own
telepath.”

"Who?'