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PART ONE: Incarceration

CHAPTER ONE
L.T.F. Perpetua

“... may it be granted to meto enjoy life and the practice of the art, respected by dl men at all times.”
-Hippocrates (460?-377? B.C.)

Wighful thinking, Hippocrates old pa. My life was ruined, my practicewasover, and | sureas
hell wasn't getting any respect around here lately.

“The Hanar rules over the Hsktskt Faction.” The metalic audio of the automated
prisoner-orientation program droned in my ears. I’ d been forced to listen to the stupid thing for days.
“One maintainsrank of Hanar.”

Theisolation cell the Hsktskt had thrown mein was small, dark, and cold. | had no clothes. No
food or water. Worse, no lavatory, only adrain in the concavefloor.

Y ou can guess how thrilled | was with the amenities.

“There are two subHanar. Should the Hanar die, the senior subHanar assumes the rank of
Hanar.”

“I'll make anote of it.”

| had little else to do, but sneer at the voice, and wonder what was going to happen to me.

Some of thismesswas my fault. I’ d been forced to surrender to the League in order to protect
Joren, the homeworld of my adopted people. The Hsktskt Faction had shown up to raid Joren shortly
theresfter. Again to save Joren, | had helped the Faction capture the League flet.

My clever strategy had backfired when | learned my new husband, Duncan Reever, had not only
summoned the Hsktskt to Joren, but worked for the big lizards. The find blow came when Reever
revealed he' d adso captured and endaved my large feline friend, Alunthri.

That waswhen I’d tried to kill him.

The door pandl opened once an hour, when a Hsktskt centuron counted me. | idly wondered
how | waslisted on the inventory. One short, bad-tempered female Terran thoracic surgeon, maybe?

The guard dways flashed alight in my face. That was my cueto say something, like: “Yeah, I'm
dill dive’ or “That you, room service?’

The ten-foot-tall, sextupeda lizards occasiondly hissed something back that | couldn’t
understand- they’ d taken my trandation headgear along with my clothes-but it never sounded like Would
you carefor tea, Dr. Torin?

“No thanks.” | was hanging on to my sense of humor. With adeath grip. “But check back with
meinan hour.”

If the guard found me deeping during these frequent inspections, | got tepid water tossed in my
face. That happened alot since what | had roughly calculated to be the end of the second day. | caught
somein my mouth afew times. Gave me something to spit back at him.

The Hsktskt have zero sense of humor, of course. Whenever | made adirect hit, the guard gave
me ajolt through the detainment cuff on my left wrist. Thelast time he' d persondly nailed me with one of
histhick, snakdlike limbs. So far my nasty Terran habit had gotten me numerous assorted contusions, a


http://www.at.artslink.co.za/~gerry/irish.htm)

didocated shoulder (which I managed to fix), and afractured left wrist (which remained broken).

My firg time being adave. Obvioudy | needed some practice.

“Four maintain rank for each subHanar, and each descendent rank. Thus, there are eight Akade
ministers, Sixty-four subAkade ministers, five hundred twelve Overlord commanders-”

“Four thousand ninety-ax Lords; thirty-two thousand, seven hundred sixty-eight OverMagters,
two hundred sixty-two thousand, one hundred forty-four Masters; two million, ninety-seven thousand,
one hundred fifty-two OverSeers; sixteen million, seven hundred seventy-seven thousand, two hundred
Sxteen Seers, one hundred thirty-four million, two hundred seventeen thousand, seven hundred
twenty-eight OverCenturons; one billion, seventy-three million, seven hundred forty-one thousand, eight
hundred twenty-four centurons, and eight billion, five hundred e ghty-nine million, nine hundred thirty-four
thousand, five hundred ninety-two free citizens.” | yawned. “I can multiply, okay?’

Ontop of theinjuries, | was exhausted. Starved. Dirty. About to go berserk from the
claustrophobia-inducing isolation. Funny, I’ d aways thought of myself asaloner, too. | tried not to
brood over it. Mogt of thetimel failed.

Imagining what was happening to the Chakacat didn’t help. Had they put gentle Alunthri in one of
these cdlls? Were they begting and starving it as well? Then came the hesat of arage that no amount of
water or beatings could extinguish.

Reever did this.

Duncan Reever, who' d been the chief linguist a the colony on K-2, had done alot to me.
Besidestdepathicdly intruding on my brain and taking control of my body from timeto time, he' d aso
raped me, helped me cure a plague, followed me when I’ d escaped the League, served with me on the
Jorenian star vessal Sunlace, become my confident, helped me solve a series of murders, and even saved
my life

If you overlooked the rape-which wasn't exactly hisfault-and the mind/body control thing,
Duncan had been a pretty decent friend. I’ d confided in him. Trusted him. I’ d even been stupid enough to
fdl inlovewith him. My fingers curled around the metalic dave collar Duncan Reever had locked around
my neck. That'show he felt about me.

“Congratulations, prisoner 1471428.” That was what the automated prisoner-orientation
program cdled me. *Y ou have mastered the configurations of the Faction ranking hierarchy.”

“Discontinue program and go away.” My tongue had become a solid, immobile lump. Maybel’d
try swallowing some of that water next time.

“Unableto heed verba command.” The audio was piped in through the tiny ventilation duct
above my head. “Orientation is requisite for all Hsktskt Faction property.”

“Here swhat | think of your program.” | made arather pointed gesture with my hand, yelped,
then cradled my throbbing wrigt. “Ouch, damn it.”

“Do you wish to make a statement regarding your atack on OverMaster Hdavar?’

“No.” Seeing Duncan Reever in aHsktskt uniform had ripped a shuttle-sized hole through my
heart. It had aso completely ruined my attempt at homicide. “Want to give me another shot?’

“Y ou attacked your assigned OverMaster ”

Cherijo. How could you?

What laughter | produced sounded awful-dehydration and lots of yelling had done ared job on
my larynx. “I’m not assigned to him. I’'m hisbondmate.” | thought about that for a second. “ Was his
bondmeate. | want adivorce.”

The drone didn’t respond to my need for an attorney. “Y ou must obey the orders of OverMaster
HaaVar, and dl free citizens of the Hsktskt Faction.”

“Redlly.” Another damn headache started pounding at my temples. | think it was just hearing that
name. HalaVar . “| don’t advise you to keep that circuit open.”

“ Acknowledge these ingtructions.”

The pain behind my eyes expanded. I’ d have cheerfully amputated one of my limbsfor a
syrinpress of andgesics. “Check back with mewhen Hell freezesover.”

Or | did. They’d kept my cell temperature at about sixty degrees Fahrenheit. Too cool for



comfort, too warm to induce hypothermia. At least Alunthri had fur. My thin Terran skin was sarting to
develop chilblains.

If Jenner had been there, he' d have kept mewarm. I’ d left my Tibetan temple cat back on Joren,
in the care of my adopted people. | was glad he was safe, but | still missed HisMajesty terribly.

Someone had programmed the drone to be persistent. Probably Reever. “ Acknowledge these
indructions.”

“Isn’'t the pendty for failure to comply termination?’ | could aways hope.

“ Acknowledge these ingructionsimmediately.”

| lay back down. I might not know what was going to happen to me, but I’ d rather fight than give
in. “I"d rather kissyour programmer.”

“Prisoner 1471428, acknowledge these ingtructions or you will be disciplined.”

“Maybe | wasn't clear.” | put my good arm under my aching head, cushioning my skull againgt
the hard deck. “Go fuse yourself.”

The door panel did open. Something sailed through the air and smacked into my bad shoulder
before falling to the deck. Trandation headgear, | saw as| picked it up. The kind the Hsktskt made dll
the League captiveswear. | eyed the guard-guess Mr. Joviality wanted to have ameaningful chat this
time-then dipped it over my limp, tangled hair. It took awhile to fit the receiver to my right ear. Not easy
to do anything one-handed.

Infolded green epiderma scales gleamed over bulky muscle asthe guard trained hisrifle on me.
“Stand up.”

He couldn’t discipline me. My detainment cuff had shattered when he’ d broken my wrist. No,
this beast looked hungry.

“What for?’ | squinted as he directed an optic light in my eyes. “ Got the nibbles? Think I'll go
well with anicered spicewine?’

Two of hissnuous limbs lashed restlesdy at hissides. “ Stand up and exit the cell.”

“Right.” I wasin no hurry to become a canapé. “Make me.”

The guard enabled the sight lock and the wegpon’ s pulse chamber charged with an audible hum.
“Comply or | will shoot you.”

Hewouldn't really shoot me. “Be my guest, you oversized scay skinned-”

He shot me.

A single energy pulse smashed into my sternum. Impact propelled me backward dong the deck
until my spine dammed into the cdll wall. My vision doubled, then darkened. Tremendous pain kept my
lungs from expanding.

Y ep, | thought, this mouth of mine just might get mekilled someday. Maybe today.

Just before | blacked out, the guard bent over me and grabbed me by the length of my long, dirty
hair. The mouthful of blood | pat hit him right between hisfrontal and parietd ridges.

My last thought was Bull’ s-eye.

| woke up in Medical. Some hamster-faced nurse stood over me, taking my vitals with a scanner.
My tongue hurt-apparently I’d bitten it. A fiery sensation ate a continuous hole between my breasts.

The beast actually shot me.

| tested my limbs, and discovered | was still naked. Plasted restraintsimmobilized my wrists and
ankles. Both my bruised arms had infusers stuck in them. | could fedl the monitor hookups attached to
my scap and under my breadts.

“Hey!” Hat on my back and hel pless were not two of my favorite positions. “ Unstrap me!”

The dark fur pelting the rodent nurse’s small face bristled as she bent over me. Hamstersdidn’t
have long, honed incisors like the ones she sported. They gleamed between twin fans of whiskery
vibrissae like white blades. | heard a syrinpress clink against the dave collar around my throat.

“It takesto kill aTerran, do you know the quantity of benzodiazepine?’ she asked me.

“Not much,” | said. Oh, terrific. She didn’'t have ahamster’ s personality, either. “Why? Skip that
class back at Medtech?’

Her blade-shaped teeth flashed as she eased the syrinpress away from my jugular. “What



conditutesafata dose, | know.”

“Good for you.” | wassuch aliar. “ Any chance you' re going off duty soon?’

She straightened, then called out, “ Regained consciousness, the Terran female has.”

All a once | became very popular. Three of the Perpetua’ s staff physicians surrounded my
berth. Nurses hovered at their sides. Two Hsktskt centurons peered a me from behind them.

“Excuseme,” | said, and put my polite face on. “The Terran female would like to be released

They ignored me. | endured a thorough examination, after which one of the nursesirrigated and
dressed the pulse burn on my sternum with antibacteria pads.

| yelped while she scrubbed at another laceration. “Hey! That hurts-takeit easy, will you?’

She didn’t. The doctors did nothing to stop her, and discussed me as though | was comatose. A
second nurse strapped my wrist in asupport band, while athird scanned my swollen shoulder. Thetrio
cleaned and sedled all my myriad lacerations, too. None of them made even a pretense of gentleness,
ather.

By the time they were through, | was seething. God help them if they ever worked for me.

“The Terran femdewould redly, really like to be released now.”

“Leaveus” | heard TssVar say.

Those two words from the Hsktskt Commander effectively cleared the area. The towering
OverLord lumbered across the deck to stand by my berth, and began reading through my chart.

TssVar would have made one hell of adoctor. Faced with the OverLord’ s massive physique and
nightmare visage, no patient in the universe would have ever given him ip.

| could appreciate those qudities. Everybody gave me lip.

Octagonal keratin scales bulged over wide cords of sinew and muscle as TssVar tossed the chart
asdewith agrim hiss. Hisblack tongue flickered out to taste my air as he persondly examined me.
Hsktskt facia muscles didn’t lend themselves to much emotion, but even | could gaugethe leve of his
contempt.

“I have seen more attractive fodder, Ssurreva.”

SaurreVa was the Hsktskt name he' d given me. It trandated literdly to “thin-skinned.” Wonder
why.

One of his clawed hands ifted the edge of the dressing on my chest. When he saw the wound, he
expressed even more disgust.

| was't fadling for any intimidation tactics-thiswhole messwas his fault. Instead | glanced down,
and made a tsking sound. “Beautiful work your guards do on unarmed prisoners.”

“You Teransarefar too flimsy.” He replaced the dressing. “We will find something eseto use
on you besides pulse wegpons.”

Something that didn’t damage the goods, | gathered. “ That might bewise.” | wasn't going to
offer actua suggestionsasto what. Plus there was something | wanted to know. “How is the Chakacat,
Alunthri?’

Hislower eyelids did up, then down. “Alive.”

That word covered alot of blesk territory. “Whereisit?’

“In Generd Detainment.” He flashed some impressive enamd. “ For now.”

Which I’ d take to mean don’t press my luck. “When do | go back to my cell?’

TssVar draped alimb along the edge of my berth, and bent toward me to examine my
expression. “Have you not tired of it?’

“Oh, no. | lovelying naked in adark, cold cell with nothing to et or drink for days.” | showed
him some of my teeth. “First vacation I've had in years.”

“Indeed.” Hsktskt understood sarcasm, but rarely reacted to it. “I think you wish to hide. Y ou
did not anticipate Halavar' s actions.”

Actudly, I’d been stunned. During the attack, Reever had used my natura hesitation to disarm
me-he knew some bizarre tricks when it came to saf-defense. | remembered how I’ d huddied on the
deck, staring up at him. Betrayed by the one man | never would have suspected of turning on me.



You signaled the Hsktskts.

Yes. | signaled them.

That was when they’ d brought Reever’ sleverage in: Alunthri, collared and chained. That finished
any hope | had of having another go at the heartless bastard. A moment later, TssVar entered, sized up
the whole sad, horrifying tableau, and had me hauled off to solitary detainment.

Reever was probably gtill congratulating himsdlf at thisvery moment, | thought, as he enjoyed the
Hsktskt hospitality suite. | had been caged like an animad. Thank God, Alunthri wasin with the other
League prisoners.

Or maybe | shouldn’t fed so happy about that. What if the other captives found out the
Chakacat was my friend? Me, who had betrayed them.

| was't going to brood over it. TssVar wanted to keep me alive, that was pretty obvious-the
Hsktskt weren't known for their patience. But my chances of freeing Alunthri and the two of us escaping
weredim to none.

That didn’t mean | wasn't going to try.

“We spoke of thisbefore,” TssVar said. “Warm-bloods often betray each other.”

“And| said | should learn to belike you, OverLord, and trustin no one.” | tested the plasteel
restraints, which fdt far too tight, effectively cutting off circulation to my hands and feet. Blasted nurses.
“Take me back to my cell.” Or anywhere these League staffers couldn’t get at me.

“When you have recovered, you may ask HaaVar,” TssVar said. “Y ou are his property.”

My browsrose. “I don’t think so.”

One claw snapped anew detainment cuff on my uninjured wrist. Not gently, ether. “Y ou belong
to OverMagter Hadavar.” Hislipless mouth stretched in agruesome imitation of asmile. “Unlesshe
decidesto sdll you on Catopsa.”

My regenerative physiology once again had me mosily healed within afew days. Convenient,
sncethe Medica saffersgot on my nervesin as many hours.

During my recovery, | had plenty of time on my handsto observe how the Leagueran amedica
department. Compared to the Jorenians, on whose star vessdl |’ d spent the last year, these Safferswere
undisciplined, unsupervised, and unbdievably inefficient.

At first | ressted the urge to correct one of the staff for neglecting proper procedure. Eventualy |
gaveup and smply yelled.

“Nurse! Get asyrinpress. That man in berth nine should have had his meds two hours ago!

“Doesthe patient with the limb injury have to develop gangrene before you change her damn
dressng?

“When does the primary physician intent to perform rounds? After dl these people dideinto
comas?’

“Cdmyoursdf, SsurrevVa.” A reptilian voice came over my headgear after one of my tirades.
“You are provoked too easily.”

| clapped my hands over the receiver against my ear and sat straight up in my berth. TssVar.

“Y ou’ re monitoring me?’

“Wemonitor al daves”

Nice to know that now.

| decided to stop yelling directly at the staffers. It was't their fault no one cared enough to
supervise them properly. No, I d vent my spleen to the primary medica officer, someone named Malgat,
as soon as he made rounds.

That took two full rotations.

“Where have you been?’ | started in on the short, hairless humanoid when at last he appeared by
my berth. “ These people need some management, pronto, because...” | stared down at the syring press
in Dr. Magat’ stwo-fingered hand. “ What isthat?”

He prepared it for infusion. “ Joseph Grey Vel left ingtructions to administer thistest compound,
and severd others”

“Y ou are not experimenting on me!”



Magat gave measmadl, sympathetic smile.

Lazy nurses had their uses. No one had bothered to check on me or my restraints. It had taken
hours, but I'd managed to work my good hand free.

As soon as Malgat leaned over me, | knocked the syrinpress away. It went flying acrossthe
ward, dropped, and did beneath an exam table.

“No more test compounds.” Twenty-seven years of that waste back on Terrahad been more
than enough for me.

Malgat appeared confounded. | guess his other &b rats had never tried to bite his clammy little
hand before. “Doctor!”

“Forget it.” Before the primary recovered from his shock, | loosened the other three straps and
yanked the monitors off my chest and head.

“No!” Thelittle cregp tried to hold me down. “Nurse! Assst me!” To me, hesaid, “Remain
whereyou arel”

“Inyour dreams, pal.” | bashed the bonesetter around my wrist into histhick neck, sending him
reding, then | rolled off the berth. Infusers ripped from my flesh. Blood trickled down my limbs. “Back
off.”

“Return to your berth,” he said, holding apalm againgt his bruised flesh as he came after me,
“You arenot well.”

| wasjust dandy. Sore, and naked, but not defenseless. | skirted the berth. Released the clamps
on the bonesetter and shook it off. Picked up my chart and eyed his skull. Big, soft veins pulsed benegath
his brown-spotted derma.

“I bet your species hasno crania bone,” | said.

He stopped. “What?’

“I'd hate to rupture your brain tissue with this.” | held up the chart. “Keep coming and | will.”

The nurse who' d threatened me thefirst day came up behind Dr. Magat. She had a syrinpressin
her hand and alovely smirk puffing out her cheek pouches. Thiswasjust the opportunity she' d been
looking for. | could hear her now, explaining the tragedy. | had been struggling, trying to escape. She
hadn’t meant to administer an overdose, but what a shame, her finger had dipped on the cdibrator.

“This patient, Doctor, shall | sedate?’ she asked Malgat.

Meaning, I’ d better get moving. A chart wouldn’t dent the thick skull under all that fur.

| looked around. Grabbed aderma probe off an instrument tray to my left. Held it out like a
bladed weapon.

“Try it, you shrew,” | said, “and I’ ll carve out your heart.”

The nurse' s broad tail dapped the deck, while she made a strange sputtering sound.

“Shewill do what she says.”

| went till at the sound of the cold, dispassionate voice. Magat sighed with relief. The shrew
bristled, furious. A tdl, light-haired man stepped around both of them.

He was agood-looking Terran male, if you overlooked the empty expression and bleak blue
eyes. He moved with grace and economy for aman hissize. The sinewy build and natura athletic
strength hel ped. In fact, the only outer flaws he possessed were the thick webs of scars on the backs of
both hands-for the time being. | planned to add more in other places.

“Look who'shere. My husband.” | smiled. The brewing hogtility insgde me spewed out ina
geyser of scading rage. “Hello, Reever, you corrupt, evil, traitorous, lying ass-

“Enough, Cherijo.” Hetook astep forward. Held out his hand. “ Give me the probe.”

“You meanthis?’ | turned the instrument in my hand so the sharp end jutted out from my fis.
“Specify the artery.”

He made a brief survey of my body. Not even aspark of interest glimmered in his chilly gaze.
Ah, gee, didn’'t he want me anymore? Apparently not. Guess | was supposed to be crushed.

“If you attempt to harm me again, TssVar will subject you to much more than solitary
detainment,” hesaid.

Treacherous, unfeding, blunt as aways. Same old Reever. “I’m going to do more than attempt,



pal.” | jabbed the probe toward him. “1 don’t care what happensto me.”

“Y ou forget that Alunthri can be made to suffer aswell.”

That didit. | lunged.

A heartbest |ater, he countered my attack easily, pushing me back and pinning meto the wall
panel beside the berth.

Thiswasworse than histhrests. “Get off me, damn it!”

| fought, but he was bigger, stronger, and in much better condition. He pegged my wrists above
my head with one of his strong, scarred hands and relieved me of the probe with the other. | jerked my
knee up, but one long thigh blocked me just short of my mark. Too bad. | would have enjoyed the
thought of him speaking with asqueak for afew days.

“Stop.” He used his body weight to hold mein place. “Don't fight me.”

Hewastouching me, and I’d sworn I’d never let him do that again. “1' [l kill you!” | could fed his
heart beating rapidly against my bare breast, and twisted. “ Get off!”

“When you give me your word you won't attack anyone.”

I’d tdl him I’d mate with Malgat, just to get him away from me. “Fine.” | took adeep breath, let
it out. “1 promise not to attack anyone.”

Hetook the precaution of stepping out of knee-jerk range before he let my wrists go. Like most
males, hewas protective of hisgenitals. Smart move. One of my immediate godswasto kick hisup into
his esophagus.

He gave methe once-over again. “1 will get you atunic.”

“Don’t bother.” | kept my eyeson him as | grabbed a berth sheet and quickly wound it around
my body. He watched my hands knot the linen over my breasts. My body had never impressed him, so
why was he suddenly so interested in covering it up?

| pushed past him. Shoved the venomous nurse out of my way. Headed for the Medical entrance
pand. One of the Hsktskt glared at me, then snarled something in Reever’ s direction. My headgear was
askew, so | didn't pick that up.

“Cherijo.”

| paused, but didn’t turn around. “What?’

“Report to my quarters.”

“Right.” When | sprouted wings and could fly there.

| kept going. Another Hsktskt guard stepped out to block my path. A huge male, dmost asbig
as TssVar, but broader and with anoticeable dope to his brow. He wore the rank of asquad
commander, or OverCenturon.

“Saves do not roam the ship unsupervised.”

Thiswas getting old. “ Call off the guard dog, you jerk.”

“ Address the OverMaster with his proper title,” FlatHead said, baring rows of discolored
incisors. He smelled as good as his teeth looked.

“Sure.” Now the damn lizards were correcting me. “ Call off the guard dog, OverMaster
HaaVvar, you jerk.”

FlatHead activated his weapon and targeted my face.

“Sheispart of the medical staff. Let her pass.”

Hsktskt enamel crunched as he ground his teeth together, but the OverCenturon stepped aside.

| stalked out. In the corridor, | automaticaly hitched up the sheet and redlized absently that | was
barefoot. Good thing the deck wasinsulated. Wouldn't want to catch a chill before the Hsktskt scientists
on Catopsa got a chance to dissect me. Might mess up their tests.

After locating the nearest gliddlift, | stepped in and keyed the console for my own quarterson
leved sx. “At lagt.”

Reever got in thelift before the doors closed. He reprogrammed thelift to go to level nine. “1 will
accompany you.”

“Your funerd.” | didn’t look at him, either. The sight of him in amodified Hsktskt military uniform
gtill made my blood bail. “Y ou’ ve given the med staffers free access to the ship?’



“Within reason. OverLord TssVar isaware of your professional oath to do no harm.”

That last part sounded likeawarning. Hedidn't redizeit but he' d just given me asizegble
weapon. A moment of silence passed. | amused mysdlf by thinking of crestive amputations| could
perform on Reever. Minus anesthetic.

He ruined my fantasies by saying, “ The Hsktskt guard you offended-stay away from him.”

“| offended who? Mr. Manners?’ | heaved a counterfeit sgh. “Here | thought I’ d made anew
friend.”

“Hisnameis GothVar.” He keyed something in on the wrist unit al the Hsktskt wore. Probably a
note to have me clapped in manacleslater. “He haslong didiked daves, particularly Terrans.”

“Condgdering who he hasto work with?’ | lifted ahand to cover my mouth. Rage was fun, but
tiring. “Can't say | blamehim.”

“| want you to ligento me.”

“Keep talking. | dwaysyawn like thiswhen I’'m riveted.”

It took afew seconds before the lift dowed and cameto ahalt at level nine. | walked out and
down the corridor, with Reever trailing me.

“Why am | here?’ | said before | crossed the threshold of his quarters.

Reever pushed me through, then closed the door panel, but didn’t secure it. Foolish man.
“Continuation of prisoner orientation.”

Forget that. “ Send me back to my cell.” When hedidn’t, | hated in the center of the mostly
empty room. “Look, you' ve given me the speech. Seen me naked. Thrown mein the brig. What' sleft?’

“Thereissomething | haveto giveyou.” He pointed to acircular depresson in thedeck. “First |
must complete your orientation. Stand on the scan pad.”

Another scan. They’ d dready done amillion of them. Might aswell get it over with, | thought,
and stepped into the circle.

Reever crossed to the room console and keyed in arapid sequence code. “ Initiate identification

A blinding white light scanned me from crown to soles while a drone voice began to recite the
facts.

“Life-form identification: Torin, Cherijo. Terran femae. Physcian. Thoracic Surgeon. Height: 4
feet, 11 inches. Weight: 82 pounds. Hair: Black with slver streak above right temple. Eyes. Blue. Derma
Terran Caucasan.”

“Y ou forgot the freckle behind my right ear,” | said.

That confused the drone. “ Thereis no indication of abnorma pigmentation in that area”

Reever made an impatient sound. “ Disregard subject input. Results of most recent physical
evauation.”

“P.E. performed by Mdgat, Evo. Includesinspection, pa pation, percussion, and auscultation of
body and organs. Generd resultsreflect awell-developed femde.”

Evo had barely glanced a me, much less performed afull eva. “ There was no P.E. performed.
Y our primary probably had to guess a my gender.”

Reever didn't react to that. “ Proceed.”

“Neurologica Assessment: Awake, dert, oriented to environment-"

“Don’'t gart talking neuroanatomy to him,” | said to the console. “He'll get aroused.”

The program ignored me, too. After finishing the neuro tats, it started on the cardiovascular. “BP
and heart rate cons stent with intense athletic conditioning-"

“An athlete?’ | chuckled. “Hardly. Wait, does whump-bal count?’

It droned on and on. “ Respiratory Assessment: Respiration quiet and regular-"

“I only spit when | think of you, Reever,” | said.

The automated program noted during the integumentary stats that my dermamet genetic norms,
but that | had no PIC.

| frowned. “What' sthis pee-eye-sea?’

Reever didn't answer me. During the recitation of my musculoskeletd stats, the drone stated



there waslittle evidence of any former injuries.

| flexed my giff wrid. “I’'m «till thinking about suing.”

A white spot beam abruptly switched on and focused on my wedding band. “Unidentified
metalic ring encircling third finger of left hand, asindicated.”

I’d forgotten about that. | pulled off the ring Reever had given me back on Joren, and tossed it at
the console ashard as | could. It bounced off and rolled beneath the unit. “Not anymore.”

The console recited the sensory stats, noting some evidence of hypersenativity to light, consstent
with my recent detainmen.

“Isit usudly thisobtuse?’ | asked. “Or istoday a specid occasion?’

The drone only offered my hematologica sats. At length.

| folded my arms. “Did you check between my toes, too?’

“Microbiologica assessment detected no dangerous microorganisms. Augmented antibodies
detected. Unclassified genetic materid detected. Origin of detected irregularities unknown.*

What the hell had Joseph been pumping into me all those years?*1 guessyou did.”

“Conclusion: thisisatwenty-nine-year-old woman in excdlent hedth.”

“Bravo.” | clapped twice, dow and loud. “Took you long enough.”

“Hematology analysis, categorical results: CBC- 6.45; RBC-5.0; Hemoglobin-15.95;
Hematocrit- 45.7;, MCV-"

“Discontinue individua test results,” Reever said, and the drone shut up. “Prepare the laser
goplication.”

“Application of what?’

He moved away from the console and toward me. “All prisoners must maintain a PIC-physical
identification code.” | jumped off the pad. “Resume your position, Cherijo.”

He wanted to brand me. Like some agri-pharm range animd. “Not in thislifetime, pal.”

Reever hdted. “ Permanent individua identification sequences-”

I’d almost made it to the door panel when he caught me. A hard arm snaked around my wal<.
The other blocked my hand just before | raked my fingernailsinto hisface. Reever carried me back to
thecircle, but it took some effort. | fought him with every ounce of strength | had.

“No!” | gasped astwo metdlic columns rose out of the deck. Reever positioned me between
them, let go, then stepped away. Before | could move, two viselike extensions snaked cold metal clamps
around my arms and pelvis. One clamp undulated outward, jerking my right arm up and away from my
body.

Thiswasn't going to happen. “Don’t you dare brand me with some daver code, you pig!”

Reever returned to the console. “ Stop struggling,” he said. “Y ou will harm yoursdlf.”

“Oh, and you won't?

Above me, alaser rig descended from adot in the upper deck. | heard the power supply hum as
the unit charged. My eyeswent wide.

Hewas actudly going to burn mewith that thing. “ Reever!”

Reever gpproached me, asyrinpressin hisfit. | fought the stedl embrace even harder. “Thiswill
prevent you from feding any pain.”

Pain. Good suggestion. | waited until he got close enough, then whipped my head forward and
smashed it into hisface ashard as| could. The instrument flew from his hand and clattered to the deck.
The impact sent Reever staggering back afew steps.

I’ll have a headache, too, once these spots stopped dancing in front of my eyes, | thought. A tight
knot of pain began to swell just above my right brow. Well, I’ d asked for it, might aswell enjoy it.

| did, for about ten seconds, until the laser activated.

Searing hest rolled over my forearm. | swore at the top of my lungsand jerked a my arm, but
the detainment device held. Thusimmobilized, | had to watch asthe laser carved aline of short, curving
furrowsfrom my wrist to my elbow. With each new mark, new pain flashed up my arm. The cauterized
vapors collected in my nose, until | had to stop yelling and choke back my own bile.

Smoke. Flames. Children crying. | couldn’t see where they were. Tonetka... the children...



walls of fire between us... “ Go back!”

It didn’t take very long. Only forever. By the time the laser shut down, the only things keeping my
shuddering body upright were the clamps.

The memories of what had happened on the Sunlace danced indde my eydlids.

“Why did you do that?’ Reever had gotten to hisfeet, and now his hands were on my face, tilting
it up.

| jerked my head away and looked down. Third-degree burns, nearly six incheslong and four
incheswide, formed an intricate series of symbolsin my flesh.

“Why, Cherijo?

| gazed up a him, saw theicy rage with something likerelief. He ftill cared. | could use that.
“Ed... waste... and... d-”

| passed out before | could finish expressing my heartfelt wishes.

CHAPTER TWO
What Goes Around

| groaned, lifted my head, and squinted through decidedly gritty eyes. Too dark to tell wherel
was. But | could smdl ahint of cinnamon and rose hips, and felt the familiar texture of Jorenian linens.

Herbal teastores and my own bed. The old quarters |’ d been assigned on level six. Ascloseto
heaven as| was going to get on the Perpetua.

“Bad dream.” All that shrieking had brought back my sore throat. “ Give me somelights.”

The console didn’t respond to my hoarse command. | struggled off the deeping platform and
stumbled through the dark to manually activate the controls. | felt duggish and weak-Reever must have
drugged me.

Reever did thingslike that.

| reached for the pand and gasped. From my right hand up, everything hurt. When | got thelights
on, | saw the burn dressing encasing my forearm.

“It redlly happened.”

| had no ideawhy that shocked me, but it did. He hurt me. Hereally, deliberately hurt me.
Why? When would histreachery stop being a surprise and start being my reality?

That pesky inner voice of mine piped up at once. Never .

Suppuration had seeped through the antibacteria gel, making stains on the outer dressing. I'd
unwrap it and have alook later, when | could find my med kit. A blue garment covered therest of me. A
bas cally trangparent, voluminous robe, with only afew srategicaly placed opague panelsto preserve my
modesty.

Reever’sideaof degpwear? Or visud titillation?

“You'refeding better.”

| whipped around to find the corrupt creep sitting in one of my chairs. He looked composed and
tidy, if you ignored the painful-looking bruise across his|eft cheekbone.

“Why?’ | held out my unmarked arm. “Want to burn the other one now, you sick bastard?’

“All designated properties are given PICs.” Heroseto hisfeet. “ There are no exceptions.”

“Did you brand Alunthri?’ It didn’t bother me that Reever had used alaser on me. | wasabig
girl, I could handle that. But Alunthri- “Did you?’

Reever nodded once.

My jaw locked. “I’'m going to kill you for that.”

“No, youwon't.”

He had littleideawhat | was capable of. | had nothing elseto lose. Camly | watched as he
moved to stand before me. Let him think | was subdued, besten. The moron. “So I'm your designated. ..
what? Save-girl?”’

Heinclined hishead. The smug gesture cost him. He didn’t have quite enough time to avoid my
fist when it connected with his digphragm, or the follow-through punch | landed against the unbruised



cheek. “Cherijo-”

| would have tackled him to the floor, but inexplicably, the interior lighting went off. | froze,
ressting therecoil of pain stabbing through my newly hedled wrist and my burned arm. “Lights, damniit!”

Before | could land another blow, Reever flung me back on the deeping platform, then landed on
top of me.

“Stopit,” Reever muttered, spreading hislegs over mine. | gulped in enough air to shriek, and his
hand locked over my mouth to smother the sound. At the sametime, his other hand encircled my throat
and clenched. “Quiet.”

The door panel did open.

“Pretend you're adeep.” Without a sound, Reever rolled off me and over the Sde of the deeping
platform.

There was someonein the room with us. | could hear the thickened breathing, the shuffling
footsteps as they approached my bed. Wasit that rat-faced, vigilante nurse? Through my eyelashes|
watched the glimmer of tiny indicator lights astheintruder lifted apulserifle. The dight hum of the
weapon as it activated made me iffen.

Something Dhreen, the Oenrdlian pilot who had originally helped me escape from Terra, had
said to me on Furinac came back to me. Doc, what isit with you and weapon-carrying assassins?

At tha time the Furinac First Scion had been trying to kill me, planning to later frame mefor his
father’ smurder. He' d ended up committing suicide by blowing his own head off, an inch from my face.
It'sagift, Dhreen.

| wanted to pound something. Was there anyone left on this blasted ship who didn’t want to
beat, poison, burn, or shoot me?

Thislatest assassin moved in closer. The scent of acrid alien sweat drifted to my nose. It wasn't
the nurse-I’ d have known that smell anywhere. It took every ounce of willpower to remain motionless
and let him crossthose last few inches. A low, soft sound disturbed the air.

Former fleet commander Colonel Shropanawas giggling.

| don't know why. Patril should have been rather upset with me. He' d come dl the way to
Varalan Quadrant on League orders to abduct me, had threatened to blow up Joren, and then had
auffered the ultimate humiliation by faling for my Trojan horsetrick. I'd turned him and hisforty League
troop freighters over to the Hsktskt in exchange for Joren’s safety.

Considering our history? Laughing or not, he’ d definitely usetherifle.

A metallic clunk came from across the room, and Shropana swung back around. | took the
opportunity and rolled off the deeping platform in the same way Reever had. | landed face-first onthe
deck, and cringed at the resounding whack. How had Reever doneit so silently?

“Torin.” Shropanakicked something out of hisway. “I will makeit quick. Come out where | can
seeyou.”

“Don’'t move, Cherijo.” Reever’ svoice came out of nowhere, sounding very much in charge.
“Drop the weapon, Colond.”

For once Reever had agood idea. | stayed put and covered my head with my arms.

Shropana cursed. The door pand opened a second time. The pulseriflefired, causng amuffled
explosion. A shhilant roar echoed the shot. Then complete chaos ensued. Furnishings flew over my head.
Heavy objects crashed into plasted panels. Bones snapped. Flesh ripped.

“Stopit!” 1 pushed mysdlf to my feet just asthe lights came on and | saw who had taken care of
business.

“Shdl | kill him for you, Hdavar?’

TssVar held the Colond suspended afew feet above the deck. Shropana s broken body
twitched with spasmodic shudders. Reever had the pulseriflein his hands and was deactivating it. He
looked from the League Commander to me, then made agesture I d never seen before.

“Very well.” TssVar dropped the wounded man to the deck. The body made a distinct, wet
thud.

“Oh, for God' s sake.” | ran to Shropana. The Hsktskt had done an excellent job, | saw as|



crouched down next to the unconscious man. He was very nearly dead. “ Couldn’t you have just
knocked him out?’

The Colondl was amess. Deep head wound, obvious fracturesin both front and back hocks.
Dark purple blood spilled from the sagging flews around his mouth and pooled on the deck beneeth his
blunt, balding head. When | jerked aside his tunic and palpated his abdomen, | swore.

“ Shattered ribs and interna hemorrhaging, from thefed of it.” | checked his pulse, then jerked
my head toward the room panel. “He' staching on me. Call for medevac. Now.”

With swift movements| tore apiece of linen and bound it around Shropana s skull. | had no
case, no bonesetters, no scanner. Unless | moved fast, | soon wouldn't have a patient.

“Wdl?’ | glared a Reever.

TssVar nudged the Colond with one huge clawed foot, making Shropanagroan. “lsn’t he
dead?”’

“No. Don't dothat.” | swatted at the Hsktskt’ sleg. “He needs surgery. Now. I'll haveto
perform athoracotomy to see how bad it is” If hisheart would stand the strain. Since my heroes
evidently weren't going to signal Medicd, | rose and headed for the console.

Thebig Hsktskt got in my way. “Thisonetried to kill you.”

“Not my problem.” | went around him. L et me do my job, will you?’

TssVar made no indication whether he was going to grant me permission to do it, but waiting for
approva was never one of my strong points. Behind me, | heard him say to Reever, “1 will observe her,
Hdava.”

“Asyouwish, OverLord,” Reever said.

Like | was abug under amicroscope, doing some fascinating tricks.

“Y ou two can stand here and chat dl day,” | said, and keyed inasignd. “I’m moving the Colonel
before he bleeds to death.”

The charge nurse dispatched two orderlies and ahover gurney to aid me. Once we loaded
Shropana, | trotted down the corridor dongside him, my fingers wrapped around the pulse point in his
arm. Histhready heart rate had seriously weakened by the time we reached Medicdl.

| started handing out orders before the entrance pand did shut behind me. “ Thoracic surgica
team, one minute. | need abreryliumineinfuser setup and full portable cardiac array, Sat. Nurse’-the
League staffer gawked when | pointed at her-“yes, you. Get your backside over here.”

Malgat began protesting at once. | shoved him out of my face. Hetrailed after me, till squawking
some nonsense about seniority. From the corner of my eye | saw TssVar nod to one of the cenrurons,
who grabbed the furious physician and hauled him out of my face.

Having the OverLord around had its advantages, | thought, then looked down at the patient.
Sometimes.

Between me and the suddenly cooperative nurse, we had Shropana prepped by thetime the
surgica team had assembled. | had an intern take the Colonel in, while the nurse and | geared up. She
didn’t offer to help when | changed the dressing on my burned arm before | scrubbed. She just Stared at
my brand, then the collar around my neck.

“Yeah, I’'madave, t0o.” | secured the new bandage and shook down the deeve of my gown.
“Judt like everyonedse”

“Doctor.” TssVar waked in, looking around with interest. “ This appears to be much more
efficient than your center on Kevarzangia Two.”

A supply closet would have been an improvement on K-2's FreeClinic. | missed it anyway.

“Here” | handed the largest set of surgical gear to TssVar. “Put thison and scrub.” | nodded
toward the snk, then turned to the attending nurse. “Help me.”

The nurse went pae. “But-but--"

Hewasn't contaminating my sterilefied with al hisHsktskt germs. “Doit.”

| 1eft the two of them at the biodecon unit and entered the main surgica suite, where Shropana
lay shrouded and ready for the procedure.

“Status,” | said, and one of the surgical interns hesitantly raitled off Shropana svita sgns. The



tachycardiahad leveled out. “Okay. Let’ sget rolling.”

League medica equipment might be better than K-2's, but it hardly compared to the Jorenian
tech | had worked with on the Sunlace. The same main control console governed most of the surgery’s
various gpparatus. | muttered to myself as| accessed the panel and activated one of the table scanners.
Thisjunk seemed to take forever to scan the body and chest cavity before it extrapolated a diagnosis.

“Pneumothorax, right lung,” 1 said, reading the displayed results out loud. “Multiple fracturesin
both arm hocks and seven ribs. Looks like one of those pierced the gland cluster behind the cardiac
organ.”

TssVar wasindeed very efficient.

On top of that, Shropana s heart displayed the unmistakable signs of severe coronary arterid
disease. Asif | didn't have enough of achallenge to deal with. | checked the other scanner.

“Head wound is superficia. No sign of subdurd hematoma.” | ingpected the laser rig as|
powered it up. “All right, people, we re going to have our handsfull. HE samyocardid infarction waiting
to happen.” | checked and saw the Hsktskt standing at the back of some nurses. “ OverLord, you' Il want
to comeinsidethefidd perimeter now.”

The Hsktskt quickly stepped forward. He must have remembered the |ast time he encountered
the biodlectrical wall-also the last time he’ d seen me at work, back on K-2, when I’ d delivered his
mate s quintuplets. At gunpoint.

Theglamorouslife of an intergdactic surgeon. Maybe | should have listened to Dhreen and
opened arestaurant on K-2. “Activate serilefield.”

The Static buzz was followed by the whispered suction of the air replacement unit. | pulled down
the rig and checked the settings. The beam regulator badly needed cdibration, and | had to fool with the
stream injector for aminute before it produced the proper bandwidth. My arm hurt, but not enough to
makeit difficult to handle the instruments.

“Tell me something,” | asked no onein particular. “How isit that the League will waste untold
millions of creditstracking down asingle Terran female, but won't spend atiny fraction of that upgrading
and maintaining its own medica equipment?’

No one answered.

“Stats” When | got no answer, | glared at the nurse handling the Colond’ s anesthesia. “Well?
Areyou taking anap over there, or what?’

“He sbardy stable,” she said, muttering under her mask. “Y ou should know.”

| powered down and pushed therig to one side. The dave brand under my gown throbbed in
time with the invisble hammers on each sde of my head.

| didn’t redly havethetimeto dothis, | thought, as| surveyed the numerous insubordinate eyes
watching me. However, that was onething | learned in my first year of residency-if you wanted to bein
charge, you' d damn well better act likeit.

“Okay, children,” | said, insulting the group at large. “Here' show it works. | am the surgeon.
You arethe surgical support team. | ask questions. You answer me. | cut. You mop up the blood. If you
won't do that, get out and send in someone who will.”

The League med pros exchanged glances. One of the male residents cleared histhroat.

There saways one brave one. “Y ou have acomment you' d like to make, resident?’

“Y ou turned the fleet over to the Hsktskt,” he said, glancing nervoudy at the OverLord. “Why
should you wish to save the Colond’ slife now?’

TssVar made an ugly sound.

Brave, and possibly suicidd. “As| recal, you people were prepared to destroy an entire world
to get me. Theway | seeit, we' re even. Got it?’

Everyone appeared to get it.

“Good. Now, can we do this, or watch him die?’ | waited for the length of a heartbest. “ Stats.”

The nurse sounded furious, but she rattled off the gppropriate readings. My instrument nurse
positioned her setup tray. Theinternsmoved into assist.

Hey, it worked.



| silently released the breath I’ d been holding, reactivated the rig and pulled down the lascapel.
The bright optic lights made Shropanad s hairy torso appear bloated and purplish.

“Herewego.” | madetheinitia incison and pulled the beam down the median linefrom his
chest, through the brisket and around into his upper flank. “Clamp back that subcutaneoustissue. Like
that. Modify therib spreader to clamp on the left withers only. Suction.”

“Explain what you are doing, SsurreVa,” | heard TssVar say.

I”’m cutting open this man to repair your mess. “ Standard traumatological procedure: get his
lungsworking, arrest theinternal bleeding, then fix anything that threstensthe cardiac organ. Hisheart is
aready diseased, s0 | have to proceed with caution. I’ [l do alaparotomy-that’ s abdominal exploratory
surgery- if necessary, after that.”

| didn’t bother to elaborate, but continued cutting, and addressed my two resident assistants at
the sametime. “We |l plug the plurd cavity first, then ded with the gland cluster and theribs.” To the
nurse, | said, “ Give me a seriestwo chest tube. More suction. Yes. That'sit.”

| had to move fast. The pneumothorax compressed the Colonel’ s diseased cardiac organ (not a
good thing), so | evacuated the air from the space between hislung and sternd plating and sedled the
rupture. Once that was done, | was wrist-deep in blood.

Shropana s species possessed a network of glandular nodules-delicate-looking systemic
clustersthat regulated every organ in his body. The high concentration of vesselsin the clusters redefined
the term “bleeder.” Hewas a sieve. By thetime| located and sedled off the main culprits, fluid was
spilling over the table onto the deck. The nurse spent as much time suctioning as | did cauterizing
micro-tearsin the arteria walls.

“Doctor, his pressures are starting to red range,” the vitals nurse suddenly said. “We re running
low on plasma, too.”

| didn’t need him having an MI on me now. Why was plasma a problem?“Get more whole
blood in here”

“Thereisn't any more,” shesad.

Unbelievable. “ Doesthis flying waste station possess awhole-blood synthesizer?’

The nurse took a step back at my tone. “ Of course, Doctor, but-"

| tossed a bloody instrument in her general direction. “ Then have someone to whip me up afew
gdlons, will you?’

| rapidly completed my repairs while the residents clamped bonesetters around hisarms. His
shattered ribs would have to wait for another day. | closed his chest and watched hisvitals monitor
mysdf. | didn’t dare move him from the surgica suite until he'd been fully transfused, but the immediate
danger wasover.

“Deectivate gerilefied.” | turned and found my nose about an inch from TssVar' ssurgical gear.
| kinked aneck muscle as| glanced up. “Well, OverLord? Enjoy the show?’

“Itisinteresting to watch you work, SsurreVa,” the Hsktskt said, stepping out of my way. Was
that respect in those big yellow eyes? Surely not. I’ d just ruined al his beautiful handiwork.

“Glad to hear it.” | stripped off my mask and gloves. He nodded curtly, and left the surgical suite
in slence. Mogt of the team followed. No one said aword asthey passed by me.

A simple thank-you would have been nice.

| sood by Shropana and watched hisvitas as one nurse, who had stayed behind, cleaned up the
bloody instrument tray. A resident whedled in anew batch of synplasmaand | set up theinfuser feed lines
myself. The Colond’ svita's responded accordingly.

Petril might just live through this, after all.

| was till enjoying my success when the nurse jumped at me, and something dashed & my chest.
“Whet the hdll-?’

My haf-turn was swift and reflexive. Fortunately. The dermal probe aimed at my heart buried
itsdlf in the flesh of my upper am instead.

The good arm, too.

“Hey!” Through amist of pain and fury 1 saw dark, glittering eyes blazing over the rim of her



meask. Fury-spawned adrenaline alowed me to ignore the wound and grab her skinny throat with my
hands. | took a moment to tear away her surgica mask, athough | dready knew who it was.

“Nurse LucretiaBorgia,” | said. “What' s the matter, couldn’t lay your paws on any
benzodiazapene?’

| didn’t let her have enough air to speak. Not that | cared about what she had to say. | backed
her into aplagpane wall and held her there,

Timeto use some Hsktskt tactics. To keep the lizards monitoring us from interfering, | pulled off
my headgear, then hers.

“Now you listen.” | leaned in, felt something warm run down my deeve. Blood from the new
wound. Asif | needed more problems. “I’ ve had enough of this. Enough. If | Sgna that big mongter in
charge, he'll put you on atray and pass you around. Want to end up an appetizer?’

Gasping, her tail thrashing frantically againg the pand, the nurse shook her head.

“Then we' re going to make adeal. You don't try to kill me, and | won't feed you to them.
Agreed?’

She gave aweak nod. | let go, and she dropped to the deck, choking and coughing as fresh air
filled her cheek pouches.

| gave her afew moments, using the time to check out my brand. The tusde had cracked the
burns open, and they were bleeding, too. | snatched a couple of sterile dressing packs, then nudged her
with my foot. “Get up.”

Ungteadily she pushed herself off the deck, then staggered as | grabbed her by the arm.

“Comeon.”

| hauled her over to the scrub unit, and stuck the dressing packsin her paws. | couldn’t help
grumbling as | pulled the probe from the shallow wound in my good arm and tore the deeve away. That
hurt.

Her beady eyes bulged again. “ That, why are you doing?’

“I"'m not doing anything.” | held out my arm. “Clean it.”

“Did you say, what?’

“Y ou heard me. Y ou stabbed me. You cdleanit up.”

When she started to back away, | caught her tunic with my good hand. “I can dwaysask TssVar
todoit.”

That got me an intense look of didike, but she retrieved what she needed and began treating the
stab wound.

Maybe | should find out who wanted me dead. “What' s your name?’

She sprayed a generous amount of topica antiseptic over the smal gash, which made me wince.
“ZdlaDchém-os”

While she worked on me, | kept an eye on Shropand svitas. There were afew fluctuations, but
on thewhole the levelskept improving. Zdlafollowed my gaze and muttered something under her breath
as she wound the sterile dressing over the brand.

“What are you mumbling about?’ | asked her.

“Your time, you' rewasting,” the nurse said. Her face resumed its usud sullen caste. “On the
Colond, that Hsktskt butcher will finish the job. A chance, as soon as he gets.”

It took me aminute to figure out her backward syntax. “Oh, so that’ s why the OverLord
alowed meto perform surgery on Shropana,” | said, in athe-light-dawnstone. “To save hislife so he
couldkill him later.” Zdllajerked and secured the ends of the dressing alittle too tightly around my arm.
“Now, be nice-”

“SaurreVa?’ TssVar had re-entered the surgical suite, and stood |ooking from meto the nurse.
Hislower eydids dropped in an expression I d guessto bein the highly upset range. “Y ou harmed the
Dedgnate”

| decided not even Zdlla deserved that wretched isolation cell-if she even madeit that far in one
piece. Surreptitioudy | shoved her headgear into her hands and dipped mine over my head. “No harm
done, OverLord. Just an accident. See?’ | held up the arm for hisinspection, and flexed it for good



measure. “Worksfine.”

The Hsktskt ignored me. “ Centurons! Attend me!”

Two of TssVar' sguards burst into the room an instant later and trained their weapons on the
League nurse. Timeto do some fast talking, or Nurse Dchém-os was going to end up in more pieces
than even | could sew back together.

“I never even saw the derma probe until it was sticking out of my arm,” | said, and patted my
wounded limb. “My nurse kindly agreed to dressit for me.”

The OverLord released a dow, suspicious hiss, then cracked alimb at the guards. The centurons
retreated.

| deliberatdly gave the terrified nurse' s narrow shoulder a shove toward the pandl. “Thanks, Zd.
Y ou’ ve done enough here”

Inablink, Zellahad dodged around TssVar and darted out into Medical. | returned TssVar's
suspicious gaze with my best virtuous expression.

The OverLord paced acircle around me. “SsurréVa, you lie”

“About what?’ Thisinnocent, who me? act had better work. “Y ou mean this?’ | patted my arm.
“Why lie about someone trying to hurt me?’

He regarded me with those observant, viewport-size, yellow eyes. “Thiswill not changetheir
hatred of you, Ssurreva.”

Too damn observant. “ Soit’smy problem.”

“Until it becomesmine.” The OverLord' s huge head swiveled toward the Colond. “ This one will
uvive?’

“He needs more surgery to repair hisribs and trestment for the preexisting problemswith his
heart, but with luck, yes. HEll live”

“Heoweshislifetoyou.” TssVar surveyed the surgica equipment impassively. “And thisiswhat
you had chosen to devote your time and energy?’

Past tense. Had. Another reminder of my current predicament.

“Thisisit.” | got busy cleaning up thelast of the contaminated instruments. * Everybody needs
regular medica treatment, OverLord. It's steedy work.”

“I am putting you in charge of thisvessd’sMedica Section,” the Hsktskt said.

About time. “That will make Dr. Malgat and the crew happy.” No, it wouldn't.

“ Should the soft-skulled one object, advise me.” TssVar’ stongue lashed out in what | was
dtarting to recogni ze as a Hsktskt expression of anticipation, then he stalked back out.

| sat down next to Shropana and watched his monitor. In one day, | thought, I’d gone from a
detaineein solitary confinement to acting Primary Medica Officer.

Wonder what would happen tomorrow?

| spent the next elghteen hoursin Medica, keeping close monitor on Colonel Shropana. Six more
units of synplasmawere required to compensate for the blood loss. Hourly doses of pentazalcine kept
him quiet and as comfortable as possible. The League Commander remained in critical condition, but he
made it through the night.

My vigil dso provided achance to further observe the medica staff in action. They were abusy
bunch.

The night-shift nurses coming on immediately gravitated toward one end of theward. The end
with thefood unit. They kept it busy preparing cups of hot beverages, snacks, and other tidbits. Three
patients were forced to signal more than once before they were attended. | handled two of them
persondly.

Difficult to stuff your face and assst patients at the sametime.

Theinternsworked alittle harder at their jobs, but some of them scared me more than the nurses
did. I watched unqualified students make rounds, treating and prescribing for patients without orders or
supervison. Not good. | slently followed up on every chart. No one seemed brave enough to try to stop
me when | modified the med schedules.

Whilefixing their disasters, | learned that the senior staffer on shift was afourth-year intern, and



he had yet to master the intricacies of galactic pharmacology.

Eventudly | covered dl of the inpatients and then gppropriated a portable medica termina and
went through the personnel records. Well, | had to do something while | was Sitting there, listening to
Shropana s berth console bleep and the nurses chew.

Oneintrepid soul finally approached me a mid-shift. Basically humanoid, with one pair of arms
and legs. Innumerable protuberant hemangiomas covered his body, doubtless due to the unusud
digtribution of blood vessalsin his species skin. Heworeintern insgniaon histunic. Whether he
deserved to was yet to be seen.

“I'm flavored,” Strawberry the intern said, and held out ahand with three protracted digits.

| blinked. “I'll take your word for it.”

“Y ou misunderstand me, Doctor. My name isflavored.” At my blank look, he typed it out on a
datapad and switched it to display in Terran.

Vlaav Irde, | read. “Fourth-year intern?’ He nodded. So thiswasthe idiot prescribing
overdoses. | toyed with theidea of laying into him over that, but Malgat wasredly at fault. “Right. So
what do you want?’

Vlaav the intern went on to tell me he was a Saksonan, the senior intern onboard ship, and then
promptly tried to pull rank on me. “I’'m primary for this shift, you know. May | see Colond Shropana’s
chat?’

Anintern as primary. Mother of All Houses. “No.”

| wastired and, now knowing who | wasin charge of, not inclined toward tact. “ Go away.”

Saksonans, | would learn, had easily bruised egos. “| was just reviewing cases histories, and a
thought crossed my mind-

“Must have been along and lonely journey. Get logt.”

Blood pooled under his derma, making the countless bumps swell. “1 don’'t see why you-

“That’swhy I’'m the MD and you'retheintern,” | said. “Take astroll. Come back when you
make resident. And keep your hands off the syrinpresses.”

Dr. Malgat appeared once early in the shift, for afew moments. | got an evil ook, but my
predecessor wisaly kept his distance. | watched as he performed rounds so fast he barely touched each
patient’s chart. On hisway out of Medica, Magat ignored inquiries from two nurses and an anxious
patient caling after him.

| made anote to request Dr. Speedy be transferred to waste management, then went back to
reworking the shift schedules.

Things got interesting sometime later, when a Hsktskt guard detachment stomped through the
entrance pandl. Six of them, dl carrying activated weapons. A couple hissed at the nurses as they headed
for the center of the bay.

| assumed they weren't hereto visit areative.

The group was lead by the biggest female Hsktskt I’ d ever seen. Tdler and bulkier than her male
counterparts, she commanded instant attention. And fear. Something el se seemed strange about her.
When her massive head swung toward me, | saw exactly what it was.

Her face.

The sight would have made the most ambitious reconstructive surgeon weep with despair. A
wide, twisted band of fresh scar tissue ran ajagged path from the top of her head down one sideto
disappear beneath the neck of her uniform. The wound went so deep that there appeared to be extensive
skull digtortion.

What had been used on her? A blunt axe? And how had she survived awound that had torn
through scales, muscles, bone, and most assuredly the frontal lobe of her brain? Next thing | knew, she
was standing over me and had her weapon in my face.

Maybe | was going to find out. Persondly.

“Hi.” | blandly looked adong the barrdl of the pulserifle. After enough times, | thought, you sort of
gotusedtoit. “May | help you?’

A black tongue lashed out-but haf of it was gone. Amputated?“Y ou are caled SsurrevVa?’



“By OverLord TssVar, yes.” It couldn’t hurt to mention hisname, ina“we' reold pas’ kind of
way.

That didn’t awe her. “Five captives are not accounted for. Y ou are hiding them here.”

Uh-oh. Helen of Troy here was on amission. Apparently | was The Oneto Be Held
Responsible. Asusud.

“I am not hiding anyone, OverSeer,” | said, careful to use her rank. By now | had memorized
Hsktskt uniform insignia, and displaying respect toward hers seemed prudent. “ The only personne here
are staff assgned to this section, or patients who have been accounted for.”

“If | find them, you die.”

Not exactly fair, but completely straightforward.

She turned her mangled head and barked out a series of orders. The Hsktskts detachment
fanned out and extensively searched the Medica wards, treetment rooms, and clinical services. That
meant patients aswdl as equipment were tossed around. Nurses fled shrieking to cluster in terrified
huddles. Diagnostic consoles were torn apart.

| followed after them, picked up patients, and tried to hold on to my composure.

An hour later, the last guard reported that no escapee had been found. Medical had been
completely trashed, and the staff were having hysterics as quietly asthey could. The femae OverSeer
came after me again.

| was busy rewrapping atorn dressing, so | didn’t rub it in too much. “Doesthismean | live?’

The cold metd rim of her rifle pressed against my throat. | took that to mean she wanted meto
shut up. | shut up.

“TssVar vauesyour traitorous hide,” the OverSeer said. Thetip of her tongue flickered so close
that | could fed tiny droplets of her sdlivaland on my cheeks and nose. | wasn't even going to think
about the smell of her breath. “But for the OverLord | would have your entrails adorning my talons. | am
OverSeer FurreVa. Say it, Terran.”

“Your nameis OverSeer FurrevVa” | had afeding it didn’t mean “ good-natured.”

“| am taking three of these usdessfemaes.” She gestured toward the mass of frightened nurses.
“They will tdl mewherethe othersare.”

She might have therifle, but | was responsible for those usdless femaes. “ Assuming they know
anything, which | doubt, just how are you going to get them to tell you?” 1 finished the dressing and
graightened. “ By relying on your persond charisma?’

FurreVa sjaw dropped, maybe in surprise, which showed me every single one of her jagged
teeth. There was anoticeable gap in her upper and lower paate. Most of what was eft badly needed a
good cleansing. Not that | was going to suggest it. Ever.

“The OverLord has given me leaveto interrogate them.”

Bet her idea of questioning prisonersinvolved inflicting serious, prolonged physica damage. “Will
you alow meto speak with them first? Perhgps | can get the information from them. That way, you won't
have to waste your obvioudy vauabletime.”

She stared at mefor along time. | didn’t know if shewas deciding if | was serious, joking, or
needed sdt before serving.

“Very well.” At last therifle swung away from my throat. “One minute, Terran.”

| wasted no time, but went straight to the nurses. They stared a me with the usual mixture of fear
and disgust. Dchém-os emerged from somewhere and jabbed afinger into my chest.

“This, you told them to do!” she said, flinging an arm out and stamping her lower paws. “Mess,
just look et thisl”

| produced a chipper smile and removed my headgear. “ Shut up, Z€l.” | scanned the faces of the
other nurses. They were amogt, but not quite, as scared as| was. “ That big femae with the attractive
features over there saysfive prisoners are missing. She thinks one of you knowswherethey are. Want to
guess how she' sgoing to determinethat?’ The group made a collective gasp. “ Exactly. Someonetalk to
me. Right now.”

A few of the nurses exchanged glances. Onefinally spoke. “We d heard about them. No one



knows what happened.”

Dchém-os assumed an ingtant, innocent expression, while her tail thumped with agitation againgt
the deck.

Another nurse cast adisgusted scowl at the Hsktskts. “ The horrible beasts probably caught them
in the corridors and ate them.”

“Would you liketo be the dessert course?’ | didn’t wait for an answer, but turned to the first
nurse who' d spoken. “How do you know they escaped?’ Shedidn’t answer me. “Let me guess. Y our
people have aready planned how to escape the Hsktskt, and these five took the first shot at it.”

The nurse' s eyes rounded. Another let out asmall whimper of distress.

| stifled agroan. “Wonderful.”

OverSeer FurreVadecided my timewas up. A snakelike limb curled around my waist and
hauled me back out of the group. She released me so abruptly that my legs dipped out from under me
and | landed on my backside.

“Enough of this.” Her troops surrounded the group, and the Hsktskt pointed to three of the
nurses-one of whom had made the unpleasant joke. “ Take them.”

“OverSeer!” | struggled to my feet, yanked on my headgear, and reached out a hand to try to
stop her. “Pleasg, if you will wait, 1-”

The big femde pressed a claw to the broad unit on her wrist. Instantly a powerful jolt ran up my
left arm and into my chest.

Not again.

The deck rushed up to meet my face.

CHAPTER THREE
Sharp Insruments

“Sill, you keep.”

Disgruntled, beady black eyes peered into mine. After riding waves of dizziness, | findly figured
out | waslying on aberth in Medical. Not naked thistime, but dressed in adave tunic about four sizes
too big for me. | reflexively moved my limbs, and felt severe muscle strainin my left forearm. A new
support brace encircled my throbbing wrist.

At least | didn’t get shot.

A paw pressed down on my shoulder. Good spot-it was the only onethat didn’t ache. “It, |
mean!” ZellaDchém-os gave me alook of intense didike as she held meimmobile and passed a scanner
over me.

My head was still muddled, but | recdlled trying to help the nurses, and the subsequently brief
confrontation with the Hsktskt OverSeer. “How much damage did she do?’

“Finishfirgt, will you let me?’ She glanced over her shoulder. “For these readings, OverMaster
HaaVar iswating.”

“Space Reever.” | grabbed the scanner. Plenty of contusions, but no broken bones. “Hethe only
reason you' re not sticking me with a syrinpress?’

Dchém-os s expression changed. “Trying to help us, | suppose you were.” Shetook the unit
away fromme.

“Doesthis mean we' re going to be chums now?’ | asked, and her vibrissae virtualy stood on
end. “That' swhat | thought.” The vertigo got worse, and that had me worried. “ Give me back that

“Wait.” Dchém-ostook hold of my arm, where the deeve of my tunic had did down. She
yanked her headgear off, then mine. “To your PIC, what happened? A few hoursago, | just dressed it.”

Out of the corner of my eye | saw the third-degree burns had disappeared, leaving aflat, barely
perceptible stretch of new pink skin.

| brought my arm down and shook the deeve back into place. “I hed fast.” And was healing
faster every day.



“You, do?" She cast aglance to one side, then leaned forward and lowered her voiceto a
whisper. “The nurses who were taken, the beasts will maim. Make them reved the location of the five
escapess, they think it will.” Dchém-os slargeincisors clattered together. “Until they are dead, that
scar-faced one won't stop-but nothing they know!”

“Fgures.” Pointlesstorture. One more thing to love about the Hsktskt.

“Some of the prisoners, I'm being sent down to the Detainment Areato treat.” The nurse looked
odd before she added, “ To help the others, can you do anything?’

| bet that hurt to ask. My respect for Zellaincreased by the moment.

“Let’'ssee” | hdd my hand out. “Help me up.” When she hesitated, | sighed. “C'mon, Z€l. |
can't do anything from here”

The nurse didn’t argue with me. She smply yanked. For amoment my vision blurred, then | was
in an upright position. Why was| so lightheaded?

“To get them back, I'll useyou,” shesaid. “Only temporary, this-

“Yeah, yeah, | remember. You'll fill poison me the minute you get achance, et cetera, et cetera.
Saveit.” | put my headgear on and swung my legs over the side of the berth.

Reever appeared in front of me. “What are you doing?’

“Getting up,” 1 said. And | did. For about three seconds. The room rocked wildly, and my knees
weren't up for theride. | crumpled forward, just in time for Reever to catch me. “Put-me-down-"

Reever turned to Dchém-os. “I'll take her to her quarters. Resume your duties.”

The long night watching Shropana combined with the pain of my bruises had sapped me of
whatever smacking ability | possessed. However, the dizziness seemed to be dowly receding. | hung limp
and unresigting in Reever’ sarms.

My mouth still worked, though. “What’ s the matter, get bored planning your next atrocity?’

Reever said nothing. Hewas good at that.

Okay, maybe | should do more than bait him. “Y our palstrashed Medical |ooking for escaped
prisoners. OverSeer FurreVatook three nursesinto custody and istorturing them.”

“I know.” He stepped into thelift with me.

| curled my fingersinto thefront of histunic, and gaveit apull. “Y ou can have them released,
right?” Heremained slent and indifferent. | heaved out an impatient bresth asthelift did to ahalt. “Let
me rephrase. Get them released.”

“No.” He stepped out and carried me down another corridor.

| didn’t argue or struggle with him-now | had to do some planning. Reever stepped through a
door pand and into my assigned quarters. While I’ d been in Medical, someone had corne in and
sraightened up. Shropana s blood no longer stained the deck. Even the linens on my deeping platform
had been changed.

Hewouldn't help me, so | needed to get rid of him.

“I never knew the Hsktskt had”-1 yawned- “maid service.” He placed me on the bed. “Nice
job... yougiveher... agoodtip?’ | let my eydidsflutter, then faked faling adeep.

Reever hovered by the deeping platform for aminute. | couldn’t open my eyesand look at him. |
was too busy pretending to breathe evenly and dowly. The subterfuge was harder to keep up than |
thought. Especidly with Reever close enough for meto smell.

| barely controlled aflinch when hiswarm hand touched my head. Fingers threaded through my
tangled hair, gently brushing it away from my face. The temptation to bite him, repeatedly, became amost
irresstible. So did other, less noble impul ses.

No. Never. I'd rather contract Embekileen venereal diseasefirst.

The hand moved away, and | heard him sigh. “ Sleep well, wife.” Some footsteps thudded across
the deck. The door panel did open and closed. He was gone.

| sat up, dizzy and shaking with relief. “Dream on, supid.” | got up, noticed thetime, and
automatically went to the prep unit. “Jenner? Hey, pd, timeto...” | halted as| remembered that my cat
was gill back on Joren, and the familiar pang of loss made me catch my breath. “Okay. Timeto get my
act together.”



Continua dizziness hampered my movements. What garments | found, courtesy of past
occupants, were mostly sheer, feminine stuff that would fit an Amazon, a couple of Shropand sold
uniforms shoved back in acorner, and aplain black robe. Sincel didn’t want to attract attention, |
stayed in the too-large dave tunic and braided my hair out of my face.

| snorted at my reflection. Prisoner Cherijo, prepared for the search-and-rescue mission. Right. |
looked like akid playing dress-up.

Another surge of vertigo sent me back to the deegping platform. Couldn’t pass out yet. | could sit
for afew minutes, though. While| did, | took the precaution of rolling up some bed linens and making it
look asthough | was huddled under the top cover on the deeping platform.

Reever had |eft the console pass-protected, so | played with different combinationsin an attempt
to crack the protective codes he' d instal led.

“What magic word did you use, Reever? Fraud? Imposter? Villain?’ | stopped, thought for a
moment, then keyed in one word.

Beloved.

The security lockout disappeared.

With afew taps on the keypad | found the deck and a section designated “ Investigation and
Interrogation.” The Hsktskt were practical creatures, so | was counting on them using the existing
facilitiesfor the same purposes.

Once got the nurses out, | couldn’t smply march them back over to Medicd. No, I'd haveto
find aplace to hide them.

Before| left, | searched for some kind of weapon to take with me. There was nothing, no secret
cache of pistals, no emitter units, not even an esting utensil. Maybe it was for the best. If things got rough,
| till wasn't sureif | could actually shoot or stab someone.

| wasn't trained to kill people. | healed them.

What about Reever ?that dy voice whispered insde my head.

“Hedoesvt qudify,” | said.

| had taken the precaution of tucking ascanner in my pocket, which | now used to take areading
closeto the door pand. Any life-formswithin athree-meter radius would register on the therma sensor.

The corridor was empty. | was homefree. | activated the panedl.

Nothing happened. Reever had locked mein.

“For atelepathic linguist, the man has an incredibly bad memory.” | accessed the interior of the
pand and crossed some wires. Dhreen had taught me how to do that. I’d used it to catch Reever playing
Fond Memoriesin a Jorenian environome once, back on the Sunlace. | ignored the sharp stab of painin
my chest.

Dhreen had pretended to be my friend while he spied for my creator. The Oenrallian’ s betraya
ranked just below Reever’s on my never-to be-forgotten list.

And dill I missed him.

The door panel did open, and | stepped out into the open corridor. No one around. So far, so
good. | had to go to level nineteen to get to the Interrogation Section. That was my whole plan. By the
timel arrived, I d have figured out away to rescue the nurses.

Sometime later, standing just outside the door pand to Interrogation, | till didn’t have aplan. But
| could hear someone screaming and sobbing. A shame | hadn’t found some kind of wegpon. Shooting
one of those cold-blooded monstersin there suddenly appealed to me.

Cold-blooded mongters...

| checked the exterior pand, and had to swalow awhoop of delight. Hail to the Allied League,
those Paragons of Miserly Habits. The environcontrolsfor Interrogation-and every other section on the
deck- were external .

| walked back down the corridor and accessed the main deck panel. Now, how had Dhreen
sad he d fixed that problem with the nasty migrating organic cargo on the Bestshot? Oh, yeah. | input the
setting and reinitiated the life-support system.

The effect was ablast. Literdly. Ice began to form on the corridor walls as super-cooled air



flooded the deck. My breath puffed out in little white clouds while | shivered and hopped from one foot
to the other. Oddly, the cold made me fedd more dert and cleared away thelast of that bizarre dizziness.

Interrogation’ s door pand did open. Something big and duggish crawled out onto the deck and,
after amoment, collapsed.

“Let it snow, let it snow, let it snow,” | chanted as| stepped over the motionless Hsktskt and
peered into theinterior.

The sméll of blood and body fluids was sharp and pervasive. | saw the three nurses, restrained
againgt onewall. Two were conscious, the third sagging and in very bad shape. Five more big lizards lay
ontheir beliesin various stages of stupor. FurreValifted her scarred head and stared at me.

Since she' d dready gotten agood look a me, | waggled my fingersat her. “Hiya, Helen. | need
my nurses back now.”

“Kill... you...” The OverSeer dumped to the deck, unconscious.

“Not today.” | stepped over her and went to the last nurse. Gently | lifted her head from where it
hung limply over her chest, and checked for apulse. Shewas alive, but in shock.

“Nurse.” She' d been badly beaten, from the looks of the lacerations and bruisesthat disfigured
her face. “Hey.” | gave her asmall shake. The swollen eyes opened to dits. “Can you hear me?’ She
whimpered something. “Hang on. I’'m going to get you out of here.”

| went to the other two nurses and checked them, then went to the console and released the
locking mechanisms securing them to thewall pandl.

“Help her,” | said, pointing to the third, and they took positionsto steady her as| released the
last of thelocks. “Let’'sgo.”

One stopped to pick up apulserifle one of the Hsktskt had dropped.

“Leaveit,” | told her.

Theblood on her face didn’t hide her astonishment. “But Doctor-"

| shook my head. “Wedon't need it,” | said, and made a grab for the badly injured nurse, who
was staggering now. “Comeon, hdp me.”

Between the three of uswe were able to carry the semiconscious nurse out of Interrogation. We
walked into atunnel of whiteice. Snow fell so rgpidly that the insensate Hsktskt on the deck wasin
danger of becoming buried in the powdery crystds.

First | had to get the nurses somewhere reasonably safeto hide. “Whereisthe main Detainment
Area?’ | asked one of the ambulatory nurses.

“Mid-deck, level deven.”

“Hang on.” | stopped by the main control console, and went to the panel to reverse the
environcontrols.

“What are you doing?’

“Restoring the correct life-support settings,” | said, and reingtated the set points.

“What for?’ The other nurse sounded bitter. “L et the beasts freeze.”

“They’re poikilothermic, it' Il kill them. No point in killing defensdlessbeings.” | leveled alook
over my shoulder at her. “That' s the sort of thing they do. Right?’

Neither answered me. Thethird nurse only groaned louder. | closed the panel and felt the
immediate change in temperature. “ Come on. WEe ve got to get out of here before they wake up and start
looking for us”

We went up six decks before the controls were overridden from Command and the lift stopped.
One of the nurses managed to key the doors partialy open, and the four of us squeezed through the gap
into the corridor.

On the deck above us, something large, in ahurry, and certainly not defenseless, ran toward the
lift entrance.

Meand my dumb rules.

“WEe ve got about aminute,” | said. “Hold on to her and run.”

Weran. Behind us| could hear thelift activating, then the booming footsteps of our pursuers.
The nurses were pale beneath their bruises, and quickly losing what bregth they had. So was|.



We reached Main Detention and saw a guard standing with his back to us. | raised afinger to my
lips and gestured asto what | wanted them to do. The other women nodded.

We crept up to the door pandl and | hit the locking mechanism. The guard whirled around just as
| jumped at him. We both went down.

“I'm not going to stay in there for another millisecond!” | bellowed, pounding on him with both
fistssfor good measure. “1 want out! Now!”

While | straddled the big mongter, effectively blocking his view with my body, the two nurses
carried the third through the open door panel into the Detainment Area.

My playacting got me thrown back through the half-open door pand and into agroup of League
detainees. | landed on my back, my arms up over my head. Something fast and furry jumped on top of
me

“Hey!” | said, and got afaceful of warm fur asit sat on me.

“Bedill,” afamiliar voice murmured against my ear. Then, to someonedse, “Hurry.” Therewas
awhispered affirmative. The thing lying over my upper torso made a hnk-hnk sound. Theonly timel’d
ever heard anoise like that was at the New Angeles zoo-

There was a tiger sitting on top of me?

The furry body shifted to one side, and two colorless dits peered into my face. The only other
thing | saw were somefairly impressive fangs when it opened its mouth. * Cherijo.”

“Oh, God. Alunthri.” I threw my armsaround my friend and hugged it tightly. Alunthri wasdive,
safe. Too thin, and badly in need of cleansing, but | didn’t care. All the fear I’ d been enduring since
learning Reever had endaved it dissolved. “Are you okay?’

“l anwdl. And you?’

Over the Chakacat’ s dim shoulder, | saw Nurse Dchém-os take alength of thermal insulating
cloth and unwind it above us.

“What' sthat for?’ | asked, afraid she might answer with “A noose.”

“Your head, covering,” she said, keeping her voice low. “Here’-she prodded Alunthri asde and
tugged me up enough to drape my head with the cloth-*your face hidden, keep.”

“Why?’ | glanced around, and saw we were surrounded by at least three hundred L eague crew
members. Some were sanding, afew stting against the bare walls, but most lay huddlied and degping on
the deck. No one looked very happy. “Oh. Never mind.” | gazed back at Alunthri. “Y ou’ d better get off
me now.”

The Chakacat made another of those hnking sounds and moved away from me. At once, the
nurses |’ d rescued formed atight circle around us. Zd finished arranging the cloth and opened anarrow
fold over my face.

“Tdk, don't,” she said. “Who are you, the minute they find out, dead you will be.”

“| thought that wasthe generd idea”

She pulled her headgear back on. “Up, shut.”

Something large started moving toward us. The deck shook with every step.

One of the nurses made an urgent sound. “Devrak is coming.”

Dchém-os shoved me down on my back, and | automatically closed my eyes and played dead.
Thetitanic footsteps hated. A sonorous, harsh voice demanded to know what the nurses were doing.

“From Interrogation, we escaped,” Zellasaid.

“What about her?” Something nudged me. “If she'sdead, dump her in the corner over there with
the rest of thewaste.”

“She’ snot dead, Mg or Devrak.” One of the nurses coughed. “Only unconscious.”

“Who isshe?’ Devrak sounded alittle too interested. “Why have you wrapped her brain case
likethat?’

Zdlatook that one. “ A Reedal intern, sheis. Their featuresto anyone but their mates, they don't
reved.’

| wondered if the Reedols had humanoid hands, if the Mgor had noticed mine were distinctly
Terran-shaped, and exactly when Zd’ s generosity was going to run out.



“Wake her up. Thefour of you have work to do. I'll start sending the injured over to be treated.”

One of the other nurses protested. “But we haven't any supplies!”

“The beasts have furnished afew first-aid kits, do whatever you can with those.” With that, the
deep-voiced Major ssomped off.

My eyes popped open. “ Care to tell me how I’ m going to pass as a Reedol, nurse? Whatever a
Reedol is?’

“Than you, they’ re more nonverbal. Y our Terran mouth closed, you keep.” Dchém-os pulled me
to my feet. One of the other three nurseswas still in bad shape. | prodded my unwilling assistant, then
motioned to the injured femae. “And rest, Bree, stay where you are. Us, Pmohhi help.”

Nurse Bree gratefully sank back down on the deck. | saw ahuge, League-uniformed being
herding a sad-looking cluster of wounded crew members toward us.

“| take it Mg or Devrak isthe Trytinorn?’ | whispered to Zella.

Shedidn’t haveto say yes, hewaslooming over usin another moment. Trytinorns make Terran
€l ephants gppear dainty and petite. Vivid yelow and black markings streaked over his dusky, wrinkled
hide. Small, shrewd eyes peered at the dit in my head covering.

He was Shropana s Chief Operationa Officer, | recaled. If the Mgor found out | was
masquerading as a League captive, I’ d be ssomped into the deck in short order.

“Reedol, you arefit for duty?’ he asked, and | nodded, keeping my hands tucked in my pockets.
“Good.” With onethick fordimb he urged forward the first of the injured, asmal, gelatinous being with
severe pulse burns on its undulating torso.

So far, so good.

A couple of small medica kitswere brought over to us, dong with acargo transfer unit we were
apparently to use as an exam table. | motioned for the patient to recline, and tried to ignore the Mgjor’'s
odorous bresth as he stood over me, observing every action.

| couldn’t say aword or the game would be up. | used a scanner, handed it to the nurse, and
with some surreptitious hand signals was able to treet the patient with auniversa topica antibiotic
avalablefrom the limited supply.

“Why does the Reedol not speak?’ the Mgor said, sending ablast of breath that ruffled my head
covering.

“Injured in the fray was her larynx, from Interrogation while we were escaping” was Dchém-os' s
convoluted explanation.

| injected the patient with the only analgesic on hand to help iminate some of the pain, and
received a pleasant overture of gratitude before another crew member climbed up on the unit.

We continued in that bizarre, speechless fashion. The prisoners had to be treated for everything
from lacerationsto broken bones, and eventually the Mgor lost interest and thumped off. Alunthri
stalked afew feet away on dl fours, then sat asthough standing guard.

“Whew!” | blew out asoft breath. “ That was nerve wracking.” | noticed the next patient was
having trouble siretching out on the table, and went to help. The willowy life-form had afew burnson his
limbs, but the problem was a deep puncture wound and surrounding abdomind lividity. | frowned as|
checked the injury. “We need to get thisoneto Medical.”

“Shhhh!” Dchém-os examined the patient herself, then removed her headgear. “ Because of the
incident with the guard, they have confined this section. In or out, no matter what the emergency, no one
goes. Him, just abilize”

“Not possible.” | scanned the available supplies, and found a container of generic antiseptic
usudly used in field emergencies. “We can Serilize oursaves and the patient with this, and sedate him
with what'sin thissyrinpress.” | hunted through the rest of the case. “I need alaser.”

Zd glared a me. “About, what are you talking?’

“Therearenolasers,” one of the other nurses said. “Nor are we likely to get oneif we ask.”

“Then I'll need the sharpest blade you can find, a heat source to cauterize the vessels, and
something to sew the tissues back together.” | thought for amoment. “ Something to suction or soak up
the body fluidswith, too.”



“Perform surgery here, you can't,” Zellasaid. Why was she acting so agitated? Y our arm, what
about?’

| flexed it gingerly. The stab wound and wrenched musclestwinged. “I can handleit. | have to,” |
said, when the nurse would have argued, “or thisonewon’t makeit.”

While my staffers went to search for supplies, | walked over to Alunthri. “Why the big snarly
kitty cat act?’ | finally had the chance to ask.

“| have had to assume amore feral demeanor since being incarcerated,” the Chakacat said. “ For
purposes of self-defense.” It bared itsfangs. “ Actudly, | havefound it most stimulating. Dramatics are,
after dl, atrue physcd art form.”

It would think that.

The nurses proved incredibly resourceful. As Zellaand | prepped the patient, they went through
the Detainment Area, and came back with asmall garment-repair kit, atherma braising tool, and apile
of persond hygiene sponges.

| looked over the collection and hoped it wouldn't kill my patient. “1 still need asomething with a
blade”

“They seized dl the weagpons when we were boarded,” Pmohhi said.

“A moment, wait.” Before | could stop her, Zdllatook the blunt end of the braising tool and
gruck hersdf inthefacewith it.

“Stop-what are you doing, you idiot?’ | grabbed her furry face to assess the damage, but she
shoved my hands away and put apaw in her mouth.

“Takethis, here.” Sheworked it loose, then handed me a bloodstained chunk of one of her
incisors. “It’s sharp, be careful .”

It was, | nearly diced my hand open grabbing it. And the shock of what she’ d done made me yell
at her again. “God, Zd, we could have found something else!”

“Down, keep your voice!” She spat blood out onto the deck. “Useit, go ahead. Fine, | will be.”

| packed her mouth with asmal hygiene sponge anyway.

“All right. Sterilize everything with that antiseptic. Pmohhi, section us off with somelinensand
make sure you keep everyone at least three yards away from us. I’ll need something undyed and as clean
as possible for bandaging the patient after surgery.”

Zdlatugged me off to onesde. “With you, | must speek.”

“Okay.” | bent down. “What?’

“Dizzy or nauseous, areyou feding?’

“No, I’ ve done this thousands of times.” Her fur was standing on end, why was she so damned
skittish? No one was going to tear her into pieces. “Zd-"

“About it, forget.”

| went back to the table. The sedated patient didn’t flinch as | made theinitia incison. Interndly,
the damage was thankfully restricted to the three-sded Ieft kidney; I” d have been wasting my timeif the
bowe had been compromised.

“Sponge. Apply it there. Kegp monitoring hisvitas. That'sit.

| went to work. The surgery went dowly without alascapd, but | sllently thanked the Medtech
ingtructor who had inssted | learn to cut with traditiona aswell as modern instruments. Though | wasn't
sure that any surgeon in modern history had ever performed a procedure with another being’ stooth. Still,
the incisor was the sharpest nonmechanical implement I’ d ever used.

Two hourslater, | finished sewing-literaly-the abdomina incision and manualy checked the
patient’ s vitals again. His sgns remained week, but steedy. | had the feding he’ d makeiit, in spite of the
crudetools |’ d used to repair his body.

“He needsto beisolated,” | said to Zella, checking her mouth before she could stop me. The
shiny nub of her tooth looked jagged and painful. “How do you fed?’

“Fine. Grow back, it will.” Dchém-os turned to instruct the nurse, then froze.

“Very interesting work,” the Trytinorn’s bass voice said just above my head. “1 see the Reedol
intern is quite handy with a bladed weapon.”



A vicious blow from behind knocked me down.

Then someone tore the covering from my head. Once my ears stopped ringing, | looked up into
little, mean eyes and an extremely large, yellow-and-black striped foot.

So thisishow it fedls, | thought, to become arug.

“Youmust be Torin,” the Mgor sad. “But Colonel Shropanatold us you were Terran, not
Reedoal.”

“Maybe he got mixed up,” | said to the towering being.

Thenursesdl stood in place, their expressions amixture of dismay and guilt. Dchém-os stared at
the Mgjor, then a me, then she shrugged. Zella' s compassion meter just hit empty, | thought. 1t had been
nicewhileit lasted.

“It was not enough that you sold the Fleet to the butchers,” the Mgor said. “Y ou had to come
here and do some carving of your own.”

“| operated on thisman”-I indicated the patient-“to save hislife.”

The Mgor turned and got louder. “ The Terran traitor is here among us. What shal we do with
I,m’

There was some gruesome suggestions, delivered by several angry shouts. The entire population
of the Detainment Areabegan to closein on us. God, | hoped Alunthri wouldn't have to seethis. The
gentle Chakacat was revolted by even the mildest form of violence. | waved ahand to get the Trytinorn's
attention.

“Excuse me? Mgjor?” When helooked down, | smiled. “Before you tear meto pieces, would
you have some of your men move this patient to an isolated spot? Hiskidney won't take any more
abuse”

“Remove him,” the Mgor said, and the nurses hel ped push the makeshift operating table across
the deck away from me,

Now | was standing aone, facing aring of furious faces. Some of them | had treated only hours
before. Guess L eague memories tended to run from short to nonexistent. No one moved, and quite
frankly, | wastired, so | sat down on the deck.

The Mgor stepped forward. “ Get up.”

“No.” | yawned, and rubbed my face with atired hand. “My feet hurt.”

“Terran beast-lover,” someone shouted. “ Stand and face your victims!”

“There€ san open mind,” | said to the Trytinorn. “Y ou can fed the draft from here.”

“S-ss-stop!”

That came from someone | hardly recognized. Thelong, lean feline sfur wasraised dl dongits
spine. Long, dangerous-looking talons sprouted from all four paws-which it had dropped on. Sharp fangs
glittered asit released aterrifying bellow.

Wasthat my nice, quiet, pacifist pa, Alunthri? Roaring? Some acting job.

Dchém-os stepped in between the Chakacat, the Mg or, and me. She scanned the other crew
members, her broken incisor bared in a exasperated grimace. “Me, you know. This Terran bitch dead, |
vowed to see.”

“I don't think that’ sgoing to help, nurse,” | said. And what wasthis“vow” stuff?* But thanks for
the thought.”

“Thisareadive, shewill not leave,” Dchém-os said. “ Before we can make use of her, don't kill
her.”

Alunthri let out another feline screech for good measure.

“I would kill her for usng my air,” the Mgor sad.

“See?’ | saidto Zd. “Just get out of hisway, you' re perpetuating his breathing problem. Take
Wild Kingdom herewith you.”

“Up, shut!” Dchém-osyelled at me, then turned on the Trytinorn. “ The wounded, she can tredt.
Until shedies, it won't be long now.”

“Get out of theway,” Devrak sad.

Finaly something got through my preoccupation with getting Ssomped on by the Trytinorn. Until |



died?

“We can't trust her,” someone shouted.

“Inafew hours, she'll be dead.” The nurse swung toward the other voice. “Makes no sense,
killing her now.”

“Go back to that part about afew hours,” | told Zella. At the sametime, Alunthri gavethelittle
nurse a decidedly ferocious |ook.

“There are other doctors!” athird voice said. Dchém-os sent alook of antipathy in that direction.
“Yes. All confined to Medical, they are.”

“I"d dill like to know why I'm going to diein afew hours,” | said, fedling alittle disgusted myself.

“Enough.” The Mgor spat out theword. “I will hear her bones grind under my feet.”

“No.” Dchém-os grabbed my good arm and hauled meto my feet. “Mineto claim, her degthis.
Of my people, by theright!”

“Zd, | don't think he'sgoing to let you keep me dive until it's convenient for you persondly to
kill me” I murmured, eyeing the Mgor. The dizziness. Ze not wanting meto operate. “Or have you
taken care of that, too?’

“Digitdlizine” thelittle nurse said without ahint of remorse. “Enough to kill three Terrans, |
injected you with.”

That wasinteresting, | thought. That particular drug took afew hoursto induce afata seizure.
And al I'd fdt wasalittle dizziness, now gone. Had my boosted immune system neutralized the toxin?

“You are Leaguefirgt,” the Trytinorn reminded the nurse. “ Step out of my way, or share her
fete”

“I will sh-sh-shareit.” Alunthri pushed past Dchém-os and shielded me with its body.

“Thanks, Alunthri, but | can handlethis.” | stepped around the Chakacat and eyed the nurse.
“Get logt, Zdl. Do some soul-searching. Maybe you' |l locate one.”

“Touchyou, | won't let them.” Her dark fur rose stiffly al around her nose. “Mineto kill, you
ae’”

She was determined to protect me until | dropped dead from the digitaizine. To her, undoubtedly
aperfectly logica Stuation.

The Mgor removed Dchém-os by picking her up with hislong, prehensile lip/nose and setting
her down ten feet away. Othersforced her away from the inner circle, which left me and Alunthri facing
the towering giant being.

“I have my ordersfrom the Colondl,” the Mgor said as he started toward me. “Y ou have to
die”

Alunthri sprang at the Trytinorn, and landed on his broad back. | heard the Mgor’ s surprised
gasp of pain when the Chakacat sank its clawsinto histough hide. Devrak couldn’t shake it off, not
without trampling some of his peoplein the process.

“Alunthri.” 1 spoke low and softly, to get its attention. “ Do you remember promising to return the
favor when | set you free on K-27’

The Chakacat’ stail switched back and forth asit gazed down at me. Reluctantly it gave mea
sangle hnk.

I’d take that as ayes. “Enough physical art form, okay? | want the favor now. Get down from
there. Go watch over the man | just operated on.”

For aminute, | wasn't sure it was going to work. Then, with adow, mesmerizing grace, the
Chakacat sprang down from Devrak’ s back. Then Alunthri lifted ahind paw and urinated on the Mgor's
leg.

“Alunthri,” 1 said, trying not to grin at the gesture of supreme feline contempt. | failed.

The Chakacat gracefully padded off toward my patient.

Devrak didn’t seem to be concerned about the small puddle he was standing in. Or maybe he
wasjudt trying to act nonchaant. “Now wewill finishthis”

“Bemy guest.” | sat back down on the floor and deliberately examined the deplorable condition
of my fingernails. Why wasit that doctors were unable to maintain adecent manicure? | had no idea. The



working conditions?

“Get up and defend yoursdlf,” the Trytinorn said.

Againg abeing saverd hundred times my size? What, was he kidding?“|’ ve sworn an oath to do
no harm to other life-forms. Do you redly think | could take you in afight, anyway? Pick on someone
your own size”

“| didikekilling cringing cowards.”

“I'mnot cringing,” | told him. “I’m gtting. And wanting to do no harm doesn’t make mea
coward.” | raised my voice so adl the mob could hear me. “Hurting people who can't or won't defend
themsalves-now, that's more like what a coward does.”

Suddenly everyone seemed to notice how big the Mg or was, and how smdl | wasin
comparison. People who aminute ago wanted to ssomp me into the decking now shuffled back or
looked away.

“Perhapsthe nurseisright,” someone said. “We could use her skills, until our plan can be-”

“Silencel” The Mgor looked back down a me. “Thisisyour last chance, Terran. Get to your
feet.”

“No. If you're going to kill me, be my guest. If you' re going to stand there and argue with me al
day, I’ d rather take anap. Make up your damn mind.” | smiled. “ Coward.”

| knew from dedling with Trytinorns back on K-2 that the Mg or’ s species had very rigid views
about honor. He couldn’t bring himself to strike the killing blow. I had been counting on thet. The only
problem was he was L eague, and had learned the fine art of delegation.

“Lieutenant Wonlee!” the Trytinorn shouted.

A dender, heavily clawed being pushed hisway through the crowd. He wore aspecidly
designed uniform which alowed hundreds of thin, sharp spinesto protrude. Hugging must not be big on
that guy’shomeworld. “Sr?’

“Kill this Terran. At once.”

| watched asthe Lieutenant, whose prickly species evidently had no problem at dl with Situations
of honor, came walking toward me, his many talons extended.

Odd thoughts crossed my mind at that moment. My surrogate mother Maggie had died nearly
three years ago. Kao had died in my arms on the Sunlace. Jenner was safe with Kao' sfamily,
HouseClan Torin, back on Joren. Alunthri, no stranger to davery, would find away to survive. They'd
given my lifetrue meaning, and I’ d been privileged to love them all.

| kept my eyes open and my head up. | might be resigned to degth, but | wasn't going out a
coward.

CHAPTER FOUR
Aksd Drift Nine

Before Wonlee got within clawing distance, some interesting things happened.

Dchém-os, and two of the nurses |’ d rescued, had quietly circulated through the crowd of
detainees. Now they and whomever they convinced to help them charged theinner circle, shouting for
my release. At the sametime, Alunthri sprang over alot of heads and landed practicaly in my lap. It
stayed there and bellowed at anyone who got within afoot of me.

| tried to push it out of harm’ sway. “Alunthri, get out of herel”

“I think not, Cherijo.” The Chakacat grinned at me, then turned and snarled at an approaching
crew member.

Now there was a perimeter of bodies shielding me and voices shrieking defiance. | saw the
claw-carrying Lieutenant sail through the air as someone flung him away from me. The Mgor trumpeted
hisfury, but was so hemmed in by smaller crew membersthat he couldn’t twitch, much lessmovein on
mehimsf.

People, asthey always do in these Stuations, began to brawl.

Dchém-os worked her way over to me and snarled at Alunthri, who reluctantly alowed her to



come closer. “To protect yourself, can’'t you even try? Of dl deities, for the love?’

“It' sthat dlly oath | took,” | said, then winced as| saw two crew members beating each other
sensglessafew inchesaway. “Why are you worried? He' sjust finishing the job you started.”

“Enough of the drug, | must not have given you,” Zellasaid, her tail thrashing impatiently.

“Shame, in't it?’

Two more nurses gppeared out of the battling masses, both disheveled and panting. “We' re
going to get you out of here, Doctor,” Pmohhi said.

“Unlessyou can override the door panel controls, that' sunlikely.”

“No, we have an dternate route-”

“Attention, prisoners!” adrone voice unexpectedly blared. “ Cease and desist dl violence at
once!”

No one paid much attention, they were dl busy having fun. Which quickly turned into cries of
pain asther detainment cuffs started jolting them. Oddly enough, mine didn’t.

A squad of armed Hskiskt entered the Detainment Area, led by none other than Duncan Reever.
| pushed the Chakacat off my lap, ducked around some prisoners attempting to pry their cuffs off, and
tried to hide. Reever spotted me within seconds and motioned for the centurons to head my way.

“Here cometheredly bad guys,” | told Dchém-os, who was crouched over, rugging a her own
cuff. “Get moving.”

| tugged the writhing Zel toward the open entrance pand, hoping to get around Reever and his
pals before they got to us. A few more feet, and we' d have access to the corridors-

Cherijo. Reever’ s voice echoed insde my head.

| made a strangled sound as my body went into complete shutdown. My handsfell to my sides.
Dchém-os dropped to the deck and painfully pushed herself back up.

“Stand there... Doctor... don'tjust...”

Already too late, | thought desperately. Come to beat me up personally, Reever ?

Reever arrived and motioned to the centuronsto restrain the dark nurse. He himsdalf swung me up
into hisarms, and made sure through the telepathic link that | couldn’t resist.

The Chakacat sprang a Reever, but was given aseverejolt by one of the Hsktskt centurons,
and fell down to sporawl sensdless at hisfeet.

Alunthri!

It is not hurt, Cherijo.

This can’t be much fun for you, OverMaster, | thought acidly. Where' sthe sport in
rendering your victims unconscious?

“Shut up,” Reever said quite clearly against my hair. To the centurons, he ordered, * Return the
nursesto Medicd. | will ded with the Terran.”

Oh, and what are you?1 inquired as he carried me out of theriot and into the hall.

The only hope you have, was hiscam reply. Why were you in the Detainment Area?

1 was helping those three nurses | told you about. You remember, the ones you couldn’t be
bothered with?| pictured OverSeer FurreVaand her cohorts, lying on the snowy deck. | could have
killed them, but | didn’t. | want those nurses left alone and returned to their duty stationsin
Medical .

Reever’ sarm tightened briefly. What do | get if | agreeto arrangeit?

| won't start another riot.

Reever took meto my quarters, and dropped me on the deeping platform. At the sametime, a
signa camein over the console. He checked it, then glanced back at me. “I must return to Command.
Therewill be acenturon stationed outside the door pand.”

“What about my nurses?’

“If you agreeto keep away from the Detainment Areaiin the future, | will have them returned to
Medicd.”

“Okay.” Findly in control of my own body again, | sank back against the pillows. “1I’ll stay out of
Detanment.”



| got up to find a scanner as soon as he left, then ran ahematological serieson mysdlf. The
readings confirmed my suspicions-ether Zdllahadn't injected me with enough digitaizine (doubtful, she
was an experienced nurse) or my genetically enhanced immunities had nullified the dose. My blood was
clean.

Sincel knew | wasn't going to have a seizure, and there was no getting out of my quarters
anytime soon, | went back to the deeping platform and curled up to take anap.

Next time | might not be so lucky.

| dept for savera hours, worn out by both the tension and the injuries |’ d received. | woke up in
darkness, because of an odd sound that shuddered through the entire deck. I’ d never heard anything like
it. It was aterrible, whining sound that suggested strained dloys and incredible stress.

Had the prisoners' plan included destroying the ship? | wondered. | crawled off the mattress and
limped over to the room console. Reever had pass-protected it again.

Behind me, the door pand did open. “Cherijo.” It was Reever. “Y ou should be resting.”

“With dl thenoise?Yeah, right.” | played with the console pad, trying different combinationsin
an attempt to crack the protective codes he' d ingtalled. “What' s the new password for this, Reever?’ He
gtood right behind me, | could fedl the warmth of hisbody heat reaching through my uniform tunic.
“Wdl?

“Wife,” hesaid, and touched my hair.

Stone-faced, | knocked his hand away and keyed the word in. The ship’s central computer came
ingtantly on line, and provided me with full fleet status. Which was aquarter of alight year ahead of us.
The Perpetua sat at adead stop. “Why have we stdled in the middle of nowhere?’

He was stroking the snarled hair at the back of my neck again. “ The stardrive has been shut
down. One of the origind crew’ s engineers escaped from Detainment and was successful in sabotaging
the main fuel chamber. It has been completely contaminated with hydrogen ionization.”

“Oh, good.” | accessed main Medicd, and saw fifteen new cases had been brought in from the
Detainment Area. That was enough to get me on my fest. “I’ ve got work to do.”

His hands fastened on my upper armsto hold mein place. | stared &t the center of his chest.
“Cherijo. You cannot persst in this. The League captiveswill kill you.”

“Why do you care?” Hewasright, of course. | thought of Zdlla, poisoning me before conning me
into rescuing the nurses. “Don't want to risk losing whatever creditsyou think I'll go for, isthat it?’

“Y our reckless behavior hasto end.” He grabbed my jaw and made me look up at him. “You
think it will atone for the Jorenians who died aboard the Sunlace? Or make amends for turning the
League ships and their crews over to the Hsktskt?’

That made me blink. | had been rather carelesswith my own hide lately. Was heright? Was|
subconscioudy hoping someone would kill me?

They' d been prepared to massacre millions, just to get me, thelogica sde of my brain
pointed out. The League got exactly what they deserved.

The other side got nasty. But the League crew members didn’t make that decision, did they?
Shropana did.

Reever’ sthumbstraced little circles on my cheeks. “I won't alow you to commit suicide,
Cherijo.”

“Whatever.” | needed to get out from under his hands. “Can | go now?’

He put his mouth on mine, the bastard. Kissed me asif he had every right to. | stood there and
did nothing. Okay, | wanted to do afew things, but | resisted temptation. I’ d throw mysalf back in
Detainment before | ever gave him even the dightest amount of satisfaction again.

Even my resstance had limits, though. | jerked my head back. “Can | go now?

“Y ou pretend this means nothing to you.”

| let my expression maich his. “It'snot an act.”

“Your pulseisfaster.” He wiped abead of sweat from my temple. “Y ou perspire.”

“Trying not to throw up does that to me.”

Whatever he was feding melted theicein his gaze, and he pressed me againgt him. Reever had a



great body, and | was't immune to the way it felt touching mine. | was just going to make him think |
was. For eternity.

His hands moved restlessly over my shoulders and back. Like he was trying to thaw me, too. “I
don’t repulse you, Cherijo.”

No, hedidn’t, damn him. “Y ou know, you redly areliving proof that dime can grow legs and
wak.”

“You aredl | have ever wanted,” he said.

| was't going to let him do thisto me, with his mouth and hands and pathetic confessions of
desre. “That' sarather strange motive for handing me over to davers.”

He pressed my face into his shoulder. | would have bitten it, but he was wearing that damn
Hsktskt uniform, and the metal weave would have chipped my teeth.

“It doesn’'t haveto bethisway,” he said in avery weird, gentle voice.

“Toolate. Itis”

“OverMaster HalaVar.” A harsh voice came over the console.

Reever stepped around me and touched the console. “ Y es, OverLord?’

“Report to the Command Center. Bring SsurreVawith you.”

“At once, OverLord.”

“Y ou certainly know how to do the good soldier thing, don’'t you?’ | said as he guided me
through the door panel and out into the corridor. “ Does he snap his claws to see how high you can
jump?’

“Heisthe Commander of the Faction forces,” Reever said. “And my brother.”

What?“Funny, you don’t look much aike. Does he take after Mom, or Dad?’

We arrived at the Command center. TssVar gave me asurly look before indicating two seatsin
front of alargewal digplay. “1 have the scans on what we have discussed, Hdavar.”

We sat as the Hsktskt accessed his console, and alarge star chart appeared. A dow-moving
cluster of dotsindicated the position of the fleet, which was moving past what appeared to be the outer
curve of an enormous asteroid belt.

“It will not be necessary for the fleet to drop out of flightshield and return to collect us. Y our
recollection was correct, asaways.” The Hsktskt stabbed a claw toward awide swatch of asteroids.
“Aksd maintains asgnificant mining operation in this region. According to scout shuttle reconnai ssance,
they have what we require to replace the contaminated fudl. Y et the readings indicate that materid is
unprocessed.”

| crossed and uncrossed my ankles, and wondered if I d get away with walking out while they
were busy plotting the next raid.

Reever studied the display, enlarged asection of the vid, then tapped afingertip on the screen.
“Here. A squad of centurons can accesstheir processing plant and convert the raw oreinto fuel. We
must avoid firing on the power core.”

That drew my gaze to the console, and the displayed schematic of alarge space station. Mining
operation meant minersran the place. “1 don't think they’ re going to open the air locks and give you free
accessto their equipment,” | said.

TssVar' s neck scales crinkled as he turned to give me his attention. “We will attack the operation
and take what we need.”

“That'snice.” | got up. “Excuse me, | haveto report to Medical and do something meaningful

“Remain, Doctor.” The OverLord' s claws clattered against the console as he switched off the
display. | stopped, pinned on a patient smile, and waited. “ She demonstrates improved obedience
HaaVa. Most promising.”

“Perhaps.” Before | could tell them both where to go, Reever turned to me and said, “Y ou will
accompany my assault team.”

My smileturned into agape. “Huh?’

“Y ou will accompany me when weraid the Aksdllan ore station.”



He had to be kidding. | blinked. No, he was serious. “| wouldn’t accompany you to raid a
supply clost, you oblivious dolt.”

TssVar'stail lashed the deck, causing asmall tremor to ripple under my feet. “I seel spokein
haste. She requires moretraining.”

Reever inclined hishead. “I will seetoit.”

“Hey,” | said, ssomping my own foot to get their attention. “I’m not a pet. And for your
information, doctors make lousy soldiers.” Neither of them blinked. “ Y ou don’'t need me. I'll just get in
theway.”

“On the contrary.” My ex-hushand folded his arms and regarded me with distant amusement.
“Youwill goinand negotiate their surrender.”

“Sincewhen did | get eected as Faction Ambassador?’

“Y our former colleague s people will find you more acceptable,” TssVar said.

“Former colleague?’ Bewildered now, | glanced a Reever, then the OverLord. “What are you
talking about?’

Reever keyed up another image on the display. “ These are the Aksdllans.”

All the bones evaporated from my legs, and | abruptly sat back down. “Oh, no.”

The miners appeared to be large, black and green, well-fed spiders. Exactly likeonel’d
befriended and served with at the FreeClinic on Kevarzangia Two.

We were about to attack Dr. Dloh's people.

I’d gone from the Heroine of Joren to a Hsktskt collaborator, in the space of afew weeks. Was
| happy about it? No. Was there anything | could do about it? No. But I'd be damned if | was going to
take part in one of their raids, and said as much. Severa times. Loudly.

Everyoneignored me, except Reever, who madeit clear that | wasthe only chance the Aksdllan
miners had of surviving the assaullt.

The crippled Perpetua advanced dowly on the asteroid belt. | got to watch from command,
where Reever had ingsted | wait before boarding the launch.

“I want amedical relief team with me when we enter the Central Processing Station,” | said to
the Hsktskt Commander.

That seemed to entertain him. “The Faction does not provide rescue operations.”

“It does now.” When his huge eydlids dropped, | gave him abright smile. “ Think of it asagood
will gesture. Patch up enough miners, they may surrender out of gratitude.”

Octagona scales gleamed as he went back to studying the monitors. “Y ou are nothing but
trouble, SsurrevVa”

| played it cool and watched, too. “Doesthat mean | get my way?’

For aminute, | thought he was going to refuse, but then he made a sinuous gesture. “Assemble
your team.”

| went down to Medical with Reever and issued my orders. The League Staffers were aghast,
until I reminded them what the penaty for noncompliance was. Zella started getting the others busy.
Reever, who stood off to one side watching me, tagged dong as | herded my people out into the corridor
and sent them down to the shuitle bay.

“The minerswill attempt a counterattack,” he said aswe followed them.

“Good.” | quickened my step. “Maybethey’ Il get lucky.”

Reever kept pace without effort. “Y ou don’t want to die, Cherijo. There are too many reasonsto
continue existence.”

“Like being your dave-girl?’ | laughed. “ Crossfire gets more attractive by the moment.”

A corner of hismouth lifted a centimeter or two. Reever’ sversion of asmile. Before | could dap
it off hisface, we arrived at the shuttle bay.

Reever bypassed the medevac team and headed for a group of Hsktskt centurons, three of
whom were standing together talking in quiet hisses and clicks. One of them was the browless Hsktskt
guard who had tried to teach me mannersin Medica.

“OverCenturon GothVar.” Reever stepped between him and his pas. All three beastsfdll silent.



“Isthe team prepared to depart?’

HatHead' stongue flicked out. “Y es, OverMagter Havar.” | got the distinct impression this
Hskiskt didn’t like Reever. At al. And from the subtle change in Reever’ s voice, he was completely
aware of GothVar’ sdidike. It wasn't the usud who' s-in-charge thing, either. They actualy hated each
other.

| led the League medevac team into the shuttle, where we sat facing the Hsktskt centurons. No
one wanted to Sit next to me-naturally-so | wasn't surprised when Reever eased into the harness on my
right.

“Worried I might need to hold your hand?’ | asked, too aware of the memories of other jaunts at
Reever'sside.

“I know what you need,” Reever said and secured the last strap over his chest.

“Don’t hold your breeth hoping I'll ask for it,” | said.

The Centra Processing Station maintained orbit just beyond the perimeter of the asteroid belt.
Six compact, efficient-looking whedls revolved around the gigantic median core. What puzzled me was
thelong metallic streamers attached at regular intervas around the whedls' outer hull plates. What was
the purpose of the“fringe’?

“The Aksdllans use arutanium tethersto travel from the processing station to the outer fringe of
the agteroids,” Reever said, making me jump in my harness.

Reading my mind again, the nosy bastard. “Can they be used as garrotes?”’

“The Aksdllans possess five different silk-producing glands, origindly used to convert excretory
byproducts into snarewebs to capture prey. Over the centuries of species’ development, much of which
was spent below the surface of their homeworld, the arachnids evolved into naturd miners. They are
quite capable of dealing with the problems posed by asteroid mining, and have redefined tether
technology.”

Even the lizards were starting to look bored. “Y eah, but can you hang someone with it?”

“Each miner ingests arutanium, which is excreted from a particular gland, along with the
pseudo-silk materia and strengthens the lengths of snareweb-bing. The natura tethers are then attached
to the exterior hull of the processing station, and the miners use them as anchor cables when traveling
from the gtation to the outer fringe of the asteroid belt.”

“So they chew up some minera, pit it out, and useit like ropesto swing out to the rocks,” |
said, and yawned.

Reever leaned closer. “1t isdightly more complicated than that.”

“I'll take your word for it.” | tried not to ook at the looming image of the sation through the
viewport. “| want togoinaone.”

That made him straighten up. “No.”

“Y ou want me to negotiate a surrender? The minute they see the Hsktskts, they won't hear a
word | say.”

“I cannot permit it.”

| closed my eyes. “You' d better permit it, or | don’t move an inch from this seat.”

Hedidn't say anything for along time. Then | heard, “Very well. | will go with you.”

FlatHead, | noticed, was following our conversation closely. He rose out of his harnessand
crossed the deck to stand over both of us. “OverMagter, | will take my squad in before you and the
Desgnate enter the facility.”

“So you can kill anything that moves?’ | snorted. “ That should get ustons of freefud.”

OverCenturon GothVar didn’t like my comment. “When you are on my tier, Terran, | will teach
you slence”

| glanced at Reever. “What'satier?’

“A section of dave chambers on Catopsa,” he said. “ The OverCenturon supervises the female
humanoid tier.”

Thelizard leaned in and blasted me with his bad breeth. “My daves swiftly learn their place.”

The stench of decay was making me sick. “Where sthat? Asfar away from your mouth as



possible?” | ducked just intimeto avoid the blow he aimed at my face. A dent appeared in the interior
panel above my head. “ Temper, temper.”

Reever caught the Hsktskt' slimb before he could hit me again and did something that made the
guard’ stongue shoot out then curl down over hislower jaw. I’ d guessthat meant it hurt.

“Shebdongsto me” Reever said. “And sheismineto correct.”

“He s so masterful when he’ sfedling stingy, is't he?” | said to FlatHead.

Reever rdeased GothVar, then gave me awill-you-shut-up glare before continuing. “Y ou will not
attack the miners. No wespons are to be fired without my express permission.”

“TssVar will hear of this,” the Hsktskt said, then backed away.

“Uh-oh, he' sgoing to tel onyou.” | smirked a my keeper. “Y ou're going to get in trouble.”

Reever hauled meto my feet, then addressed the troops. “Dr. Torin and | will make thefirst
contact with the miners. Therest of you will remain inside the access corridor until you are Sgnaed.”

Thetroopsdidn't raly to hisorders. In fact, the troops appeared fairly put out by them.

The League shuttle was evidently equipped with docking overrides, asthe pilot had no problem
ng the shuttle clamps. It took aminute for one of the Hsktskt to bypass the access codes, then
Reever and | walked down the short passage into the main air lock.

When the interior door pand did to one side, we faced along tunnel of ash-colored stone. A
damp, acrid odor drifted over us, and made me wrinkle my nose.

“They need to air this place out.” | walked ahead of Reever, and peered at the nearest curving
wall. “What isthisstuff? It isn't rock.”

Thewalls seemed to be made out of mesh or insulation materid, the kind that mimicked stone.
Some form of homeworld-effect decor?

“Cherijo.” Reever jerked me backward as a perfectly round grey hatch popped out of the floor
justinfront of me.

Something black and green emerged from avertica shaft and immediately bounced up to hang
from the calling. An Aksdllan, judging by the close resemblance to my old friend Dr. Dloh. It had no
wespon, but two impressive fangs did out from afold in itsfront appendages. Dark drops oozed from
the hollow-pointed tips, and Sizzled as they made holes wherever they fell.

“Think they’ re the welcoming committee?’ | said to Reever.

More concealed hatches burst open, and soon we were surrounded by twenty very large
black-and-green spiders. None of them carried weapons, but al had fangs bared, and spinnerets erect
and pointed at us. They knew we weren't there to say, “Hi, can we take the tour?’

“Ztay whereyou arel”

With that acidic poison dripping around me? | wasn't making a break for it.

Like my former colleague, the minerswore modified tunics over their exoskeletons. Each had a
hard, shiny cargpace marked with bright green pigmentation patterns. Tiny clusters of eyes glittered
above their U-shaped mandibles. Sensory hairs on the inside of their gppendages quivered, responding to
the dightest air movements.

That waswhen | figured out the tunnel wasn’t atunndl, but atightly woven web. And, like the
proverbid flies, we had just walked into it.

“Leavethiz ztation,” the largest Aksdllan said. He had the grestest amount of green mottling on
his céphdothorax. A sign of age, | guessed. Or an indication he was the deadliest. Dr. DIoh had often
complained about the daily chore of draining the poison sacsin hisforelimbs before treating patients.

“I’'msorry, we can't do that,” | said as | took a step forward and showed him my empty hands.
“The ship outside your station has been commandeered by the Hsktskt Faction. Please understand, we
won’'t harm you. Now we can do thisthe easy way, or-"

One of the other Aksellans spat a metallic stream of fluid at me. Reever jerked meto one side,
and the snareweb fluid fdll, forming apool of hard, gleaming Slver.

“-the hard way,” | said, staring at the puddie. My gaze went to the leader, who was buzzing
something in his native language to the spider who' d tried to snare me. “Please ligten. If you don't
surrender, the Hskiskt will attack.”



The leader shuffled forward and peered at my tunic. Pedipal ps behind his front appendages
extended to brush over my face. | didn’t move. Dr. Dloh’'s people smelled with their skin and identified
everything by touch, so it was a perfectly naturd thing for him to do.

“You areaphyzician?’

| exchanged aglance with Reever. “Yes”

The leader’ s lustrous eye clusters rotated, something Dr. Dloh had done when he' d pondered
something. “ The Hzktzkt want fuel ore, do they not?’ | nodded. “ Az | zuzpected. This ztation haz no
ztrategic vaue, nor do my peopleto zlaverz.”

| never got to ask why, because at that moment the Hsktskt centurons stormed through the
access corridor pand, their wegpons armed and humming. The spiders seized me and Reever, and
suddenly I hung upside-down, dangling severd feet intheair.

“Surrender,” GothVar said.

“Dizengage your wegponz, and no onewill be harmed,” the leader said.

GothVar only swung one of hislimbs up, then down. Pulsefire erupted dl around us. | heard the
shrieks of the medevac team, still back in the corridor.

The spiders moved faster that anything I’ d ever seen. Before | could get my bearings, they had
dodged the blasts, climbed down the air lock walls, dropped back into the hatches and sealed them with
burgts of slk. We did down the narrow dark passage that surfaced into another tunnel, and from there
went through a more recognizable station access door panel. The Hsktskt couldn’t follow us, they were
samply too largeto fit into the hatched passages.

“Cloze off thiz zection,” the leader ordered one of the miners, then addressed me again. “You are
Cher-ijo Torin?” Surprised, | nodded, and three of his appendages lifted. The spider holding me gently
set me back on my feet. “1 am Clyvoz, the fazility manager. Welcometo Akzd Drift Nine Mining
Ztation.”

“Niceto meet you.” | made an appropriate waving gesture Dloh had taught me back on K-2.
“How did you know my name?’

“The Jorenianz zent awide-band zignd and advized dl zurrounding zyztemz of your plight.”
Clyvosindicated anearby com console. “We will do what we can to help you, of courze.”

“I think we' d better Sgnd the Perpetua and seeif | can get the Hsktskt to back off. If | can't,
do you have an evacuation plan?’

“Yez. What about him?” Clyvos sivung alimb toward Reever, who was ill being held
upside-down.

“Any of you hungry?’ | looked around, and the other spiders eyed Reever with distinct greed.
“Though | can’'t guarantee he'll taste very good.”

“Our digeztive juicez will render anything pdatable,” Clyvossaid.

“Y ou forget about Alunthri, Cherijo,” Reever said, calm and unconcerned. Asusud.

Damn him, | had. “Y ou’ d better not eat him yet. But if you have adetainment section, Clyvos,
I’d advisegowing himinit.”

Clyvos buzzed something at the spider carrying Reever, who swiftly scurried off. He and the
other miners took me down another webbed, curving corridor, then through alarger passage to the
center hub area of the station.

“Zeal theinner air lock pandz, and charge them,” Clyvos ordered as we entered the main control
room. | watched alarge display asaseries of protective panes dammed into place and biodectricaly
charged.

“All the Hsktskt redlly want isfud to replace their contaminated stores,” | said asagroup
gathered around us.

The manager taped the monitor. “ The reinforced doorz will keep the Hzktzkt buzy, long enough
for meto evacuate my people to the tetherz. Once we reached the azteroid field, we can hide ourzelvez
among the driftz. Theraiderz zhip cannot enter the field, and will not wazte time zending launchez to look
for uz.” Oneof hislimbstouched my arm. “Y ou can come too, Doctor.”

| thought of the Chakacat, and how smart Reever had been to kidnap my friend asinsurance. “I



can't, but thank you. Let me run interference with the Hsktskt, and help you get your peopleto safety. Il
need you to make thislook good.”

“I underztand.” Clyvoswrapped two limbs around me and carried me over to asignd array. One
of the other miners sent adirect relay to the Perpetua. “Thiz iz Clyvoz, Ztarion Facility Manager. | have
captured two of your raiderz and immobilized the otherz. Ceaze fire, withdraw your troopz, and | will
relesze my hoztagez.”

TssvVar' sfuriousimage briefly filled the display. “Hsktskt do not negotiate.”

Displacer fireimmediately bombarded Drift Nine' s outer hull. Clyvosdidn't move, but | felt
swedt trickling down the sides of my face. “Hzktzkt. Y ou may take whatever fuel you require. All we azk
iz we be l€eft in peace once you haveit.”

The Perpetua didn’t respond to Clyvos srelay. More energy blasts rocked the station.

“I don't think ‘peace’ trandated,” | said to Clyvos. “You' d better get your people out of here

“With the zhip firing on the Ztation?’ Clyvos s gppendagesfdl away from me. “Impozzible. The
tetherz areinplain view.”

| thought for amoment. Reever had mentioned something to TssVar about avoiding the main
power core. “Y ou have acentral fuel system powering the entire station, right?’ Clyvos pulled up a
design grid for the facility and showed me their main power source.

It was fusion. Perfect.

| explained my idea. “If | can close down and seal the central exchangers and bypass the main
coolant array here’-with my finger | traced the ventilation system back to the core-" the discharge will
funnd back in around the main housing here, correct?”

“Y ez, but the houzing will not withztand those temperaturez for more than fifteen minutez at the
mozt.”

“That should do thetrick,” | said. “ Gives ustime to evacuate the Sation. Y our people should be
safein the drift tunnels. Do you have the equipment thereto signa for assstance?’

Thefacility manager, who hadn't redlized | was serious, drew back in darm. “Y ez, but if you do
thiz, it will deztroy the Hzktzkt raiderz and the ztation.”

| smiled. “Not necessarily.”

One of the miners escorted me to the holding areawhere they’ d dumped Reever. Along the way,
| saw hordes of Aksdlans-these without the vivid markings-busily hauling huge green nodules on their
backs. They came down a separate corridor and gathered on aloading dock, where they were placing
the nodules into oversize field packs. Curiosity made me comment on the differencein coloring.

“Thoze are our femaez,” my escort said. When | would have walked over to say hello, he
grabbed me. “Don’'t get too cloze to them.” One of the drab-colored spiders saw me and made alow
buzz that made meforget al about being congenid

“Don't they like females of other species?’ | asked as| stepped back behind him.

“When they are protecting our young, they tend to regard anything that movez asamed.” He
was keeping his eyes on them, too. “Even amate.”

“What are those green things? Food?’

“Egg zacs” hesad. “Wewill not leave our hatchlingz for the Hzktzkt to devour.”

“Good idea.” | stopped when the spider halted at asmall access pand and keyed open the
hatch. Just inside the tiny space, Reever was hanging upside-down, wrapped in ametallic cocoon from
his neck to hisknees. Smdll, greyish baby Aksdlanswere crawling dl over him.

Alarmed, | grabbed my escort by the nearest gppendage. “They aren't trying to eat him, are
they?’

“They can't, they’ retoo young,” the arachnid told me. “ Our species doesn’t develop mouth parts
until after itsfirg molting.”

So hewas safe, and why was | worried about it in the first place?“Hi, Reever. Having funin
there?”

“Cherijo.” Hedidn't look amused, not with afist-szed spider using hischin asachair. “Tdl them



toredeaseme.”

| couldn’t help mysdlf. | laughed. “ Say pretty, pretty please.”

He shook off the baby Aksellan, and another one promptly took its place Then he sighed. “Have
them release me before you get usdl killed.”

I might need him asahostage, if Plan A didn’t work. “Better take him down,” | told the miner,
giving him awink Reever couldn’t seewhen | added, “you can start ingesting him as soon as1’m done.”

He picked up on my joke at once. “1 hopeit will be zoon. I’'m ztarving.” With quick, efficient
clacks of hismandibles, the big spider chased off the baby Aksdllans, cut Reever down, and sheared of f
the rest of the snarewebbing.

Reever crawled out of the confining space and straightened with vigblerelief before giving mea
cold eye. “Y ou intend to feed meto them?’

“Why not?You made meadave.” | used my most reasonable tone. “ Besides, TssVar istrying to
blow up the station” -displacer blasts buffeted the hull as1 said that-“and you know how competent heis
at that sort of thing.”

“Get meto an open console and | can stop this,” Reever said.

“No, | don't think I'm going to do that.” When he stepped forward, | pulled out the pulse
weapon from the body-holster Clyvos had given me and pointed it at his chest. “Walk that way if you
would, please”

“Joey, | can”

“You d enjoy having atwo-foot holein your sernum?’ | asked politely, while my companion
scuttled forward with ahungry sound. “Y ou can even have your choice. Blasted, or chewed.”

That shut him up. The Aksdllan nudged him in the right direction, while | holstered the wespon
and followed at adiscreet distance. We waked down three levels until we reached the central processing
unit where Clyvos had told me | could access the main fusion chamber controls.

“Y ou are zertain you underztand the prozedure?’ the facility manager asked me.

“Not aproblem.” | keyed the pand to open, then noticed the big spider’ s nervous shuffling.
“Stop worrying aready. Worst case scenario, | end up toasting me, Reever, and the Hsktskt.” | glanced
at my ex-hushand. “No great |0ss.”

Clyvoz rolled his eye clustersin gpparent resignation. “Luck to you, Doctor.” Then he scurried
off down the corridor.

“Right.” | went inside, pointed to a spot for Reever to stand, then manned the chamber control
console. It was crowded with enablers fashioned for a eight-limbed being, so | had to do some fancy
hand moves.

| shut down the exchangersfirgt, which sounded an immediate darm.

“What are you doing?’ Reever asked.

“Saving theminers.” | disabled the discharge feed through the coolant array. A second darm
sounded and critical temperatures began to rise. “ Among other things.”

“Y ou' re tampering with equipment you' ve never used.”

“Not for the first time, either.” | channeled the discharge back into the core, then dtered the
panel access codes.

Reever came up behind me. “Y ou will destroy thisfacility.” His hands were till bound by
Aksdlan webbing, but | kept an eye on him anyway.

“I hope not, but you never know.” | sgnaled the Perpetua. “ Aksdllan station to OverLord
TssVar. Please respond.”

CHAPTER HVE
Dire Consequences

Thesgnd cameinfromthe L.T.F. Perpetua at once. “ SsurreVa. Have you and Haavar
secured thefacility?”
Time he understood who was playing on histeam, and who wasn't.



“Not exactly, OverLord.” | programmed a chamber status report to go out with my signd. “But
asyou can see, | have secured the main fusion chamber, bypassed the coolant system and routed the
superheated discharge back into the core. It should melt down the outer housing and cause an explosion,
oh, quite soon.”

There was along stretch of silence. Then TssVar, who | had expected to detonate himself,
returned the signd. *'Y ou had no intentions of negotiating a peaceful exchange, did you?’

| shrugged.

“The Terran Grey Vel was correct. You areahabitud liar, Ssurreva”

| smiled at hisfuriousimage. TssVar should have listened to Joseph Grey Veil-my creator was
usudly right. “If that’ swhat it takes to keep the Aksdllans from being daughtered, you bet | am.”

“I have captured agroup of these miners,” the OverLord told me. TssVar gestured, and a
writhing Aksellan was brought before the screen. “I can kill them one at atime, or dl at once. Which do
you choose, SsurrevVa?’

“I don't.” | kept my face and voice bland. Damn, how had he managed that? “ But do whatever
you fed is necessary. Watch out for the femaes. They have awfully bad tempers.”

“Very wdl.” Surprisngly, he ordered his guards to remove the Aksdllans from the Command
post. “What are your termsto end this before the core detonates?’

That | could ded with. “ Release the Aksdllans you’ ve captured, and dlow the minersto
peacefully evacuate the station. Send asmall group of your centurons over to handle the ore processing.
Oncethat’s done, unload the League crew, take the fudl, leave the station, and head on your merry
weay.”

Reever made a strange sound, but | ignored him.

Something crashed on the Hsktskt side of the link. Might have been that piece of console TssVar
heaved across his office. “1 will not release the League daves.”

“You' d rather be blown into itty-bitty molecules?’ | spread my hands out. “Fine with me.”

“Youwill not destroy my ship,” the OverLord said. “Not when dl the captives remain on board.”

Bluff time. “I sold them out to you, didn’t I? Watch me.”

I”’d been counting on TssVar’ sinability to fee humanoid emotion, but he' d been hanging around
mefor too long. “1 watched you operate for hours on the League Commander after he attempted to kill
you,” hesad. “Youwill notdoit.”

“Thenit' s been nice knowing you.” | quickly terminated the signd. Maybeif | said nothing more,
he might change hismind-

“Hewill not, Cherijo.” Reever moved to stand beside me and examined the console. “ This
overload becomesirreversblein five minutes”

“I know.” | gnawed a my lower lip. Surely there was some other way | could convince the
Hsktskt | was serious, without actualy killing anyone. Then it occurred to me that Duncan had accessed
my thoughts, that we were done, and he could do any damn thing he wanted. Especidly ashe'd

somehow gotten his handsfree.
“No, Reever.” | pulled the weapon from the holster, but it was aready too late,
Cherijo.

All he had to do was gently pry the wegpon from my nervelessfingersand set it aside. Then he
used his mind-control tricks to make me wak away from the console. | made some gasping sounds as
my body mechanicaly followed his mental commands.

Why are you laughing? he said insde my head.

Because you don’'t know the override codes. Tears of srain from being unableto physicaly
laugh rolled down my face. So we're all going to die together, one big happy family.

Hetried to get at them for aminute, and | had to use every ounce of control | had to keep my
mental bolstersin place. Findly heleft the console and kndlt before me. Cherijo. You cannot do this.
You cannot kill.

He was absolutdly correct, not that | was going to tell him. Why not? I’ m not too fond of the
Hskiskt, or the League. Alunthri will never be free, and | know it would rather die than go back to



being someone’ s pet. Most of the Aksellans will survive. And you- The bitterness swamped me. |
loved you and look where it got me.

The autodrone announced that two minutes remained before the core went to critical mass.

| can persuade TssVar to agree with everything but releasing the League captives. Reever
cradled my stiff face between his scarred hands. If | do, will you stop this?

| had two minutes, but it didn't take that long. Yeah. Okay.

He kept me there while he went back to the console. “Thisis OverMagter HaaVar. | have
negotiated an agreement on your behaf, OverLord.”

“HaaVar, shut down that corel” TssVar said, in anear-bellow.

Reever’ svoice went low, but | still heard him. 1 have never asked anything of you, TssVar, but |
remind you of our blood-bond.”

Another brief interval of dead silence. “Very well. Quickly, theterms.”

Reever told him, and TssVar agreed to it. The next moment | was being dragged over to the
console, then the mind-force controlling me disappeared. “ Reverse the overload.”

| worked fast. The exchangers blew open and | engaged the hull dampersto open and vent the
super-heated fuel into space. The chamber sensors dowly began to inch back down out of the red range.

All the excitement was over.

The Aksdlans had been monitoring the Situation from their remote termindsin the asteroid field,
and Clyvos agreed to provide the necessary fud stores. As before, his only condition was that the station
and the miners be | eft a one once the Hsktskt had what they wanted.

TssVar ordered Reever to bring me back to the Perpetua. “To the Command Center, brother.”
He appeared, if anything, angrier than he had before.

Reever nodded, grabbed my arm, and hauled me out into the corridor.

“Hey.” | tugged, but hisgrip waslikeavise. “Why the rush?’

“Have you any idea of what you have done?’ Reever said as he dragged me through the station.

Not redly, but | guess| was going to find out.

Thelaunch carrying Clyvas, the miners, and another detachment of Hsktskt centurons arrived at
the same time Reever and | flew back to the Perpetua. The Aksdllan and | exchanged glances through
our viewports as the launches passed each other.

| waved. “Lookslike TssVar plansto keep hisside of the bargain.”

Reever, who was manning the launch aone, looked up from the hdm for amoment. “ Hsktskt
rarely prevaricate. They consder it benesth them.”

“Likeeverything ese.” | sat back and rubbed my hands over my face. “Will they throw me back
into isolation?’

“I don't know.”

That was my OverMaster, dways eager to reassure me. Whatever was eating him must be
auffering horrible indigestion. “I guessyou' re out one dave-girl. A shame. Be agood soldier and maybe
he Il giveyou ancther.”

Reever put the helm on autopilot, got up out of his harness, and walked back to where | was
srapped in. Y eah, hewasangry. | could tell from the way that little muscle ticked along his jaw.

“| used ablood-bond to keep you aive | have been holding in reservefor fifteen years.” He
sounded vicious, and at the same time, astonished. Asthough he couldn’t fathom his own actions.

| felt like saying join the club. “ So what’ s another blood-bond, more or less?” | closed my eyes.
A moment later | was ripped out of the harness and hauled up to hiseyeleve by my dave callar.

Okay, | thought, | should stop gloating now.

“I grow tired of your ridicule and sarcasm,” he said, letting go of the collar to pin my armsto my
Sdes. “You belong to me and you will do as| tdll you.”

My fear went the same route as his self-control. Out the door pand.

“I’'m sick of your mouth, too.” | was't that far off the deck-if he dropped me, nothing would
break. “ Despite what you think, I’'m not your property, pet, or plaything. And, for future reference, I'll
do exactly, exactly what | want, when | want, where | want.”



His handstightened, grinding into my bones. “Y ou will say nothing of thisto TssvVar.”

“No!” Hewasredly hurting me now. | kicked himin the shin, ashard as| could. He didn’t move
amuscle. “What are you made of-stone? Damn it, put me down!”

Hedidn’t. He shook me, fast and hard. “'Y ou will say nothing, Cherijo, or | will keep you
sugpended inamentd link. Indefinitely.”

“Just try it!” Could he?1 fought to free mysdlf, and kicked him afew moretimes. “Let go, let go
of me!”

Unexpectedly he did just that-set me down on my feet. Before | could react, he drew back his
arm and hit me. No love tap, but a heavy, openhanded dap that sent my head smashing into the cabin
wal. My earsrang as | collapsed against the passenger seats.

“Youwill remain slent when | spesk to TssVar,” he said inahorrible voice. | flinched asif struck
asecond time. “ Do you understand?’

“Yeah.” My eyesfilled with tears of hatred and pain. | dowly regained my equilibrium, pushed
myself up and covered my burning cheek with my hand. “1 got it.”

“Cherijo.” Hereached out, then hesitated. Sowly hisfingers curled away and he dropped his
hand.

While he was preoccupied with staring at my face (and doubtless the bruise that was forming on
it), I brought my right hand up and dapped him equaly as hard.

“I won't say anything.” | waited until he caught my gaze. “But touch me again, and one of us
won't walk away breathing.”

Without another word he went back to the helm.

An armed escort was waiting for us, and thetrio of lizards didn’t look very happy. They marched
me and Reever up to the Command Center, where TssVar was giving orders to another group of his
centurons. When the OverL ord saw us, he made asingle, vicious gesture that cleared the room.

Wdll, dmost. FlatHead stuck around so he could watch the fun and games, | supposed.

“Saurreva”

I’d forgotten just how big and scary aHsktskt can be, especidly when they stand about an inch
away from you. All those gleaming teeth, perfectly designed to grab, hold, and rip to pieces. “OverLord.”

Reever stepped forward, and actually put a hand on one of TssVar'supper limbs. “Thereis
much that | must tell you, brother.”

“Yes, OverMagter Halavar.” GothVar pushed away from his position by the door. He reminded
me of ascavenger, moving in for whatever scraps he could get. “ Tell our Commander how this Terran
fodder deceived him. Tell how she conspired to betray usto the Aksellans from the moment we entered
the processing station.”

| noticed he didn’t mention anything about his premature helpfulness, but | was going to keep this
last promiseto Reever. I'd keep quiet. After this, al debtswere satisfied.

“Hdavar.” TssVar shoved meout of hisway to stalk up to Reever. “1 would hear your
explandtion.”

“Dr. Torinwas held a gunpoint during the entire incident, aswas|.” Reever lied without
twitching ablond eyelash. “ She followed the Aksdllan’ singtructionsin order to keep both of usdive. |
was unable to relae this during the transmission, for the same reasons.”

“Shedid not sound asif she was under duress.” The Hsktskt swiveled around to stare at me. “|
would have thought her enjoying her... coercion.”

“I had hoped you would understand our plight when | referenced our blood-bond.” Reever
sounded bored. “Why would | cancel such an enormous debt over the life of afew minersand one
Taranfemde?”

“Why, indeed.” TssVar's gaze roamed between usrestlesdy. “Yet it isdone, HlaVar.”

“Yes Itis”

| had no idea of what they were talking about, but now | was getting bored. Tempted to ask if |
could go, | caught the look on Reever’ sface and bit the inside of my cheek instead.

GothVar had no problem with sdlf-restraint. “HalaVar indulgesthisdave, OverLord.” He came



over to me, clamped one of his huge hands around my right wrist and nearly pulled my arm out of its
socket.

“Hey!” | yanked back.

With a swipe, he shredded the length of my tunic deeve and held out my armto TssVar. “You
see?No PIC.”

My dave-brand was gone? | checked. It was. Nothing marred my flesh, not even the faint signs
of fading keloids. My creator’ stinkering had landed me in hot water once more. | couldn’t tell TssVar
that, but | wasn't letting him burn me again. “1 don’t need abrand, for God' s sake. I’ m not going-"

“Seetoit,” TssVar said to Reever. One of hissix limbslashed toward the door pand. “All of
you, get out. GothVar, assst Hdavar with thisfemae sdesignation.”

Even FHatHead knew when to gracefully retregt. “ Yes, OverLord.”

Outsidein the corridor, Reever only shook his head when | opened my mouth. GothVar
shadowed us from Central Command al the way to the chamber where Reever had first branded me. |
began to break out in asweat as| remembered the pain and helplessness.

“| guessyou can't inject me with an indelible pigment?’ | shuffled over to the circular pad.
Reever said nothing. “I want the drugsthistime.”

“No drugs,” GothVar said, and held his pulserifle trained on my chest. “ Y ou will perform the
application on her assheis, as| watch.”

Reever removed his own wegpon and held it on FlatHead. “ Release her, OverCenturon.”

Me, about to be burned, standing between two beasts with guns fighting over how to do it.
Maybe | should have surrendered to Joseph thefirst time he' d attacked the Sunlace.

GothVar laughed. “'Y ou have no blood-bond to claim amnesty with, HalaVar. Kill meif you will,
but TssVar will see you both dismembered for the murder of afree citizen.”

Thelizard had apoint. | stepped between the metallic columns and held out my arm. “Doit.”
Reever shook hishead, and | hissed out an impatient breath. “Now, Reever, before | end up getting shot,
too.”

GothVar cameto stand right behind me, the best view in the house. Reever hesitated another
moment, then quickly put his weapon away and went to the console.

| felt the cold, dry touch of scaled flesh on the back of my neck, and froze.

“When you fed the laser sear your flesh, scream for me,” the Hsktskt said, scraping his claws
againg therim of my davecollar.

“I can’'t decide why no onelikesyou.” | closed my eyeswhen his claws did between the collar
and my throat. “However, I’ ve narrowed it down to two possihilities. It’s either your breath, or your
face”

“Soon wewill reach Catopsa.” The claws dug into my flesh. “I will have you assigned to my tier.
| will take my time with you, makeyou last.”

Doing what?“Terranstend to lose their gpped rather quickly,” | said, then jerked as Reever
activated the laser, and swallowed ashriek. “Sorry ... to... disgppoint... you...”

Heat dashed through my skin as the programmed application carefully re-carved each symboal.
One of FHatHead' s limbs curled around my waist. Hot bresth scalded my cheek. Dimly | realized hewas
enjoying it, aroused by the smell of burning.

Fire enveloping my suit. | was burning. Children screaming with terror. Tonetka's
graceful hands, slapping at me, trying to beat out the flames...

| made it through amost to the end. Thelast thing | heard was GothVar’ stongue dithering out to
tastlemy pain.

Reever must have kept me sedated for aday or two, because when | woke, my fresh brand was
scabbed over and itching like crazy. | was on his deeping platform, and he sat beside me, reading
something on adata pad. | rolled over and got up carefully, making sure my legswould hold me.

“You'reawake.”

| didn’'t wait to have atéte-atéte. Whatever he had fed me wanted to come back up, so | made
aquick run to the lavatory. Once my stomach was empty, | spent some time under the cleanser. |



couldn’t rid myself of GothVar’ svoice, or the memory of the sick pleasure hel d taken in my branding.
The nausea stayed with me even after | dressed.

FlatHead wasn't ascavenger, | decided. He was what scavengers ate.

| needed to do some work, so | resolved to go back to running Medical, and told Reever that.
He said nothing, only examined my arm for amoment, then handed me a League physcian’ stunic.

“I will escort you,” he said when I’ d dressed and headed for the door pane!.

“I know theway.”

No one was running Medica anymore. Apparently Malgat had been sent to Detainment, and the
nurses and residents had fallen into complete despair and equa disregard for standard procedure. |
discovered ahalf dozen injured patients waiting who had not yet been treated, inpatients who need
follow-up, and athousand other tasks.

There was no use pointing fingers. | just called the League staffers over to the center of the Bay
and laid down the law.

“OverLord TssVar has appointed me asthe new Primary for this department. Senior staff will
make progress reports directly to me, twice a shift. | want those patients waiting to be triaged and sorted
in priority. Immediately. Y ou”-I pointed to Vlaav, the loud-mouthed Saksonan who' d given me so much
trouble after Shropana’ s operation-“are in charge of assessment on ambulatory patients.”

The red nubbly pockets on hishide swdled. “That’ sanurang dot!”

“Aren’t you bright?’ | wondered if those bulges ever burst, and made amenta note to keep him
out of my serilefieds. “It’syours now. Show me what agood nurse you’ d make, and | might let you
play doctor someday.”

| went on to assign the senior staff positions, which everyone objected to-even the assignees. |
blocked out the protests and requisitioned apair of the most quaified nursesto do rounds with me. Then
| started walking to thefirst berth.

No one e'se moved. The entire Medical staff stood like statuesin the center of the Bay, watching
me while displaying varying degrees of astonishment.

Thiswas going to be tougher than I’ d thought.

| recalled something one of my own instructors had done back at Medtech, picked up awaste
disposdl receptacle, and banged on it afew timeswith an unused chart.

“People.” The voices hushed. “ Anyone| see not working within the next Sixty secondsis
permanently relieved from duty. No exceptions.” | dropped the receptacle so that it made aringing bong.
“I hear the Hsktskt can use some extrahandsin the galley. To serve or be served, | can’t remember
which.”

That got them moving.

Vlaav began sullenly evaluating the waiting patients, while dedlt with the oneswho had been
ignored for days on end. They werein fairly good shape, so someone had attended to them, more or
less. Still | saw infectionsthat could have been prevented, muscle damage from lack of therapeutic
trestments, and several other Stuations that made me very testy.

Two of the ten patients would need minor surgery, but most smply needed a doctor who actudly
read their chart, listened to what they had to say, and treated them accordingly.

One of my nurses was replaced amost immediately by Dchém-os, who scurried in from the outer
corridor, carrying an amful of charts. “Tak, Doctor, we mugt.”

Zd must have requisitioned some new toxin she wanted to try out on me. “Later.” | eyed the
Hsktskt guard who' d come in after her. They carried a crew member between them, and when | saw
who it was, | groaned. “How the hedll did he get out of Medica? Can't | leave for a couple days without
everything going down the sanitation duct? Vlaav, get him on atable and take alook a him.”

My Saksonan intern quickly triaged Colond Shropana. | left Zd and the other nurse holding
chartsas| went to evauate Vlaav’ s notations. Patril snarled and tried to punch me the moment he saw
me, whichiswhy | directed two of the orderliesto put himin restraints.

Someone had gone at him with something thin and sharp. Repeatedly. His uniform hung in tatters,
his upper torso and arms were dashed a dozen times. Not blade wounds, from the ragged look of the



outer tears.

“Cam down, Petril. That dilapidated heart of yourswon't take much more stress.” | infused him
with valumine and ran afull scan series. Shropand s heart was my main concern, so after ensuring that his
recent surgery hadn’t been compromised, | assessed his cardiac system. Y our arteries make plastedl
look spongy. Did Malgat at least start you on therapy?’

He snarled something obscene.

“Thanks, maybelater.” | checked his records, and discovered that although my predecessor had
diagnosed the Colond’ s condition, he’ d done nothing to treet it. “We re going to need to do something
about those rib splinters, and talk about repairing thisarterid Stuation.” He kept quiet, so | explained
what was needed, then went on to the lesser of his problems.

The gashes weren't blade wounds, they were claw marks. Whatever had attacked him had
nearly ripped out histhroat, too. Another centimeter here or there, and I’ d be bagging him for autopsy.

“Did you and Lieutenant Wonlee get into adisagreement?’

He spat a me, but missed. “Thisisyour fault!”

| made the appropriate chart notations while one of the nurses set up asuture tray. “Everything is
my fault, have you noticed that? No matter what | do.” | set the chart aside and diaed up acompound
treatment on a syrinpress. “I’ m going to use some topica anaesthetic on the wounds, but what I'm
injecting you with will help your heart functions-for now. Y ou need that surgery.”

“I'll seeyou dead firt,” the Colond told me.

Nurse Dchém-os took the place of my suture nurse and assisted as | worked on Shropana's
wounds.

Since Patril wasn't fedling talkative, | glanced a Zdl. “Who did it?’

Zd dipped off her headgear. “ Attacked him, that big cat of yours, thismorning. To question it
about you, hewastrying.”

Alunthri inflicted thiskind of damage?“What did you do to the Chakacat, Petril 7’

The Colonel ignored me and glared at the nurse. *Y ou were supposed to kill it. And her.” He
jerked his head toward me. “Now you dave for her aswell asthe beasts.”

Zd stopped assisting and went very ill. “With digitdizine, | injected her. No effect, it had. For
no one, | dave.”

“Nurse” | wasin the middle of acomplicated suture and didn’'t need the patient and my assistant
getting into afigtfight. “Want to shut up and swab this?’

“You see?’ Patril grinned. “Next shewill have you on aleash, like her domegticate.”

Zd’svibrissae quivered. “Never.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” Too bad | couldn’t suture hislipstogether. | deactivated the laser and
pushed it out of theway. “Zd, ignore him and do your job. Colond, you' re entitled to an opinion, but if
you don't shut up immediately I’ m going to sedate you.”

“Won't be necessary, that.” Zd turned and called to another nurse. Once her replacement came
over, she stepped away from the table, her black eyes glistening with renewed malice. “Murderer, you
are. From you anymore, | will not take orders.”

“Crushed, | am. Taataa.” | turned to the new nurse. * Prepare dressings for this patient.” |
grabbed the laser and bent back down over Shropana.

It took a double shift to get thingsinto reasonable order in Medicd, then | |eft. By then knots had
formed in my belly, but not from hunger. | had to confront Reever again, and | wasn't looking forward to
that.

Or perhaps| didn't haveto. | went to the quarters that the League had assigned to me, way
back when, and after aquick check to determine they were unoccupied, locked mysdlf in.

There, | thought. Not being obligated to look at my ex-bondmate' s face, eat hisfood, or degp in
his bed proved very relaxing. Y et when | went to the prep unit and automatically dialed up some chicken
noodle soup, | till felt like weeping.

Chicken noodle soup had been thefirst Terran dish I’ d ever made Reever.

“So I'll have asparagus bisque instead,” | said, and altered my program accordingly.



When it wasready, | carried atray over to the table and sat down. That was when | caught a
glimpse of my own facein the wall reflector, and saw that the bruise from Reever’ s hand had darkened
to arather pretty lilac color. My appetite abruptly vanished, and | toyed with the soup until sometime
later, when my door panel did open.

“Cherijo.” Of courseit was Reever. It wasn't like Nurse Dchém-os was going to drop by for
some teaand a chat.

| examined the thin skin that had formed on the surface of my cold soup. “I need to reprogram
those locks.”

“Y ou will report to my quarters when you have completed your shiftsin Medical.”

| lifted the spoon and | et the thickened green liquid drip dowly from it back into the bowl. “No,
I’m not going to do that.” | rested my bruised cheek on my other hand, and wondered why | felt so
battered and exhausted. “ Go away.”

He hovered. “1 will not gpologize for striking you.”

“No one asked you to. Leave.”

“I have something that belongsto you.”

He certainly did. There should have been alarge, 0ozing hole just to the left of my sternum to
tedtify to that. “Keep it.”

He sat down beside me. “ Y ou are upset.”

The man was 0 dense that light bent around him. “Will you get the hell out of here?’

“Very well.” Hedidn't try to touch me. “Shal | give the dometicate to the Hsktskt? They have
indicated he would be consdered addicacy.”

He? | findly looked a him. His bruise wasn't as spectacular asmine, and it didn’t make me fed
any better to seeit. “Alunthri isan ‘it,” and, | imagine, very stringy and tough. Don’t even go there.”

“I am not talking about Alunthri. | have your other domesticate. The small one.”

The small one?

| got up so quickly that the table fell over, the server smashed into a hundred pieces and cold
asparagus bisque splattered the deck. “ Say that again. ”

He sat back and folded hisarms. “| have your Terran feline.”

| didn’t stop to think about the hows or whys. “Where? Whereis he?’

“In my quarters.” He moved fast, and caught me before | could reach the door pandl. “Where he
will say, aswill you.”

| struggled out of hisgrip and ran, dodging L eague captives and Hsktskt dike on every leve until,
panting, I’ d reached Reever’ sdoor. My figt hit the access panel and | ran in, completely ignoring the fact
that Reever had somehow kept up with me and closed the pand slently behind us.

For amoment | wondered if it had been just another game. “ Jenner?” It came out in awhisper.
Then, asloud as| could: “ Jenner!”

Something small, thin, and furry flew up from the floor and landed in my arms. A hard little
triangular head butted into my chin, and huge |apis eyes regarded me with extreme indignation.

Thought you'’ d leave me behind, you ungrateful wench. Jenner sniffed delicately at me. After
all the attention | lavished on you, too.

| was laughing. Weeping. Burying my facein the softest silkiest fur in the universe. “Hi, pa. Oh,
Lord, I've missed you.”

My Tibetan temple cat danted a sideways |ook at Reever. Yeah, well, Prince Charming
wouldn’t let me out, or I’d have found you long before now.

That reminded me. | sat down on the nearest surface, still holding and caressng my pet, and
regarded Reever with amixture of fury and bewilderment.

“He sbeen onboard, dl thistime, and you never told me?’

Reever nodded.

“How did you get him off Joren? Why didn’t you say something?’ My fingersran over the
prominent outlines of my cat’ sribs, something | hadn't felt snce finding Jenner as akitten, abandoned
and garving in agutter. “Why ishe so thin?’



“Adaolagave him to me before | |€eft the planet. She hoped | could reunite the two of you
someday.” He waked over and stood beside us, and reached down to Jenner. His Mgesty lifted his
head and alowed Reever to give him abrief caress. “Asfor the weight loss, | have yet to discern the
animad’sfood preferences.”

“He has none. Whatever he sees, he eats.” | lifted Jenner so that we were face-to-face. “Hungry,
pa?”

He uttered an emphatic yowl. Does a cat have nine lives?

| went over to the prep unit and dialed up adozen of hisfavorite dishes, then watched with
pleasure as my small companion attacked the enormous medl. At the rate he was wolfing down synthetic
shrimp bits, he' d be back to hisold sdf in no time.

| sat on the floor beside him, afraid to take my hand away, certain Jenner would vanishiif | did.

“Why do you cdl it Jenner?’

“He' s named after Edward Jenner, the el ghteenth-century English physician who cured
smalpox.” My fingerstrailed through my pet’ s soft fur. “ He was an amazing man for histime. What he
did dtered the course of Terran history.” | went on to tell Reever about the smple country doctor, who
had noticed that dairy workers seldom contracted smallpox, and gone on to create the vaccine that had
saved millions from death and disfigurement.

Reever’ s only comment was, “He sounds much like your cregtor.”

“There sabig difference.” Jenner had been ahumanitarian. Joseph, | suspected, barely rated as
human. “Why didn’t you tell me about my cat, Reever?’

“| attempted to, severd times. It was necessary to conceal his presence from the crew.”

So that was why he’ d been so hot and bothered to get me to his quarters. Something occurred to
me, and my head snapped up. “Y ou hid him because of the League captives. Y ou knew they’d try to
hurt him to get back at me.” He didn't haveto say yes. | got up and faced him. “What’ sthis going to
cos?”

“No currency isrequired.”

But something esewas. “Y ou know how much Jenner meansto me. What do you want?’

To hiscredit, Duncan didn’t rub it in. He smply said, “ Y ou will report to my quarters and remain
here when you are not working in Medica.”

I’d room with GothVar, just to have Jenner. “Done.”

PART TWO: Indoctrination

CHAPTER SIX
New Debts

So began my gtint as Reever’ sroommeate. I’ d never had many. During my childhood, Joseph
Grey Vel had kept mein aseparate wing of the family mansion. Maggie, my “materna influencer,” had
sometimes braved my creator’ s displeasure and dept in achair by my deeping platform. Jenner had been
my only constant companion since her death.

Kao and | had never had the chance to live together during our brief time together on K-2,
athough Alunthri had shared my quarters after I’ d assumed its ownership, so it would not be sold back
into davery on Chakara.

While working as Senior Healer on the Sunlace, I’ d been forced to Choose Kao's ClanBrother,
Xones, to protect him from an unfair sentence of banishment. We d lived together for ashort, tense
period, both of usthe unknowing victims of aggression-enhancing drugs that had driven us both to
violence.

Asaroommate, however, Reever proved to be nearly invisble.

| spent most of my waking hoursin Medicd, getting the staff whipped back into shape and
catching up with the patient caseload, and when | arrived at Reever’ s quarters, Jenner made up for every
horrible thing that had happened since I’ d left Joren.



Well, dmost.

Reever invariably cameinwhen I’ d falen adeep. Thefew times |’ d woken up wasto discover
him easing down beside me on the deeping platform. He never touched me-another bonus-and | rarely if
ever acknowledged his presence.

That’s how the uneasy truce went on, until captives from Detainment began to be sent to
Medica, showing obvious signs of abuse.

| treated four beings with multiple fractures during the last hour of my shift, and was nonetoo
pleased by it. For once Reever wasin our quarterswhen | camein, and | let him haveit.

“What in God’ s name is going on in Detainment? Are the centurons playing shockball and using
the prisonersfor spheres?’

He set out amedl for both of us and gestured to my empty sedt. “ Tell me about it over dinner.”

| wasn't crazy about eating something he' d prepared-he had some very strange taste
preferences- but when | saw it was one of my own programmed recipes, | dropped in the chair.

“We had four new patients comein today. Three had compound fractures from severe
percussion injuries, and of coursethey aren’t going to tell me adamn thing about how they got them.”

| gave him the rest of the details on each case, then finished my vegetable and synpro lasagna,
and dialed an after-dinner server of herba teafor both of us.

“Wel?’ | asked when he made no comment. “|Is there some funny business going on downin
Detainment?’

“Two of the escapees have not yet been located, and OverLord TssVar is unhappy with his
managing Overseer’ s progress on the case.” Reever thought about it. “It is possible someoneis
interrogating the daves.”

“His managing OverSeer would be the one with the pretty face... what's her name? FurrevVa?’
He sipped histeaand nodded. “Y eah, | could see her beating people to get information.”

“If sheisdoing so, she does not have TssVar' s sanction.”

That might prove hepful. Getting Alunthri out of Detainment had become atop priority. | went to
feed Jenner, who was hungrily prowling around my legs, then cleared the table. “ Are you going to tell
TssVar, or shdl 1?7

He sat down his server. “ After the debacle on Drift Nine, the OverLord haslittle interest in what
you haveto say.”

“Isthat right?’ | propped my fisssonmy hips. “ Then you tel him.”

“TssVar trugts his centuronsto follow hisorders.” Long fingers thrummed on the table surface.
“All I haveto offer are your dlegations.”

“I have plenty of bruised and broken patientsto show him.”

“They are daves. Hewon't believe them.” He got up, changed his tunic, and went to the door
pand. “Don’t meddle with OverSeer FurreVa, Cherijo.” And with that, he l€ft.

Good old Reever. Always eager to help out the tyrannized. Callous snake that he was. | thought
over everything he' d said, and two facts dowly emerged.

If sheis doing so, she does not have TssVar’ s sanction.

TssVar trusts his centuronsto follow his orders.

“Doeshe?’ | gavethat some consideration. “ Then maybe it’ stime he found out they don't.”

It took haf the night, but | managed to program athermal sensor in the Detainment Areato send
me an darm whenever the ambient temperature Sgnificantly dropped, and another in the Interrogation
Areato send asigna when the temperature increased.

Bodies generated hest, and took it with them when they moved.

Both darmswent off, one after the other, just as| was dragging myself from the deeping
platform. After dressing at the speed of light, | ran down to Medical.

Since Dchém-oswas on duty, | drafted her to help. “Grab afield case and come with me. We're
going down to Detainment.”

Shetook off her headgear. | noted the tooth she' d broken off for my impromptu surgery downin
Detainment had almost grown back in. *1n accompanying you, | am not interested. Someone else, ask.”



“Who' sasking? Move your tail and get that medkit together. Now,” | told her. “Or I'll have you
transferred to a sanitation crew for the rest of thetrip.”

Her tail whipped into afrenzied pattern of daps. “For this, you will pay, Terran.”

Y eah, like everything else. Thelist got longer every day. “ Just shake apaw. We ve only got a
few minutes.” | went to the console and sent three sgnals.

About nine and ahaf minuteslater we arrived at Detainment. Reever waswaiting for us. So was
TssVar, who looked a methe way he would a smear on the decking.

“Gentlemen.” | adjusted my grip on my case. “Thanksfor coming.”

“What isthis, SsurreVa?’ TssVar trudged closer, causing the entire deck to vibrate under my
footgear. “No daves are being tortured.”

Low sounds of moaning and sobs echoed down the corridor, along with another set of heavy
footsteps, getting progressively louder. “1 hate to disagree with you, but...”

The surprise on the Hsktskt OverSeer’ s face would have been hilarious, had she not been
dragging apair of severely beaten L eague prisoners on each side of her.

“OverLord!” She hdted in her tracks, then saw me and bellowed something my headgear
wouldn't trandate.

Reever took a step toward her, inadvertently placing his body between me and Helen. * Perhaps
the OverSeer would care to explain how these daves cameto bein this condition?’

“Yes. Explan, Furreva”

The OverSeer dropped both men to the deck to come after Reever, and | decided that was my
cue. Zdlaand | edged past the furious Hsktskt and got to the injured men. Onewasin such bad shape |
had to signd for agurney.

“Nicework,” | muttered under my breath as | packed atorn limb to stop the bleeding.

Behind us, Helen of Troy was ranting on about the escapees and how she was going to find them
if she had to personadly dismember the rest of the prisoners and, if necessary, the Perpetua inthe
process.

TssVar waited until shewasthrough. “Y ou interrogated these daves without authorization,
OverSeer.”

“I- yes, OverLord.” FurreVahed her bulky form in astiffly erect pose, then dropped her head
back in a bizarre manner. The stance reveded the paler, thinner scales under her jaw.

Baring her throat, | thought. To be ripped out?

“Y ou will be disciplined accordingly. Report to launch bay in one hour.”

“Yes, OverLord.” The big femae stalked off.

I’d donewhat | could for her victims, so | went back to Reever and TssVar. “| haveto perform
some minor surgery to repair an arm over there.”

“I would know how you learned of this, SsurrevVa.”

“Oh, you know.” | gave Reever adisgusted look. “ Save gossip, patients with multiple fractures,
that sort of thing.”

“| intended to investigate the matter personally.” My ex-bondmate’ slipsthinned. “Dr. Torin
precipitated my inquiry.”

| pointed to the door pand |leading to the Detainment Area. “| have a friend inthere. Alunthri,
the Chakacat. It s been abused because of that friendship, and needsto be transferred to Medical for
comprehensive therapy.” That lie sounded very redigtic, evento me.

“I know of thisanimal. The centurons consider it extremely dangerous,” TssVar said.

Alunthri was proving to be aterrific actor. “1t won't be when | get through with it. Which will
make it only more valuable when we reach Catopsa. Let metakeit to Medica.” | held my breath while
he thought about it, then sighed when he nodded. “Thank you, OverLord.”

“Report to launch bay in an hour, Doctor.” Off TssVar went.

The same time Helen had been ordered to report. | turned to Reever to ask him why, but he'd
disappeared.

Oneof FurreVa svictimsrequired asubstantia infusion of neuroparalyzer before | began piecing



back together his splintered radius. As some patients do, he got chatty as soon as the medication took
effect.

“I'll be okay, right, Doc?’ the maletold me as| madetheinitid incison. Hetried to get alook
over the surgicd shroud. “ Thought he! d tear it off thistime.”

“She. OverSeer FurreVaisashe”

“No, not her.” He uttered an intoxicated chuckle. “1 know her. What aface. But she' snot so
bad. She pulled us out of there the last time, too.”

| topped cutting and lifted my head. “ Are you telling me that the female who was dragging you
back to Detainment didn’t interrogate you?’

“No. It was the one with theflat ridges and dirty teeth.”

| finished the work on the battered prisoner and went down to the launch bay. Reever met me at
the door.

“I'vegottotakto TssVar,” | said. “FurreValied. She didn't interrogate those prisoners.”

Hedidn't look happy. “ She admitted to it. There’snothing you can do now.”

| went through the door. “TssVar will listen to- What' sgoing on here?’ | waked in, and saw
nothing but wall-to-wall lizards. An uneasy foreboding spread insde me, coiling up in my stomach.
“Reever? Am I introuble again?’

“No. Stay back and remain slent,” he said as he guided me through the crowd of waiting
Hskiskt.

Why would | jump in on anything the beasts were doing? | wondered, then saw FurreVa, the
position shewasin, and stopped in my tracks. “Hold it. Y ou don’t mean they’re going to...” Foreboding
turned into dread. “1 want to talk to TssVar. Now.”

Reever smply hauled me farther down theline, until we stood afew yards away from Tssvar's
centurons.

They’ d stripped FurreVadown to her scales, and hung her upside-down on a plasted pogt, the
back of her body facing outward. Only one reason they’ d do that.

TssVar entered with deliberate, prolonged formality, pausing to spesk to some of the senior
beasts before taking a position in front of the post. He didn’t ook at the upside-down guard; for dl he
cared she could have beeninvisible.

Four limbs rose, which brought everyone snapping to attention. “Members of the Faction.
OverSeer FurreVahas submitted hersdlf for discipline.”

The other Hsktskt hissed and clicked, probably their approval. Reever findly let go of my arm,
and | was briefly tempted to somp on hisingtep in retaiation. Then TssVar continued and distracted me.
“FurreVainterrogated daves without approva. No one may overstep their rank and my

authority. Disciplineisrequired. Discipline will be administered.”

“What kind of discipline?’ | said to Reever, under my breath.

He grabbed me again, thistime around the waist. * Shut up.”

Someone brought TssVar what | thought at first was an energy emitter. Closer scrutiny made me
catch my breath. Reever’ sarm tightened.

| twisted around to look up at him. “Heisn't serioudy going to use that thing on her.”

“Not another word,” Reever said, and held hishand up, evidently ready to clap it over my
mouth.

TssVar centered the unit on the deck just in front of FurreVa. | knew what it was-an agricultural
separator. Also known as athresher. I’ d seen botanical scientists using them back on K-2. The unit
emitted bands of high-energy waves, which, when applied to newly harvested crops, separated the grains
and rendered the remaining chaff into small, ground-up matter to be used as mulch.

Applied to the unprotected flesh of ahelplessbeing-

“Five minutes of discipline for each damaged dave,” TssVar said.

| forgot Reever’ swarning and bucked againgt hisarm. “That will cut her to pieces”

“SheisHsktskt, Cherijo. Shewill survive,” Reever said against my ear. “Do not attempt to
interfere”



Five minutes for each prisoner. I’ d have to watch that thing dice into FurreVafor ahaf hour or
more. And she hadn’t beaten them-she’ d saved them.

| didn'tinterfere. | yelled my head off. “No! Stopit! Shedidn’t hurt them!”

An deadly hush fell over thelaunch bay, and every pair of yellow eyesin the place swiveled to
focuson me.

So did their commander. “HalaVar. Bring the Terran to me.”

Reever didn’t have to drag me. Just the reverse. He ran after me and hauled me back just before
| would have thrown mysdlf at the OverLord.

“ She' sinnocent-you can't do this!”

TssVar went around the post and looked at FurreVa. “Did you interrogate those prisoners
without authorization, OverSeer?’

Shedidn’t even hestate. “ Yes, OverLord.”

“She'slying!” | fought to bresk Reever’ shold. “TssVar, for God' s sake, you' Il kill her!”

TssVar activated the unit. “Restrain the doctor, brother.” Histongue did out once, twice. “Ensure
she obsarvesthe entire discipline.”

For the next thirty minutes, Reever held me there and forced me to watch as the thresher dowly
and methodically flayed the OverSeer’ s back.

The displacer bands worked over her like aflall edged with adozen individua blades, risng and
fdling. A rhythmic hum vibrated from the base of the unit, one that pulsed against my ears and sent my
fingersdigging into Reever’ sforearm.

Scaes began to shred. Then the bands cut into the underlying tissue.

At firg the Hsktskt made no sound at al. Her bulky body didn’t move, ether. | thought she'd
fdlen mercifully unconscious, until the bands faling across her raw flesh made FurreVatwist and jerk.

Bile surged up my throat, over and over. I’ d never seen anyone tortured before, so | had no
point of reference. My experience as a surgeon was usealess, the ghastly scene was an affront to my
training and afisted blow againgt my humanity.

She'd lied to protect GothVar-but why? Why would she endure thisto cover for him?

My outrage made me aminority of one. | jerked my head around, saw the faces of the centurons
and the OverLord asthey watched the thresher tear into their comrade. No one averted their gaze. No
onetwitched amuscle,

GothVar stood in the front row. He appeared to be enjoying himsdlf, following the movements of
the bands with intense concentration.

Perverted ghoul. Enjoying this butchering session, knowing he should have been up there, taking
the punishment.

| lost it halfway through the session, and shrieked something vileat TssVar. Reever clamped a
hand over my mouth and kept it there from then on. | sank my teeth into his pam, severd times. The
taste of blood pooled in my mouth, and | didn’t know whether it wasmine, or his. | didn’t care. All |
could do was watch, and pray it would be over soon.

Still the thresher bands rose and fell.

FurreVa started to grunt after each blow. Gobbets of shredded derma hung from her back in
long pedls. Rivulets of blood ran down her back and shoulders. The shreds became chunks. Therivulets
became steady flows.

Ultimately, her grunts became howls.

Toward the end, Reever had to hold me caged in hisarms, smply to keep me upright. Tears of
rage and helplessness blinded me, but | still heard what | could no longer see clearly. No escaping the
gradually weakening shrieks, the thresher’ s efficient hum, the sound of abody being torn apart. The
nausesting smell of blood thickened and changed when the Hsktskt lost control of her bladder and
bowels. A moment later, | closed my eyes, and wetness streaked over my cheeks and plopped on
Reever’shand.

My conscience immediatdly atacked. No. Don’t shut it out. Remember this. Remember you
made this happen to her.



| opened my eyes, blinked to clear them, and made myself watch. At lagt, after an eternity of
horror, the hum abruptly ended. TssVar had finaly deactivated the unit. By then FurreVahung loosdly in
her bonds, unconscious, and bleeding copioudy.

The back of her body glistened, raw and tattered.

Sowly Reever let go of me, and | staggered to the nearest disposal unit and vomited as quietly as
| could. Behind me, afew of the centurons made repelled sounds.

They could watch a hel pless comrade be chewed to pieces, but one Terran having the
heaves upset them?

Oncemy belly settled, | wiped my mouth on my deeve and headed toward the OverSeer. The
clinica part of my brain registered the damage: the thresher had effectively removed dl the scales,
subderma, and the mgority of the upper muscular layer beneath it. Bits and pieces of the Hsktskt' s body
had fallen in clumps around the base of the post. An ever-widening pool of blood met my footgear.

| bent down to where she could see and hear me, and lifted anumb hand to her carotid. Slow
and feeble, her pulse throbbed like a soundless moan againgt my fingertips. Then | looked up and
collided with the clear, cold gaze of the Hsktskt Commander. Beside him, GothVar gave me equa
attention.

“Sheisdead mest,” he said, and flicked histongue toward me. Wanting to taste my fear, my
despair, or whatever gave his chemoreceptors athrill.

“Not yet,” | whispered, making an ingtant pledge. “Not yet.”

No one stopped me when | got up and went to the console to signal Medical, or made Reever
and two other Hsktskt help me cut her down. The medevac team arrived just as we prepared to lower
FurrevVa s heavy weight to the deck.

“Lift her up there. On her front, yes, likethat,” | said, directing the centurons as they placed her
onto the grav-unit. | went over to the console again and signaed the duty nurse. “ Set up afoam cradlein
an isolation room. She' shig, so suspend it with a couple of traction rigs.” The nurse was ingpecting me
with vigblerevulson. “What?’

“Y ou're covered with-with-" She gestured at my runic, and | glanced down.

Hsktskt blood and bits of tissue made splotches and stains al down the front off me.

| heaved asigh. “I’ll change. Now, moveit.”

Aswe moved FurreVafrom launch bay to Medica, | stayed at her side. | didn’t need to scan
her to know her injuries were life threatening. Then | saw her lift her head and Stare up a me.

“Let medie” shesaid.

“Y ou lied to your commander, and | know it.” If | was going to have any chance of saving her, |
needed to give her areason to fight. “So kissmy Terran ass.”

Once a Medica, we moved her into the isolation unit and sedated her. | couldn’t use skin sedl
on such massive gretches of flesh, and there wasn't compatible synthetic grafting materia available. I'd
have to grow new skin and scalesfor her from her own cells-the database indicated her body would
automeatically rgject any live donor tissue-but for now it wasvitd | Smply keep her dive.

Working on the Hsktskt over the next severa hourswasn't pleasant. The mess and smell were,
well, without parallel. Two nurses got sick and left. Interestingly enough, Pmohhi, one of the nursesi’d
rescued from FurreVa' s clutches, stayed. Vlaav the Saksonan intern stuck at my side, too-athough his
lumpy skin turned anumber of interesting colors during the trestment.

“They said you watched them do this” Vlaav said when we were finished sedling off torn vessals.

“Yeah.” | changed my glovesfor thefourth time. “1t wasn’t like | had achoice.”

The nurse shifted, peering down at the big fema e with aqueer expression. “I would have liked to
watch.” Then she did something even worse.

Shelaughed.

Thefront of her tunic got in my hands. Next thing | knew, she wasjammed between meand a
monitoring unit, and | wasin her face.

“Y ou think thisisfunny?Want to volunteer next time, do alittle whipping yoursef?’ She shook
her heed, terrified. | shoved her toward the door. “ Get out.”



Pmohhi fled. Dchém-os appeared afew moments later as replacement.

“A mess, thisoneis.” Dark fur rose dightly around her muzzle as she stopped inspecting the
patient and started on me. “Unkind to Pmohhi, you were.”

“Shell live” | said. So | was snarling. The shrew could relate to that. “ Get that setup tray over
here”

We treated FurreVVamuch the same way we would a third-degree burn patient. Fragments of
pulverized osteodermic matter had to be removed, then wide swaths of aerated antibacterial dressings
applied over her torso and legs. | annotated what areas would require deep skin-flap transplants, and
hoped there was enough flesh |eft on her lower abdomen and appendages to harvest what | needed.

“God, | fed like I’ m piecing her together with tweezers,” | said as| stripped my mask off and
finished my notes.

“May | assist with the plastic surgery?” Vlaav asked.

He' d been reading FurreVa s chart over my shoulder. “Why?'Y ou want some cheap thrills,
too?’

“No.” His pocked, sallow face sobered. “I would like to comprehend your methods, and learn
the techniques”

| carefully set down the chart and considered his solemn expression. It appeared | had a potentia
cutter on my hands. “Fair enough.”

The damage to the back of her skull gave me justification for afull scan series, and | confirmed
what I’ d suspected-someone had in the recent past tried to split her head in two with some sort of heavy,
bladed weapon. The articular and quadrate bones of her jaw were crushed, with additiona
comprehensive damage to the structure of the dentary plate.

“Seethat?’ | showed Vlaav the readings. “ Good thing her species has akinetic skull, or she
would have starved to death. Among other things.”

My main concern was the damage to the cerebra hemisphere. Reptilian life forms had small
brainsto begin with, and judging from localized damage, thisfemae had lost more than twenty percent of
her higher functions. That particular area of the Hsktskt brain, | discovered, also controlled persondity.

“No wonder she' s such aharpy.”

It amazed me that she' d lived through the experience. | so discovered another, urgent reason
FurreVaand | needed to have alittle chat when she woke up.

If she woke up.

At last Vlaav and | shifted her to the foam cradle, which groaned under her weight, but held. |
ingtructed two orderlies to reinforce the frame and put the intern on constant monitor.

Dchém-os came out after cleaning up the treatment room to inquire what to do about Alunthri,
who had been transferred from Detainment.

| was covered with afresh coat of Hsktskt blood, and in no state to greet my highly senditive
friend. “ Give meaminute to clean up.”

| noticed Shropand s berth was empty on my way to the cleanser and grabbed his chart. “Who
discharged this patient?’

One of the nurses gave me awary look. “He discharged himsdlf, as soon as we brought the
Chaka-cat in.”

Which, when | thought about Shropanad s basic wimp capacity, made perfect sense. “Have him
report for follow-up in the morning.”

In the clean-up room, | was forced to strip down to my skin and duice the stains away with a
gprayer. Diluted maroon blood ran down and vanished into the duct as | watched without blinking.

You made this happen.

I’d wanted the ruthless Hsktskt to get ataste of her own brutality, but not like this. Not knowing
| was the cause. And my guilt had only worsened, knowing what she’ d been hiding from everyone. The
damage to her head would require substantia work-comprehensive bone grafts, cartilage transplants, and
possibly open cranid repairs...

| could heal her.



Mulling over exactly how I'd fix Helen' s face kept me so preoccupied | never heard the door
panel dide shut. Something grabbed me from behind, and | shrieked in astonishment.

Four very sharp teeth, one dightly shorter than the others, clamped on the back of my neck.
“Finish thisnow, Doctor, we will.”

Under ordinary circumstances | might have been afraid, even terrified by the assault. After
watching FurreVa sdiscipline, however, | virtualy welcomed it.

Let her tear my throat out and get it over with now.

Who redlly cared, anyway? It was't like anyone would miss me. Maggie and Kao were dead.
Reever belonged to the Hsktskt, Dhreen had sold me out, and Alunthri would be much better off without
our friendship. Joren was safer without me on it, as was my adopted family.

There was no one left who needed me.

What about Jenner? Vlaav? Furreva?

Sdf-disgust ingantly boiled up into the crater of shame. No, sanding there and letting this
homicidal shrew gnaw through my jugular wasn't an option. Not whilel till had something to love,
someone to teach, and anew debt to pay.

| tugged the hand sprayer up, turned the applicator and blasted Dchém-os directly in the face.
That knocked her off and sent her hurtling to the deck. She landed close enough for me to step on her
broad, flat tail.

“Zd, thisisredlly getting old.” | could have chearfully drowned her in the cleaner unit. No, it
wasn't worth having to scrub al over again afterward. “ Tell me something. Why isit so extremely vita
that you personally kill me?’

Shejerked free with such violence that she left several inches of her tail under my footgear. Her
vibrissae dripped as she snarled at me. “Never stop, | will.”

“I guessyou won't.” If it hadn’t been so sad, it would have been funny. Keeping the sprayer
trained on her, | picked up the piece of her tail, which was till twitching, and held it out. “Here. You
detached this”

She snatched the stump and scuttled back out through the door pandl. | pulled on afresh tunic
and went out to examine Alunthri.

The Chakacat wasn't in any of the berths, but it didn’t take long for meto locate it. Someone
had put it in alive cargo unit, from which sounds of feline displeasure were plainly audible. | released a
sigh of disgust and went to let my friend out of its cage.

| crouched down next to the air dits and fumbled with the hatch lock. *Y our performances have
gotten pretty convincing, pa.”

“Cherijo.” Whiskers sprang through the narrow opening. “Isit safeto release me?’

Probably not, | thought, and my heart dropped alittle farther into the black pit of depression.
“You'll need to keep up theferd act, okay?’

“Of course”

| got the hatch open, and an emaciated body crawled out from the carrier. Alunthri was beyond
filthy, covered with lacerations and missing patches of fur.

| sat back on my hedlsin shock, then took a deep breath, and began examining it. “Who did this
toyou?’

“The League Colonel. Some of the others.” Alunthri tried in vain to bathe some of the grime from
itsfur with afew swipes of itstongue. “I was compelled to defend mysdif.”

One of the nurses approached tentatively. “Over there,” | said, jerking my head toward a severe
traumaroom as| lifted my friend in my arms. “ Prepare the berth for maximum restraint.” Against
Alunthri’s ear | whispered, “ Sorry. Have to make thislook good.”

| carried Alunthri in and helped the nurse treet itsinjuries, then stayed until it fell into anatura
deep.

No, | had all kinds of reasons to stay alive.

After | made the appropriate chart notes and mopped up my face, | went to talk to FurreVa. |
took the precaution of chasing off the staffers before | sat next to the Hsktskt' s foam cradle. Shewas



barely conscious, but the sight of my face seemed to arouse her.

“You.”

“Me.” | sniffed back thelast of my tears and scooted alittle closer. “We ve treated your injuries
as best we can, for now. Tomorrow we' Il have enough cloned tissue to sart repairs on your back. Why
did you lie about abusing those prisoners?’

“| want another doctor,” FurreVasaid, her mutilated tongue stump darting duggishly out, thenin.

Awarethat what | had to talk to her about couldn’t be overheard by anyone, | dipped off my
headgear, then typed a question on her chart display. When | finished, | programmed it to trandate my
words into Hsktskt, then turned it so she could read what I’ d written:

Do you know anyone else who will voluntarily agree to deliver the young?

FurreVaread the display. Her lower eydids did up until only anarrow rim of yellow showed.
“Haveyou... informed... OverLord TssVar... of these... test results?’

| shook my head, then typed, Why have you been concealing your pregnancy?

“Unauthorized. ..”

| typed asfast as| could. | can’t judge how far along you are, but the young appear healthy
and close to full development. I'd only dedlt with this Situation once before, on K-2. Vicious, fully
developed beings from the moment of birth, Hsktskt infants acted on one ingtinct only-to attack anything
that moved.

“Abort...”

| can’t perform an abortion, even if | wanted to. In your condition, it would kill you. When
are you dueto deliver?

Her head drooped into the cradle. “Not... soon.”

I’m not even sure you'll survive this punishment. Which you shouldn’t have been givenin
thefirst place.

“Thendl... will be... resolved.”

That wasn't an dternative. I’'ll help you, if | can. Inreturn, | want you to agree to allow me
to perform reconstructive surgery on your face.

She made alow, clicking sound, and tried to touch the scarred portion of her head.
“Recongruct... this?’

| think I can repair the damage. Will you let me do it?

Before she dipped into unconsciousness, FurreVaglared at me, than gave asingle nod.

| wiped out the display record of what I"d typed, then sat with her and wondered how long * not
soon” would be.

Helen of Troy proved to be astough as athousand Terrans put together. She survived the
besting and began to hed.

It wasn't going to be that easy for me. | put in extra shifts, sat beside her berth whenever | had a
spare moment, and devoted most of my waking thoughts on how | could repair the damage I’ d indirectly
done. It didn't erasethe guilt | felt, but | wasn't sure | wanted it to. | suspected it was one of the few
things that kept me from jumping out of a pressure lock.

Remember, you made this happen.

Cloning Hsktskt cdlls proved something of achdlenge. Theinner mapighian layer secreted the
outer scaly derma, and a so developed bony osteodermic nodules during adolescence. Once destroyed
asthoroughly as FurreVa s had been, additiona glandular boosters were necessary to smulate the
appropriate hormona changes required.

My Saksonan intern sputtered as he read the med schedule. “Why must we create a state of
atifica puberty?’

“To regrow the subdermal nodules. She needs the support.” | pulled him over to aconsole and
keyed up adimensiona image of the Hsktskt dermis. “ See these osteoderms? They reinforce the
skeleton and protect the spinal cord, especialy around the occipital condyle, where the skull attachesto
thefirgt vertebra. Without them, she' sawaking bowl of jely.”

“She could wear an exterior braceingtead,” theintern said.



| raised my brows. *Y ou want to be the one to suggest that to her?’

Vlaav made no further objections.

Thetrick was going to be administering the synthetic hormones without sending FurreVainto
premature labor, | thought as | worked out the first phase of the grafting procedure. She had been so
careful to hide her condition for months-but why? Surely violating one, rather unredlistic regulation
prohibiting pregnancy wasn't that big adedl.

Yet | couldn’t discussthe details complicating FurreVa s condition with my skeptical colleague,
or anyone, for that matter. There was aways the possibility that bresking a regulation meant more
discipline, and she couldn’t go another round with the thresher and live.

I’ d done enough damage aready.

CHAPTER SEVEN
No More Rescues

| got my answer asto why FurreVawas so determined to conceal her condition when | came off
duty one evening aweek later and found Reever waiting for mein hisquarters. (I wasn't caling them
ours. Ever.) After adouble shift in Medicd, | was weary and in no mood to spar with my Lord and
Over-Magter.

Naturdly, he wasin achaity mood.

“Y ou have been on duty for sixteen stanhours. Why?’

“I’ve been busy.” | poked at my mea and sipped from aserver of strong orange pekoe.
“FurreVaneeded another four dermd flap trangplants, some of Alunthri’ s cuts have become infected and
Shropana had to be dragged out of Detainment for hisweekly cardiac scans.” | put down my utensils.
“Guess| logt track of thetime.”

“I will alocate more League captivesto work in Medica.”

| snorted. “Please. | have enough problemsasitis.” Then it occurred to me-thiswas the perfect
opportunity to get more data on the female Hsktskt' s dilemma. “FurreVarefusesto alow any of the male
saffersto touch her, and she' s petrified most of the female nurses. Are there any other female Hsktskt |
could borrow to dedl with her?” And, possibly, shed somelight on this pregnancy taboo.

“Not on the Perpetua.”

“There aren’'t many femaesto begin with, are there?’ He shook his head. “How come?’

“Traditionally Hsktskt females remain in domestic roles on the homeworld, or servein thecivilian
hierarchy.” Reever alowed Jenner to jump up on hislap and absently stroked him. My perfidious cat
purred and butted againgt Reever’ shand, blissfully ignoring my frown.

“I guessit would be a problem for them to be out with the raiders, considering the nature of their
species childbirth.” 1 gave avery rea shudder as| recdled the orded I’ d gone through ddlivering
TssVar' syoung on K-2.

Reever told me exactly what | wanted to know. “ Femaleswho serve as Faction forces are
prohibited from any reproductive activity.”

“No s=x?’ | forced alaugh. Thiswasthe last subject | wanted to discuss with Reever, but | had
to know how much trouble FurreVawasin. “ That’ s pretty grim.” | thought of TssVar’ simpromptu visit
to K-2. “How did the OverLord' s mate get away with being araider and having quints? He bend the
rulesfor her?”’

“UgessVa conceded her condition from TssVar. Upon learning she wasin labor, he removed her
from the ship and brought her to Kevarzangia Two. It saved her life.”

He needed alittlereminder. “Hey, | saved her life.”

“Had her pregnancy been discovered, UgessVar would have been put to death.”

“Just for breaking the no-sex rule?” The stakes just went from high to terminal. | tried my hardest
to sound blasé. “It wouldn’t be that hard to come up with afew maternity uniforms, would it?’

“If thefemade ddivers abrood, she endangers hersdf and her entire command.” Reever set a
disgruntled Jenner down and got to hisfeet. “However, if she evades detection and successfully delivers,



by tradition she is accorded the rank of nurturer and will not be executed.” He came toward me. “Why
doyou ak?’

| was ready for that. “ Just wondering why TssVar's mate wasn't with him now. It must be
difficult to be separated.” | got up and glided past him toward the prep unit.

Hefollowed me. “Hsktskt do not form emotiona bonds with their mates.”

“No wonder they adopted you,” | said as| programmed another server of tea. Reever’s hands
settled on my shoulders, and | went immobile. “What?’

His breath stirred the hair by my temple. “Do you want to have achild?’

He d totally misinterpreted me. Not abad thing, under the circumstances, but it still made me
ingantly, irrationdly furious.

“Hardly.” 1 thumped my server down and scalded the back of my hand. “Ow!” | ran cold water
over the red patch, conscious of the fact he had moved his hands from my shouldersto my waist. “Forget
about it, okay?’

“Itisanatura, biological need.” Hispalmsdid over the lower part of my abdomen. And that felt
horribly good. “1 could give you al the children you desire.”

“Y eah, and you could get a broken jaw in the process.” | pivoted, trying to get out of his
embrace, but that merely made mattersworse. “Want one now?’ | said, an inch from hisface.

“Y ou like my touch well enough in the night.”

My cheeks burned. It wastrue, I’d woken up nearly every night for the last week in Reever's
arms, my limbstwined around him. | rolled away each time, but not before feding hisarousa. He'd done
nothing, said nothing about it, but | still felt supremely embarrassed.

“Maybethat’ sthe only time | can stand to touch you. When I’'m unconscious.”

“I think not.” Hislong, clever fingers brushed up my throat and over my compressed lips. “1 will
make you pregnant, Cherijo.”

For some reason, that was the most erotic thing Reever had ever said to me. And | was not
going to whimper with pleasure, no matter how briskly my blood was pumping through my veins.
“Thanks, but I'll pass. I'm not the materna type anyway.”

His breath swept over my face, warm and fragrant from the teahe' d just finished. The edge of his
thumb dowly traced a crescent over my cheekbone. “Y ou want meto touch you.”

It was so tempting. My body throbbed and ached with unrelieved needs. So easy to giveinto
that, to take what he offered. It had been so long...

Something dug into my skin as he urged me closer, and | looked down to see what it was. The
OverMadgter insgniafrom Reever’ suniform. Reever’s Hsktskt uniform.

Oh, God, what was | doing?

Even when | lost Kao, it didn’t hurt like this.

| wanted him. | hated him. | dso loved him. Still loved him, in spite of what had happened. Loved
him desperately, passonately, hopelesdy. Maybe I’ d never told him how much, or how deeply, but the
fedingswereindisputable.

And he was tearing what remained of my heart to shreds. Sowly. Ripping alittle more out of it
each time we were together. Each time | saw the real monster benegth the Terran skin.

The monster was as cold and Hsktskt asif he'd been born with scales.

| acknowledged the pain of that. | till loved the mongter. | would awayslove him. For amoment
| let myself grieve over that foolish, unwise choice that had never been my choiceat dl.

“No.” Words from the past saved me. His words. “No more mindless seductions, OverMaster.”

Reever had said the same thing to me, back on the Sunlace. Of course at the time we' d both
been drugged with aggressi on-enhancers by a psychotic bent on seeking revenge, so naturally things had
gotten out of hand.

For amoment his hands tightened; then he let go of me and moved away. “ Eventualy you will
yidd”

It sounded as though he was talking to himself, not me. “I’m going to bed.” And, just in case he
had any idess, “To deep.”



He left me dlone for sometime, and when he did cometo bed, | didn’t crawl al over him-but
only because | laid awake for hours, contemplating the upper deck. Reever had avery restful night, and
was still deeping peacefully when | |eft for work.

| bet he wouldn’t wake up with amigraine, either. Men.

My headache escalated as soon as | walked into Medica and confronted asemihysterical cluster
of nurses. Once | ordered them to stop babbling and pull themsel ves together, one calmed enough to
inform me about what had happened. Somehow, right smack in the middle of swing shift, two serioudy
injured patients had mysterioudy vanished.

“They couldn’t have waked out of here, Doctor,” the nurse told me as she handed me their
charts.

| reviewed the case notes. One had been in asuspension rig for spind injuries, the other
immobilized to prevent didodging impacted bone endsin hisfractured leg.

“No, not intheir condition.” I’d performed a surgica reduction on the second male, whose badly
set femur had resulted in partial osteonecross. “ This one' s hip would have crumbled, he' d havefallen on
his face after thefirst step.” | switched off the last chart and regarded the distressed taffers. “Well?
Were they removed by the Hsktskt?’

No one made a peep.

“Come on, someone had to see something. Y ou weren't suffing your faces or taking anap,
wereyou?’

One of the residents dithered away. The nurses scuffled their footgear and looked humiliated.

| got loud. “ You were all deeping?’ They didn’'t have to say aword. My hands dammed the
charts down on the nearest available surface. “1 don't believe this. What isthe matter with you people?’
| didn’t wait for an answer, but went to the main console to signal my Lord and Keeper. Only to
discover that all signalswere routed through a centuron first.

“What do you want, dave?’

To have you under my lascalpel for five minutes, | thought. “1 want to speak to Reev-
OverMaster Hdavar.”

“Stand by.”

| stood by, seething. The staff got suddenly very busy. Good for them, because | was ready to
detonate. Seaing the image of Reever in uniform at the Command Center only turned the screws boring
into my temples.

“Cherijo.” Hewas pondering some data pad in his hand and didn’t look at me. “Assemble on
level eighteen,” he said to some lizard standing there, then glanced at the screen. 1 am rather busy at the

Likel worried. “Too bad, OverMaster. Two of my patients are missing. What are you going to
do about it?’

He glanced up. “Werethey mae?”’

Were they? | glanced at the charts. “ Y eah, they are.”

“Report to leve eighteen at once.”

“I don't havetimeto-” Heterminated the signdl.

Level eighteen was aremote storage area, seldom accessed by the crew except during loading
and unloading procedures. Seven open-paneled sections had been filled with crates of redundant tech,
stanissue crew gear, and other nonessentia equipment. A team of centurons lead by Reever intercepted
meas| got off the lift.

“Did you find them?’ | paced Reever as he headed toward the end of the level access corridor.

“I don’'t know.” He handed me the data pad he was carrying, then gave the guards ordersto
search every section. Only thelast compartment had a closed door panel, | noted. “ Do you recognize the
chemica composite listed there?”

| read thelist: hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, calcium, and phosphorous. Since the elementswere
listed in minute, trace amounts, they could have represented anything from abowl of soup to hunk of
plagtic. Thelevesof hydrogen and nitrogen registered higher than the other three Sgnatures, that was al.



“Where did you take this reading?’

“A higher concentration of the composite registered on the ship’ senviromonitors.” Reever
activated the light pand for the last section and looked inside the panel viewer. “Fromin there.”

Dusty and packed with junk, the storage compartment was completely silent. | would have hit the
access panel and gonein to have alook, but Reever held me back. “Wait for the centurons.”

“Why? | didn't likethelook in hiseyes. “What are you so worried about?’

Hedidn't respond, and two guards came up to flank us. With afrustrated exhaation, | opened
the panel and stepped ingde the compartment.

Immediately the smdll hit me. So sharp and dense my eyeswatered and my lungs burned. |
backed out, my hand over my nose and mouth.

“Sedl the room. Now.” Once the panedl was secured, | spent a minute coughing to clear the
horrible odor from my nose and throat. “ There' shigh levels of ammoniain there”

Reever programmed the room controls to discharge the poisonous air and replaceit entirdly,
which took afew minutes. | wiped the tears away with my deeve and swallowed againgt the searing
sensation lingering in my throat.

“WEe'll need bresthersif wego back in,” | said. “It could be lesking from a storage tank.”
Although why the League would want to store liquid ammoniawas beyond me. It had been used asan
emergency coolant once, but had been replaced with much safer bio-freon gas nearly a century ago.

One of the centurons produced the masklike units that would allow usto bresthe without getting
poisoned, and after we dipped them on, wewent in. The interior lighting panel wasn't working, so we
had to depend on Reever’ s emitter to illuminate the way. The stacks of crates formed a sharp-edged
[abyrinth, through which we waked dowly. | kept my eyesto the deck, looking for puddles, whichis
why | found the remains.

“Holdit. Over here.” | shuffled back a step and dropped down, waving a Reever to am hislight
toward my feet. A smdl pile of what looked like melted chalk lay in asolidified lump. | scanned it and
came up with the same chemical composite. Only thistime | registered something € se-deoxyri-bonucleic
acid. “There are afew viable DNA patternsin this. Reever. Thiswasa person.”

Hetold the centurons to search through the remainder of the compartment, then knelt down
beside me. “Can you identify thevictim?’

My scanner couldn’t, but the main database array back in Medical might be ableto. “| think so.”
| signaled the shift resident and had him send arecovery kit down to us. The remainswerein such a
bizarre state that nothing in my experience explained how they’ d gotten that way. “What kind of weapon
doesthisto aliving being?’

“I don’t know.” Reever got up, and took an air sample before removing his breather. “ The levels
are within safety range now. Could the ammoniabe used to do this?”’

| could gtill smel it when | took off mine. “Ammoniaaone, no. A few species dermaare highly
senstivetoit, but not to the point of it melting them upon contact.”

“Médting them?’

“I’'m not sure how it happened, but that’ sthe result.” | gazed at the smdll, sad, white pile. “All
that’ sleft hereis skeletdl residue.”

My postmortem only revedled two facts. One, the DNA from the remains didn’t match the
profile of either missing patient. Two, | wasright; dl that remained of the victim was abadly degraded
lump of calcium and phosphorous that had once been solid bone.

| made my report directly to Reever after cleaning up.

“I want to know what happened to this person, and how the hell someone got two people out of
Medical without anyone noticing,” | said after I’d gone over the particulars. He nodded. “ And just how
did you know the missing patients were both mae?’

Hedidn't answer, and abruptly terminated the Ssgndl.

Over the next week | spent what time | could scouring the database, but came up with no
answvers. Then | found mysdf with awhole new set of problems.

FurreVaresponded well to the various skin flap transplants and grafts | performed over her



back, but the hormona therapy was making her abit difficult to dea with. Apparently Hsktskt
adolescence is even more stress inducing than the same period in Terrans. She got loud, obnoxious, and
routingly sent the nursesinto panicked hysterics. Eventudly | had to thresten to reveal my confidentia
knowledge to get her to settle down.

Either you stop hitting and swearing at the nurses, | typed, or I’m going straight to TssVar
and tell him I’m going to soon need seven crates of diapers-and why.

“| should have snapped your spinewhen | had the chance,” FurreVasaid, turning her face
toward thewall pandl.

| adjusted her monitors and withstood the urge to dap her unscarred cheek. “I know exactly how
you fed.”

Alunthri’ s condition had gone from pathetic to nearly normal. Whenever one of the staff cameto
check onit, it continued the wildcat act, roaring, spitting, and fighting its berth restraints. Restraints | had
rigged so it could release itsalf whenever it pleased.

Consciousthat it needed more than a safe place, | had the nurse program the isolation console to
play continuous loops of soothing Terran music, from classic Mozart to the B.B. King age of blues. | dso
dtered the interior controlsin order to bathe Alunthri in cool, pastel-tinted light.

Although I’ d tried to keep the postmortem report quiet, it was inevitable the staff would gain
access to the records. Too many of them had seen the victim’ sremains, and rumors began to fly.

It didn't hedpwhen | finally identified the remains as one of the origind escapeesfrom
Detainment.

Colond Shropana decided the circumstances made excellent ammunition, and he didn’t waste
any timeinusing it againg me. At first he restricted himsdlf to snide remarks about how no one had
disappeared until I d left isolation, or how convenient it wasthat | wasin charge of injured, helpless
prisoners.

Things got progressively worse. Patients began watching me with intent, leery gazes. Nurses
followed up behind me, checking everything | did on rounds. | was having an argument over proper
diagnostic procedure with one of the junior resdentswhen it finally got out of hand.

“Do not listen to her,” Shropana said, interrupting us from his berth. The surrounding inpatients
became very quiet. “The Terran traitor will only murder more of us.”

| told the resident to take the rest of the shift off, tried to ignore the voices, and went to perform
my rounds. Patients started cringing or shouting at me whenever | approached. To complicate things
further, all the nurses collected at the prep units and went on amass beverage break.

“Look.” | set down my charts and addressed the entire ward. Better be up front and blunt. “|
didn't kill anyone. I'm adoctor. We' re not alowed to do that.”

“Crew members have been disgppearing since you became Medica Primary,” the Colond said,
hisface an ugly purple color. At the side of his berth, amonitor began bleeping. “Y ou turn them over to
the mongters, to conceal your own incompetence and better your own Situation!”

Petril dways gave me such tempting idess. | didn’t have timeto act on thisone, as haf of my
ward began trying to leave their berths, afew with the assistance of the saffers.

| was shouting and wrestling with a patient who had tangled hersdlf in monitor leads when an
emergency signa from Command camein over the main console. “Medica Primary, report to level
tweveimmediately.”

“I'malittle occupied right now!” | yelled back.

Whoever manned the Command console was nice enough to send an armed detachment of
guardsto Medica. Once they had intimidated the frightened patients back into their berths, | went to
Shropana. Ignoring his mouth was easy, doing the same with hisreadings wasn't.

“You are bordering on full arrest,” | said as | pushed him back and strapped him down. Hewas
S0 wesk | had no problem handling him. “1f you don’t calm down, you will have a heart attack and you
will die”

Hedidn't believe me-until the resident shoved in my direction saw his monitors, and started
spouting the samething.



| injected him with digitdizine-theirony of that didn’'t escape me-and instructed anurseto run
another full cardiac series. Before | could do anything else, one of the centurons grabbed me and
dragged me out of Medicd.

“Hey. Hey!” | couldn’t get hisattention. “I’ ve got patients to see to back there!”

| was manhandled all theway to level twelve, where afull squad of lizards had a section of the
corridor blocked off. They were wearing protective gear and looking quite grim. The guard hauling me
shoved me toward the temporary barrier.

“Ded with her.”

| pushed through the centurons and climbed over the four-foot pand. “Her” turned out to be
FurreVa, who was on her back ruining al my transplantation work right in the center of the deck. She
saw me, but il lifted apulserifleand fired it.

| ducked and swore. “Don’'t shoot!” | kept crouched over as| moved forward. “I’m hereto help
you!”

Shefired three more times, but it was obvious she wasn't going to hit me unless| took the end of
therifle and pressed it against my chest. Her eyes appeared clouded and unfocused. Her abdomen
swelled and bulged.

Mother of All Houses, | thought. Not now.

“OverSeer, put down the gun.”

“Terran?’ FurreVa srifle sagged as sheraised her head and finally recognized me. “Terran... the
brood... the brood comes... too early.”

Y es, they were definitely doing that, judging by the condition of her oviducta flaps. | looked
back at the waiting centurons, al of who had trained their wegpons on me. 1 need some incubation units
and anurseto hep me”

One of the Hsktskt threw a heavy storage container over the barrier at me. It was an empty aloy
box with asturdy-locking mechanism. “Put them in that.”

“I can’'t. They’re premature, you dimwit, they need specidized equipment.” | watched the lizards
exchange significant glances, but did nothing. FurreVa screeched as her belly rolled from within. “ Okay,
either you go get what | need”-1 picked up FurrevVa srifle and pointed it at them-“or | do the shooting
for her.”

One of the Hskiskt disappeared. The others gave me nasty scowls. | kept the weapon up and on
them as| knelt beside my patient.

“Why didn’t you tell meyou werein labor? 1 might have been able to suppressit.” | didn’t wait
for an answer but rolled her to her sde. Her back was bleeding fredly. “Nicework. Y ou’ ve ruined half of
my grafts, too.”

“Oneof theyoung... emerged,” she said, then writhed under my hands. “Beware... of it.”

“It'sloose?’ | jumped up and scanned the corridor. Nothing in sight. No wonder they’ d put up a
barrier and gotten the rifles out. “Have you seen it?’

“It will not... attack... if you stay... closeto me,” she said, and groaned again.

So | could just Sit back and relax? Not achance. “Listen, Helen, I’ ve done this before. Thelittle
darlings love to attack soft-skinned, warm-blooded doctors who should have minded their own damn
busness”

She stopped moaning and lifted her disfigured head. “Helen?’

“Never mind.” One of her oviduct flaps opened wider, and the curve of aminiature, sac-covered
Hsktskt skull bulged out. | had no choice but to deliver it. | grabbed the storage container, shoved it next
to FurreVa, then cradled the infant’s crown in my hands. “On the next pain, push as hard as you can.”

She did, and bellowed with maternal agony. L oud enough to make my eardrums compress.

The baby Hsktskt didn’t pop out, but did into my palms gtill enveloped by its embryonic sac. |
guessed like most reptilesit wasthefirgt thing they ate after birth, so | merely tore aholeto check its
airway, and placed the entire bloody massin the aloy box. Theinfant coughed afew times, then went to
work on the sac with itstiny, sharp teeth.

| should have performed a more thorough eva on the baby, but FurreVa clamped alimb around



my waist and dragged me around. “More... come.”

“Hooray.” | checked her vitdswith my scanner and delivered the next infant. “| can’t put them
together, they’ll try to eat each other.” Holding the sacin my arms, | glanced at the fascinated centurons.
“Hey! Where smy equipment?’

Nurse Dchém-os and two interns appeared a moment later, pushing acluster of portable
incubator units. Before | could yell out awarning, they crossed the barrier. At once something smal and
lethal dropped down on them from the upper deck.

“Here.” | handed FurreVathe second struggling infant, who was aready tearing free of the sac.
“Bond for aminute. And whatever you do, don’'t push.”

Oneof Zdld searswas hdf gone, and the infant was busily gnawing at an intern’ sthroat when |
got to them. | shoved the nurse to one side and grabbed the still-damp Hsktskt baby by its thin torso.

Shewasfar too small and showing signs of respiratory distress, but her teeth worked splendidly.
| got her asfar asthe incubator unit when she sank her teeth into my forearm. | shrieked. She kicked free
and jumped to the deck to land on all sixes. A moment later she was over the barrier and down the
corridor, with haf of the centuronsin hot pursuiit.

I’d never dropped an infant before, but | couldn’t exactly fed terrible about this one.

“Terran!” FurreVadtill held her baby, but another had emerged halfway out her flap and was
ngpping a itssibling’ slittletal.

“Coming.” | checked the intern, whaose throat was a bloody mess, to make sure he' d survive. He
would. The other intern was unconscious. Zel cowered when | reached for her.

| didn’t have timeto indulge her. “1f you can knock out your own tooth, you can handlea
chewed-on ear. Come on.”

| ddlivered the fourth infant, which wasin better shape than the others, and placed it in the
incubator at once. Zellamanaged to do the same with the one FurreVahed. All that was |eft to do was
transfer thefirgt from the storage container to the unit, then ddliver thelast three.

After aminute with no further progressin the ddivery, | scanned the Hsktskt OverSeer. She was
panting and exhausted, but no longer experiencing active labor.

| had to tell her why.

“FurreVa We' ve got three of them safe. The centuronswill get the other one.” | didn’t want to
upset her, but she had to know. “The remaining three young in your body are dead.”

She turned her head and made a sound of grief.

| placed a hand on her scarred face and made her look a me. “We have to do thistogether. |
want you to push when | tell you to, and let me take care of them. Okay?’

Ddivering the stillborn proved agrim, slent task. Two were perfectly formed, but far too small.
Thelast was huge, but from my scans possessed a congenital heart defect, which had caused the infant to
diein the womb sometime ago. The resulting toxic reaction within the mother’ s body explained the
premature labor.

Unlike TssVar' smate, FurreéVawouldn't be naming this one after me.

“Let melook upon them.”

Carefully | presented each one to their mother, alowing her to hold them before gently taking
them from her. | carefully placed the bodies in the abandoned storage container, then attended to the
cleanup.

“All right.” | looked & my ravaged medica team. “Let’ smove them to Medica.”

| stopped by Reever’ s quarters for a clean tunic on the way back to Medical. As soon as|
stepped insde, the yowls and crashing sounds made me snap out an order for lights.

“What' s going on in”-something large and solid whizzed past my face, and | ducked-“here?’

The tableau before me bordered on absolutely ludicrous. Jenner stood perched on top of the
garment storage unit, histail and back swelling with tiff, raised fur. He was peering over the edge of one
sdeand yowling furioudy.

| saw some League footgear sticking out, kicking and jerking, and strode over to confront the
intruder. A familiar spine-covered being was cornered between the storage unit and the wall panel. The



object of Jenner’ s displeasure paid no attention to me as he busily wrestled with something smaller, scaly,
and quite determined to rip out histhroat.

“Lieutenant Wonlee?” Then | saw what he was clutching between histaons. “God.” | looked
around for my medica case. “Whatever you do, don't let go of it.”

“I have... nointentions... of doing... s0...” He had to keep dodging the hungry, snapping
miniature jaws.

| noted with approva that he wastrying to hold FurreVa smissing infant asfar away from his
spine plates as possible. Then | spotted my case shoved under achair, grabbed, and dumped the
contents on the deck.

Easing the Hsktskt infant from Wonleg' s sharp claws proved no smple task. A few minor
lacerations later, | wrenched the baby free, thrust it into my case, and snapped the lid shuit.

“There.” Panting, | pushed ahandful of hair from my eyes before | went to the console and
reported that I" d captured the last of the infants. Then | turned to address the Lieutenant. “How did you
get in here?’

“Ventilation shaft.” He pointed to asmall open hatch on the upper deck. “I’ ve been using them to
collect reconnai ssance information for Mgor Devrak.”

“Really.” | wondered what else they’ d been using the shaftsfor. Wonlee held out hisarms and
began trying to coax Jenner down from his perch. “Um, | don't think he’ sgoing to cometo you.”

“No, he snot.” Wonlee dropped his clawed hands and gave my pet adisgruntled glower.
“Ungrateful creature. | saved hislife, you know.”

“Did you?’ | picked up the case, which was rocking back and forth from the furious struggles
within. “Any particular reason why? 1 can’t imagine it was out of fondnessfor me.”

“I came hereto... talk to you.” Wonlee straightened histunic.

I’d dready noticed the outline of adigplacer pistol standing out under histunic. “Y our noseis
getting longer, Lieutenant.” He gave me a puzzled frown, and | tightened my grip on the case. “ Y ou came
hereto kill me”

“All right.” Hefolded hisarms. “Origindly, | was ordered to come hereto kill you.”

“Maybe next time, huh?’ | tucked the case under one arm, shielding it with my body, and backed
toward the door pand. “ Thanks again for saving my cat.”

“Wait. We need your help.”

“Isthat right?” My browsrose. “Why would you need help from atraitorous Terran beast-lover
likeme?

He averted his gaze. “ Doctor, we' re going to arrive at the dave-depot soon. Many of the crew
areinjured, and if the davers decide we re not worth sdling...”

The Hsktskt would have acookout. Theirony of the Situation wasn't lost on me, either. “Let me
seeif | follow. Mgor Devrak considered me unworthy of sharing the same oxygen with you people, and
sent you here to assassinate me, but now you' d like meto treat the injured crew members so they’ |l pass
daver ingpection. Have | got thisright?”

He had the grace to look ashamed, then nodded.

| was tempted to tell him where to shove hisweapon, then | sighed.

“I'll ssewhat | can do.” | opened the door panel, checked the corridor, then gestured toward the
hatch. “You' d better crawl back there before you' re missed. And do something with that pistol before
they find it onyou.”

He patted the weapon, gave me a grin, then hoisted himself up through the narrow opening.

| thought about Wonle€' s earnest request as | made my way back to Medical. Were the League
prisonersin such bad shape? Shropana had likely poisoned everyone with hislies, and the sick or injured
might have been too afraid to report for treatment.

MaybeI'd just let Peatril have that heart attack.

FurreVawas back in her foam cradle and being assessed by Vlaav when | camein and placed
thelast of her infantsinto the incubator array. | did aquick scan on the babies and found themin
tolerable condition.



“ Schedule surfactum treestmentsfor al of them,” | told the Saksonan when he came over to
report.

“Those require induction of an endotrachea tube.” Vlaav peered at theinfants' glittering teeth
and audibly gulped. “Do | have to do that to these creatures?’

“If you want to create the proper spaces in the bronchial tubes and aevialii, yeah, you do.” |
adjusted the incubator arraysto keep the internal temperatures warm and dry. “ After you tube them, set
the respirators to provide continuous positive airway pressure, so their lungswon't collapse.”

“You'd better have alook at the female. The graft work has sustained considerable damage.”

“Wean them off the surfactum once the lung scans clear. Remember to use gentle shaking if they
experience bouts of free-breathing gpnea,” | told him as | cleaned up. “If apnea perssts, we' re going to
have to keep them tubed.”

Before | could go and check their mother, afamiliar figure stepped forward to block my path.

| had no more patience, not even amillispec left. “What do you want, OverCenturon?”’

“Y ou have been wounded.” He nodded toward my arm, still oozing blood from where the
Hsktskt infant had taken abite.

“gy

He reached out and ripped the deeve of my runic completely off. Not to bandage it, of course.
Hejerked my arm around to display the wound. Beneath which should have been aPIC. “Y ou have
removed your identification.”

“No, | didn't.” | glanced around wildly. The medi-ca staff couldn’'t help me. Maybe could get
to aconsole. “It hedled. Burning me doesn't work.”

Histongue touched my cheek. “I will make it work.”

| should have screamed or fought or something, | suppose, but | was positive the nurseswould
carry out my orders and signal Command. Convinced, too, that Reever would come to the rescue.

After dl, he always cameto my rescue.

| told mysdf the same thing over and over, as GothVar marched me down the corridor to the
launch bay, where the blood and gore-spl attered discipline post still stood. | felt confident as he secured
the door pandl. | even smiled bravely when he bonded me to the post.

“Reever won't let you do this.” Would be niceif he showed up right about now, too, | thought.

“HaaVar isnot here. He cannot stop me.” FlatHead stretched my wounded arm above my heed
and lashed my wrist securely. His heavy body crushed mine into the hard, crusted surface of the post.
For amoment, our faceswere only a centimeter gpart. His repulsive breath made me hold mine. “1 will
drink of your pain, Terran.”

“Herbd teais much easer on the digestion.” Come on, Reever, now isthe timeto come charging
into saveme. “I can prescribe something for you, if you'd like.”

Hewaan't ligening, only fiddling with something on thefloor.

“Why did you let FurreVatake the blame for what you did to those prisoners?’

“Shewill capitulate.” Histall dammed into the pog, just below my feet. “Aswill you.”

What was he talking about? | leaned over to get a better ook at him, and saw what he was
fooling with.

“You can't usethat.” Sweat that had been beading around my brow suddenly streaked down my
temples. GothVar stopped for amoment to gaze at me. “Um, you have to do thiswith alaser.”

“Aslong asthe designationislegible,” he said, activating the thresher unit, “I can use any means|
wigh.”

“No.” | said it again, louder, so he would understand. * Cutting is not the samething as branding.
For branding, you use heat.”

FlatHead smply adjusted the unit to produce afocused, narrow beam and input something on
the thresher’ s panel. The low hum become ahigh, eardrum-piercing whine. Then the OverCenturon
stepped aside, and waited.

The displacer band hit my arm, and everything that had happened to FurreVa came back to me
in ahuge, terrifying rush of images. “Stopit!”



Hedidn't, of course.

The thresher began cutting into my arm. Not like alascapel, which was hat, fast, and efficient.
No, thiswas more like being gouged with acold, dull esting utendll. | twisted, digging my hedsin against
the pogt, trying to get away from the beam.

Reever, where are you?“Turnit off!”

GothVar would leaveit on, | thought, closing my eyestightly, biting theinside of my lipsto keep
from screaming. He d leave it on until it dug through my skin and muscle and bone. Until my body
dropped to the deck. Until my arm was|eft hanging by itself on the post. That was where my
ex-bondmate would find me, armless, cold, and white.

Because thistime, Reever wasn't coming to my rescue.

GothVar drew closer. | felt his claws hook into my dave collar, and | couldn’t bear histouch and
the thresher chopping into me at the sametime. | opened my eyes, saw the voracious dien gaze locked
on not my arm, but my face.

His mouth parted, allowing the black tongue to dide out and trail up and down my face. Tasting
the droplets of swesat and tears, | redlized. Licking them from my skin as though they were wine.

My teeth stayed locked together, but | got this much out: “ Get-away-from-me!”

“More, SsurréVa,” he said, and ducked under the beam to crowd me from the other side.
“Scream for me.”

He certainly liked to hear people screaming, and looked ready to chomp down on anything |
moved. | kept sllent and tried to hold till. It wasn't easy. The beam had gotten through the first layers of
dermaand superficid tissue, and was now tearing into the deep fascia

How had FurreVaendured this? How could 1?

Like amouth of flat-topped fangs, like his mouth, the thresher kept at me. The odor from the
Hsktskt's mouth and my own blood choked me. | couldn’t take a deep breath. The pain worsened,
darkened from sharp and stabbing into profound agony.

How long, how long can | stay conscious? My earsfilled with the rush of whistling sobs. Not
long, but | can’t pass out-he' |l leave me here to bleed to death. He' d leave me until the beam dices
me up.

GothVar' svoiceinched into my ears... tdling me... oh, my God, hewastelling mewhat he...

Something seized me by the throat, and suddenly | couldn’t breathe at all. | felt my lungs burn,
my larynx strain around an unreleased gasp. Y et | couldn’t overcome that vise around my neck, couldn’t
fight it. Whatever it was held me suspended and helpless.

GothVar' s repulsive presence seemed to fade away.

No, Cherijo. You can breathe. Breathe.

My pulseroared out of control. Icy swest glazed over my face. That voice behind my wide eyes
waswrong, | couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t unlock the paralyzed muscles. | was going to die here, likethis,
frozen, trapped, helpless.

Cherijo, breathe.

| couldn’t comprehend what was happening. | wasn't having a seizure. Nothing was strangling
me. The beast wasn't touching me. There was nothing there-

Lack of oxygen made the room transform into a shifting, vague blur. Eventualy it left me, dl of it,
the room, the thresher, the pain. Trapped insde my own body, listening to the sound of my heart asit
dowed, best by best, | didn’t care anymore, not knowing...

Cherijo!

Someone pried my mouth open and filled it with something hard and round. Delicious, Sweet
oxygen pumped into my lungs. | drew it in eagerly, then shuddered at the resulting rawness asit left me
on aragged exhdation.

Breathe.

The voicein my head forced another breath into my lungs. | wasn't sure | wanted to do that. The
other way was easy, | wouldn't have to deal with the Hsktskt or the arm he' d hacked off my body by
now. | wouldn't haveto beadave.



Breathe for me.

Another rush of oxygen poured down my throat. It reconnected me with more than | wanted-the
horrible pain of my arm, the wrenched, contorted muscles of my body, and the force that held me
between two solid struts... not struts... arms.

Human arms.

Reever?

Old memoriesflashed in brief, swift sequence.

AnaHansen, amiling. Cherijo Grey Vell, thisis Duncan Reever, our chief linguist.

Jenner, winding in and out of Reever’ sankles. That’s why they're called pets, Reever. You pet
them.

Handsthat carried the scars of aterrified child. | think of the ritual often now.

A birthday present I’ d recelved while serving on the Sunlace. It s to keep my hair tidy.

A ligt of dead and wounded, one that didn’t have Reever’ sname on it. What have you done to
yourself?

My own face, for once open and aive with yearning. We belong together. | can fedl it, when |
touch you, when | look at you. When | hear your voice.

Reever, thefirg time I’ d seen him. Sitting done, dressed in black, looking a me. The cold,
handsome face that never changed. The eyesthat never stayed the same.

Touch me, Cherijo. Someone pressed my hands against warm, smooth skin. Look at me. |
opened my eyes, saw hisface. Listen to my voice.

Gently he removed the tube from my mouth. “ Breathe, beloved.”

My petrified lungs dowly expanded, dragging in ashalow breath that rasped over the swollen
tissues of my throat. As| released the burning gulp of air, | knew | would live.

The problem now was wanting to.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Catopsa

A few days after GothVar' s attempt to part me from my right forearm (which failed), the L. T.F.
Perpetua arrived at Catopsa.

The OverCenturon, according to Reever, had been reprimanded about his actions in the launch
bay. Apparently he wasn't subject to discipline for branding me with the PIC, as that was standard
Faction regulation.

Pity. | would have liked to watch him get chopped to pieces.

Reever had ordered meto remain in his quarters, but | ignored that. Work kept me busy. | made
daily roundsin Medicd and the Detainment Area. FurréVaand her infants were kept in an isolation
chamber, and | performed a somewhat delayed postpartum. She would need more skin work, and two
of theinfants suffered from continued respiratory distress, which | trested.

“Y ou would have methank you for this,” the OverSeer said as she gazed over at the reinforced
incubators housing her vicious offspring.

“Not redly.” A ghost of my former humor emerged briefly. “ After dl, you' re going to haveto
rasethelittle mongers.”

| dedlt with the rest of the casel oad without much problem. Someone had assigned apair of
centurons to shadow me, and they kept the L eague prisoners from getting out of hand. Much was
muttered about that as| made my rounds, by both patients and L eague staffers. None of it good.

| didn’'t care. | could do my job without much conversation. When someone stepped over the
ling, TssVar' s guards made the appropriate threatening gestures. HatHead never showed hisugly facein
Medical. Reever left meaone.

Aslong asthat remained the Status quo, I’ d befine.

Why | suddenly had guards didn’t concern me. Thoughts of what GothVar had done hovered on
the fringe of my mind, but | didn’t dwell onit. | functioned quite well in a safe, comfortable haze, and |



had absolutely no intentions of leavingit.

| liked the status quo.

Shropana s former ship went into orbit above Catopsajust before | came off my shift, or so
Reever informed me when | walked into his quarters.

“That'snice.” | went to the cleanser and stripped. The soft support brace on my forearm was
waterproof, so | didn’'t have to remove that. Judging from the dight problem | was having with latera
mobility, I’d have to ded with it later. For now, | was content to let it heal onitsown.

Reever’ svoice drifted in over the hiss of the sprayers. “We will be trangporting everyoneto the
surface”

| frowned, vaguely annoyed. Couldn’t | take a shower in peace?“ That’ snice.”

The hot jets felt good against my skin, and | stood under the port for along time before |
attended to the business of deconning. When | got out, | dried off and noticed absently that I’d lost more
weight.

Weight | could put back on, of course. After | got around to fixing my arm. It didn’t matter.

Nothing really mattered.

Reever waited until | was dry, then handed me afresh set of garments. He dways seemed to be
doing helpful little thingslike thet lately. When he wasn't bugging me.

“Cherijo, we have arrived at Catopsa and are scheduled to jaunt to the compound within the
hour.”

“I heard you.”

| pulled on my clothes, went to the prep unit, and absently prepared Jenner’ sevening medl. He
ignored it and started weaving around my ankles, rubbing his head against me. | gently pushed him
toward the dish, then drifted over to my vanity unit.

Should cut my hair, | thought, surveying the excessve, damp length. It tangled like crazy, and
was such achore to brush out and braid every day. Where had | put my trimmer?

| searched through my storage unit until | found it, then sat down and carefully gpplied the comb
to the mess. Thiswas going to take awhile; there were knots upon knots.

Reever took the comb and trimmer out of my hands and set them aside. “| want to talk to you.”

He wanted to sart an argument. So I’ d do the trim job another time. | got up and cruised past
him toward the prep unit. | wasn't hungry, but aserver of teamight be nice.

Hard hands spun me around and shook me. “Cherijo!”

| eased out from under hisgrip. Maybe | should try being more direct and polite. “Please don't
do that.”

Hedidn't let up. “What did the OverCenturon do to you before | arrived at the launch bay?’

Thelaunch bay. No, | didn’t want to think about what had happened there. | backed up awary
step.

“Cherijo?’ Reever cameat me agan. “ Answer me.”

“Nothing.” Nothing | wanted to remember. The throbbing in my arm got worse. So did the
tightnessin my chest. Why did heingst on continuoudy yelling at me?

“You'relying. Tdl me”

Something trickled into my veins, something hot and fast. | resisted the pull of the unreasonable
anger. | wanted to go back into my fuzzy, safe lethargy, and he wasn't letting me. “Leave me done.”

Instead of turning me loose, he dragged me over to the viewport. “Look.”

Below the Perpetua, there was an immense, sparkling white sphere. At first | thought it was a
dwarf star, then redlized we couldn’t be this close to one and remain unimpaired. A satellite? | glanced
from side to side, but spotted no mother planet. No icy plumetrailed from it, so it wasn't acomet. An
agteroid then.

Just another hunk of spacerock. “Okay. | seeit.”

“That is Catopsa.”

Correction. Just another dave-depot.

“Weleave on thefirst launch to the surface in one hour.”



Jenner came between us and started meowing plaintively, rubbing againgt Reever’ s shins. My cat
had lousy tastein men. Just likeme. | logt interest in the view. “Then I’ d better pack.”

Reever said some other things, but | didn't listen. | floated away from the viewport and
concentrated on deciding whet to pack for alifetime of endavement.

The Hsktskt loaded as many of us asthey could fit into alaunch, then sent it down to Catopsa.
Reever went with my group, and | spent severa minutes squashed between him and Jenner’ s carrier. My
cat swatted at the grid with his paws until 1 stuck my fingersthrough it and absently stroked what fur |
could reach.

“Almost there, pd,” | said.

The asteroid appeared perfectly round, like a planetary body, but wasn't redlly white. Asthe
launch drew closer, | saw towering faceted structures paved the surface, and refracted light like prismsin
every direction.

| squinted as the increasing brightness hurt my eyes and pierced the nimbus of indifferencel’d
wrapped mysdf in. “They built this prison?’

“No. The asteroid was discovered fully formed by the Faction centuries ago.”

Untouched by scdy limbs. “Why' d they pick thisbdl of plasfor their little enterprise?’

“Catopsais not made of plas. It iswell within Faction territory, and convenient to the bond
merchant routes.”

Location iseverything, even inthe davetrade. “If it'snot plas, what isit?’

“A mineral smilar to slicon dioxide, but one hundred times as hard and possessing an equaly
higher specific gravity.”

We were close enough now for meto seetiny figures moving insdethe clear pillars. “They
hollowed it out?’

“No. The mineral develops natural recessesin its growth clusters.”

“Okay.” | didn’t want to get alecture on quasi-quartz mineraogy. | noticed no star in the
immediatevicinity. “All that light it reflects, whereisit coming from?’

“The Hsktskt believeit is generated from phosphorescent material near the core of the planet.
The nature of the minerd mantle prevents any confirmation.”

Asthelaunch prepared to land, | saw an enormous array of artificial environment generators,
which answered my only other question. Catopsawas the quintessential prison-cold and transparent,
with glassy walls no one dared shatter, even if they could find away to doit.

The Hsktskt once more displayed their efficiency as the League prisoners, now wesaring prisoner
uniform tunicsin adisgusting shade of sickly yellow, disembarked from the launch into a portable
passage, where the centurons distributed shaded eye protectors and swiftly scanned PICsusing a
portable database unit. Prisoners were then arranged in aline and shackled together by lengths of plasted!
cable fastened to their dave collars.

Reever and | werethe last to leave, which gave metimeto processwhat | was seeing. | did the
shades over my eyes at once, suspecting overexposure to the asteroid’ s natural light source would cause
considerable damage.

| studied the interior, mostly so | wouldn't haveto look at dl the League prisoners being marched
in, chained likeanimas

The passage ended inside an enormous chamber created by a dozen massive pillarsthat had
grown together at different angles. More Hsktskt stood waiting, these dressed in heavier insulating
uniforms. Even with the evident atmaospheric enhancements, Catopsan air felt cool, barely comfortable for
aTerran.

Thelizards didn’t bother with a prisoner indoctrination; they smply surrounded the League
arrivals and began separating them into new, smaller groups to be re-chained together. Maes, females,
hermaphrodites, and various other genders were segregated and marched off in different directionsto
passages leading away from the tower.

No onewho came off the launch went quietly.

“Wdl?" | could avoid the sights, but the sounds of weeping and despair that echoed through the



icy corridors were harder to ignore. “Do you show meto my cell? Or-" | saw ablob of something coze
past my left foot and jumped away fromit. “ What is that?’

Reever prodded the moving, dun-colored puddle with hisfoot, and it instantly changed direction
and moved away from us. “Lok-Ted fungus. They are indigenousto Catopsa.”

“Moving mold.” | made adisgusting sound when | spotted more of them moving along the
doping faces of the chamber. “Can this place possibly get any more offensive?’

“Centuron.” Reever took Jenner’s carrier from my hand, and gestured to one of the Hsktskt
standing nearby. “ Accompany the Doctor on an inspection of the facility, then report to me.”

“Yes, OverMagter.”

“Where are you going with my cat?’ | asked, but he only waked away and |eft me with the
lizard. | glanced up a my guide and Sghed. “Let’ sget it over with.”

The Hsktskt escorted me from the receiving areathrough the first corridor, which branched off
after afew meters. The transparent walls produced double refractions that made me blink afew times
until | got used to the“twinning” effect.

“Bet head countsin thisplace arefunto do,” | said.

My companion only grunted. We passed some Hsktskt supervising small groups of prisoners
wearing orange tunicsin different common area sections. Finally he spoke, identifying each chamber we
passed. “ Depot service administration. Population regulation. Food preparation and distribution. Fluid
recycling. Inedible waste disposd.”

Again redity punched holes through the numbness surrounding me. Inedible? They were feeding
their garbage to the prisoners? And what was this popul ation regulation business? | sarted to ask, but by
then we' d arrived at thefirst of the prisoner habitats. Thetiers|’d been threatened with, by GothVar.

A hundred types of eyes peered out a me from small, six-sded cdlls. Five sides were composed
of the quasi-quartz, the sixth barred by a huge plastedl pand. The natura walls of the structure must have
been too hard to drill through, judging by the unusua clamping mechanismsthat kept each cell door in
place.

Prisoners appeared for the most part heathy and very unhappy. They wore the sametunicswe' d
been given before leaving the Perpetua. The hideous shade of ydlow didn’t look good on anyone. A
few shouted some ugly words when they saw us, but the thick chamber walls muffled the sound.

All maeinthistier, | noted. “Why do you keep the genders separated?’

The beast didn’t answer me,

We got through the first tier and made aturn into another corridor. More exctic life-forms
populated these cells, but they were just asimpolite as the males had been. The only difference seemed
to be amarked inactivity, something else | asked about.

Heignored that, and | noticed some commotion down the long row of cells had snared his
attention.

“Wait here”

Heleft me standing in front of an Yturi’scell. | looked in, tried a hdf-hearted smile. The
sad-eyed creature beckoned to me.

| walked closer to the cell wall and involuntarily placed my hand against the cool surface. “Are
yousick? Areyouin pan?’

The Yturi took amoment to put on its headgear before it answered. Its normaly strident voice
barely emerged through the thick minera wall. “Areyou aphyscian?’

“Yes, I'mDr. Torin.” | frowned as| ingpected its derma. For an Yturi, it looked very unhedlthy.
“Aren't you egting?’

“Y es, but theinhibitorsthey put in our food are disgusting.”

“Inhibitors?”

“Chemicalsto prevent self-propagation.” It pressed aleaf-shaped appendage over itsthorax. “It
makes most of us sick-1 should have bred months ago.”

That’s what the beast meant by population regulation.

By then the Hsktskt had returned, and | whirled on him. “Y ou drug them to keep them gterile?’



He indicated the next corridor. “Wewill proceed now.”

| glanced at the Yturi. “I'll be back.”

It took timeto tour the entire prisoner tier stockade. | tried to keep arunning estimate of the
number of beings, then gave up. “What' sthe current population?’

“Asaf this hour, fifteen thousand, nine hundred twenty-one, not counting the new captives
arriving from Overlord TssVar' sfleet.”

It was a staggering figure. More surprising was the number of empty cells | saw-the Hsktskt
could easily hold three times as many prisoners.

Each tier had its own administration chamber and services units, which were manned by
supervised prisoners. My escort informed me that Hsktskt guards routinely prowled the corridors, so
daily counts were considered unnecessary. Besides, where would anyone go? As we went aong, one
thing began to redly bother me.

At last | had to ask. “Where are the medica facilities?’

My companion swiveled one yellow eye toward me. “ There are none.”

“None?’ | was gppalled. “What do you do if they get sick, or hurt?’ He didn’t answer me, only
fingered hisweapon. Pain began gathering at my templesas| processed that. “Right. Take meto
OverMaster Hdavar.”

Reever’s chambers occupied atier in an enclosed, heavily guarded structure beyond the prisoner
stockade. | found him there, deep in discussion over something with OverLord TssVar.

“Whereismy cat?’

“Heiswaiting for you in your chambers.”

Now that | knew Jenner was safe, | got right down to business. “There' s not so much asan
medsysbank in this place, but you' re drugging prisoners. Why?’

“I see you have completed your tour of thefacility,” Reever said.

“Yeah, | have.” | pushed achair out of my way. “Don’'t you know what the side effects are from
long-term exposure to chemica inhibitors?’

TssVar looked from me to Reever, who was busy inputting data on aconsole unit. “I remind
you, HalaVar, not to neglect her training further.”

“Spacemy training!” | thrust a hand through my hair. “Y ou' re serilizing them!” The big Hsktskt
regarded me with that only too familiar tolerant expression. “This hasto stop.”

My ex-bondmate indicated the only other chair in the room. “ Sit down, Cherijo.”

“No thanks.” | paced back and forth in front of TssVar. “There’ sno excuse for ddliberately
harming these prisonerslikethis. None.”

Reever finished whatever he was fooling with and rose. “OverLord, it would be to our advantage
to have Dr. Torin administer to the needs of the dave population.”

“Indeed.”

The abrupt turnaround made me stop and gape for amoment. “Wait aminute. Excuse meif |
looked interested. I'm not. Nor am | drugging them for you.”

“Any dave found physicaly or psychologicdly unfit for trade auction isterminated,” the Hsktskt
Commander said.

All & oncethe chemicd inhibitorsdidn’'t seem so bad. “I don’'t know if I’ ve mentioned this
before, but you guys are red humanitarians.”

TssVar wasignoring me now. “I will dlow it, HdaVar. Seethat sheis put to work at once.”

| lost it as soon as the beast went out the door pand. “1"m not working for you or the Hsktskt!”

“That isyour choice.” Reever input one last Signal, then came around the console. “Unhedlthy or
damaged daves will continue to be put to desth.”

Hale and hearty davery, or meaningless extermination. And al up to me. “That' snot fair. You
can't make me responsible for that kind of decison.”

“What about the Chakacat? OverSeer FurreVa? The League captives?’

“Alunthri?” The last of the safe haze I’ d been co-cooned in evaporated. “Whereisit? What did
youdotoit?’



“Come with me.” Reever took my arm and guided me out the door panel.

A few minutes later we entered a chamber in the center of the prisoner tiers. Therewasan
impressive amount of diagnostic apparatus and instruments set up, waiting to be used.

Medica equipment.

“Y ou must have been rather confident I’d agree.” | noticed the many different types of tech,
jumbled together and badly in need of proper organization. “ Do Hsktskt raiders routingly take anything
that isn't nailed down?’

“Yes”

| thought of the avaricioustraders|’d known back on K-2. “They should go into businesswith
the Bartermen.” One of the Lok-Ted blobs did up against my ankle and | shuddered and shook it off.
“Firgt order of business: get rid of thisfungd infestation.”

“It doesno harm.” Reever took something from his pocket and tossed it on thefloor. A tiny
piece of dried fish-something | usudly fed Jenner asatreat. The fungusimmediately flowed over it and a
moment later rolled off to start climbing awal. The fish wasgone. “1t ingests most organic materid,
including natura waste products.”

Which explained the lack of disposal units, and made me decide never to go to deep inthe
presence of ablob. “How doesit fed about living beings?’

“Touchit for yoursdf and see”

Curiogity would eventudly kill the surgeon, | thought, but walked over to thewall anyway. |
garted with afingertip, and the pleasant, warm-silky texture | encountered made me murmur in surprise.

“It feds... odd.” Likefleshinstead of abotanical.

Soon | had my whole hand pressed carefully against the blob, and jerked back only momentarily
when it looked asif it was going to envelop my fingers. Instead, it gave me what fdlt like an amoebic
verson of acaress, then flowed out from under my hand.

“Very strange.” Inexplicably soothed by the contact, | ingpected the gear around me. “ Al right.
I’1l need a pharmaceutica synthesizer, ahaf dozen nurses, and more berths. That' sfor starters”

“I can give you everything but the synthesizer, for now.”

Hedidn't trust me. Reever, who'd lied and cheated and betrayed me, wasworried | might try
something with the drugs.

“Get me asynthesizer and post aguard.” Before he could say anything more, | shook my head.
“It'snot negoticble.”

| noticed the lack of heavy equipment, thought immediately of FurreVaand gave him afew more
itemsfor thelig.

“1 need areinforced exam table for the Hsktskt, and specia transport for FurreVa sinfants.
Bring them down in those incubators, too. They should stay in them for afew more weeks.”

“Y ou intend on treating the Hsktskt?”

“Why not?” The question astonished me. “ Reever, we ve had this conversation before,
remember?’ll treat anyone, for anything, any time. That’swhat | do.”

“Soyou have said.”

The odd expression on hisface annoyed me, so | picked up adata chart and began programming
it to keep arunning list of necessary requisitions.

“Wheré s Alunthri?’

“On the Perpetua, awaiting transport.”

“Haveit trangported soon. Get moving, will you?1'll haveto get to routine physicasfor al the
prisoners, but have the centurons bring the sick onesfirgt, two at atime. And make that adozen nurses.”

Once he was gone, | shuffled some equipment around to make more work space and performed
an item-by-item inventory. The numbness was gone, and my headache got worse, but | wasn't sorry
about that.

It was time to get back to work.

Severa weeks after I’ d arrived on the Hsktskt Faction dave-depot, I’ d seen nearly athird of all
the prisoners, requisitioned most of what | needed, and trained my nursing staff on how to assess and



triage asthe patients streamed in.

Dchém-os had been the first nurse assigned to me, much to our mutua displeasure. “For you, |
will not work,” she said the moment the Hsktskt guard shoved her through the door pandl.

| didn’t like her, but she was the best nurse on the Perpetua. | needed someone who could
handle the patients without running to me every five seconds.

| knew what to say. “| don’t want you here either, but | don’t get a choicein how they punish
me”

That pleased Zdlla, from the way her ear fur perked up. “ Stay, then | will.”

FurreVareported with her brood, whose conditions were stabilized, and informed me she'd
been temporarily stripped of her rank.

“I remain restricted from duty, until the young are fully ambulatory,” she said as| checked over
her back.

“I need you off your feet for more grafts. Once those have hedled, Il start the work on your
face.” | checked the database, but even here Hsktskt medical datawas decidedly scanty. “How long
until the kidsare up on their limbs?’

“A few days, perhaps aweek.”

It beat the heck out of Terran infants, who took forty timesthat long to walk. “ Get TssVar to
assign someone to help you. Someone with thick skin. Il set up achamber for you to stick closeto the
infirmary.” | handed her adata chart. “ Study this. It details al the surgery I’ m planning to do. Y ou need
to know everything before we get Sarted.”

She examined the chart for amoment. “Why?’

“Because once | cut, there' s no turning back. Okay?’

She set down the data chart. “1 know you arranged for TssVar to discover my unauthorized
interrogations.”

“Yeah, | did. Then | found out you didn’t actudly interrogate any of those prisoners. Why did
you lie about it?’

Sheignored my question. *Y ou do this surgery to assuage your guilt.”

One of usmight aswell be honest. “That’ s part of it.” | did something extremely stupid then. |
lifted my hand and gently touched the terrible scar. “I’m ahedler. Y ou need to be hedled.”

She could have taken off afew fingers with one quick snap. Y et dl FurreVadid was stare down
a me, hiss something, then leave.

Progress, | guessed.

Although most of the prisoners were kept in their cdlls, afew were alowed to move through the
compound corridors without escorts. | learned that those who did had to wear the darker orange
“trusteg’ tunicsto indicate they were performing some necessary function, like the sanitation crews and
medl digtributors.

Not dl of them performed their assigned tasks, naturdly.

| noticed shadows moving behind a privacy screen in the back of theinfirmary. Since no
inpatients were currently assigned to that particular berth, | went back to investigate.

“Hello?’ | swept the partition aside. “May | help... what are you doing?’

A dlly question, considering the position of the two beings on the berth. Tendrils and body parts
jerked gpart. A feminine squesk of dismay trilled out. Then amasculine grunt of displeasure.

“Okay, you two,” | crossed my arms and sighed. “Let’sgo. Break it up.”

The mde, abeing of smdl stature, whipped his multiple tendrils as he swept alength of linen over
the naked object of hisaffections. A beaklike orificein place of amouth snapped open and shut afew
times, while close-set eye semsglared a me.

“Do you mind?’ He did off the berth and stepped up to me. “We were making cohesion.”

Cohesion. That wasanew term for it. Someone had been padming their daily ration of chemica
inhibitor.

“You' remessing up my inpatient berth.” | tossed histrousers and orange tunic a him, then pulled
the partition back in place. “ Get dressed.”



They appeared afew minuteslater. Thefemaewas dightly larger than the male, and had a
belligerent set to her otherwise softer features.

She got in my face, too. “We weren't doing anything wrong. We have made cohesion before.”

| ran ascanner over her and checked my readings, which told me exactly what I’ d suspected.
Adolescent Forharees, just coming into their fertile phase,

Teenagersinlust.

“Okay, kids. What are your names?’

“I am Jgrap. ThisisKroni.” The male sounded suspicious. “Why do you wish to know our
names?’

“So | can track down your parents and have them ground you both for afew revolutions.”

Theteenagers|ooked puzzled, and | Sghed again.

“Want to know what the guardswill do if they catch you two playing twine-the-tendrils?’ Both
sets of eye stemslooking at me arched. *Y ou don’'t want to do this. Not here. Trust me.”

“Wewould rather die together than live gpart,” Jgrap said in a passionate tone, weaving his
longest tendril around his girlfriend. They both fairly quivered with the dramatic conviction of young love.

| needed an antacid tablet.

“Nobody isgoingto die.” | put aside my scanner. “ Get back to your tiers, and don't let the
guards see you leave together.” | held up ahand when they would have hurried past me. “No more
cohesion. Especidly not in here”

“Very well,” Kroni said as she went by. She had a swest, lilting voice. “Wewill find another
place”

Theantacid didn’t help.

| continued to work every day for as many hoursas| could stay on my feet, then was escorted
under guard to my chamber. It was conveniently located around the corner from the infirmary, and
isolated from the rest of the prisoner population. Someone had placed a prep unit and arather
comfortable cot in the smdl cdl, which madeit tolerable.

Thefirst day | left theinfirmary, | found Jenner waiting for me. | picked him up for ajoyous
cuddle, and looked into his disgruntled blue eyes.

You left me alone with that cold-eyed one who never pets me.

“Sorry, pal.” | buried my facein hisfur. “I’ ve been despwalking for awhile.”

Well, wake up. I’'m hungry.

Alunthri was delivered back inits cage, and it took half a shift before | could convince the guards
to leaveit done. | requisitioned a separate chamber near my own and used the excuse of continuing
therapy.

“Y ou may have to keep up thewild animd act,” | told my friend when | relayed the news.

“E-e-e-e-e-e R-r-r-r-r,” the Chakacat said with ayowl, then cocked its bullet-shaped head. “1I'm
afraid the guards no longer find me very convincing, Cherijo.”

“Try tolook meaner.”

“How isthis?” Alunthri gave me aredigtic snarl, baring lots of teeth, then dissolved into purrs of
ddlight when | took an automatic step back. “I will take that asayes.”

It became apparent that the nursesand | couldn’t handle the daily caseload, so Reever alowed
meto draft Vlaav Irde and two more interns. When the number of patients leveled off, then began
inexplicably dropping, | didn’t volunteer to send any of them back.

My earnest young intern worried about that. Constantly.

“They won't sell usif wedo agood job, right?’ Vlaav asked me as he scanned a patient with a
low-grade fever.

Lying to him would only makeit worse. “They can sdll usany timethey fed likeit, pa.”

| finished suturing my patient’s multiple |acerations and inspected my handiwork. The Capd-du
suture laser | had to use seemed primitive compared to League tech, but still did afairly good job.

“How did you get theseinjuries?’ | asked the humanoid, who had remained slent throughout the
trestment.



The patient said nothing, only stared at the Hsktskt guard standing just inside the door panel.

Only ahandful of prisoners had appeared for treatment that day, and | was beginning to wonder
if the Hsktskt were preventing them from reporting. Making a scene about it wouldn't help, | decided,
and wrote up the discharge notes.

“I want to see you back here in the morning.”

He muttered something that sounded like “ crying chambers,” rose and then hobbled out.

Crying in hischambers? I’ d done some of that mysdif.

The resdent Lok-Tedl got busy on the exam table as soon as the patient |eft. It had taken some
getting used to, watching the blobs scour everything the moment it got dirty, but even | couldn’t deny the
benefits.

I’ d scanned the fungus and found it exuded its waste products in agaseous form which had the
additiona plus of acting as a stringent antiseptic on al surfaces.

“Who'snext?’

The prisoner who would have reported was shoved aside, and two cenrurons hauled athird
through the door pand.

“Doctor, thismae has been injured.”

That he had, considering the amount of blood hewas dripping dl over the floor. One of hislimbs
hung at an unnaturd angle. | directed them to the exam table. Scanning reved ed multiple compound
fractures aong the upper haf of the Hsktskt' s limb.

| checked hisairways. “What hit him?’

“He was attacked by adave.”

“Some attack.” The cenrurons flanked the table and got in my way. “Y ou two can go. I'll take
careof him.”

“Youcan't hedp him!” someone sad.

| looked around at the patient the Hsktskt had knocked aside. He was till sprawled on the floor.
“I beg your pardon?’

“How can you even think about giving them aid?” The prisoner got up and jerked the edge of his
tunic up. A big, ugly bruise darkened the flesh over hisrib cage. “Look at whet they did to me!”

One of the centurons shuffled forward and raised alimb with the gpparent intention of adding
more contusions to the angry prisoner’ storso.

“Holdit.” | left the exam table and put myself between them. “Centuron, | need to treet your
friend over there. | don’t need to be scraping someone ese off the floor right now.”

The limb dropped, and | pivoted to address the indignant loudmouth. *1 understand how you fed.
I"'m sorry you got hurt. But you' || have to wait. Make being quiet your number-one priority, okay?’

All my warning got me was ahateful glare. 1 shouldn’t have come here. The League
Commander wasright. Y ou' d rather make things better for yoursdlf than help us.”

The League Commander was going to get my foot up acertain portion of hisanatomy if hedidn’t
stop polluting the prison population with his waste. The centurons both looked ready to pound this guy
into pate.

| scanned him, was assured there was nothing life-threatening present, then gave him a push
toward the door. “ Do yourself afavor. Get out of my exam room. Come back in afew hours.”

The patient stalked out, muttering things not complimentary to me or the medica profession.

| went back to the injured Hsktskt, who was regaining consciousness. Heavy limbs started
thrashing around. Bellows of pain erupted from the thick throat. The centurons would come in handy
after dl.

“Grab hislimbs and help me get him into restraints. No, not the injured one, idiot.” | glanced over
my shoulder. “Nurse, if you' re done ogling, asyrinpresswould be nice.”

A thorough scan reved additiond tissue and muscle damage, and | directed Vlaav to get the
largest bonesetter we had prepped.

One of the centurons hovered at my elbow, and | glanced a him. “What, exactly, did thisdave
useto attack thismae?’



“Hisfoot.”

Now | saw the outline of the wide-base soleimprinted in the flesh. No question about it, the
attacker had been Mgjor Devrak. Asfar as| knew, he was the only Trytinorn on Catopsa, and twice the
sze of the next largest prisoner. The Hsktskt had been forced to modify alaunch last week just to
transport him off the Perpetua.

“Where sthe attacker?” Neither Hsktskt answered me, so | stopped working. “Don’t tell me
you killed him.”

“The Maor will be placed inisolation.” Reever entered the infirmary and stood at the end of the
exam table. “Will the centuron recover?’

| finished infusing the patient with a sedative/anal gesic compound and helped Vlaav dign the
bone-setter before | replied. “He should, if he' s given aweek of bed rest and letsthe limb hedl.”

“Seetoit,” Reever told the centurons, then turned to my intern. “Can you continue the treatment
by yoursdf?’

Vlaav’' s hemangiomas pulsed and darkened. “ Of course, | can. But-"

Reever grabbed my medica case and my left arm. A moment later | was being hustled down a
corridor.

“Hey!” | tried to get loose. “I’ ve got work to do!”

“There are prisoners who need treatment,” he said.

“ S0 send them to the infirmary. I’ ve been twiddling my thumbsfor the past five days.”

“They refuse”

| started to ask why, then recalled what the loudmouthed prisoner had said. My lips thinned.
“How many need trestment?’

“Forty. Possibly more.”

We arrived at tier three's commons, where agroup of male prisoners had been assembled for a
med interval. A ring of Hsktskt centurons surrounded the large group, and held their weapons readly. |
saw why when | pushed past one to get a better look.

A cluster of maesin bloodstained tunics were shoving and snarling at each other, while severa
otherslay wounded or ill on thefloor. Surprisngly, theinjured were dl femae. That didn’t make much
sense.

Major Devrak trumpeted over the other voices, but | had no problem understanding him. *-an
honorable death! It is better to die than to submit to the beast!”

Lieutenant Wonlee, | saw, was standing in front of the Mgor, with his claws ready to tear. Only
he was holding them extended toward the League subcommander. Now that really confused me.

“Y ou corrupted her!” Wonlee moved in. “Shewon't listen to me!”

Figts, limbs, and tendrils started to violently collide.

| turned to the closest guard. “ Can you fire awarning shot off in here without making more work
for me?’

The centuron glanced a Reever, who nodded. The beast pointed hisrifle at the celling Sructure
and activated the weapon. A moment later a huge boom shook the commons and everyone stopped
fighting.

| walked over to thefirst prone figure and knelt beside her. She was babbling and twisting, her
body temperature elevated. A red, blotchy rash covered her face and upper appendages.

| opened my case to grab my scanner. “Get ablanket or therma covering over here.”

There was absolute silence for amoment. Then someone threw afolded piece of berth linen at
me. | caught it and covered the shivering femae as| ran an interna series. The outer coverings of her
brain and spine were badly inflamed. She reacted only when | shined an optic light in her eyes, and then
shetried to hit me.

“Get thisoneto theinfirmary.”

| went to the next femae, who was pae and till. A quick scan reveded she had died of the same
symptoms. It took afew more seconds to scan the remaining femaes and confirm what | already

suspected.



“Reever.” | gestured for himto join me. “They dl haveit. Two of them are aready dead. I'm
taking them out of here, now. We Il need help to move them to an isolation area.”

Before my ex-bondmate could say or do anything, Devrak shuffled through the prisonersto stand
over me. “You are not taking them anywhere.”

The last patient groaned as| got to my feet and straightened my tunic. Camly | met the Mgor’'s
furious gaze.

“| said I’'mtaking them out of here,” | said. “They’ re dying, you titanic moron.”

“Doctor.” Wonlee hurried over to one of the females who was curled up tightly in afeta postion,
and picked her up in hisarms. Theinsides of which, | realized, had no spines. “ Can you help her?’

She possessed the same spiny exoskeleta plates as Wonlee had. They flattened to act likea
prickly cushion between the two beings. A relative? | scanned her one more time to be sure, but the
femadewasfar beyond any help | could offer.

“I’'m sorry, Lieutenant. It' stoo late.”

He gently laid her down again, then hurtled up and at the Trytinorn with afurious shriek of rage.
Devrak knocked him aside, but not without receiving some substantial, degp gouges on his hide.

“Wonleg, stop.” | went to where he lay on the deck, and scanned him. Devrak began thumping
over, and | turned my head. “Back off.”

“Wewill not permit the doctor to remove thesefemdes” A hunched-over caninefigure
appeared beside Devrak. Shropana. “ Shewill kill them. Just as she did the others, from the Perpetua.”

“No.” Wonlee spat out some blood, then propped himself up by one arm. His claws scraped
over the shoulder of my tunic, but he didn’t hurt me. “Take them. If you don't, they’ll dl die. Like she
did.” Despite hisinjuries, he got to hisfeet and positioned himsalf between me and the League officers,
his spines trembling but erect. “Let her do her work.”

“Very wdl.” Shropanagave meashrewd smile. “They're nearly dead asit is”

Meaning I’d get blamed for that, too. “1 waswrong, Patril. | can’'t do heart surgery on you. |
wouldn't beabletofind it.”

Reever organized more Hsktskt guards to begin transporting the femaes. The maeswatched in
slence. One of the dead females was removed by a cenruron, but Wonlee picked up the other before
anyone could stop him.

“Y ou will need to perform teststo identify and cure the sickness, will you not?” he asked me. |
nodded. “Use her body.”

Knowing how attached he wasto the female, | started to shake my head. “1’d need to do an
autopsy.”
“I' know. | want you to.” The Lieutenant started limping toward the infirmary. “I want to know
what killed my wife”

CHAPTER NINE
Twigtsand Turns

The Hsktskt grudingly trangported the entire group of femalesto an isolation chamber near the
infirmary, where | spent the next several hours treating and monitoring them. After the last patient
stabilized, | returned to the infirmary to check on theinjured Hsktskt and Wonlee.

| found the Lieutenant Sitting alone at the end of the inpatient ward. On the berth beside him lay
the body of hiswife. He held her clawsin hisand stared down at her dack face, grief etched in deep lines
around his eyes and mouth.

One of the Lok-Ted had attached itself to the dead femal € sleg, cleaning the encrusted bodily
fluidsfrom her cold skin. | gently removed it and st it on the floor.

“Excuse mefor intruding, Lieutenant, but | need to spesk with you.” | sat down beside him and
hoped he would confirm my suspicions without going balistic on me. “Can you tell me what happened?
How long ago did the femaes becomeill? Why didn’t your wife and the others come to the infirmary?’

“They have shown signsfor severd days. My wife, Mareek fdll sick last night. They would have



reported, but Shropana and Devrak convinced them that you would have them killed. Thismorning
Mareek became confused, nearly incoherent.” Something torein hisvoice ashe added, “I argued with
her. Our last words to each other were spoken in anger.”

| couldn’t touch him, or I'd have put an arm around him. “1’m sure Mareek knew how much you
loved her, Lieutenant.”

He made a harsh sound. “Wonlee. Just Wonlee”

“How did thefemaesend upinthemdetier?’

“I don't know. They appeared in our commons afew days ago. We hid them in our berths at
firgt, but the beasts are everywhere and” -he gestured toward the see-through walls around us-" our
deception was discovered.” He tenderly placed the femae' s claws on her spiny breast and got up dowly.
“Lagt night, their temperatures spiked. They caught metrying to cool them down.”

“Y ou've had some kind of medica training, haven't you?’

“I was amedic on our homeworld. That's how | met Mareek, during one of her furloughs. |
worked in the Star Surgeon’ s Office, and she needed a deep-space eval. We married and | joined the
League, to be with her. It would be an adventure, she said.” He closed his eyes briefly. “Now they’ve
killed her.”

“I'm very sorry, Wonlee.” | didn’t like the way he stood, favoring one side. 1 should take alook
a you now, okay?’

He nodded. “ Doctor, | know it doesn't matter anymore, but | have resigned my commission
from the League. Aslong as| am here, | will dowhat | canto aid you.”

“I can aways use another pair of hands.” | pointed to the exam area. “First let’ s make sure
you' re going to stick around for awhile.”

Devrak had nearly shattered Wonle€ s digphragm which, unlike the Terran version, was
composed of bone. Had it not been for the band of cartilage that alowed it to naturally collapse under
stressful conditions, his chest cavity would have been crushed. The Lieutenant’ s entire skeleton was
samilarly designed, another plus. Support braces and some analgesics for the inevitable inflammation were
al he needed to remain mobile. | admitted him to the inpatient ward anyway.

“Thelast thing you need to do,” | said when he started protesting, “isto go back to the prisoner
tiersright now. So keep your promise, shut up, and get somerest.”

Dchém-os had finished the hematol ogica work-upswhen | emerged from the ward and offered a
data pad with the results of her andysis. | didn’t bother with niceties. “Wel?’

“Cdl leves, decreased glucose, eevated protein and white blood. Nothing, the cultures
reveded.”

That meant something more serious, but I’ d have to do aspina tap to confirm my suspicions.
“Set up to perform lumbar punctures. Orderly.” | pointed to the Lok-Ted, who were climbing up the
sdes of the berths. “Move those blobs away from the patients, will you?’

Later that day | lifted my face from the e ectroniscopic scanner and let Zdllaand Vlaav havea
look.

“I’ve seen something like thisbefore.” The Saksonan peered again into the viewer. “Isit a
microbe?’

“Givetheintern acigar.” | shut off the scanner and rubbed my fingers againgt my tired eyes.
“They dl have bacterid meningitis”

Zdlagasped. “ Assassinate us, the beasts mean to.”

“I don't think s0.” | sat down and studied the reports. “Vlaav, start the patients on the
intravenous cephal osporin antibiotics, compatible with their individual species”

The nurse wasn't finished. “Poisoning us, they are-”

“Nope. It didn’t originate from tainted food, or we' d al be infected. Something elsedid this.” |
decided not to tell them I’ d never seen this particular microbe before, and that it didn't register on the
medsysbank. Bad enough | was shaking in my footgear. No need to start a panic.

“Their Sde, you would take.”

“If I had, poisoning you would be number oneon my list.” | switched off the scope. “Prep for a



postmortem.”

The autopsy on Wonlee swife took nearly two hours, but | wanted to go dowly and rule out
every other possihility. | knew Mareek had died of meningitis the moment | cut avay the swollen
meninges- mucosal exudate clogged the sulci fissuresin the brain surface, and scanning reveded a
massive release of proinflammatory cytokinesin the basal cerebrd arteries.

However, confirmation of cause of death wasal | got from the autopsy. Nothing Mareek had
ingested had caused the disease. Comparative scans of the survivorsrevealed that only two had eaten the
same food within the last twelve hours. The others had been served avariety of medls, al based on their
Species requirements.

Theworst part? | found no trace of the microbe in her corpse.

| performed spindl taps on the survivors, and verified that each of them had been infected with
the bacteria. The microbe itsalf was very odd. The hexagonal-shaped bacteria possessed a tough outer
cdl hull unlike anything I’ d ever seen. The dark green-colored wall darkened afew minutes after removal
from the body, and completely concedled the cell nucleus. It ressted al my attemptsto probe the interior
aswdl.

Since the bacterium causing the meningitis could have been introduced to the victims through a
wide variety of means, | was back to square one.

“Soit didn't come from what they ate.” | stripped out of my gear, handed Zella the data pad with
theforensc andysis, and yawned. “1 can't think straight.”

“Seep, you go to.” Dchém-os annotated the gppropriate chart. “One of the beastsfor you, | will
send, should they change, thefemdes conditions.”

“Why are you suddenly being so hdpful 7’

“My friends, they are,” Dchém-os said.

Right. Had nothing to do with me, of course. What was| thinking?

| waved at aguard to escort me back to my chamber, but he didn’t budge. “Comeon, I'm
tired.”

“OverMaster HalaVar ingtructed usto alow you unrestricted movement,” the Hsktskt said, and
handed me atrustee’ stunic.

| wondered why. “ About time. I'm sick of wearing yelow.”

| walked over to my room and found the door pand dightly gar. That didn’t sink in for afew
minutes, until | sat on my pallet and redized who was missing. “ Jenner?’

Hewas gone.

Since I’ d been given unrestricted access to the compound, | didn’t bother going to the Hsktskt
about my missing pet. | looked mysdf, starting with al the chambersin proximity to my quarters.

| know | left that door panel shut, | thought as | peered in room after room, around and under
anything that would conced asmall fdine. If | hadn’t, and ahungry cenruron found Jenner first. ..

My pace quickened, dong with my fear. | ran down the rows of prisoner cells, and pretended
not to hear the angry jeers. A search of each tier’scommons turned up nothing.

Where was he? What happened to him?

Thiswasal my fault, | decided as| hurried into acorridor | hadn't taken before. If | hadn't let
Jenner run loose on the Sunlace, he wouldn't have wandered out of my quarters here. I’ d given him too
much freedom, and not thought about the danger that posed.

A forbidding weight collected under my sternum. Oh, God. If 1 lose him, | won't have
anything left.

The corridor arrived at a bewildering enclosure spiked with innumerable quas-quartz columns
risng from thefloor. They were smaler and moretightly packed than the tower structures. It transformed
the interior to ahuge, glassy labyrinth.

| stopped. If | walked into the glittering maze, | might never find my way out. “Jenner?’ | caled
outinalow voice. “Pd, areyou in here?’

Something on my right made a scuffling sound, and | hurried around the pillar. And nearly
stepped on the two adol escent Forharees entwined together on the floor.



“Hey!” The teenagers sprang apart and scrambled to their feet. “What isit with you two?” |
looked around and lowered my voice. “Haven't you ever heard of holding hands?’

Kroni’ s beak arched with indignation. “We would rather die-”

“-'together than live apart.’” Y ou told me before, | know.” | tossed her trustee tunic at her and
made a shooing mation. “1 swear, I’m going to inject both of you with chemicd inhibitor myself. Get back
to your tiers, now.”

| waited until the grumbling kids hurried off, then pushed aside caution and walked into the
[abyrinth, caling Jenner’ sname again. The centrd pillars had grown in tightly fitted rows, which made
navigeating the corrugated walkway a challenge. A few times | had to squeeze through narrow gapsto
continue on.

“Jenner?’

The sound of a strange Terran voice made me freeze. “ Stay where you are, dope.”

Astonishment left me mute. There were no other humans on Catopsa except Reever, and he
barely quaified. I'd even verified it through the database. So who wasthis guy?

| got my answer when adim, brown-haired Terran male dressed in adave tunic appeared from
around acorner. He had anarrow, clever face and the biggest, softest green eyes|’d ever seen. Inhis
hands he held something wrapped in cloth, which he handed over to me.

“Who areyou?’ | took the heavy bundle and gasped when it moved. “ Jenner?’ | unwound the
cloth and exposed silver fur. “Ishedl right?’ It took another minute to uncover him completely. Hewas
unconscious, hisregd head lolling against my breast. “What happened to him?’

“Shhhh. Hetried to do abunk through an exterior hatch and made aright hames of thejob.” The
Terran kept hisvoice low as he scanned the walls around us. “ Sure and | wastrying to do the same thing
myself.” Hetouched my arm tentatively. “ Sainte, dope. Y ou' re thefirgt blessed Terran I've seenin
ages”

“Thenwhy areyou caling me adope?’ | wanted to know.

“Dote, not dope.” His hand stroked my arm, then Jenner’ s head. “ It means‘lovedly little person.’
Grand to seeyou, dote.”

| was s0 preoccupied with examining my ceat that it took aminute for hiswordsto set in. What of
them | could understand. “I checked the database, there weren't any other Terrans currently listed
among the prisoner population.” Then | noticed the stains on histunic. “ Are you injured?’

“Did it arseways, this” Hetugged at histunic, then gave me agrin so brilliant thet it rivaled the
crystd walls. “Coddling my own degth, and the gammy thicksfell for it.” He curled hisfingersaround
mine. “Gael Kely, from Clare”

| returned the warm grasp. “Cherijo Torin, from New Angeles. Clare? That' sin the Celt
Republic?’

He gave me acharming grin. “ The very same. Now, dote, | don’'t suppose you' ve be having any
scran on you?’

“Scran?’

“Rashers and poppies. Y ou know, food?’

“Oh. No. Sorry.” | performed avisua; hewas on the thin side. “How long have you been hiding
here?’

“Ages.” Gad kept amiling, but his constantly darting gaze made me uneasy. “ Got to find mysdf a
new kip. They’ Il be ingpecting this section soon, and I’ [l have to scatter.”

No one ingpected my chamber, and | had enough room in my storage unit to conceal him. “1f you
can lead me out of here, | think | can help.”

“Grand.” Gad pointed in adifferent direction from theway I’d comein. “Follow me, dote.”

We got back to my quarters without being stopped or questioned by the Hsktskt guards.
Recdling what Zellahad done for me onboard the Perpetua, | wrapped Gadl’ s head with the extracloth
and had him make a pretense of leaning on me.

“Don’'t say aword, and they’ll think you' re just another of my patients.”

“You'reapatcher?” He sounded incredulous. “ Sweet Mary, awee dote likeyou?’



“Yep. A wee dote likeme.” Hisfascinating speech patterns were far too digtracting. “Let’sgo.”

There was no one to observe us aswe went into my quarters, and | had Gadl dideinto the
storage unit. Then | went to my prep unit and dided up asubstantial meal for him. | couldn’t program
“rashers and poppies,” whatever that was, so | made some smple synpro and vegetable stew, and plenty
of syn-wheat bread to go withiit.

“Here” | handed him thetray. “ Eat this. Stay out of sight. I’ m taking Jenner over to the infirmary
to check himout. I'll be back in afew minutes.”

Hewas aready chewing, and had to talk around the food in his mouth. “I thank you for your
kindness, dote.”

Dchém-os wasn't pleased to see me, and her ire degpened when she saw who | was carrying.
“Dead, isit?’

“No.” | placed Jenner’ s limp body on an exam table and started an internal scan series. “He got
loose and ran into something that stunned him.” Normal readings, and no indication of injury or trauma
Findly, | could take adeep breath.

Vlaav appeared. “ Doctor, what happened to your animal ?’

| repested what I’ d told Zella. “Update me on Wonlee and the meningitis cases.”

“All are on the prescribed antibiotic therapy and seem to be stabilizing. Lieutenant Wonlee
discharged himsdlf voluntarily.”

“Stubborn mae.” | made an exasperated sound. “ The minute | turn my back, too. He' d better
stay away from Shropanaand Devrak.”

“That you caused thefemaes' illness, thereare rumors.” Zel’ s cheek pouches puffed out.

“There arerumorsthat I'm aHsktskt in a Terran skinsuit, too.” Vlaav's close proximity started
to annoy me. “ Something dse, intern?’

“I’ve collected anumber of smdl parasites from patients' bodies.” He held out a specimen
container with sometiny black thingsjumping around iniit. “With your permission, I'll dissect them and
determineif they carry the meningitis microbe.”

Vlaav had one-upped me. | hadn’t even considered the possibility of paragitic infection.
“Excdlent. Doit right away. | want afull report sent to OverMaster HalaVar as soon asyou'redone.” |
picked up Jenner and regarded my colleague. “Include in the report that | am advancing you to firs-year
resident status, if you would, Doctor.”

The Saksonan’ sfaciad hemangiomas swelled so fast that a couple popped. Embarrassed, Viaav
blotted himsalf with adeeve, then bobbed hishead. “I’m very honored. Thank you, Doctor.”

Zdlamade adisgusted sound, and | faced her. “And you, madam, will show Doctor Irde the
appropriate respect.” Her vibrissae quivered, but she nodded, too. “1’m going to take Jenner back to my
quarters. Signa meif thereisany change-”

“Remain whereyou are, Terran.”

The sound of that rasping, insinuating tone made me cringe. | forced my spineto straighten as|
confronted the two Hsktskt who had walked into the infirmary. FlatHead and one of hisbuddies. It was,
gpparently, my lucky day.

“Did you need treatment, centurons? Other than psychiatric evds, | mean?’

As GothVar advanced, | handed Jenner to Vlaav and stayed where | was, trying to look
undaunted. The closer he got, the harder it becameto breathe.

No, | couldn’t descend into another panic attack. | won’t let him do this to me. He' s nothing
mor e than an overgrown bully. I’m not afraid of him.

“Wewill escort you to your quarters.” He seized one of my arms, hisfriend clutched the other,
and they towed me out of theinfirmary.

| didn’t fight or say anything. Doing either would have only madeit worse. No, | was going to
concentrate on remaining as calm and collected as possible. Gael would hear us come in and stay out of
Sght.

HatHead positioned his mouth by my ear. “ Have you thought of me, Terran?’

| contrived an expression of wide-eyed confusion. “Gee, no, | haven't. But then, | haven't felt



quessy lately, so that’ s understandable.”

Hisgrip tightened from hard to pulverizing. “Y ou will fed more than that, soon.”

| bit my lower lip aswe arrived at the door to my quarters, and FlatHead yanked it open. No
sgn of Gadl, but | thought averba cue might be prudent.

“Why the personal escort, OverCenturon?’ | asked, ddliberately loud. “Run out of davesto kick
around?’

FlatHead paused, long enough to give me hope, then addressed the other beast. “ Search it.”

The centuron pulled Gadl out of the storage unit afew moments later. GothVar regarded him with
unblinking yelow eyes.

“Hdavar will be very interested in speaking with this one. Administer sandard discipline, then
take him to the OverMagter. | will seeto thefemae.”

“She had no part in this business, you dimy jelly-boned bollocks!” Gael spat at the Hsktskt's
feet. “Lay off her!”

“Administer specid disciplinefor disrespect to my rank,” wasdl GothVar said.

“You can of pisd” The Terran gave me alast, sympathetic glance before the centuron hauled him
out of my chamber, leaving me alone with HatHead.

| scratched my heed, trying not to laugh. Can of piss. “ Gee, wonder how he got in here?’

“Youlie Willfully concedling adave makes you subject to discipline.” Flathead reached out,
ripped my tunic from neck to hem, then pulled it off. He didn't look at my body, only my arm. My right
am. “Asl thought.”

No. Not again. “Wait!”

Hedidn't. He flung me on the palet, and rooted through my medica case until he found the
suture-laser.

All reason left me as| rolled over, kegping my right arm between my body and the pdlet. “1 told
you that won't work. It doesn’t work on me!”

Claws ripped across my flesh as| was yanked onto my back. Two heavy limbs descended on
my upper arm and wrist. Straddling me with athird, HatHead activated the laser and held it an inch from
my nose,

“Thistime, | will char your bones.”

He would, too. Enraged at his grotesque determination and my own terror, | followed Gadl’ s
example and spat in hisface.

The suture-laser, designed to knit together torn flesh, had abeam twice the width of alascalpdl.
The first touch sent unbearable searing pain aong the surface of my skin, and | tasted blood as my teeth
closed together with a snap.

Why did my nerves keep regenerating? Couldn’t Joseph have deprogrammed those, too?

“Watch how | mark you, Terran.” GothVar dowly moved the beam over my smoldering flesh an
inch a atime. “See how easily you burn.”

| didn’t want to look at him, a my arm. The horrible pressure of hisweight holding me down was
nothing compared to the gathering force squeezing the air from my throat. A whistling sound reached my
earswhile my vison hazed over. | could smell his bresth mixing with the fumes from the beam. If |
choked on my own bile-

“OverCenturon. Release the Doctor.”

Reever?| gasped for air, for anything that would alow meto cal out to him. The heavy weight
lifted from me, and | was hauled to my feet.

“She concealed an escaped prisoner here, and removed her PIC again. | corrected this.”
Flathead shoved meto my knees. “ She playsyou for afool, Haavar.”

“Does she?’ Reever cameto stand over me,

A strange Hsktskt I’ d never seen beforejoined him. “OverCenturon, OverMaster.” He gazed
down at mewith considerableinterest. “ Save, extend your arm.”

| used my good hand to wipe the blood from my mouth, then smiled with relief asthe congtriction
inmy lungs eased. “ Go stick your head in adisposa unit.”



The unknown Hsktskt latched his claws on to my arm and held it out so he could examineit.
“You said you just applied this PIC, GothVar, did you not?’

FlatHead grunted out an affirmative.

“Shehedsquickly.” Helet go, and | cradled my wounded arm to my chest. “Have her sent to
me once discipline has been administered.”

The way helooked at me-who was he?

“That will not be possible, Lord.” Reever gestured to two of the centurons he' d brought. “I have
decided on her discipline. Confine her in theisolation pit.”

| was back, right where | started, only the amenities weren't quite as comfortable thistime.

Theisolation pit was a deep recess in aremote corridor, down which the Hsktskt centurons
dropped me viaagrav-hoist. Too deep to escape-| figured they lowered me a good fifteen feet before |
hit bottom-and without anything to soften my fal. Nothing in the pit, | discovered, but me, bloodstains
from my injuries, and Sx smooth, inescapablewalls.

Pain kept me from passing out, so | sat for along time, holding my burned arm away from my
body, and considering the possibilities.

Reever might just leave me hereto die, | thought, which would be afairly horrible desth. It would
take days, possibly weeksfor starvation and dehydration to kill me. The chilly interior, likethe cell on
the Perpetua, wasn't cold enough to induce hypothermia, evenif | removed dl my clothesto hasten the
process. Too bad.

Eventudly | dozed off, the fresh burn making my deep restless. Every time | moved, it sent a
szzling jolt of new pain through me, which brought me halfway out of dumber. The coal, whitelight
produced by the deep layers of quasi-quartz didn’t help much, either.

The hatch opened, waking me up. “Terran.” | peered up to see GothVar staring down a me.
“Not you again.” Animage of the hugelizard being lowered down into the pit with me made me close my
gyestightly. “Don’t you have anything better to do?’

Heturned his head and said something to the pit guard that sounded like“not... rationd,” then
dammed the hatch shuit.

Rational. | wasrationd. Not like FlatHead was an authority on the subject.

A day passed. | took to muttering to myself, to keep awake and to stop dwelling on my thirst
and hunger. Eventually both became so strong that the only peace | found wasin deep.

A smdl object hitting the top of my skull woke me up. | jerked out of deep to look around, and
shuddered as | remembered where | was. Then | saw it.

A small square container, the kind sojourn teams carried in their packs. | grabbed it and |ooked
up.

Above me, adark, furry face hung over the edge of the pit. “ Doctor?’

“Zd? What was she doing here and where was the guard?“ Get back to the infirmary before
you get caught!”

“Wait.” She pushed something else over the Side, and | tried to caich it. The burn made me
clumsy, and it bounced into my lap, the weight bruising my thighs. “With more, I ll try to come back.”

Before | could ask more what, her face disappeared. The thing on my lap was alarge, thin plas
container of liquid, the square case opened to reveal emergency sojourn rations.

Both of which Zdlacould have tainted, of course.

| didn't care, | thought, scrambling to open the container of liquid. It would solve my problem if
she had, and I’ d be acomplete idiot not to drink if she hadn’t.

Cool, wet liquid poured into my mouth and down the Sdes of my throat as | took a big swallow.
Not water. Nutri-enhanced glucose and water, the kind of beverage | routinely prescribed for
dehydrated patients. It did down my desiccated throeat to fill and warm my belly. Only with supreme will
power was | able to close the container and keep mysalf from gulping it all down &t once.

Can't drink too fast.

| waited for the inevitable nauseato pass, then rummaged through the sojourn rations. All Terran
foods, | saw, and in sealed, nonperishable packets.



Suddenly | knew exactly what GothVar had said to the pit guard. Not “not rationa,” but “no
rationsat dl.”

They meant to Sarve me.

Don’'t know how long I’ [| be down here. Have to conserve what | can. | tore open the
smallest packet and carefully ate hdf the contents. Smply chewing and swalowing made my jaw ache
and my eyes sting. | would have wept, but | was too dehydrated.

No taste of chemicals, no indication of poison or drugs.

At lagt, exhausted with pleasure and the new hope it gave me, | curled over on my side and fell
adeep again.

Thedream | had was bizarre, without images, only sensations. For along intervd, | felt surel’d
been transported back to the Sunlace. The chilly, unyielding walls disappeared, and | was back on my
own deeping platform, snuggling into clean, crisp sheets. Jenner’ s cold, dry nose nudged me afew times,
and once | thought he licked my burned arm, but it didn’t hurt, so | dismissed it.

| would have gladly dept for another week, but something decided I’ d been dreaming long
enough.

Wake up.

| murmured something vaguely obscene and rolled over.

Wake up, woman.

The odd voice made my earshum, and | swatted at it with one hand, annoyed by the
disturbance.

Do you wish to stay here?

| opened one eye, and promptly shrieked. Or would have, if the humanoid bending over me
hadn’t clamped aflipper over my mouth.

“Bedlent, or wewill be discovered. | am not hereto harm you.” Gently it eased its fin-shaped
hand away. It-he? she?-spoke through awristcom, | realized, instead of the Hsktskt-issue headgear. A
hooded cloak concedled it from head to toe. If it had toes. “ Come, we must go now.”

The cloak, | redlized, was dark brown. Not yellow. Not orange.

“How did you get in here?’ Behind it, | saw agap inthewall that hadn’t been therewhen I’d
falen adeep. A Lok-Ted scurried over my chest, and | automatically removed it and set it aside. “Where
did you come from? Who are you?’

“A friend.” He-taking aguess, | would say he- helped meto my fegt, and | muffled another yelp
asthe days of inactivity made themsdlves known in my sore muscles. “Y ou must crawl through there’-he
pointed to the opening-“to reach the surface.”

“I don’t want to go to the surface.” Did 1?7 No, | wasn't leaving Jenner or Alunthri behind again.
Plusthere were Zdlaand Vlaav, FurreVa, the other patients... noway could | go. “Take meto the
infirmary.”

“| take prisoners away from thisplace,” he said in his strange, whirring voice. Thewristcom
trandated the words, but couldn’t remove the underlying hum. “ Arrangements have been made. We must
go now.”

“No.” | sat back down and reached for my liquid container. “Thanks, I’ [l stay.” The dave-runner
reached for me again, and | shook my head. “Don’'t get mewrong, I’ m grateful for the offer. But I’'m not
leaving my friendsbehind.” | thought about what he’ d said. “Who made the arrangements?’

“I did.” He made adisgruntled noise. Definitdly amae. “Very wdl. | will take you to your
infirmary.”

Crawling through the tunnel took time, considering the shape | wasin. The cloaked humanoid
went first, stopping every ten feet to glance back at me.

“I’'m okay. Keeping going.” | didiked tight places, and the walls of the narrow passage were
dready starting to closein on me. “What' s your name?’

He stopped for amoment at a cross section, then turned to crawl off in the right branch. “Noarr.”

“My nameis Cherijo.”

“I know.” Hewas slent for another few minutes, until we reached the end of the passage. “I will



jump down. Wait.” He disappeared over the edge, and | hurried toward it.

Thetunnel emptied out into one of the prisoner tier commons. | spotted Noarr agood four
meters below me. He gestured for me to jump.

| shook my head. “Too far!” He only made amore impatient version of the gesture. “Okay.” |
eased my legs over the Sde, took a breath, then pushed off. Seconds later | landed in astrong pair of
ams.

“Whoa.” | grabbed onto his cloak, and tore off asmall piece in the process. “ That was scary.”
The warm, dark scent of him rose from his garments, and teased my nose. | glanced up into the dark
hood. | couldn’t see his eyes, and that bothered me. “ Thanks.”

Noarr set me on my feet, then guided me to another portion of the crystal tower. We ended up at
awall, where he placed his hand on the solid surface, and pushed. An entire section silently swung
inward, revealing another hidden passage, which we entered. Noarr paused long enough to shut the
invisbledoor, and | saw my reflection on theinterior.

| looked awful. My face appeared drawn and gaunt, my hair was asnarl of knots, and my tunic
needed athorough decon. But | stared at the reflection, amazed not at what | saw, but that | saw
anythingat dl.

“How were you ableto drill through the crysta? Where did you get the mirrorsto concedl the
entrancesto these tunnels?’

“The tunnels aready existed. The Lok-Ted deposit asubstance which crestes the mirror effect.”
He urged me forward. “We must hurry.”

“You'retoo big to beaReedol.” Hurry, my foot. “Mind showing me your face?’

He pulled the hood from his heed, revealing a hairless skull haf again aslarge as my own.

“ Satisfied, woman?’

I’d never seen his species before. I"d have remembered the unusua swirls of white pigmentation
curving over every inch of hisdark brown face. Or were they some form of tattoo? He had alarge head
with heavy-lidded, shadowed eyes, and asmdl, full-lipped mouth. More curved, white ridges followed
the lines on his high-arched nose.

The eyeswere veiled by the protrusion of his brow, but something lessthan civilized lurked in
those shadows. Noarr was, | decided, not a person to be trifled with.

Neither wasl.

“Where did you come from? Are you adave? How did you get into the pit? Why do you want
to get me off Catopsa? How can you do that?’

“I cannot answer these questions now.” He pulled me aong after him down the hidden corridor.
“I will take you to your infirmary. Stay there and out of sight for now.”

“I can't do that. | haveto treat my patients.”

He thought about that for a second. “If the beasts ask why you have returned, say it was on the
orders of the Terran OverMaster.”

“Right. Likethey d believethat.”

“They will believe.” Thewhite spirals on his cheeks shifted as he gave me hisrather sartling
verson of agrin. “You belong to him, do you not?’

“| don’'t belong to anyone.” We d reached the end of the corridor and faced another mirrored
wadl.

“Hold on. Are you the one who moved those infected femaes over tothe maetier?’

“Yes. Theinfirmary lies beyond.” He took out asmal device and aimed it toward the wall.
“Readingsindicate no oneisin the corridor. Go, now.” Noarr turned to head back down the passage.

| caught the edge of one flowing deeve and rugged. “Wait. | want to know more about these
tunnels. How you make that fungusinto mirrors-

He removed my hand and stepped back. “Thereisno timefor that now.” Hisfull cloak swirled
and he was hafway down the passage before alow “Farewell, woman” floated back to me.

CHAPTERTEN



Namesake

Nurse Dchém-os dropped an entire tray of instruments on the floor when | finished cleaning up
and walked out from behind a berth partition. “ Doctor!”

“Keep your whiskerson, Zdl.” | spied Vlaav, who was staring at me asthough I'd risen from a
postmortem table. “How are the meningitis cases?’

The Saksonan shuffled hisfootgear, then eyed me with a nervous expression. “They weren't
responding well to the intravenous cephal osporin, so I’ ve switched them to synrifampin derivatives.”

He d done exactly what | would have. “Carry on, Doctor.”

| had agreat ded of work to do and probably very little timein which to accomplishit, so | gave
Zdlaahighly abbreviated version of what had happened, without mentioning the tunnels or Noarr by
name.

“Thanksfor bringing metherations,” | said to the nurse, not bothering to hide the speculative
tonein my voice.

Shewouldn’t look at me, and shoved a stack of chartsin my hands. “For what | did, my family
would have metorn to pieces. For my moment of weakness, do not thank me.”

| put the charts asde. “ Explain that to me.”

“Mean, what do you?’

“Why did you make avow to kill me?’

Zdlaturned and gtarted for the inpatient berths, then stopped. Without looking at me, she
removed her headgear. “ They killed eight members of the crew, when the Hsktskt boarded the Perpetua
. My genitor, one of them was.” Shelooked back at me. “1 swore to avenge him, that iswhy.”

“I see” I'd never been told about the deaths. “I’m sorry. | didn’t know.”

“Youresponsible, | held.”

| pushed the hair from my brow, and tried to think of what to say. Only the truth mattered. “I
weas”

“Youwere, yes.” She retreated to the berths and began her vitals checks on the patients.

| could wallow in the guilt, or | could work. | ended up doing both.

To my utter astonishment, | discovered hafway through my firgt shift that Noarr wasright. A
Hsktskt centuron who reported for aminor laceration questioned my presence, only to accept the bland
excuse completely. No one el se bothered to ask.

Maybe the Hsktskt didn’t run quite as tight aslave-depot as they thought they did.

FurreVa sinfants had gained control of two limbs and were now confined to her chamber. The
infants toddled and crawled around a* playpen” made of two quasi-quartz walls with plasted panels
clamped between them. Inhibitor webbing kept the kids from crawling out. During my house call, |
checked the healing grafts on her back, then asked if she had reviewed the text data on the reconstructive
urgery.

“I have.” She handed the data chart back to me. “ Although | am not versed in the terminology, it
seems very ambitious.” Shelooked over the web at her young. “ Dangerous, aswell.”

“You've put your lifeinmy handsbefore” | said. “1 can do this procedure safely. But ultimately
thedecisonisyours.”

“I do not wish to look like this’-she touched her face-“for the balance of my existence.”

I'd take that to beayes. “Thenwe ll doit.”

She removed severa containers of what looked like synthetic, pulp-laden blood from her prep
unit. “1 must feed my brood.” She set them agood foot apart from each other inside the “playpen.”

| didn’t want to watch the babies durp that up, so | |eft and went on to my own chamber. Jenner
waswaiting for me, and | programmed amuch more civilized med for my “baby.”

“Dried catfish bitsfor you, lucky guy.” | set down the large server. | wasn't hungry, so | headed
for my pallet. The chime of anincoming sgna startled me- | hadn’t noticed the new com console
someone had ingdled in my quarters. Sowly | went over to answer it.

What if it's Reever, and he wants to know how | got out of that pit?



Taking apage from Noarr’ s book, | decided to tell my Lord and OverMaster that TssVar had
released me.

Speak of the Hsktskt. TssVar's gleaming eyes coa esced onto the vidisplay, and | took an
involuntarily deep breath. “ OverLord?’

“Dr. Torin. You will report to Compound Command tomorrow.”

“For what reason?’

“Pre-trade ingpection.” He terminated the signal before | could ask another question.

“Well, that tellsmealot.”

“I could tdll you more.”

| whirled around to see Reever standing at my door pand. “Learn how to knock, will you?’

“I ordered you confined to the isolation pit for fourteen rotations.” Reever walked in and closed
the door. “How isit that you are released after only five?’

“Apparently OverLord TssVar needs mefor thispre-trade business.” It wasn't redlly alie. And |
could get back out of that pit, if he threw me back downinit. But if he noticed my PIC had hesled and
vanished again-the edge of my palet hit the back of my legs, and | stopped shuffling away from him.
“What do you want?’

“Thetruth.”

“Thet'sit.”

“You'reafraid of me,” he said, asthough it was some huge revelation. “Why? Because of
GothVar? What did hedo to you?’ | gave him anironic stare. “What did he do to you on the ship?’

“I haveto get some deep now.” | sat down and pulled back the linens. Torn and bloodstained, |
noticed, and shuddered.

“I know why you don’'t wish to talk about it.” Reever sounded amost sympathetic. No, | was
tired, and my earsweren't functioning correctly. “1 endured asimilar ordedl. | can help you.”

I’d thought I d felt every feasible emotion toward Reever-didike, affection, infatuation, and
abhorrence. Apparently not.

| gazed at Reever’ s hands. *Y ou want to sympathize, isthat it? Tell meall about your tragic
childhood?” Something trickled into my veins, something hot and fast. “Y ou endave me, bring meto this
godforsaken rock, throw me down apit to starve to death, and now you want to help me?’

Hisbrows drew together. “1 ordered you be given daily rations.”

| stretched out on my pallet, every muscle coiled with outrage. He genuinely expected meto
believe that waste. “| need to deep. Go harass someone dse.”

“| saw you after GothVar branded you here and on the ship. Thisunnatura reaction you've
experienced will require trestment.”

The man smply had adeath wish. | flung an arm over my eyes. “And when did you graduate
Med-tech, Dr. Reever?’

“I understand how you fed.”

“What?" | jJumped up and went after him. Both of my palms dammed into his chest, sending him
staggering back. “Y ou, understand me?'Y ou think you know how | feel ? Y ou’ ve never understood the
firgt thing about me. Y ou don't fed anything. Y ou look human, but that’ sal!”

“I’ve never been human.” He seized my hands before | could hit him again. “Neither have you.
That, | understand.”

There was another of thoselong, silent intervas between uswhere alot could have been said and
wasn't. Helet gofirst. | went back to my pallet. | didn’t look at him again, and only when the door panel
opened and closed, did | findly relax enough to bury my facein my pillow, and wish I’d let Duncan
Reever die back on K-2.

| stopped by the infirmary on my way to report to TssVar the next day, only to find the entire
assessment areatrashed and Pmohhi treating Vlaav for asprained elbow.

“| tried to stop them,” the Saksonan said, and moaned as | took over from the nurse and
assessed him. “ They indsted they were here, that we were hiding them.”

“More prisonersmissing?’ | glanced at the League nurse, who nodded. FurreVawas't in any



shapeto do this. “Which one of the lizards wasin charge?’

“The one with no brow.”

“That doesit.” | wrapped Vlaav'sarm and encased it with a soft splint, then went over to the
console and signaled Reever.

He regarded me with evident disapprova. “Why have you not reported to Command?’

“Becausethat idiot GothVar trashed my infirmary, that’ swhy.” | calculated how much damage
had been done. “Half the equipment isruined. Replaceit, and get some of your precious lizards down
hereto clean up themess. Then I'll report to Command.”

“Report now. | will seeto theinfirmary.”

| waited until the centurons showed up before | |eft anyway. Let Reever and TssVar stew about
my insubordination, | thought as | scomped off to Command.

A centuron intercepted me on the way, and directed meto follow him. We caught up to TssVar
as he headed to the outer perimeter structures.

“You arelate,” he said as soon as he saw me.

“Y our guardstrashed my infirmary,” | said. “What isthis pre-trade inspection you want meto
perform?’

“Thetradersnow insst dl daves beinspected and certified disease free before they leave
Catopsa” Before | could formulate areply to that, the OverLord cast alarge yellow eyein my direction.
“Do not think to falsaly certify any of them unfit for trade, Doctor, or | will close down your infirmary.”

So much for Strategy Number One. “What if | don’'t want to do these inspections?’

“I will dosedown theinfirmary until you do.”

And Number Two. “How many prisoners are you sdlling today?’

“A smdl group. Fifty.”

There were more than fifty traders waiting in the huge trade commons when we entered. No sign
of the merchandise, though. TssVar ordered the guard to take me into another chamber off themain
structure, and there | found the prisoners waiting to be sold. The guard handed me a scanner and a data
pad.

“Ingpect them, and send them out when you arefinished. Detain any who are unfit for sde.”

The centuron went back out to the commons. The daves all looked at me with varying degrees of
despair, disgust, and outright hatred.

| squared my shoulders. “Do you know what happensto unfit daves?’ Severa of the group
made affirmative gestures. “ Good. Let’ s get started.” Since no one appeared to be anxious to volunteer,
| pointed to a handful of prisoners. “Y ou, you, and you. And you two over there. Come here, oneat a
time, please.”

Thefirst shuffled over. It was aWhelikkian abino, and looked on the thin sde. A quick scan
revealed some minor malnourishment, but no disease. “Okay.” | recorded the results on the data pad.
“What' syour name?’

“SkaGruv,” themaesaid in asullen tone, Hiswhite hide turned faintly pink. “What doesit
meatter?’

“I’m going to make arecord of your names and who they sell you to.” | glanced at the doorway,
then risked keeping my headgear on. “ Keeping meticulous records isimportant. I’ m going to need
names, planet of origin, your last assgnment, and anything else you may think pertinent. Y ou never know
who might get achanceto look at these facts.”

That wasthe most | could say, but the Whelikkian understood as soon as | took out the other
data pad I’ d dipped in my tunic pocket, and copied the data over to it.

“Whelikkia, AcaNok territories. Taken during atrade jaunt in the Hutillo Quadrant,” hetold me.
“My ship wasthe Ral Ber. All forty crew members survived and were brought here.”

| gave him areassuring smile. “Thanks.”

It took another two hoursto do al the inspections, and record all the data. Two of the prisoners
| asked to wait to one side while | finished with the others. Once | was aone with them, | used the data
pad to trandate my Terran diagnosisinto their language.



| assume you know what’swrong, | keyedin. |’ ve altered your records and have certified
you asfit. I'msorry, but the truth is, you only have a few rotations | eft, at the most.

One of the ruddy-faced Isdth-io humanoids exchanged a sgnificant glance with itsfriend, then
took the data pad and typed in an inquiry. Why do you not tell the beasts?

| don’t work for them, | typed. | figured you didn’t want to die on this rock, either.

They both nodded, touched their delicate hands to mine, then walked out to the trade platform.
To the untrained eye, they both looked extremely healthy. They weren't, athough they had been: for
nearly four centuries, the entire length of their species naturd life span. Soon-very soon-they would both
be dead of natural causes-old age.

| finished saving the data to my spare data pad and followed them. What | saw made me stand in
the doorway and stare.

All fifty daves had been placed on an elevated grav-platform that was hovering a meter off the
ground. The enormous stage made a s ow route around the chamber, and traders peered eagerly at the
prisoners sanding onit.

The pre-auction viewing. The sight filled me with disgust, and | wished | could walk out. Only |
couldn’'t. I had to fakeinterest so | could stay and hear every dave' s destination, record it, and hopeto
somehow get it off Catopsaand to the nearest League Authority. The League might not want to ded with
me, but they would certainly go after every one of theworlds dedling in daves.

The bidding began as soon as the platform landed and the Hsktskt brought the prisoners
forward, two at atime. A large display screen kept track of the electronic offers, and noted each final
bid. | kept my eyesfixed on that as| input the same into my persond data pad.

Bastards.

Some of the prisoners wept and pleaded, and it got harder to keep my focus on the display.
Centurons had to drag others off the platform to turn them over to their new “Masters.” Females cringed
as knowing hands ran over them. Maes swore asther limbs were inspected for strength and flexibility.
By the time the trading was through, | was shaking.

Alunthri had endured this. Maybe | would, too.

“Have you completed the ingpection records?’ the OverLord asked from behind me.

“Yes” | swiftly switched the data pads, then turned.

TssVar was accompanied by an oddly dressed, smaller Hsktskt. A female, judging by the brow
markings|’d cometo recognize. She returned my scrutiny.

“Here.” | handed him the pad the guard had given me, and watched the traders hustling the daves
they’ d purchased from the commons. “1'll get back to the infirmary now.” And throw up in privete.

“Youwill berequired to perform these ingpections at adl future trade sessons.”

“Bedill my heart.” | didn’t bother to hide my aversion.

“Sheispunier than | remember,” the femae said suddenly. “But her insolence has not changed.”

A clear memory of the samelow, rough voice screaming a me dispelled some of my tenson.

“Y ou'rein amuch better mood than the last time | saw you, Mom.”

TssVar made an impatient sound that expressed his opinion of femaes. “My mate, Ugessva.”

“CrreeVar.” UgessVahailed another Hsktskt coming toward us, and tapped me with the end of
onelimb. “Here are others you may recognize, Doctor.”

A clugter of beingsdmost astdl as| wastrailed after CrreeVar, who was wearing amae
verson of UgessVa sgarment. Identical to Hsktskt, only shorter, they wore short, kilted tunics and were
hissing and arguing among themselves. I’ d seen infant Hsktskt, and the adult versions, but never had
encountered the in-between ages.

Of course, my brain kicked in. These were the quintuplets |’ d delivered back on K-2.

At thedght of their sire, dl five cameto ahdt and fdl into aslent, Sraight line.

“The brood appearsfit, Nurturer,” TssVar said after subjecting the kids to a thorough inspection.
The largest of the brood peered at me and made a chuffing sound. *Y ou wish to say something,
ChrreechovVa?’

Oh, God, TssVar's mate had kept her promise and named the poor kid after me. No wonder the



girl looked like she wanted to kick something.

The five-and-a-haf-foot tal female gazed seadily in my direction. “Thisfemadeismy Designate,
Over-Lord, isit not?

“Yes. ThisisDr. Cherijo Torin. Y ou may make your greeting.”

Thefemae waked out of the line and approached me, her tongue flickering congtantly as she
tasted my air. “ Thereis not much to her, isthere, Nuturer?’

UgessVawaved alimb. “ Sheis Terran; they are adiminutive species.”

“I greet you, Designate Chrreecho,” ChrreechoVasaid, and dapped alimb against my shoulder.
“Y our nameisdifficult to articulate.”

Y eah, well, shewas only about ayear and ahdf old. And strong, too, judging from thethrob in
my upper arm. “1’m sorry they stuck you withiit.”

“Do not please you?” She struck astraighter stance. “1 am the Dominary among my
brood-sblings. They defer to meindl things.”

“Youlook likeanicekid.” When shedidn’t get that, | tried again. “Y ou please me very much.”

Shetried to imitate my smile, then looked up at her mother. “Why does she bare her teeth like
that, Nurturer?’

“It isan expression of gpproval. Her kind have an annoying mobility to their facia muscles.”
UgessVaturned to address me. “ Our Dominary excels during her educationd intervas.”

Better than being lousy a school. “That’sgood.”

“We must not detain your sire” CrreeVar, who | figured was asort of male nanny, herded the
kids along. Before she disappeared around a corner, ChrreechoVagave me alast, lingering stare.

“Nicekids.” | waved. “They look likethey' re thriving.”

“They are.” UgessVa seemed disgruntled about something. “My Dominary wishesto bea
physician. That should gratify you, Terran.”

| chuckled. Oddly enough, it did.

| left OverLord TssVar to play Happy Family with his brood and headed back to the infirmary.
No guards followed me, which was agood thing. Halfway there amirrored door opened into the
corridor and atall, shrouded figure beckoned to me.

“Noarr?’ | glanced quickly around, then hurried into the aperture. The quasi-quartz pand swung
shut behind me. “What are you, nuts? Someone will catch you!”

“I need your help.” Without another word he grabbed my hand with hisflipper and pulled me
down another narrow tunnel. Around one bend another figure stood waiting-Wonlee.

“What are you doing here?’ | looked from the League Lieutenant to my silent companion.

“There are five who must be removed from the infirmary,” Noarr told me.

“Five what? Petients?’

“Yes. We need your help getting them off the planet, Doctor,” Wonlee said.

“How?'

Wonlee handed Noarr asyrinpress, which the dienfilled from avid of colorlessliquid then
extended to me. “ The guards moved them to inpatient berths while you were at the trading session. Inject
each of them with twenty unitsof this, then certify their deaths”

| stepped back, banging my shouldersinto awal. “1’'m not killing anyone.”

“Youwon't kill them,” Wonlee said. “Thefluid will dow their metabolisms and mask their life
sgnsfor severd hours. Hskiskt use the same when preparing to enter cryogenic suspension.”

“Adrenlatyne?’ | snatched the syrinpress away from Noarr the moment he nodded. “Do you
know how lethd thisdrug is?’ Neither of them appeared terribly concerned. “Why risk killing them just
to make them look dead? How are you going to get them off the planet? What' sthe big hurry?’

Noarr and the Lieutenant glanced at each other.

Niceto betrusted. | dropped the instrument in my tunic pocket and planted my fists on my hips.
“Someone had better start talking, or I’ m going to try this stuff out on one of you.”

Wonleg s spinesrose, but almost at once he sighed and leaned back against thewall. “1 have
been assigned to recycling.” Heinclined his head toward Noarr. “Once | retrieve the bodies, he will use



the tunnelsto remove them from the compound.”

Timefor tal, dark, and tattoo-faced to do some explaining, so | pivoted and addressed him.
“What are you going to do with them?’

“One of the salvage merchants worksfor me. He will place the prisonersin suspension, relocate
them to their homeworld, and seeto it they receive the medical trestment they need.”

| fingered the applicator. “Why thesefive prisonersin particular?’

“The reproductive inhibitors have created atoxic reaction in their species. Without treatment on
their homeworldswith native pharmaceuticas, they will die within the next rotation.”

“All right.” | gave Noarr ahard look. “1f you'relying to me, | swear, | will make you the most
miserable being on thisrock.”

“That will bedifficult to do,” Wonlee said.

| turned on him. “Not for me, pa.”

It took time to get out of the tunnel undetected and back to the infirmary. Once | wasthere, | had
to convince Zdlaand Vlaav to go back to their chambers early. That required me to stage a professiona
temper tantrum.

“Doctor, you were ahaf an hour late dispensing meds. These dressings are adisgrace, nurse.
And if | see one more patient developing berth sores, I’ m going to find alarge, blunt object and start
beating you both over the head with it. Get out of here, now.” Vlaav started making excuses, while my
bad-tempered nurse began sputtering. “ Shut up! Just go-get out!” | yelled.

They both left, justifiably upset with me. I’ d gpologize to them later, | promised mysdlf. Now |
had to get Noarr’ sfive patients prepped and isolated. | pulled the charts and located them. They were
grouped with the female meningitis patients. Since | hadn’t performed rounds since my return, the sight of
them made me gasp.

Five eight-limbed, dusk-colored bodies lay huddled benegth therma wraps. One of the femaes
rotated an eye cluster toward me, and buzzed something unintelligible.

Evidently TssVar hadn't returned all the Aksdllan captivesto Clyvos.

| set up privacy screens, then made quick examinations of dl of them. They were uniformly
battered, limbs bruised, carapaces cracked in severd areas. No inhibitor drug in the world did this kind
of damage.

Noarr appeared beside me. “ Have you administered the adrenlatyne?’

| whirled around and jammed the syrinpress againgt his broad neck. “What did you do to them,
you lying sneke?’

A moment later | was Sitting on my backside on the floor, and Noarr was administering the drug
to thefirst Aksdlan femae. Whatever he' d done to me had bruised my wrist, elbow, and dignity, among
other things. That didn’'t mean | was going to St there and et him murder my patients.

| pushed mysdf up and flung mysdf directly at him. And found myself dangling afoot off the
floor, suspended by afistful of tunic.

“Either help me,” he said, “or stay out of my way.”

What he meant was, trust him. | had little reason to do so. Y et every ingtinct insde mewas
inclined to do just that. | swiped at the syrinpress. “Put me down. I'll doit.”

He shadowed me as | infused each of the females with the drug. Another hidden door openedin
the back of theinfirmary, and Wonlee emerged.

“Are you done? | must report back to the centuron before | am missed.”

“Go.” | ran ascan on thefive femaes and falsified death recordings for each of them. Noarr
hovered, watching me. “ That meansyou, too, Zorro.”

“Zorro?’

“ Another demented male with a hopeless mission. Go on. Get out of here.”

Noarr and Wonlee |eft the way they came. | went to the console and signaled for arecycler crew
to come and retrieve the not-quite-dead corpses. While | waswaiting for them to arrive, | finished
rounds and tried not to wonder if I’ d done the right thing.

Acting nonchalant as Wonlee and two other daves camein to remove the Aksdlanswasn't easy.



The Lieutenant didn’t look at me, but something waswrong. | could fed it.

“Doctor.”

The hair on the back of my neck rose as| turned. “OverMaster HalaVar.” | gave Reever what |
prayed was a convincingly snotty scowl. “ Surely you don’t need medical trestment. That would convince
methereisaGod.”

“I| wasinformed of the Aksdllan deaths.”

He regarded the crew removing the bodies, and stopped one litter to lift the therma cover and
ingpect the motionlessform. It gave metime to raise some mental walls, just in case he decided to resort
to one of hismind-control tricks.

“Asyou see, arachnids don’t respond well to reproductive controllers.” | yanked the cover back
over the patient. “Have some common decency and respect the dead, will you?

Hewasn't about to let it go. “ There was nothing you could do for them?”

“Not athing.” Terror should have paralyzed me, made me stutter, something. Instead | lied my
way through a concise, completely fal se postmortem report. “ Maybe you should reconsider using
chemicd inhibitors on your merchandise. It’ skilling them faster than you can sdl them,” | said, asan
afterthought.

Naturaly he had an annoying comeback ready. “Y ou would prefer to see smdl children torn
from their parents and sold to the highest bidder?’

“Isthat why you wanted to get me pregnant?’ | smiled when | saw his nearly imperceptible
reaction. Digtaste? Or was it something more basic?“ Think our kid would bring agood price?’

He ignored Wonlee and the others-the whole point of my provocation-and moved closer. When
he would have touched me, | glided back a step. “1 would never sell our child.”

My face got hot again. “Let me darify this, OverMaster HalaVar . W€ re not having a child.
We're never having achild. | wouldn’t have sex with you if you werethelast Terran in existence. I'd
rather mate with GothVar. Not only would he be a better lover, but giving birth to alitter of hislittle
monsterswould be atregt versus|etting you touch me.”

The Aksdllans were gone. The centurons Reever had brought with him had left theinfirmary. It
was just me and him now, and from the set of hisjaw | could tell my lord and OverMaster wasjust a
little upset. Good. Brooding over my latest rejection would keep him from interfering with Noarr.
Recklessly | pushed past him and went to rescan one of the patients.

“Cherijo.”

The patient’ s condition hadn’t changed, and | made atotaly unnecessary chart entry noting the
same.

Reever came up behind me and tugged at the deeve of my tunic. “Y our PIC has healed over
agan.”

He must have seen it when I’ d picked up the chart. Damniit. “Y ou'll haveto brand melater,” |
sad, unable to keep my voice from shaking. “1’m busy now.”

“It doesn’t have to be thisway between us.”

| jerked my deeve down. “Oh, yesit does.”

Severd hourslater, the sght of Noarr stepping out of my storage unit made me shriek and hit the
door pand controlswith my figt.

“What are you doing?’ | looked through the wall to the corridor. * Someone will see you!”

“I wanted to see you.”

Something touched me-alarge, ridged flipper that curled over the curve of my shoulder. Then the
other. Through my tunic, | fet the warmth of contact.

“Okay, you' ve seen me.” | looked up, and the edge of Noarr’ s hood brushed my brow. “Noarr,
please”

“Y ou were angry with OverMaster HalavVar.” Hisflippers did up, and pushed into my hair.
“Why?

“How did you...” Theclip | wore unhinged and fell to the floor. “ Excuse me. What are you
doing?’



“What | have wanted to, sincefirst | saw you.” Noarr spread the soft, dense weight over my
back, then cradled my neck between hisfins. Thewarmth of his breath touched my lips. | forced my eyes
to stay open as hisface drew closer.

“You'reavery dtractivemae.”

“I thank you.”

“And thereisnoway I’m getting involved with you. .. likethis”

He gazed a me, untroubled. “No?’

“No.”

Hewasn't going to kissme. He was an dien, so he probably thought kissng was repulsive.

“Y ou’ retoo dangerous.”

“Am|?

Hedidn’t kissme. He tasted me. Pressed his mouth to my face, and his tongue rasped over my
flesh.

“Noarr?’ There was something extremely unsettling about being in this position. Not the least of
which was this sudden, bizarre sense of d§avu- like I’ d done this before. But when? With Kao?“Why
areyou, um, doing thet?’

“I wishto.” Both finsran down my back and curled around my waist to support me. He lifted his
mouth from my skin. Put it next to my ear. Whispered like alover. “I like your taste, woman.”

Good, | hadn’t made another accidentda betrothal, like I had with Kao and Xonea. Now what
was | supposed to say?

“Right... thanks” | shook my head to clear it. The scene with Reever came back to me, and |
diffened. “No. Wait. | can’'t do this.”

He set me away from him. “ Another time.”

| was in no shape to argue the point. “Sure. Right. Another time.” A thousand years from now.

He dipped out of my chamber, while| sat down weekly on the edge of my pallet and tried not to
hyperventilate.

It was arebound effect, | thought. I"d rejected Reever and Noarr had ssmply reminded me of
Kao for amoment. That wasdll.

| hoped.

Pulling off Noarr’ s audacious scheme gave me plenty to think about. What we' d accomplished
thistime could work again. For the first time since I’ d landed on Catopsa, | allowed mysdlf to hope.

| decided not to confide in Zellaand Vlaav, who accepted my apology for chasing them off. Not
without some fuss, of course. The Saksonan worried that my attitude would get the staff sold off to
traders. The nurse was smply irritated about being yelled at.

“Textbook perfect, those dressingswere,” she said, thumping down an instrument tray with
unnecessary force.

“You'reright, they were.” | checked the dwindling stock of preserved synplasmaand wrote up
ordersto produce what | hoped we wouldn't have to use. * Pardon me for venting my spleen on you.”

Zdld s suspicious gaze changed. “Entitled, | supposeyou are.”

“Gee, thanks.” | saw anumber of Lok-Tedl crawling around the occupied berths and sighed.
“Do meafavor, Zel. Take those blobs off the patients, before someone starts shrieking again.”

FurreVareported for thefirst of the craniofacial surgeries|’d planned. After going over the
procedures with her onelast time, | had Zdlaprep her for theinitia procedure. Vlaav volunteered to
assig as| performed the exploratory and neurologica repairs.

“What caused the trauma?’ The Saksonan asked as | carefully peded the damaged muscles
away from the underlying crania sructure.

“A large, bladed weapon, from thelook of things.”

| scanned her brain tissue, and wondered once more why the big female had refused to tell me
exactly how she' d gotten the injury. Whatever had hit her had been a centimeter shy of killing her
outright. “We' Il ded with the brain damage fird-that’ s minima-then see if we can't fix the distortion to the
cranium.”



Relieving the pressure on the brain caused by scar tissue took only afew minutes. Repairing the
skull itsdf wasthered chdlenge.

Due to the nonunion hesling of the original trauma, | had to redlign and graft al the bones
involved, from above the orbita rim down through the nasa arch and into the mandible. I’ d never done
such extensive resetting-but I’ d never seen a patient survive such awound, either. | had Vlaav attach one
of the pre-adapted reconstruction plates, and explained how they would hold the rebroken bones
together as the transplanted osteogenic cellstook hold.

| closed theincison and carefully placed the Hsktskt female€ s huge head in a support halo.
“Oncethe crania bonesetter stabilizesthe traumasdites, I |l get Sarted on the nerve and soft tissue
repairs.”

Vlaav was utterly fascinated by the proposed work, and asked if he could assist on dl the
recongtructive procedure. “I’ ve learned more watching you cut today than | did in my first two years at
Medtech.”

“Sure.” | ripped off my gloves and mask to grin. “Only next time, you'll have to do some cutting
yourself.”

| saw Wonlee afew days after the dave auction, and he confirmed that the Aksdllan females had
been successfully smuggled off the planet. Since the Hsktskt didn’t count how many bodies actudly went
into huge disposal units, he told me, no one would discover the hoax.

“Thenwe can do thisagain.” | thought of the many ways| could smulate death among the
various species that made up the dave population. Many would only need a chemical nudgeto gointo a
natura state of hibernation. “How do | get in touch with Noarr?’

“I don't know.” The Lieutenant glanced at the hidden door at the back of theinfirmary. “He has
aship hidden somewhere outside the compound. Uses the tunnelsto come and go as he pleases.”

Not if he was counting on using me as part of hisunderground. “We'll just see about that.”

“Dr. Torin.” Zdlaappeared, with one arm around the Terran who' d rescued Jenner. He swayed
on hisfeet, and a short gash across his chin was bleeding fredly down his neck. “ This man needs
immediate ettention.”

Wonlee dipped out of theinfirmary as| dedlt with Gagl Kdly’swound. Oncewe d eased him
down onto an exam table, | did athorough brain scan. From the readings, | surmised someone had
swiped at him with claws or another sharp object. Sharp enough to partially severe the inferior quadratus
labii muscle. Readings aso indicated dight malnourishment and moderate dehydration.

“Start aglucose infusion, and get that suture tray over here, Zd.” | irrigated the wound and wiped
the blood from Gadl’ sjaw and throat. As| did, | surreptitioudy removed his headgear and mine. “They
throw you in the confinement pit?’ He nodded and grimaced as | applied the topica anesthetic. “Were
you released, or do you have to go back?’

“I’'m foostering, for now.” His bright gaze did to the open door pand, where two guards were
lounging, then back to me while his voice dropped to amurmur. “ Have you heard about this chancer?
Cdlshimsdf Noarr.”

There were too many centuronsin the vicinity for me to have adiscussion about my new dly,
even without the monitored headgear on. “No, | haven't.” At the sametime, | glared at Gaedl, then moved
my eyestoward the waiting guards. The suture laser hummed as | activated the beam and started
repairing the muscle damage. “ Don’t move, don't talk, or you'll end up with an ugly profile” After | was
donewith the delicate work, | sealed the wound. *“Okay. Now what smacked you in the face?’

“One of the thicks.”

“Thicks?’

He gave meawry grin. “An OverCenturon.”

“Soped brow, short temper, hates Terrans?’

“That' sthe one.” Gadl reached up to finger his chin, and | dapped his hand.

“No poking.” | serilized the outer derma once more, then put asmall aerated dressing over the
fresh sutures. “Let’ s get you over to aberth. Y ou' re going to be staying with usfor aday or two.”

As| helped him to hisfeet, Gadl leaned forward to whisper againgt my hair. “Mind yoursdlf, dote



. The thicks have a deeveen among the prisoners, Spying for them. This chancer could be the one.”

I’d learned blind trust could be lethd, | thought as| got Gael settled in. Perhaps hope was just as
deadly.

A much-needed interva of calm prevailed over the next week. FurreVa s bone grafts took, and
Vlaav and | continued with the reconstructive work. The meningitis patients showed astonishing,
collective improvement, and | knew I’ d soon be able to discharge the healthiest back to the generd
population. Not that | wasin any big hurry to do that. Far as| was concerned, they could remain
inpatients aslong asthey liked. Gadl’ s chin healed without complications, and he practically demanded to
be released.

“Sck of pulling me plumb, I am.”

“Okay. But do meafavor,” | said as| wrote up his discharge notes. “ Study up on standard
Terran, will you?1 can’'t understand half the stuff you say.”

“I can speak ganTerran,” Gael told me, and winked. “ Only Qirish reminds me of home, and it
isn'tinthethicks database.”

Maybe I’d study up on Celtic didects.

My elation over the success of FurreVa' s second surgery quickly dissipated as another three
prisoners were brought in, suffering from the same bacteria meningitis. Although Vlaav and | combed
over every inch of their bodies, thistrio carried no parasites. Nor was there any contamination of the
food and water samples| had brought from their cellsfor andysis.

Something had to be done. | gave Wonlee a message for Noarr to see me as soon as possible,
but the lusive dien had yet to resppear.

Then for some reason FurreV a decided she’ d had enough of the repair work, and demanded to
be released. | argued with her until she ripped the infusers from her limbs and rolled out of her berth.

“I haven’t spent two shifts putting your face back together for you to go and ruin my work!” |
yelled as she somped past me. “And | till haveto finish the cosmetic repairs, you stupid lizard!”

She paused for amoment. “1 do not want any morefixing of my face, Terran.” With that, out she
went.

Furious with mysdlf and the Hsktskt, | went over and kicked the privacy screen, which fell over.

A naked and definitely frightened Jgrap sat up and pulled Kroni into a protective hold. “Y ou may
turn me over to the beadts, but | will not permit you to harm-”

“Oh, givemeabreak.” | turned my back and stalked off.

Finding the teenagers at it again, and my inability to stop FurreVa sent me off duty in abad
mood. That's probably why | never saw the shadow move out from behind my door panel when | closed
it.

One moment | was pulling off my tunic, and sllently cursing the only hope | had; the next
something catapulted me face-firg into acrysta wall.

“Time we settled accounts, Doctor.”

Shropana.

My hands came up just in time to prevent me from cracking my skull open, but aheavy blow a
the back of my neck sent me diding to my knees. | fell over, heard Jenner yowling, and raised my heed
far enough to see the Colonel holding my furious, struggling cat by the neck.

“I understand this thing means something to you.” Hetightened his claws, and cut off Jenner’s
arway. “Asmuch asmy command meant to me, | think.”

“No...” | started to drag mysdlf up, desperate to save my pet.

Shropana stepped close enough to kick me back down onto my side, then dangled my cat above
my face. “Bid it farewell.”

Jenner’ s frantic movements dowed, and | tried again to get up. Another kick sent me spinning
over into the bottom half of my console unit. | flung my hand up, hoping to hit the sgna relay switch, but
the Colone only drove hisfoot into my albdomen once more.

“Watch, Doctor. Watch what you lovedie”

The explosion of pain made mewrithe, but | wouldn’t let mysdlf black out. | kept my eyeson



Jenner, on the weak, scrabbling movements of his paws against Shropana s grip. | had to get up, get to
him-

“Shropana.”

Pulse fire dammed into the Colondl, which sent him regling across my chamber and Jenner’ slimp
body to the floor. Reever appeared above me, pointing arifle at the League commander. Gasping for
breath, | crawled until | could reach my pet, then pulled him into the curve of my arm. My fingers spreed
over hisabdomen. Hurt but breathing. Still dive. Relief made me sob as| cradled the smdl, warm body
agangt my breedt.

“Centurons.” Reever deactivated therifle and came to stand over me. “Remove this prisoner
immediately.” He put the wegpon aside and lifted meinto hisarms.

“OverMager?’

Reever inhded sharply. “I will deal withit.” | wastoo dazed to do more than gape back up at
him. Stare at his narrowed, glittering eyes. Lipsthinned to awhite dash. The muscles dong cheekbones
and jaw were taut and flagged with adark red tinge. | couldn’t believe it. Unemotional, blank-faced
Reever showed every physical indication of being completely enraged.

It didn’t surprise me. It dumbfounded me.

At the sametime, one of the centurons hauled a semiconscious Shropanato hisfeet. “What shal
we do with thisone, OverMaster?’

Reever glanced down at me, then turned to reply. “Execute him.”

| admit, apart of me agreed. Another part wanted to watch them do it, too. But the physician
within overruled both. “No. Don't. I'm okay. Jenner’ s il dive.”

Reever’s color returned to something resembling normal. Histone remained the same-as chilling
asit had been after the Drift Nineincident. “I didn’t ask for your approval, Doctor.”

The guards dragged Shropana out of my chamber. Reever carried me over to my berth and sat
down, gtill holding mein hisarms. He ran his hands over my abdomen, and | winced as he found the two
places the L eague commander had driven hisfoot into. “I’ll take you to the infirmary.”

“Good idea, but wait.” | eased Jenner into my lap and checked him over with shaking hands. “I
think he'll bedl right, but | need to scan him and... then... | should check...”

The shock set in at last, and my teeth began to chatter. | didn’t remember much after that.
Reever evidently carried me and Jenner to the infirmary and left uswith Vlaav. My physical reaction was
of short duration, and once | re-emerged, | insisted on performing the scans on my beloved pet
persondly. Only when I’ d verified he had little more than a sore throat did | let the resident run an
abdomina seriesonme.

Reever sgnded melater from Command. “Y ou will be reassigned two guards at dl times,” he
sad.

Guilt made me snap at him. “Why? Shropana sdead. I’ ll hear Devrak coming amile away.”

“The Colonel has escaped. Report to my chamber at once.”

| reported. The support braces around my bruised ribs dug into my skin as| walked through the
door panel and confronted Reever. “We|? Did you find him yet?’

“No.” Reever rose from his console and came around toward me. Before | could stop him, he
took hold of my right arm and tugged up my deeve. “Why do you keep removing it?’

“I don't.” | wasn't going to look at my arm. | dready knew the dave code was gone. “It heds by
itsdlf. What are you doing?’

“Y ou must bear the proper designation.”

Thiswas the same man who' d ordered a prisoner executed, just for kicking me and trying to
strangle my cat?*“No. It won't work.”

“Comewith me.”

Instant, nerve-shredding fear clutched at me. My lungs strained for air. “No. | won't let you do
that to me again. It doesn’t work, Reever.” He was pushing me through the door panel and out into the
corridor. “Damn you, don’'t keep doing this to me!”

Nothing | said had any effect on him. Neither did the kicking or shrieking when he grabbed me



and dung me over his shoulder. He deposited me on my feet in achamber | hadn’t seen before (his?) and
secured the door pand before going to avery familiar-looking console.

There wasno way | could punch ahole through the plasted pand between me and freedom. |
ended up pounding on it anyway.

“Let meout of here!”

“Prepare the PIC gpplication.”

My muscleslocked. No. He wasn't going to burn me, | wouldn’t let him. There were no
handy-dandy floor clampsin here. He couldn’t burn what he couldn’t hold down.

Then something stole over me, like agentle caress. Hisvoice, indde my head.

Why are you afraid? | won’t harm you. Thefamiliar pardysisfollowed.

Oh yes, you will. | fought, pushing Reever from my mind, groping for any amount of control over
my body. Nothing worked. Hefilled my thoughts, prodding and poking a my wals, while he moved me
from the door to the console and stretched out my unmarked right arm. No. Don’'t burn me, please,
Reever, don’t, don't!

| won't let you feel the pain. An extensor clamp emerged from the console and encircled my
right wrist. Reever’ smental command became imperative. Stop fighting me.

NO no no no no no no-

A laser activated. Deep ingde mysdlf, | found an untapped source of energy and tapped intoit,
hurling what | found at Reever. Whatever it was drove him from my mind, and restored partid command
of my body. | jerked as the heat seared into my flesh, and screamed.

The concise pattern scrolling over my forearm became blurred as | fought to pull my hand free.
The clamp tightened automeatically, and something sngpped in my wrist. More pain, degper and harder,
rolled up my arm and into my chest.

Can't breathe. Frenzied straining and pulling only made the congtriction and torment worse.
Sop it, stop you're killing me!

A new voice hammered into my ears. “HdaVar. What isthis?’

“End gpplication program.” Reever caught meas| fell, and held me with one arm as he 9 gpped
me hard across the face,

My head fell back, but the sharp impact of his pam dispelled the attack, and | inhaled ahuge,
ragping gulp of air. It cleared my head enough for meto regain al my senses, and put my fiststo good
use. | hit him ashard and fast as| could. | wasn't landing any effective blows, but the pleasure of
pounding on him felt too wonderful.

Eventudly he caught both of my hands-and the flaring agony of what had to be abroken wrist
made me groan and stop twisting. “Merdly an exercisein obedience, OverLord.”

“Y ou should conduct more of them.” The Hsktskt eyed me and snorted. “ She bleeds.”

“Resigting PIC gpplication. Again.” Reever hauled me over to a storage unit and sat me down
besdeit. “Remain there, Doctor, or | will sedate you.”

The audacity of the command held me suspended in disbelief. When he removed amedical case
and began clumsly treating my burn, | snatched the topica applicator away from him. “I’ll do it myself.”

“I am pleased to find you here, Doctor.” TssVar lumbered over to watch as| cleaned the burn
and temporarily splinted my broken wrist. “News has been relayed that will be of persond interest to
you.”

“Oh?’ | clamped down on my strained emotions and gave him an uninterested glance. “The
Hsktskt are giving up on the dave-trading business?’

“Perhapswe will,” he said, and bared histeeth at my visble start, “1 believe our main resources
will berequired by thewar effort.”

| stopped strapping my wrigt. “War? With who?”

“A dgnal was received by our border stations from Fendagal XI. It was sent by the Terran who
experimented on you. He indicated the Allied League of Worldswill soon initiate an invasion of Faction
held territories

“The League is attacking the Hsktskt?" How could that many world leaders descend into



smultaneouslunacy? Sent by the Terran who experimented on you. “Joseph Grey Vel gaveyou this
information?’

TssVar would have been blind to miss my expression. “I, too, was surprised by his actions. Until
our intelligence sources on Fendaga X | reported that it was Grey Veil’ s speech before the Ruling
Council that convinced the League to declare war.”

Joseph, playing both sides of the war. Hedging his bets, or something worse?“Why are you
telling methis, OverLord?’

“Y our knowledge of this Terran and the League may prove vauable to mein the future.”

How fast could | forget everything | knew about the League? “I’ m not amilitary advisor,” | said.
“Nor do | want to be one. Remember what happened the last time | got in the middle, on Aksel Drift
Nine?’

“Y ou will not be given achanceto blow anything up thistime, Doctor.”

Reever redleased meto return to the infirmary, and | left him discussing the new threat with
TssVar. My creator had ingtigated awar with the Hsktskt, then had warned them about it. None of it
made any sense. What was he trying to do? Play both sides of the game? | knew my creator had no
scruples, but thiswas bizarre, even for him.

“Theresheis”

GothVar and severa other centurons blocked the corridor ahead of me. Since | had afresh, if
somewhat hard-to-read PIC on my arm, | wasn't too worried about him. “What do you want?’

FlatHead tossed a syrinpressto me, which | caught reflexively. “ That was brought to me. It
contains trace amounts of adrenlatyne. Explain.”

Who had turned mein?Vlaav? Zdla?“| don't know what you' re talking about.”

“Five dead Aksdlans were removed from the infirmary. Y et none of the chamber monitors show
them being transported to the disposal units. Where arethey?’

“Likel said, | haven't aclue.” | maintained my bland expression.

It didn’t work. “Take her to SrrokVar.”

PART THREE: Inquistion

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Crying Chambers

If I’d known then to whom and where | was being taken, | wouldn’t have played the cooperative
prisoner. But ignoranceistemporary bliss, and dl | felt asthe centurons marched me through the
corridorswas a sort of numb relief. Whoever SrrokVar was, | thought, hewouldn’t let FlatHead do
anything out of lineto me.

Not al the Hsktskt were pitiless sadists.

We walked past the dave tiers and through a connecting passage to another, remote
structure-the one the trustees said was guarded around the clock. The two lizards posted at the entrance
panel never permitted prisoners past that point, or so I’ d been told.

A gesture from GothVar made one of the guards open the pandl.

Insde was an areafilled with strange-looking equipment. Some | recognized-examination and
dissection tables. Electroniscopic scanners. A full forensic analyzer array. Wasthisthe Hskiskt version of
amorgue?

| had thefeding | wasn't here to perform an autopsy.

The main enclosure branched off into smaller, closed-pand corridors. Since the panelswere
closed and locked down, | couldn’t tell what lay behind them. Odd stains patterned the transparent floor,
due to the conspicuous absence of the efficient Lok-Tedl blobs. Never amold around when you needed
one. They’' d have scrubbed every surface to apristine clarity. The faint odor of urine, feces, and blood
reached my nose, and made an interna aarm go off.

Cherijo, thisis not going to be fun.



Standing in the center of the consoles and rigging was the strange Hsktskt who' d been with
HatHead when he' d branded me with the hand-laser. He was dressed in a fluid-proof garment that
vagudly reminded me of surgical gear.

“Dr. Torin.” The Hsktskt' stail appendage curled up, then down. Probably what he thought of as
abow. Or he needed to use the lavatory. “1 am Lord SrrokVar.”

Which meant he was only astep below TssVar intheranks. “Hello.” | made ashow of gazing
around me. “Nice place you have here.”

“I am pleased you think s0.” To the guards, he said, “Y ou may leave us now.”

FlatHead gave me a pointed snarl, then ushered the centurons out of the chamber. Why | wanted
to yell for them to come back baffled me.

“I'm gratified we will have the opportunity to become better acquainted.”

Maybe it was the way SrrokVar was studying me. Like | wasasmal, tasty horsd’ oeuvre. Or
maybe it was that for a Hsktskt, he was extremely erudite. The whole package gave me the creeps.

“Does OverMaster HalaVar know about this... vigt?’ It didn’t hurt to throw Reever’ snamein
thering. Just in case Mr. Erudite intended more than a getting-to-know-you session.

“If he knew you were hel ping daves escape, HalaV ar would have you placed in permanent
solitary confinement.”

Therewasthat. “1 didn’t help anyone escape, Lord SrrokVar. | tried to explain that to the
OverCenturon, but”-I lifted my shoulders and rolled my eyes- “ GothVar is not exactly fond of Terrans.”

“Only too prevaent an opinion among my kind, | fear.” SrrokVar indicated a bare metd chair.
“Sit down, please, Doctor.”

Gingerly | lowered mysdf into the seet. “Am | herefor discipline?’

SrrokVar actudly laughed-an eerie sound, coming from that inhuman throat. “No, my dear Dr.
Torin. Likeyou, | am aphyscian. My fidd of study in xenobiology. | thought we might talk and...
exchange experiences?’

He amply wanted to chat. And | wasa L arian flatworm. Still, what could | say?“All right.” |
pretended to relax in the seat while | studied his equipment array. The treadmills and spind traction rigs
garted to bug me. “We could use some of this stuff over in theinfirmary. Can | borrow afew things,
when we re through?”

“I have been informed that you treat daves and Hskiskt dike.”

“Someone sgot todoit.” | tapped my fingers on the narrow plasted chair am. “If you'rea
physician, why aren’t you attending to your people?’

“My aspirations require me to confine my effortsto research, Doctor. According to your
records, you have worked on both a League colonid world and a Jorenian star vessdl. | should liketo
hear about those experiences.”

Hewas definitely too well-spoken for alizard. | wasn't inclined to share fond memorieswith a
Hsktskt. “ That would take awhile.”

“We have sufficient time, once we clear up the matter for which you were brought here” He
tested, then adjusted the clamp on agrav-hoist. “Y ou can do so by relating exactly what happened to the
five Aksdllansremoved from your infirmary.”

“Far as| know, their bodies were taken to adisposal and incinerated.”

He extended alimb and pressed something on one of the consoles. A bright white light swept
over me, and | got to my feet. “Don’'t be darmed. It ismerely abody scan.”

| stayed on my feet and cradled my injured arm. “1’ ve been scanned before. Why now?”

He studied the resulting display data. “ Two minor carpd fractures. How did you injure your
wrig?’

Before| could reply, adoor pand did open, acenturon dragged a motionless prisoner into the
central chamber. “Lord. Thisone hasexpired.”

“As| expected.” SrrokVar picked up adata pad, made abrief entry, then flicked histongue at
the guard. “Takeit to disposa. Bring another of itskind to replaceit.”

The guard dragged the dead body out to the connecting corridor. | began dowly inching over in



the same direction.

“Well, it’ sbeen great meeting you,” | said. “And much as1’d loveto stick around, | realy have
to get back to theinfirmary.”

“Oh, no, my dear.” SrrokVar had two limbs around me before | could blink. “Y ou’ re not
leaving. Not until you give medl theinformation | require.”

| refused to panic. Panic got me broken bones and burned arms. “Like | said, Lord SrrokVar, |
didn’'t help anyone. Thosefive patients died as aresult of toxic reaction to the inhibitors they were given.
| have living patients | need to attend to.”

“Until you give me asatisfactory explanation, you will remain here” He picked me up likeadall,
trudged over, and placed me back in the meta chair. Thistime two half-circles of plasted did out and
clamped around my abdomen and thighs. Through the door panel the guard had come from, | heard the
faint sound of someone weeping.

Crying... wherehad | heard that... ?

Crying chambers, one battered prisoner had said.

Xenobiologists studied off-world species-not that there was a big demand for that career field on
Terra The distant memory of aninfamouswar crimina from amid-twentieth century conflict came back
to me. A doctor. It was discovered he' d been experimenting on interred prisoners at an infamous
concentration camp.

The stains on the floor and odd collection of equipment suddenly made sense. And me furious.

“Y ou're experimenting on prisoners, aren’t you?’

“I am determining the range of physical endurance limitations among non-Hsktskt species.”
SrrokVar returned to his console and began inputting more data. “It isvita to know which daves have
the highest physical endurance ratios, so that an appropriate trade value can be assigned to them.”

“And how do you determine theseratios?” My hands knotted into figts. “By torturing them?’

“I prefer to think of my trids astesting.” He swiveled around, and calibrated a syrinpressashe
gpproached me. “Thefew Terran trids | have conducted in the past have not yielded significant
endurance factorsin your species. However, your persond display of superior hedling ability has
intrigued me. | am looking forward to exploring it fully.”

| told him what | thought of his monstrous work as he infused me. It got harder to swear as my
tongue thickened, and the too-familiar lethargy of sedation seeped into my limbs.

“Y ou will change your mind,” he said as he released me, caught me before | fell, and began
gripping my tunic from my body. “ L et us begin with what happened to the Aksdllans.”

“Ak..s .. lans..”

Everything got hazy from there. | broke through the drugged stupor severd timesto find myself
naked, strapped down, and being subjected to a thorough physical examination.

Have to stay awake. My bleary eyeswouldn’t cooperate. Have to know what he’s doing.

When the sedative wore off, | realized | had been moved from the main chamber into asmaller
section. | glanced down. My tunic had been replaced, and my arm throbbed. The support strap on my
wrist had been augmented with a bonesetter. Asfor the PIC, it was hedling. So fast | could dmost fedl
the edges of the burn pulling together.

| had no clue asto what SrrokVar had done. Had | told him about Noarr? Had he used other
drugsto force information out of me?

A broad strap of aloy across my chest manacled meinto asirring position against onewall panel.
Another had been fastened to the back of my dave collar. | wasn’t alone. Prisoners of many different
species lined the three sdes of the chamber. A few were unconscious, the rest awake, al saring directly
a me.

“How long have | been out?’ Sounds of distress and despair erupted around me. | repeated the
guestion to the prisoner closest to me. He didn’t respond. No headgear. “ Does anyone understand me?’

“I do,” aligtless, feminine voice said. “Two hours. Perhgps alittle longer.”

| craned my head over and saw alL.eague Enggn’stunic. A humanoid female was shackled three
prisoners down from me. Dark fluid made matted patchesin her pale hair, and her face was distorted by



adozen oddly shaped lumps.

| didn’t recognize her species, but at least she spoke my language. “Were you on the Perpetua?

“No. The Stephenson.” Thethin, weary-looking female rested her bulbous head againgt the
trangparent wall. “Why are you here? | thought you were an dly of the beasts.”

“No, I'mnat. | never wes.”

Her lips spread into acynica grimace. “Y ou will be now.”

“Not me.” | tested the strength of the straps. | wasn't going anywhere.

The Ensign closed her three eyes. “ Y ou'll do anything they want, Terran. It won't get you out of
here, but you'll beg themtodoit.”

Before | could find out more, the chamber door pand did open and SrrokVar entered, dong
with three guards. He pointed to me, the femae Ensign, and the emaciated figure of abadly injured
humanoid. “ Bring these three.”

The League femae cringed. The other being wastoo far gone to offer more than alow whimper.
| lifted my gaze to SrrokVar's, and saw the avid interest glowing there.

I’d seen that look before. It made me want to empty my stomach on hisfootgear. “ Y ou don’'t
need them. Tekeme.”

“Y our observationswill proveingructiona,” he said. “ Perhaps after thetrids, you can offer more
enlightened opinions on the methods | employ.”

| redly was going to vomit. “I don't need to see you in action, thanks.”

The guard had to carry theinjured humanoid, but the League Enggn fought them. In the end, they
resorted to dragging her by the arms down the corridor. | waked behind them without protest. Watching
for achance to escape allowed me to focus on something bes des the coming horrors.

Only there were no chances.

“Doctor, if youwill resume your position there’- SrrokVar pointed to the metal chair I’'d sat in
before-“1 can begin the latest test trials.”

He actudly expected meto seat mysdlf and camly observe this sickening abomination. “No. Put
them back. | can be your test subject for today.”

“Youare”

The centurons shoved mein the chair, and one stayed to keep hisrifle trained on mewhile
SrrokVar briefly examined the first humanoid.

“Hardly worth thetime or effort, inthiscase. Still, | prefer my tridsto be comprehensive. Put him
there” Heindicated the treadmill, which had twin support clampsto hold the sagging prisoner in place.
The half-dead dien’ s body twitched spasmodicaly as he became aware of what was happening. That
was worse than hearing him scream.

“I haveinformation!” The League Ensign clawed at SrrokVar’ s gear with a desperate hand asthe
guards lugged her over to one of thetraction rigs. “Good information-you' Il be pleased thistime, |
promise. Please, please, don't do thisto me again.”

My teeth sank into my lower lip as| turned my head away. | couldn’t watch her, couldn’t be a
witnessto this. Not like this. Not helpless. “Lord SrrokVar, release these prisoners, and I’ Il jump through
whatever hoops you want meto. | swear | will. Just let them go.”

“In contragt, this speciesismodt resilient.” SrrokVar said, asif he hadn’t heard me. He even
patted the Ensgn’ s head with absent affection. “ Today we will thoroughly test her structurd limitations.”

Hewas going to tear her apart. “ Y ou'reinsane!”

Asthe centurons forced the now sobbing League fema€ slimbsinto restraint cuffs, it distracted
the one watching me. | gripped the chair’ s cold plasted arms and searched the immediate area for
anything | could use as awesgpon. The only thing within reach was a data pad, Stting near me on a utility
tray. | took it and tucked it under my arm.

“Obsarve, Doctor.” SrrokVar activated the treadmill and placed amonitor patch on the heaving
chest of the sumbling humanoid mae. He motioned to one of the guards, who positioned himself behind
the mae. “Fracture one of hislower appendages.”

The guard swung one of hislimbs back. | was hafway to the treadmill before | heard the



whipping sound and subsequent bone shatter.

“No!” Let them shoot me. “Stop!”

SrrokVar barred my path with hisbulk. “Y ou must not interfere with my test subjects, Doctor.
All I require now isyour clinica observation.”

“Get out of my way.” | tried to go around him, but he was bigger and faster. The Endgn’s shrieks
increased in intengity asthe traction rig gears whined. | saw that counterweights had been programmed to
pull her body infour different directions. “Y ou can't do thisto them!”

“I'mascientist.” SrrokVar folded two limbs across his broad chest. “ Surely you can appreciate
how valuable the knowledge | gainisfor the Faction. Now, if you'll observe the Unochew mae, he
manages to support his entire body weight on asingle appendage. Quite well, asit happens. However,
his species has no natura endorphins, which creates-”

| jammed the corner of the data pad into one of SrrokVar’'s eyes, darted around him and saw the
humanoid mae s unconscious body being dragged backward by the treadmill track. | lunged for the
control pane to the traction rig, and managed to dam my fistsinto the keypad before the first pulse burst
over my back.

SrrokVar had me removed to the genera holding cdll, and |eft me there for an undeterminable
amount of time. The Unohew male never returned, and the newly battered League female sat curled over
and wept incoherently.

| wasfurious. Sick. Frantic to find away to prevent thisanima imitating aphysician from
continuing hisrevolting work. | wasn't going to Sit there, stare at my footgear, and wonder how long it
would take to die, like the others.

No, | had to stop this madness. But how?

The sight of two new prisoners being brought in snared my attention, especialy when SrrokVar
directed the centurons to manacle each on ether sde of me.

Wonlee-and Gael Kelly.

“Up your swiss, you ceffler,” the Terran said as he fought the claws restraining him. Oncethe
Hsktskt had departed, the rage faded from his narrow face and concerned green eyes met mine. “How’s
theform, dote?’

The ache in my back was nothing compared to the vile taste in my mouth. What was SrrokVar
using on me?*“The form hurts, Irishman. How did you two get thrown in here?”

Wonleg s spines grated againgt the restraints as he tested them. * Someone informed the beasts of
our escape attempt.”

“The Lieutenant here and | tried to do aflit to the surface. Snared rapid, we were,” Gael said.
“Scabby thicks were dready there, by God, waiting for us.” He shook his head sadly. “ And after |
warned your hardchaw friend here to whist-"

“I had to tell my comrades, in the event wefailed.” Won's clawed feet tapped an impatient
rhythm againgt the quasi-quartz floor. “They wouldn’t betray us.”

“Someone did, boyo.” Gael banged his head back against the wall. “ This place makes me want
to bolt. What manner of mortdler are they inflicting on these poor knackers?’

| wasn't looking forward to telling him. For amoment, | closed my eyesand tried to think. Did
Reever know | was here? Would he even care?* The onein chargeis called SrrokVar. HE storturing
davesand cdling it research.”

Wonlee made a strangled sound of frustration. “How do we get out of here?”

| watched as guards regppeared and one of them came toward me. My stomach solidified into a
cold, clenched knot as my restraints were released. “1 wish | knew.”

Mogt of the drugsin my system wore off over the next hours as SrrokVar conducted hisfirst
series of tolerance testson me.

The tests gppeared deceptively mild at first. The Hsktskt compelled meto run the treadmill at
various peeds, then stand in atiny envirodome while the internal temperature went from arid to freezing.
Uncomfortable, but not painful. Not until the guards removed the bonesetter and strapped my wristsinto
two smdll rings suspended from agrav-hoist. SrrokVar raised me afew feet off the floor, and my own



weight put immediate, searing stress on my broken carpa bones.

“Tell me about the Aksdllans, Doctor.”

“I'vetold youwhat | know.” | wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, | thought, sweet pouring down
my face. “By the way, are we nearly done? I’ m rather tired of hanging around.”

SrrokVar looked up from his console. “Humor as a pain-management device, Doctor?’

“A nap’-| clenched my teeth againgt the strain- “works better.”

Hewalked over and clamped two more restraints around my ankles. Apparently they were
hooked up to some kind of winch, because they began pulling, and the rings around my wrists grew
tighter. Something inside me made an audible pop. | screamed. Fresh pain expanded through my right
leg.

“Discouraging, thesefragilejoints of yours,” SrrokVar said as he scanned the knee and hip that
now throbbed in unison. They hurt more than my broken wrist-not thet | was going to tell him that.
“Altogether very smpleto didocate.”

“Is... two... enough?’

“I’m not concerned with the number, Doctor.” He completed the scan and circled around me.
“How they hedl, however, isof greet interest to me.”

Knowing that didn’t make it easier to keep quiet. “You're... a... maniac.” Blood welled from
theindgde of my cheek; I’ d bitten through it trying not to shriek. Something else popped, and my vison
narrowed abruptly. I’ d pass out now, | thought, grateful for my body’ s response to the unbearable
abuse. My head sagged for amoment, then | choked as a splash of icy water hit mein the face.

“Y ou will remain conscious, Doctor.”

“Don't... think... so...”

“I have the proper stimulants, once dousing you failsto work.”

| shut out hisface and voice, and pulled back deep within myself. He could keep me awake and
al my sensesworking, but my mind didn’t have to stay connected with them. The dark, hidden place I’ d
falen into once before beckoned, and | rushed to it, grateful for the respite.

About time.

Maggi€ s voice drifted from the edge of that safe abyss, and | halted, wary of what that meant.

Am | dead again?

The sound of afaint snort. Get your skinny backside in here, Joey. Pronto.

Eighteen years of obedience sent me hurtling into the nameless haven, and | tumbled down the
long passage until | landed in the featureless blackness that held only the sense of the woman I’ d thought
of asmy only mother.

Maggie?

You'rein big trouble, kiddo. C' mon, we' ve got some serious talking to do.

The last two timeswe d donethis, I’d landed in the tavern digtrict back on Terra, then my own
bedroom. So when colors and sounds bloomed around me to form my Medtech freshman anatomy
class, | wasn't exactly surprised.

What shocked me was seeing Maggie up in front of the empty classroom, instead of Professor
Larson, who' d taught me to know and recognize every inch of the human body insde and out. She wore
an educator’ stunic one sizetoo smdl, and clattered over toward me on the high, thin-heeled footgear
she'd dwaysloved. Thelocket I'd given her for her last birthday gleamed around her neck.

“Things are not looking good for you, baby,” she said as she pulled anillegdl cigarette out of her
breast pocket and lit it by bending over one of the Bunsen units. She drew the smoke in and released it
with along, dow sigh before smiling at me. “I’m glad you found your way here, though.”

| put the student pack | was carrying on the nearest table and sat down on astool. My nose
wrinkled. “Isthiswhere | get to spend eternity? Back in Medtech, listening to Professor Larson recite the
number of musclesin the maxillary region?”

Maggie coughed out alungful of smoke, gave me anirritated glare, then stubbed out the
cigarette. “Not according to the plan, Joey.”

“Oh? And exactly what is thisplan?’



“For meto know, and you to find out.” She winked. “Now, let’s dedl with the nasty Situation a
hand. How the hell did you end up with Dr. Mengele out there? Never mind, | dready know. Timeto
make some tough choices, kiddo.”

| heard digtant, agonized screaming and knew it was coming from me. Not in any hurry to get
back to that, | crossed my legs and regarded my surrogate mother patiently. * Such as?’

“He sgoing to find out he can't kill you.” Maggie went over to thewall pand and activated the
ingructiona display. A full Terran femae anatomical chart appeared on the screen. “Look at dl these
weird names. Christ, how do you pronounce that one? And check the rest of this out. Who knew these
people had al thisjunk packed under their skins?’

“Maggie.” | waited until | had her attention. “Why can’'t he kill me?’

“Oh. Yeah.” She switched off the digplay and gave me another brilliant grin. “I1t’ sthe same
reason those disgusting PIC burns keep healing up and disappearing.”

“My immune sysem.”

“Y ou’ ve got the motherlode when it comes to immune systems, baby. It'swhat makes you
immortd.”

“Immorta.” Wdl, | was hdlucinating, what did | expect?*” Cute, Maggie. Nothing isimmortal .”

“You are. Think about it, Cherijo. Why didn’t you die on K-2?'Y ou contracted the core virus
from the cat-fellow Karas. What about while you were on the Sunlace? Y ou died twice on Tonetka' s
table. That’s not even counting the times you overdosed, got burned, stopped your heart, and took al
that radiation, remember?’

She' d told me before, during adream I’ d had on the Sunlace. You won't die, baby. “ So you're
sying | can't die? Ever?’

“Nope.”

| sat inslencefor long time. Then | asked her, “Does my fa- my creator know about this?’

“Sure. Joseph tried to kill you a couple of timeshimsdlf.” Maggie shook her head sadlly. “I kept
telling him it was hopdless, but did he listen to me? Noooooo. ..”

“Youdidn't try and stop him.” Why it didn’t anger me was atotal mystery. | wastoo busy
rearranging certain events over the last two yearsin an entirely new order. “I’ d wondered how Joseph
convinced the League to come after me when everything he'd done wasillegal. He told them about this.”

“Y ou' re his blueprint for everlasting life, Joey. Which brings usto our other problem-if the lizards
do figure out you can’t be killed, that would be bad.”

Yes, it would. “So how do | get out of this?’

“Duncan is coming for you.” Maggie shook her head. “Late, of course-he' sjust discovered
you' ve been taken-but he' Il come. Y ou do whatever he says, Cherijo.”

| laughed. “1 don’t think s0.”

My former hired companion exploded with rage. “Y ou want to let that animal out there torture
you for weeks, months, years? Because that’ swhat will happen, Joey. He'll keep you for aslong asit
takesto satisfy his curiosity-and that' sendless. Y ou’ d chooseto live like that, just to spite the one man
who can protect you?’

“Some protector. He' satraitor and aliar. He sold me out, Maggie”

“He s all you got!”

Now it was my turn. “What about you? Aren’t you ever going to tell methe truth about al this?
Who | am?What did you and Joseph Grey Veil doto me?’ | looked up at the screen, then back at her.
“Youwon't even tell mewho you are. Are you my mother? My real mother?’

“No, Joey. I'm not.” Shewent very still, and groped in her pocket for another cigarette. Her
fingers remained hooked there, and for some reason my gaze stayed riveted to the sght. What was
wrong with her hand?

Then | saw. Saw what I’d never seeniin al the years we' d spent together. It made mejolt off the
stool and back away. “No. It's some kind of trick.”

With asad smile shelifted her fingers-each with five articulated joints-to her face, and passed it
over the care-worn, lined features. They smoothed out as her flesh took on an outlandish luminescence.



Red-tinted curls straightened and darkened to black. Both ears receded into flat dits on either side of her
elongating skull. Her brown eyes narrowed and tilted up at the corners toward her brows, which
disappeared beneath an thin band of sparkling gems that stretched across her forehead.

I”’d never known anyone with such aserene, beautiful face. What | did know was thiswoman
wasn't human. She didn’t belong to any other species|’ d ever encountered, either.

The Maggie | had grown up loving wasn't dead. She’ d never existed. As| processed that, an
irrationd fury surged through me. I’ d loved my surrogate mother. She d been the only part of my lifeon
Terrathat | could bear to remember. Now she' d taken that away from me.

“No tricks, Cherijo.” Her voice had transmuted from the familiar husky rasp to dien octaves. The
sheer clarity made me cringe. It felt asthough my head was stuck insde of ahuge, multitond chime asit
rang. “Thisiswho | am.”

“Y ou pretended to be human? Why? What world are you from?’ The questions rushed out of
mein anirate succession. “Why did you cometo Terra? Why did you get involved with me?’

“Duncan Reever isnot your only protector. | waited centuriesfor your birth, Cherijo.” The
terrible beauty of her voice degpened, and her features blurred back into the false visage of the woman
who had stood back and let my crestor try to kill me. “Y ou have to go back now, Joey. He will come for
you.”

“No.” | ressted the urge to move back into redity. “Whoever you are, you owe me some
answers. | have to know more.”

“Youwill.”

SrrokVar must have injected me with enough stimulant to keep an entire squad of League troops
awake and aware. After my abrupt and unwilling trip back into redlity, | discovered my body was on the
brink of systemic overload. Nerve cedlls sent ceasd ess transmissions of the multiple afflictions1’d
endured, and the pain pushed beyond anything I’ d ever experienced. At the sametime, my heart and
blood pressure careened at levelsthat would have killed an ordinary human. Sweat and cold water
coated every centimeter of my skin.

It hurt to blink, so talking only upped the ante. “Aren’t... you... finished... yet?’

SrrokVar' s eyelids peded back in evident astonishment. “Why, Doctor, welcome back. | was
certain you had retreated for the duration. Yes, I'm quite finished for today.”

Helowered me back to the floor, where | added to the various stains on the mottled surface as
the centurons released my limbs. SrrokVar had them place my broken body onto one of the exam tables,
where he efficiently dedlt with each didocated joint. There were twenty of them atogether, including two
veterbrae in my lower spine.

“Y our reactionswere not as | expected in the high tolerance ranges.” The Hsktskt finished
manipulating the last bone-my left femur back into the hip socket-and scanned me once more.
“According to my deta, tissue inflammation should not set inimmediately. | am quite sure you will be able
to stand and walk without support.”

“Yipee” | pushed my abused body from the table and landed on my feet. Thefloor seemed to
rock under me for amoment as my violated joints screeched in protest. “We Il have... to dothis...
agan... sometime.”

“ After you' ve had time to think about the many variaions| can useto gain information from you,
wewill.” SrrokVar gestured to the waiting centurons. “ Take her back to the holding cell.”

“Disregard thet order.”

| turned my head. Just as Maggie had predicted, Reever entered the central chamber,
accompanied by more Hsktskt.

Hewasn't pleased. “Why have you requisitioned this Terran without my authorization, Lord
SrrokVar?’

“I did not requisition her, OverMagter.” The Hsktskt set down his data pad with adistinct
thump. “ She was brought here to be interrogated over the disappearance of five daves.”

Colorless eyes narrowed under the bright lights as Reever studied me. “What have you learned?’

Some protector he was.



“Nothing yet. Y ou are familiar with my methods, HaVar.” The Hsktskt scientist beckoned to
his persond guards. “Thiswill take sometime. Remove her.”

“No.” Reever came a me and tugged me off to the side. “I will speak with her.”

He knew. | clutched at him when my knees started to give out. Reever knew everything that
was going on in here.

Agree with whatever | say, Cherijo, and | can free you.

What was he talking about? Free me? What about the others? | started to shake my head, but
my neck was stiffening up and | could only turn it to one Side. By then Reever wastalking to the head
monster again.

“I have spoken with the OverLord and have his permission to take this one as my mate. Under
the circumstances, the unity ritud will haveto be held a once.”

“What?’ | gasped and staggered away from him.

“She does not display agreat ded of enthusasm, HaaVar.” SrrokVar crossed the space
between us and placed his claws around my jaw. Some of what | felt must have shown on my face, for
SrrokVar dipped his head close to mine. “Does the prospect of coupling with the OverMaster appeal to
you, Doctor?’

| didn't care what Maggie said, | wasn't doing this. I" d rather take my chances and hope Noarr
could find away to free us. My eyesfell to the sdearm Reever wore. “No thanks... rather be... labrat.”

“Y ou will giveyour consent. Eventudly.” The Hskiskt addressed Reever. “1'd prefer to continue
my interrogation, but perhapsyou’ d alow astudy of any resulting progeny. | believe the genetic
enhancements would be somewhat diminished by the second generation, but a detailed analysiswould
gtill prove beneficid. Y our species gestationd period isthree cycles, isit not?’

“Yes” Reever tried to take hold of me, but the Hsktskt refused to turn me loose.

He had no problem with allowing the scaly sadist to experiment on achild. Not just any child.
Our child. Nausea surged through me. At that very moment, whatever residua fedlings | had for Duncan
Reever died aswift, miserable death. It had to end, now. Maybe | couldn’t die easily, but | could try. |
could kill him, too. Maybe by doing so I’ d save an unborn child from living hell.

Adrenaline poured into my veinsas| made agrab for Reever’ swegpon, and whipped it from his
belt. “No more!” My hand shook as| raised it and fired directly at his chest.

The pulse sent Reever flying into the traction rig. Before | could shoot myself, ahugelimb
knocked me aside and the weapon went flying. | remained conscious as one of the centurons snatched
me up and shook me like arag doll. Out of the corner of my eyel saw Reever dowly getting to hisfeet.
Blood stained the front of his uniform, but he was aive, bregthing, and staring a me with wide, colorless
eyes.

I"d faled. | hadn’t killed anyone.

“Escort the OverMagter to the infirmary.” SrrokVar peered into my tear-filled eyes. “ Attacking
any member of the Faction requiresan interva of discipline, Doctor.” To the centuron, he said, “ Put her
onthetable”

| didn’t care what he did to me. He could use the thresher or yank more bones apart. Maybe
Maggie waswrong and | would die. Maybe | should start praying for that.

The sound of a beam activating made my blood run cold. I lifted my head and saw SrrokVar
coming at me with the same kind of hand-laser FHatHead had used on me,

“Y es, the OverCenturon’ s report was most expansive,” the Hsktskt said as he tore the front of
my runic open. 1 will begin here, wherethe flesh isthinnest.”

Helplessy | tried to beg, but therewas't any air left in my lungsto carry the sounds.

Heat, burning into me. Pummeling hands ripping. Smoldering fabric tearing. No gloves on
my hands. Black, charred tissue. White gleam of bone-

SrrokVar etched something into my right breast, then forced an endotracheal tube into my throat
when | wouldn't bresthe on my own. He took amoment to administer more stimulants, which prevented
any hope of unconsciousness. The hand-laser’ s beam trickled down my abdomen, melting through the
layers of skin, branding a path from sternum to navel.



Whatever pain receptors | had were so overloaded that they no longer functioned. Fear seized
control and for along period | was only aware of the stench and the soft puffs of breath from the
Hsktskt' s partialy open jaws.

| redized dimly when it was over, when they took me from the table and stapled my limbsinto
some upright pylonsjust beyond the equipment. SrrokVar jabbered something, but | couldn’t make it
out. | only roused briefly when | saw Gadl and Wonlee dragged into the center chamber. | moaned
something, tried to clear my head.

SrrokVar removed the tube and waited until | bresthed naturally before speaking. “Haavar will
be displeased, | fear, unless| gain your willing confession. Tell me what happened to the Aksdllans, and |
will releaseyou.”

“Drop... dead.”

“Beginwiththe Terran.”

He kept me awake and made me watch as he tortured my friend on the traction rig. Gael was
tough, but even he couldn’t hold out against the merciless counterweights. In the end, he screamed and
begged anyone to make it stop.

“Wdl, Doctor?’

Through Gadl’ s shouts of agony, | saw Wonlee staring at me, and the small shake of hishead as
they hooked him up to the grav-hoist.

| couldn’t do thisanymore. Noarr, forgive me. “Y-y-y-yes I'll tell you everything.”

“Good.” He gestured to the guards to continue, then caught my incredulous gaze. “1n the event
you are consdering deceiving me.”

It was harder to hurt the Lieutenant. SrrokVar marveled over the flexibility of hisinfrastructures
asthe hoist and rings jerked and pulled at hislimbs. Won never made a sound, even when the splintered
end of one arm bone pushed out through his spiny flesh.

“Anamazing cregture,” the Hsktskt said as the centurons hauled the two unconscious maes from
the chamber. “Now, give metheinformation | require.”

Tears streamed down my face as| opened my mouth to explain what we' d done.

“Lord SrrokVar.” A detachment of centurons surrounded me. “ OverMaster HalaVar has
directed we remove the Terran and place her in solitary confinement.”

Despite SrrokVar' s protests, they took me from the crying chambers and through the main
compound to the confinement area. | was lowered down into one of the pits, where | collapsed and
Stared at the hatch above mefor hours.

This particular pit was even wider and deeper than the last one, but lit from below with a soft,
diffused glow. No handy escape tunnel hatch to be found thistime, either. One of the guards lowered
food and water twice aday to me, but | hoarded half of every nonperishable, just in case they decided to
forget about me again. One of the water containers served as an awkward, though welcome, waste
receptacle.

Stimulants wear off eventudly. In my case, it took three days. During the endless hours of forced
wakefulness, | remained as till as| could and tried to rest. Tried to forget what I’ d endured. And yet my
eyes continued to return to the hatch, wondering when Reever or SrrokVar would send someoneto take
me back.

Onthethird day | finaly threw off thelast of the drugs, and dept. Faceless voices whispering
wordlesswounds of comfort filled my dreams.

CHAPTER TWELVE
ArenaGames

| could have dept for aweek, but judging from the number of ration caches dumped around me,
it was more like two rotations. Hunger and a certain amount of namelessrelief caused meto eat my way
through three of them before remembering | was saving food. Reluctantly | put aside what wouldn'’t spoil
from the last cache and relieved my pressing physica discomfort.



“| could use a couple of blobs around here,” | muttered, and jumped when my voice echoed
around me. Whoa. That hadn’t happened the last time I’ d been in confinement. Though this pit was at
least twice as deep, | decided, eyeing the distance to the hatch. Perhaps that explained the sound effects.

Asif answering my summons, one of the small fungi appeared, inching down the Sde of the pit.

“Hi there.” The mold crawled over my leg. | reached over to stroke it-the satiny soft texture was
irresistible-then opened the top of the waste container. “Hope you' re hungry.”

Lok-Ted were always hungry. Asif presented with atreat, the voracious fungus scurried over,
enveloped the container and began absorbing the contents. For the first time | noticed it seemed to
expand asit digested the waste products. When the dightly larger blob moved from the empty, sterilized
container, and started toward my hoard of food, | yelped and grabbed the suppliesto protect them.

“Nope, sorry, thisismine.”

Oncemore, it acted asif it understood me. For amoment it hesitated, then changed direction.
The blob trundled over my leg and back up thewall. | watched it crawl up al the way to the top, then
disappear out under the hatch.

“What do you know? Smart mold.” | said it out loud, letting my head fal back againgt the
quasi-quartz wall. It had to be intelligent, otherwise it would have crawled over meto get at the food.
Interesting.

A small sound pinged next to my ear, then another. Then athird. Thetrio of echoes sounded like
words.

“What?’

“Know. It's. Food.”

| turned my face so that my ear was pressed againgt the cold surface. Not asound. When | lifted
my head, something vibrated between my cheek and thewall. “Hdlo?’

Another seriesof pings. “Lo... can... hear?”’

| spoke without thinking. “ Can you hear me?’

The sound grew fainter. “Jud... echo.”

“No!” | yelled, and pressed my hands againgt the interior of the pit. Benegth it, the surface
seemed to be humming. “1 hear you! I’'m herel”

There was amoment of silence, then louder pings, as though someone on the other sde was
spesking dowly and carefully.

“Can you hear me, woman?’

Noarr. “Yes. Noarr, it's Cherijo. | can hear you. Where are you?’

“Inthetunnds. Areyou injured?’

Y es, but there seemed no point in telling him. “No. Can you get me out of here?’

“I amtrying to find away.” Noarr went on to tell me hewasin one of the hidden passages that
ran paralle to theisolation pits. Apparently some qudity of the mineral in the deeper layers dlowed
transmission of sound waves. “Y ou are scheduled to remain in the pit for three weeks.”

“Good thing | have one of these blobs down here.”

“| sent the Lok-Ted to you.”

He sent the fungus? What does that mean?*“Mind telling me how you did that?

“I will be back soon.”

“No, wait.” | thought of Gael and Won, and panicked. “Go back to your ship. You may bein
danger.”

| called him afew moretimes, but heard nothing more. Frustrated, | dumped back againgt the
pit, and resisted the urge to pound my head againgt it. Three weeks. | couldn’t St herethat long. | had to
get back to theinfirmary; | had to find away to stop SrrokVar’' s barbarous experiments.

| was so busy brooding that when the hatch opened and my daily ration cache dropped down
next to me, | yelped.

“Hey!” | squinted up at the guard. “1 need to speak to OverLord TssVar, right away.”

The centuron thrust his snout over the edge. “Why?’

“Lord SrrokVar istorturing and killing prisonersin the crying chambers. It hasto stop.” | knew



what upset the Hsktskt. “Think of al the creditsyou guysarelosing.”

“I will rlay your request to OverMaster Hdlavar.”

My figts clenched. “No, not him. Tel TssVar. He sin charge of thisdump. Don’'t wait, ether.
Tl himnow!” | yelled asthe hatch closed, then | curled into amiserable huddle. “Please, pleasetell him

TssVar never showed up, and the centuron refused to respond to any more of my shouted
guestions. Days passed. | sarted talking to the Lok-Ted, who paid me frequent visits. Better them than
thewalls.

“How many Hsktskt doesit take to change an optic sensor?’ | said to the mold asit sat on my
lap and flowed over my fingers. “Give up? Two. Oneto hold the pulserifle-”

Above me, the hatch opened again. That was odd. I’ d just gotten my daily rations. A dark figure
on arope swung over the edge of the pit and rappelled down the wall. Only when | saw the scrolled
dark cloak did thetensonin my limbs ease.

How had he gotten past the pit guard?

He dropped lightly to his feet and stood towering over me.

“And the other to terrorize the dave changing it.”

“Noarr.” | jJumped up and threw mysdlf at him.

Large, warm flippers ran over my shoulders and arms as he shook back his head covering. The
white spiral tatoos and lack of hair on his skull didn’t bother me.

The chance he wastaking did.

“Areyou out of your mind?’ | pushed hisflippers away and got huffy. “What are you doing
here?’

“I told you | would find away. Y ou look well.” He examined me and my small collection of
supplies

“I am. Now leave. And move your ship whileyou'reat it.” My glare turned sorrowful as| told
him about SrrokVar’ s torture chamber. “ Gadl Kelly and Wonlee have probably confessed to everything
by now. They’ll belooking for you.”

“| do not think they are. They have moreto occupy their time, if these rumors about the invasion
aretrue.”

“Huh?’

“The Hsktskt have been receiving long-range intelligence reports. It is said the League has sent
three planetary fleetsto liberate the dave-depots.”

TssVar' srevelation about my creator came back to me, and | frowned. More likely the League
was sending itsfleets to attack the Faction territory worlds. “Isthere any way you can transmit a message
to the Jorenians? They may be ableto help us.”

“Perhaps.” The Lok-Ted climbed up Noarr’s cloak and tried to get into hishood, and he gently
set it down. “SrrokVar isa powerful Lord. He has already petitioned the Faction Hanar to conduct
further experiments on you.”

“Marvelous.” | sat back down. “That should be entertaining.” Bravado didn’t keep mefrom
hugging my kneesto my chest, or trembling violently. “I can't go back there.”

“OverMaster HaaV ar wants you as his mate. He will intercede on your behaf.”

Reever might. Animage of him handing atiny Terran baby over to SrrokVar made me choke on
asob. “I don't know which isworse.”

Strong, muscular arms came around me. Noarr sat there and held me, doing nothing more than
stroking my matted hair and murmuring softly in alanguage | didn’t know. Findly, | knuckled the last of
the tears away.

“Reever giving our child to SrrokVar or SrrokVar torturing mefor the rest of my life. Some
choice, don't you think?”

A ferocious expression passed over hisfeatures. “Y ou're a physician. Make sure you don't get
pregnant.”

The cdlous practicdity of his suggestion made merecoil. “God, don’t you get it? He' d ill be



touching me! Thethought of it makesme-”

“IIl.” A flipper settled over my mouth. “1 know. The thought of anyone else sharing intimacies
with you doesthe sameto me.” A corner of his mouth quirked as he examined my face. “You're
urprised?’

Yeah, | was.

“I’'m Terran,” | said, suddenly aware of theintimacy of our positions and the possessve way he
was holding me.

He brushed my hair back from my brow. “Doesit matter?’

In someways, it did. Why couldn’t | devel op fedings for someone of my own species, like Gadl?
My relationships with non-human maes had wrecked my life. I’ d killed Kao. Xonea had nearly killed
me. And Reever-only technically human, to my mind- had made me adave.

Y et being with Noarr, | felt that same sense of d§avu, asif I’d come home after along,
exhaugting journey. Who cared if we came from two different worlds?

“Y ou do not answer me, woman.”

| was getting tired of the “woman” thing. No. To be honest, | wanted to hear him say my name.
Just thisonce. “Cherijo. Cdl me Cherijo.”

He put hismouth at the curve of my throat, and did histongue against my skinin asow, sensud
caress. “Doesit matter, Cherijo?’

Not every speciesindulgesin kissing. So for an answer, | leaned forward and brushed my lips
againg hischeek. Hisgrip tightened briefly, then he gently set me aside.

“I would take you with meif | could.” He grabbed on to the cord and pulled his hood back over
hishead. “I’ll come back as soon asit’'s safe.”

“Yes. All right.” | needed desperately to believe him, so | summoned up aconfident grin. “You
know whereto find me.”

He nodded. “Always.”

Oddly enough, it was't Noarr who released me from the pit, but my former patient FurreVa
Theretrieva clampstugged me out of the pit before | saw her, so | wasn't prepared for the grim visage
and gave adtartled cry.

“Doctor.” She removed the clamps and surveyed me. *Y ou appear to be hedled from your
orded.”

“Sofar, so good.” | glanced around and saw no other Hsktskt in the immediate vicinity. “Why
areyou letting me out?’

“I wish to undergo the final recongtructive surgery.” She gave mewhat could be called an
appeding look, if you ignored the bared fangs and lashing tongue.

| frowned. “ thought you weren't interested in getting your face fixed.”

“My decision wastoo hasty. | now have an opportunity... if | am to secure amate for my
brood...” Her clawstraced over the dtill-visble groovein her scaes.

I’ d been experimented on, terrorized, and thrown in a pit, and Helen was only worried about
what her new boyfriend thought of her face. Good to know | meant something to my friends.

Not that FurreVahad ever considered me afriend.

“Y ou have someonein mind?’ Not that it was any of my business, but if the groom was
HatHead, | was going to talk her into staying single.

“Y es. Can you make me gppear asanorma femae?’

| gave her anironic glance. “ That was the whole ideaiin the first place. Come on.”

My long absence hadn’t stopped the medica staff from functioning. | saw when | walked in with
the Hsktskt female. Good to know they could work on their own now.

Pmohhi turned, screamed, and dropped an entire batch of newly sterilized instruments. “ Creation,
she'sdill divel”

Zdla stail knocked over aninfuser array. “ Doctor!”

“Cherijo-1 mean-Dr. Torin-” Vlaav's hemangiornas turned a bright, vivid scarlet, and he gave
me asheepish grin. “It'sgood to seeyou' reintact.”



“Reports of my dismemberment have been grestly exaggerated,” | said, and glared a the nurses.
“And since when did you two turn into clutzes? Pick up that gear, Pmohhi. Zella, | want you to prep for
surgery. Youtoo, Vlaav.”

| made quick rounds. Mogt of the meningitis patients had been discharged. Those patients|
recognized from the crying chambers | noted to remain on indefinite inpatient status. | wouldn't willingly
alow any of them to go back if | could stopit.

“Areyou sure you are feding well enough to perform this procedure?’ Vlaav asked me at the
cleandang unit.

“I’'mokay.” Mostly. The burns on my arm and chest had hedled, and my wrist was sore but
flexible. “ Any problemswhile | was gone?’

“Some. More prisoners have escaped. A pair were discovered in the sanitation room by
OverCenturon GothVar.”

Trepidation set in. “ Two Forharsees? The young ones?’

“I believe s0. They were taken to the restricted area.”

Jgrap and Kroni, in the crying chambers. Neither of them would last very long. Thishad to be
stopped. | used my knee to switch off the biodecon port. “When we' re done with this, I'm going to see
TssVar. | may not come back, so you may have to handle the follow-ups. Pay attention.”

“But-but- " The Saksonan looked appalled. “I’ ve never done any reconstructive procedures
before”

“Youwill now,” | said with agrim amile. “Welcometo Plastic Surgery 101.”

FurreVa stretched out on one of the exam tables, and | scanned her thoroughly. The bone grafts
and soft tissue repairs had healed well, and near-total brain function had been restored. All that remained
was cosmetic work, but that was in some ways the trickiest part.

Hsktskt faciad derma contained the same muscle and mucosal tissues as warm-blooded
life-forms, but hardly any fat layer existed. Also, the arrangement and pattern of scales presented a
problem-the markings destroyed by FurreVa' sinjury had to be restored to a near-natural appearance, or
shewould never appear “unscarred” to other Hsktskt.

Vlaav observed as| reopened the keloid groove from brow to jaw and checked the muscular
and neuro-repair sites.

“I'musing small, deep-epithelia grafts from appropriately shaded markings here, likethis’-I
made the first cone-shaped incisions on her right lower appendage, lifting the scal ed-topped plug and
placing it directly into the open granulated facid tissue-“and transferring them, one by one. The missing
subcutaneous fasciae will befilled in, and the scale patterns reestablished.”

“That will take hours”

“I work fast, Doctor. Sowill you.” | handed him the spare lascalpel and pointed to the other
appendage. “ Y ou can do the neck area. Match the markings on the opposite sSide as closely as you can.
And keep your arm joints out of my way while | work on her face.”

Vlaav' sangiomas purpled. “I can't perform this procedure. I’ ve never excised grafts this smdl
before”

“Don't start popping those pustulesin my sterilefield.” | softened that with, “ Just be careful, and
dart cutting.”

Doing this on a smooth-skinned being would have been out of the question, given the inevitable
postoperative derma contractions. On a Terran, visible bumps would be left wherever aplug had been
placed. FurreVa s surface scale layer, however, would camouflage the effect completely.

“Why are you doing thisfor her?” my resident asked me after we' d been working for an hour.

“Everyone deserves achance for anormd life, Vlaav.” | centered agraft plug and lifted my head
to check the match. “Even aHsktskt.”

Vlaav did aremarkable job in repairing the damage to the neck patterns. Once | had the face
and outer jaw finished, | Serilized the outer surface of the grafts and had the Hsktskt female moved to an
isolation area. Zellaagreed to keep her sedated and under constant monitor.

Aswe stripped out of our surgica gear, | went over the prognosis with VIaav and discussed the



possible postoperative complications to watch out for.

“The dentary implantslook like they’ ve taken, but how stable are they?’ he asked aswe
shrugged into fresh tunics.

“It will take acouple more weeks for them to take completely. She'll be on asoft diet until then.”

Zdlareappeared, her vibrissae quivering. “ Back, that dope-browed oneis. Kill her, hesayshe's
goingto.”

Grest. | dipped a syrinpressinto my tunic pocket. “Comeon, Vlaav. Let’sgo ded with this

FlatHead stood over the unconscious FurreVa, hisrifle pointed at her new face.

“OverCenturon.” | dried my hands and stared at his ugly face with bland indifference. “Cometo
volunteer your time asan infirmary ad?

Histongue shot out, then did back with a hiss. “ She released you from the confinement pit.”

“Ves”

“Without any authorization. To do”-he gestured toward her face-“this.”

“Actudly, | talked her into it.” What had FurreVagotten meinto now?“Y ou know, | redly can't
stand to go aweek without performing some kind of surgery. Call me obsessive-compulsive.”

He activated hiswegpon. “ Thistime she dies”

“Do you have authorization for that?’ One baeful eye swiveled toward me. “No, | suppose
that’ s not important right now. All right. How can | persuade you not to ruin al this nice work I’ ve done?
Do you want to take me back to SrrokVar?I’ll go. Just put the rifle down.”

“No.” He moved a step back from the berth. “Not to SrrokVar. To the arena.”

“Andthisarenais... 7" All hedid wasraise the weapon again. “Fine. Whatever itis, I'll doiit.
Leave her done”

FlatHead didn’t give metimeto leave ingtructionswith Zellaand Vlaav, and | hoped my resident
would remember everything I’ d told him about FurreVa s case.

“I heard you took a couple of kidsto SrrokVar,” | said as| waked out of the infirmary. “What's
the matter, couldn’t find anyone your own sizeto pick on?’

“Soitistrue. Y ou have some pathetic affection for them.”

| turned around. “Who told you that?’

“They’ re fodder now.” He shoved me forward. “Keep walking.”

| could till hear Jgrap passionately vowing to die rather than live without Kroni. Oh, God. “ They
were just kids, you repulsive scum.”

He gave the smdl of my back aviciousjab with hisrifle. | bit my lip againgt the sharp pain.
Somehow, someway, | promised mysdlf, | was going to see him in the same shape.

| was marched out to a section | knew wasthe guards barracks, another place I’ d never visited.

“Mindtdling mewhat thisarenaisfor?’

“Save chdlenges. | will enjoy watching you bleed.”

| bet hewould. “What kind of chalenges?’

“Physical combat. One species againgt another.”

He gave mehisverson of aleer. “Thethin-hided onesdon't last long.”

Behind the guard barracks an enclosure lined with high, plasted walls had been erected. GothVar
led meinto it through anarrow, guarded opening and secured the pand behind us.

“Fresh kin,” he called out.

Hsktskt guards sat in rows on eating benches pushed back againgt the walls. They were hissing
and shouting at two daves who gppeared to be strangling each other. One was an aguatic life-form with
suction-padded tendrils; the other a gargantuan insectile being with sharp, gleaming mandibles. Old and
fresh blood made spattered marks on the crystal beneath their fedt.

Minutes passed. Then the larger combatant wrestled the aguatic under his thorax and collapsed
ontop of it. Inky fluid oozed out from beneath the victor’ s carapace. GothVar added hisvoiceto the
guards clicking cheers, then pushed me into the center of the arena.

“New fodder for the champion!” he shouted.



Some of the other guards yelled their protests. From what they said, apparently | wasn't
expected to present much of achallenge.

The huge insect creature stared a me, and from the glaze over itseye clusters| could tell it was
inpain. Asit hauled itsdf off the aguatic, | saw acrack in the underside of its abdomen, and the
protruding end of something black sticking out. The aguatic lay motionless.

“Doyou spesk Terran?’ | asked, and the big bug cocked its head. “No, | didn’t think you did.”

| didn’t move asit came closer, rubbing its mandibles together asit scrutinized me. One snap of
those and some vital part of me would end up next to the wounded aguatic.

What to do now? | held out my hands, palms up, and took a step forward. One of thelife-form’s
legs lashed out and swept my feet out from under me. | landed on my back, and looked up to seeit
positioning itsdlf over me. Planning to squash me, too. Now | could see the nether wound clearly. The
aquatic had lodged some kind of spineinto the victor. A poisonous one, I’ d bet-most of them were.

It didn’'t St on me. It just stood there.

Maybeit didn’t understand Terran, but it could have recognized my physician’ stunic. | stopped
thinking about dying and lifted my hand to touch the undamaged carapace, and gently probed the wound.

“Haveto get thisout,” | said, and curled both hands around the protrusion. A humming roar
emerged from the mandibles as | extracted the short spine and tossed it aside. Copious bleeding
commenced, and | tore ahandful of fabric from my tunic, wadded it up and used it to staunch the flow.

My opponent released a high-pitched sound that hurt my ears, then lost itsfooting. | rolled out
from under it just before it collapsed completely. By thetime | got to my feet, centurons were dragging
both the dead aguatic and wounded insect being from the arena.

FlatHead stood watching me, histail curling and lashing with agitation.

“Takeit to theinfirmary, they may be ableto saveit.” | straightened my tunic and folded my
ams. “Isthat dl?

“Send out the Husras”

The Husras turned out to be an amorphous protean creature who extruded itsdlf from an aperture
and remassed in front of me. Initsown way it was beautiful-transparent cellular wals displayed a
glittering, protoplasmic interior with afascinating arrangement of internd organs. Sensory organ
pseudopods sprouted from different areas asit took alook at and smell of me.

For amoment | Smply admired the being, until it arranged the mgjority of itsbulk into aburly,
multiple-limbed form that mimicked the Hsktskt upper torso. Thislion had no thorn for meto pluck from
itspaw, and it didn’t spesk Terran either.

Timeto move.

As| skittered away from it, my opponent flowed its lower portion across the arenato pursue me.
The guards began shouting again, caling out suggestions that ranged from ridiculous to obscene. | saw
GothVar watching intently, and decided I’ d have to resort to the syrinpress. | reached into my pocket
and calibrated what | needed by touch.

This had better work.

A snaking pseudo-limb caught me by thewaist and started dragging me toward an enlarging pit in
the transparent surface. Beforeit could ingest me, | thrust my hand into the newly formed mouth, and
shuddered as cold, viscous flesh closed over it. | triggered the syrinpress, and hoped the large dose of
muscle relaxer would do thetrick.

For amoment the Husras s mply remained there with my armin its mouth; then it dowly began
losing control of its shape. The Hsktskt guards voiced their fury asthe being melted into an unconscious
puddle around me.

| caught GothVar’ s furious gaze, and assumed a pleasant demeanor. “ Now can | go?’

Not yet, Doctor.

The Hsktskt came a me with hisrifle poised to fire, but | had no more ability to move, than | had
to get Duncan Reever out of my skull.

“OverCenturon. Releasethe Terran.”

GothVar didn’t. He threw down hisweapon, lifted alimb, and smacked me off my feet. Before



he could do more damage, Reever’ s guards hauled him back away from me. | found mysdlf sitting camly
back up and lifting my hand to take Reever’ s outstretched fingers.

| was handling this on my own, OverMaster. Get out of my brain.

No, Cherijo. I’'m not going to do that. Reever kept tight reign over my body as he helped me
out of the puddled Husras and enfolded mein the curve of onearm. Out loud, he said, “Dr. Torin has
agreed to become my consort.”

The guardsfell silent and looked at me. | heard my own voice emerge from my throat. “Yes. |
have agreed to this.” The words were spoken without inflection. Reever could make metalk, but he
couldn’'t indtill any faked enthusiasm.

The hell I have, | thought with ashrill shriek of fury. You' re the last man on Catopsa I’ d even
consider consorting with, you self-absorbed butcher. What are you doing?

Saving your life.

The Hsktskt didn't have marriage ceremonies, they had unity rituals. Reever maintained hismind
control over me during the whole thing. It took the rest of that day to go through the stark, solemn series
of vows and commitments, dl of which we both had to utter in front of TssVar and every Hsktskt who
could be spared from duty.

By the time we were done being “joined,” | was exhausted. I d tried ceaselesdy to break free of
Reever’s control, but he had superior ability and experience backing him up. He not only controlled my
body and voice, but somehow got past my walls and started hammering at my mind with each vow we
spoke.

Hispromisesweresmple. “1 will provide for, protect, and promote you and our young.”

Mine were dightly briefer. “1 will nurture and protect you and our young.” As long as you don’t
fall asleep for the next seventy years, you cold-blooded bastard.

That wasit. It wasthe ritua joining and recognition phrases that had to be uttered by the other
Hsktskt that took so long.

TssVar gave a sonorous speech about the Faction hierarchy and the place Reever had occupied
init. Thisinvolved naming everyonein TssVa’ simmediate family, their current assgnments, and unities
made with other Hsktskt lineages. He then formally recognized our “unity” and gave me the rank of
OverMagter’ s Mate.

Then everyone el se had to repeat basicaly the same thing. | noticed GothVar wasn't present;
maybe Reever hadn’t invited him to the wedding.

| knew Reever couldn’'t maintain control over me forever, and bided my time. When we left the
OverLord' s chamber, Reever made me walk to his quarters and closed the door pand. | expected him
to end the link then, but he removed the syrinpress from my tunic pocket and calibrated it.

Oh no. | redlized what hisintentionswere. You aren’t drugging me.

He pressed the gpplicator tip to my throat and injected me with something. Until you're ready
to accept this, | have no choice but to sedate you.

Thefamiliar lasstude of valumine dipped into my bloodstream, and Reever released hismind and
body control amoment before | fell into a heap on the floor. He picked me up and carried meto his
berth.

“Now you will ligento me.”

“No.” Thetranquilizer made my tonguefed thick. “Why should1?You'rea...”

“GothVar' sarenadavesdon’t leave until they’ re dead. One of the otherswould have killed you
eventudly. SrrokVar has aso expressed his desire to continue experimenting on you, to both TssVar and
the Faction Hanar. Thisisthe only way | can safeguard you now. Y ou must agree to act as my consort.”

| made asilly sputtering sound with my lips.

“Y ou refuse to seethe truth.” Reever stretched out beside me and gathered my limp forminto his
arms. “| am attempting to protect you.”

My eyesrolled. Protect me. I’d love to see how he treated someone he didn’t give adamn
about.

“If you fight me on this, you will be returned to SrrokVar.”



Then you' d better get more drugs, and develop insomnia while you're at it.

“You'relae”

| shut the door pandl and headed straight for the cleanser. “Things got busy.”

My new husband watched me from the table littered with the remains of his solitary med. |
turned my back on him, stripped off my stained tunic, and stepped in under the heated jets. The past two
weeks had re-established some of our old routines. Like his penchant for nagging. And mine for
pretending hewasinvisble,

Once | was dressed, | sat down and picked at the meal he’ d warmed up for me. Y et another of
hisvile aien concoctions, | deducted from the taste, and dropped my utensils with a clatter.

“I don’'t know what you ate for the first three decades of your life-dirt, probably-but | like food.
Simple, nourishing food. Asin something | can actudly swallow.” | shoved the plate awvay. My voice had
risen to anear-shout, not that | cared. “If you' re going to waste your time preparing our medls, for God's
sake use the Terran recipes |’ ve programmed for my stuff.”

Reever sat back. “ Y ou lost another patient.”

“Two of them.” My lips drew back from my teeth. “ Cerebrovascular complications, attributed to
bacteria meningitis. Then your cretinous lizard pals removed the bodies before | could perform
autopses. Again.”

Whatever waskilling the handful of prisoners| lost each week remained unidentifiable. I'd run
microanalyss on everything they ate, drank, or touched. | tested prisonersin adjoining cdls. I’d found
exactly zero.

| wasn't as angry about the patients |’ d lost as | was over their bodies being removed without my
authorization. Therewas aso thelast signd I’ d received before going off shift. “ TssVar disapproved my
request to vaccinate dl the prisoners. For the fourth time. Why?”

“Hedoesnot believeit is merited. There have only been twenty desths.”

“Only twenty deaths. | see.” | took asip from my server, then threw it across the chamber and
watched it burst againgt thewall. “ So, what you' re saying is, only when hundreds of prisonersdie of
meningitiswill | be dlowed to start vaccinating the live ones. That' slogicd. Let a contagion Spread out of
control, then try to contain it. Gee, | can relive the K-2 epidemic al over again.”

“What happened on Kevarzangia Two was vagtly different, Cherijo.”

“Just for your information, | reported GothVar’ s private little sporting arenato the OverLord,
too.”

“The Hsktskt regard physical chalenges asaform of recreation. TssVar will likely wish to attend
some of the bouts.”

“That’ s pretty much what he said.” | went over and flopped on the berth we shared. “Have |
mentioned lately how much | hate these lizards? And you?’

“Y ou said something to that effect this morning, before leaving for your shift.”

“Oh, good.” | closed my eyes. “Thought I’ d forgotten.”

“| arranged to have someone come here tonight to see you.”

Probably one of his Hsktskt palswho didn’t want to report to the infirmary. “1I’ll see he, she, or it
inthemorning. I’'m going to deep.”

Exhaugtion sent meinto dreamless deep. It didn't last very long, though. Reever woke me up by
shaking my shoulders and whispering my name.

“Knock it off,” | said, yawning as| rolled away from his hands.

My husband didn’t roll me back over toward him. He shoved me off the sSde of the berth. | hit
the hard floor with a screech.

“Reever! Areyou crazy? What-

“Ligen.”

| shut my mouth and heard alow hissafew feet away. The sort of hiss a Hsktskt infant made
when it was hungry.

Scampering claws clattered across the chamber toward the other side of the berth, where Reever



was crouching. By my reckoning there were three of them. That didn’t make sense, the only baby
Hsktskt on Catopsa beonged to FurréVa, and she... was till recovering from surgery intheinfirmary.

“Someone let FurreVa syoung loosein here” | edged backward until my shoulders hit thewall.
“Y ou're the expert, Reever. Tak to me. How do we handle this?’

“Keep them away from your face and throat.”

“Oh, good advice.” | concentrated on the odd, hitching noises coming from the infant near my
feet. Respiratory distress syndrome, from the sound of it. Premature infants often had recurrent bouts of
breathing arrest and apnea, and this one was no exception. | doubted it would go into respiratory arrest
beforeit tore my heart out, however. “Whatever you do, don’t kick or hit them. Their lungswon't take
that kind of abuse.”

“Climb.”

| reached back for a handhold, and that’ s when thefirst infant jumped at me. Underdeveloped as
it was, it fill had plenty of teeth to use while tearing up the front of my tunic. | pushed it away aslightly as
| could, whirled, and started climbing up the crystal outcroppings until | reached the top of the chamber’s
dome.

Two of the infants appeared at the base of the wall, and looked up a me with large, hungry eyes.
Small claws extended and encircled the lowest crystal outcropping.

“Um, Reever”-| shifted my grip and looked dong the wall toward my husband-“looks like they
can climb, too.”

Alunthri chose that moment to walk through the chamber door pand.

“Get out of here!” | yelled. “ Secure the door!”

The Chakacat saw theinfants, dropped onto al fours, and went into its fake-ferocity act. That
drew the threeinfants' attention, and they moved away from the wal and toward my friend.

“Alunthri, don't hurt them-they’ re just babies-” Quickly | inched back down the wall, spied my
medical case, and made arunfor it.

The big cat yowled and hissed as one of the infants jumped at itsface. Reever grabbed another
beforeit could do the same. | retrieved a syrinpress and made adive to clutch the third. Thetiny claws
swiped at my face, then sagged asthetranquilizer | injected it with took effect.

Reever's hands and wrist bled but held firm as| took care of the one he held. He had asmall cut
on his cheek, but otherwise had survived intact, so | went to aid Alunthri.

Thelast of FurreVa s brood had latched on to the Chakacat’ sthroat with its small jaws, and was
now trying to bite through the thick silvery fur. Alunthri struggled to loosen thetiny reptile sgrip, then with
claws sheathed, knocked it away. The infant landed on its chest and rel eased asquedl of distress.

“Damnit.” | knelt besideit, eased it over, and placed apam onits heaving torso. “ Signd the
infirmary, Reever.”

Alunthri crouched beside me and gazed at the little Hsktskt with a grave expression. “| am sorry,
Cherijo. | tried not to harm it.”

| pressed finger to my lipsin warning, then swiftly examined the Chakacat. The small Hsktskt had
doneagood job, | saw, and put atemporary pressure dressing on the neck wound it had inflicted. Since
Reever was at the console, | dipped my head down next to oneflickering ear. 1t wasn't your fault, my
friend. WEll tak later.” Alunthri uttered asingle hnk.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Fully Restored

FurreVa s daughter required cardiac surgery, which | performed immediately after placing her
two sblingsin reinforced incubator units and dedling with an extremely angry mother lizard.

“Terran!” FurreValeft her berth and stomped toward me, sending my nurses scattering. She saw
her young and activated her weapon. “Y ou took my brood from my chambers.”

“No, | found your brood inmine.” | put mysdlf between her and the infants. * Put down the gun,
we need to talk.”



“They werein your chambers?’ She scanned me from crown to ground. “Who placed them
there? Why are you not injured?’

“Yes, | have noidea, and pureluck.” | wasn't going to tell her about Alunthri’ stimely
intervention. “Power down that rifle. I’ ve got to get one of them into surgery.”

She complied and went from outraged straight into classic maternd panic. “ Surgery? On my
femde? Why?’

| gave her an abbreviated diagnosis, including the fact that if | didn’t perform the surgery, it was
unlikely thet the little female would survive ancther rotation.

“I will wait here until this surgery iscompleted.” FurreVatook a position beside the incubator
units. “You will save her, Terran.”

Shedidn’t haveto say Or ese. “Right.”

Vlaav and | prepped the tiny Hsktskt, and moved her into surgery. My resident had identified the
source of the cardiac distress, but was unfamiliar with the trestment.

“Premature infants sometimes have PDA, aheart duct that remains open. | initidly trested this
femaewith indosynein small dosesto protect the kidneys,” | told him as| made the midchest incision
and exposed thetiny heart. “Unfortunately in thiscasg, it didn't close the duct, so | haveto try PDA
ligation. Surgery isadwaysthe last-resort trestment in these cases.”

The procedure was successful, and after reassuring FurréVa she had no further reason to shoot
me, | turned the critical, but stable, infant over to the nursesfor postop care. From there | went to check
on Alunthri, who was occupying aberth in an isolation chamber.

“Niceactingjob,” | said as| scanned itsthroat.

The Chakacat began to say something, then turned it into a patently false yowl asWonlee
appeared a my side.

“Don’'t worry, he safriend.” | turned to the Lieutenant. “Were you able to get in touch with
Noarr yet?’

“No.” Thefierce scowl drooped. “I have other information | must relay to you.”

“You cantak infront of Alunthri.”

Won nodded. “ There were several recent direct relay transmissions received by the Hsktskt that
we ve been able to access. Y ou should know that the Terran doctor-Joseph Grey Vell-is enroute to
attack Catopsa and to free the L eague captives.”

“He transmitted this?’ | asked. Wonlee nodded.

“Why would he tell the Hsktskt they were coming to raid the dave depot?’

Won shrugged. “He sone of their collaborators. It's said they have many among the League
worlds”

“No.” | redlized what my creator was doing, and it appalled me. “He strying to make adeal with
TssVar-information in exchange for something he wants.”

“What could be thet vauable?’

“It might sound conceited, but”-I finished dressng Alunthri’ swound-* he wants me.”

“HaaVva won't dlow himto take you.”

| thought about the consequences of a League attack. “ One Terran in exchange for an entire
dave-depot. Hewon't have achoice.”

The partition separating Alunthri from the rest of the inpatient ward was suddenly jerked aside.
Reever stood there, holding his bloody wrist and looking highly peeved.

“If you have amoment, Doctor?’ He held up hiswounded arm.

“Sure. Excuse me, Lieutenant.”

| cleaned and dressed the bite, which required no sutures. Reever questioned me about
FurreVa sinjured infant, and | gave him a concise report on the cardiac surgery.

“I haveto tick around for afew hours and monitor the baby,” | told him. “Don’t wait up for
me”

“I will not bein our chambers when you return.” He stood and flexed hisarm. * Secure the door
before you go to deep.”



“Aye-aye, Magter.” | watched him go, then sagged back againgt the exam table with asigh of
relief. Won reappeared.

“Did he hear what we said?’

“I don’'t know. | don't think s0.” | was tempted to tear out ahandful of hair. “Get in touch with
Noarr, Won. We need some help, now, before this situation gets out of hand.”

| never went back to Reever’ s quartersthat night.

A few hours after the Hsktskt infants' attack, | saw the back of the infirmary wall move dightly.
Without hesitation | dipped behind a partition and into the hidden tunndl.

A tall, dark-cloaked figure pushed the crystdl hatch closed behind me.

| didn’'t wait to say, “Hdllo” and “How areyou?’

“Where have you been? Do you know how long I’ ve been trying to get in touch with you? Have
you ever thought about checking in once in ablue moon?’

The hooded head turned toward me. “ There are no moons around Catopsa.”

“Hmph.” | tried to sound disagreeable, but | was too relieved and happy to seehim. I’ ve got
problems, Noarr.”

“Y ou are not the only one, woman.” He took my arm and started walking me away from the
infirmary. “Come. Wewill talk dong theway.”

“Along the way to where?’

“I have something | want you to see.”

Aswe made our way through the tunndl labyrinth, | filled himin onwhat I’ d learned since
FurreVahad released me. He didn’t seem surprised to hear about the League' s plans, or my creator’s
latest treachery.

“This Terran, does he have that much influence with the Allied League?’

“Hedoesif he' s promised to give them the secrets of an indestructible life-form.” That made him
stop and sare. “Oh, | don't know if it'strue. All I know is, I’ m not aging anymore. Also, my immune
system seemsto get stronger and more aggressive every time I’ m wounded. Take this stupid PIC they
keep burning into me” -1 jerked up the deave of my tunic to show him the unmarked skin-“the marks
don’t last more than afew hourslately.”

He gently rolled down my deeve and gragped my forearm with hisflipper. “That would be
enough to convince the League to attack the Hsktskt Faction.”

“Y eah, promise them immortdity and they’ Il jump through plenty of hoopsto save one genetic
freak.”

Now he touched my face. “Y ou are not afreak, Cherijo.”

| could have stood like that for severd years. “Okay. Animmorta genetic construct. Now where
arewegoing?’

“I will show you.”

He steered me through to the last passage. A pair of odd-looking garments and helmets sat by
the final access pandl. Some kind of envirosuit, | decided, and climbed into the one he handed me. He
switched on an oxygen pack and donned the other suit, then opened the pandl.

Thetunnel led directly onto Catopsal s surface.

Despite the suit’ sthermal regulators, cold instantly seeped through my skin. | shivered as|
walked through the opening onto the irregular surface of the asteroid, then glanced at my companion.

“Noarr, it' sfreezing out herel”

“Wearenot far from thefield.” The comunit ingde the hdmet made his voice sound dightly
distorted as he raised one glove and pointed to a clearing beyond arange of free-standing crysta
growths, severa hundred yards beyond us. “ Thereitis.”

It was dow going. The asteroid had less than one-sixth the gravity | was used to, and the effect
made every step into an awkward sort of bounce. By the time we passed through the rows of transparent
towers, | felt more than alittle disoriented and dightly nausested by al thejolting.

Then | saw what Noarr had brought me to look at, and forgot to breathe. “How... 7’

“I don't know.” Heled me out to the clearing, and to the first of the growths emerging from a



fissurein the asteroid’ s surface.

It wasn't transparent, or symmetrica like the crysta towers occupied by the Hsktskt. Enormous,
solid black spirdsjutted in beautiful, erratic eruptions that flowered far above our heads. The smallest
was a least fifty meterstall and had avariated diameter ranging from twenty metersto ahalf centimeter.
Some of the formations reminded me of clouds; others resembled intricate veils of lace. It didn’t glitter
likethe crystd, ether. It glowed with afaint oily sheen. I'd never seen anything so beautiful or so strange
inmy life

“Have you scanned it?’

“Yes.” Hereached out and placed oneflipper on the surface of the black formation. A more
intense glow surrounded his glove. “It absorbs hesat, produces random vibrations, and isincredibly dense.
So much so that | cannot take asample of it back to my ship for andyss”

“Okay.” Anirresgtible urgeto touch it made melift my glove and placeit next to his. Theicy
amaospheric temperature legking into my suit seemed to intengfy. | snatched my hand away. “ God, it
dmod fedslikeit sit's”

“Drawing the warmth from your body?’

| looked at him, and nodded Sowly.

“I think it does.” He dropped hisflipper and turned to sweep one arm around the entire clearing.
“Whatever itis, it isancient. Readings indicate most of these growths are more than abillion yearsold.”

“Noarr. Why did you bring me here?’

“I found more of these. Inside the compound. They’ ve started appearing in some of the outer
tunndls”

| had no idea of what to say. It was possible the black growths were somekind of seismically
generated magma, which had frozen upon emerging onto the surface. But logic dictated that the oldest
would have crumbled millions of years ago. There wasn't even regolithic dust on any of them.

And no magmal’d ever heard of absorbed heat from aliving being.

We returned to the compound, removed our suits, and went to the tunnel where Noarr had
discovered thefirst of the new growths. They were smdler, but just as bizarre and stark and mysterious
asthe ones on the surface.

| should have thought they were beautiful, but dl | could summon up was asteady sense of
averson.

“The Lok-Ted seemto didikethem,” | said as| watched one of the busy fungi give the growth a
wide berth, and went down to give the little house cleaner afond caress. “ Y ou' re worried they’ |l collapse
the tunnel network.”

“Yes” Noarr didn’t touch the Lok-Ted, but paced around the growth. “ At the rate they’re
appearing, the tunnelswill be destroyed or rendered impassible in afew weeks.”

That meant no more daves would escape Catopsa. “1’ [l seeif | can figure out what' s causing it.
Now | haveto get back, or | will be missed.”

“Woman.” Hiscloak swirled around me as he put an arm around my waist. “When | leave
Catopsa, you are coming with me.”

My jaw nearly hit my chest. “What?’

“Y ou can no longer remain here. The Hsktskt will either kill you, or turn you over to the League.”

“I can't just fly off and pretend none of these people exist,” | said, trying to step out of the
embrace.

“And me?Y ou have no attachment to me?’

That was the whole problem. Somehow I’ d managed to transfer al those disastrous emotions |’ d
had for Reever to thisdave-runner, who | knew next to nothing aboui.

“Don'tbeanass” | said, not sureif | meant him, or me.

Noarr pressed his mouth againgt my throat. “Y ou’ re coming with me.”

He had avery talented tongue. “No, I’'m not.”

The fabric of my tunic bunched as he ran one rough fin up from my waist to the nape of my neck.
| felt the edge of histeeth, the strength of his grip. When he bit me, it didn’t hurt. Somehow | understood



the inexplicable need. Marking me as his, | thought. Hiswoman. Kao had done the same.

Kao, | redized with astart, would have liked Noarr. A lot.

“Look. I'm flattered, but we hardly know each other,” | said. “ Stop nibbling on me.”

“Why?

“Because...” | couldn’t think of asingle reason. | couldn’t think, period.

Noarr stripped my tunic away, spanned my waist with hislong fins, and lifted me up. Histongue
caressed the siff peaks of my nipples, thelines of my ribs. My breastsfelt painfully full, and swelled even
more as he rhythmically siroked them with hisflippers.

“Noar.” | took in adeep breath as he pressed me againgt hisfull length. Wefit together, without
asingle gap between us. “Much as| would liketo...”- God, would | haveliked to-“... thisisn't thetime
or place”

“Very wdl, Waenara,” he said, then replaced my tunic and let go of me.

“What' sthat mean?’

He hesitated. “ A term of affection.”

“What' sthe corresponding term for aguy?’

“ Osepeke. ”

“I"'m taking araincheck on this, okay? Don’'t worry, we' |l figure something out.” | smiled.
Osepeke.”

Noarr led me back to the infirmary, where | made fina rounds before leaving to get some deep.
Trueto hisword, Reever was gone, which suited mefine.

| was exhausted, worried about the threeat to the tunnels, and ready to bang my head against the
nearest hard surface. Surely nothing € se could go wrong.

Before | could drop onto the berth, however, Gagl Kelly did out from under it and gave me a
cheerful grin.

“Pull your socks up, dote. Haven't seen you in donkey’ s years. Howya?’

“Gadl.” Guilt over leaving him behind in the crying chambers rushed back over me. “Did
SrrokVar release you?’

“Won'’ srecycler crew smuggled me out of there afew days ago.” He glanced around and
rubbed hisflat abdomen. “I could use some scran, if you can spareit.”

“Of course.” | rushed over to the prep unit and quickly prepared him amedl. He didn’t bother to
sSit, but devoured everything in short order.

“Ah, that’ sagift. I'm knackered.” He rubbed a hand over hisweary face. “Barreling about
dodging the thicks has meflah’ed out, dote.”

| didn’'t need atrandation of that. “ These are Over-Master HalaVar’ s quarters. Not exactly the
best spot in the compound to lay low.”

“Edit won't befinding me.” Gael put down the servers. “1 can have akip in the back of one of
the storage units...” He glanced at the berth. “Unless |’ d be intruding on you and your old man.”

“Pease” | snorted. “ The only thing you'll be listening to is the sound of me and the old man
shoring.”

A signa camein over the console, and | motioned Gael to hide. He dropped and rolled back
under the berth. Once he was out of sight, | answered the signdl.

“Doctor.” Itwas TssVar.

“Change your mind about vaccinating the prisoners?’

“I require your presence in the guard barracks.”

He motioned to someone, and | thought | saw Reever walking past one edge of the screen. “You
will accompany meto the arenagames.”

“Can| refuse?’

Hedidn't bother to say no. “A centuron will escort you.”

| terminated the Signd. “ Stay out of sight, Gael. I” ve got to go watch hel pless prisoners beat each
other to death.”

The Terran’ smuffled voice drifted out from under the berth. “Don’t be | etting them get you up to



ninety, dote.”

“Uptoninety?”

“Ready to explode.”

“Too late.” | wasway past ninety already, and speeding out of control.

OverLord TssVar and | were given deferentia seating in the makeshift arena sgdlery, and | sat
beside him in absolute, stony silence. GothVar, | noticed, was busy handpicking which of the assembled
daveswould fight each other, and seemed to be having agood time.

Reever was nowherein sight.

“Thefirgt match should be of great interest.” TssVar sat back as someone led ahuge figure out
from another chamber.

Devrak.

Someone pushed amild-looking humanoid female from the group of daves GothVar was
currently terrorizing. Shewouldn’t last long againgt the Trytinorn, | thought, and leaned forward, my
hands gripping the chair. “OverLord, does anyone even care to make these chalenges equitable. Look
at her, she'stoolittle. That jumbo bully will flatten her in about two seconds.”

“ Appearances are deceptive, SurrevVa” TssVar' stongueflickered out. “ Observe.”

GothVar and the guards cleared everyone out to stand beyond the quad parameters, and
someone shouted for the combatants to begin. Devrak stood looking down at the small female, obvioudy
unwilling to step on her.

Good to know he wasn't acomplete bastard, | thought, dightly startled.

In contrast, Devrak’ s opponent only waited a moment before snarling and launching hersdlf at the
Trytinorn. She must be suicida, 1 thought, until 1 saw two whiplike extensions shoot out from the sides of
her abdomen and dash across Devrak’ s sensory organs. She completed her attack with aflawless vault
up onto his broad back, where she clamped powerful legs around the Trytinorn’s neck.

The League Mg or trumpeted his pain and fury, and began ssomping around the quad, trying to
shake her off.

“Uh-oh.” Now | sat back. “Thisisn't going to be pretty.”

TssVar made ahiss of agreement.

The Mgor and histiny opponent fought on. | cringed as the fema € s whipping appendages cut
into the Trytinorn’ sthick hide. Much as| didiked Devrak, my hands till clenched the edge of my seat
until my knuckles bulged under my skin.

“OverLord.” A centuron appeared beside us. “We have received asigna from SubHanar
HssovVar.”

“Excuse me, Doctor.” The Hsktskt lumbered off out of the arenawith the centuron, leaving me
doneinthegdlery.

For about ten seconds, anyway.

Quietly I rose and picked my way through the shouting, cheering crowd of lizards, until | stood
on the edge of the quad. Devrak was starting to weaken, and his shuffling steps pounded dowly in front
of me. | waited until the pair were on the other side of the arena, then crawled under the plasted cords
and up onto the quad platform.

“Hey. Hey.” | waved my armsto get the femal € sattention. A reptilian limb made aswipe a me,
and | skittered forward to avoid it. “Down here.”

The femae paused long enough to peer over the dome of Devrak’ s skull. She yelled something
that sounded like, “I'm not finished with him yet,” just in acompletely aien tongue.

| inched closer. “Devrak, are you okay?’

“Do | appear okay to you, Terran?’ The Trytinorn lifted hislong nasal appendage, but stopped
short of grabbing the femae. “I don’t wish to harm her.”

My cueto be brave and bold. | walked over and placed agentle hand near one of Devrak’s
lacerations, then squinted up at the female prisoner. “ He needs medica attention,” | said, and used my
hands to convey my meaning. | pointed to the medica indgniaon my tunic. ”I’m adoctor. Let me help
him now.



The centurons weren't amused. One of them fired awarning shot from apulserifle closeto my
legs

“Get out of the quad, Terran.”

Devrak lowered his head, and carefully knelt down on the quad. | assumed a Sitting position, and
held my bregath as his fema e opponent sat very Hill, her legs il clutching his neck. Then, with asoft sigh,
she did down and off the Mgjor’ s back, and sat on the quad beside me.

| raised my palmsin the universal gesture of peace. “Good for you, lady.” What we needed here
was agood, old-fashioned Terran sit-in. | turned so &l the other daves could see my hands, and made
the gppropriate maotion. “Y ou don’t have to fight, any of you. Sit down. Don't let them bully you.”

Enough of them got the message, and murmured to each other. Slowly, one by one, they began
gtting down wherever they stood. After aminute, there wasn't adave left standing.

The Hsktskt didn't like that. The lizards began shouting and prodding the prisoners, making
threatening gestures with their weapons. | was counting on the fact that no one would actudly kill the
prisonersfor not fighting-they were valuable merchandise, after dl. Okay to lose some, but not the whole
shipment.

It worked.

| didn’t havetimeto crow over my victory. GothVar clambered over the quad boundary cords
and yanked meto my feet.

“You haveinterfered for thelast time, Terran!”

Someone fired another pulse blast, but this one came very closeto hitting HatHead' slower
extremities,

A low, savage growl erupted behind us. “Release the Doctor, OverCenruron.”

| glanced over FlatHead' s broad shoulder to see OverSeer FurreVa standing at the entrance of
the arena, flanked by six heavily armed centurons.

“Hi, OverSeer.” | yelped as GothVar dropped me, and | landed on my backside. “Boy, am|1...”
The big Hsktskt female reached up and tore the surgica dressing from her face, and | stared at the
results. The corners of my mouth tried to reach my ears. “Am | glad to seeyou.”

What had once been a grotesque nightmare now had become a balanced, appedling visage.

She' d never meet humanoid standards for charm and alure, but to me, FurreVasimply looked beautiful.

Every Hsktskt around me had their gazes riveted on her new face. Y ou could have heard a dust
mote land.

| do good work.

“Asyou see” FurreVasad, “1 am fully restored.”

| opened my mouth to tell her she should have spent another week in her berth recovering, but |
redlized she wasn't talking to me. She advanced on GothVar, who stood there gawking like the rest of
the guards.

“Y ou cannot resume your rank. Y ou have abrood to nurture,” FlatHead said, then took a step
back as she got closer.

Hewas afraid of her, | thought. Which proved he had some brains, much to my disappointment.

“My young return to the homeworld with TssVar' s mate. She agreesto nurture them.” FurreéVa
activated her wegpon and raised it, aiming directly at GothVar's nonexistent brow plate. “ Stand down,
Over-Centuron.”

For afew seconds it |ooked like someone was going to the infirmary with abig, ugly wound. At
last FlatHead pivoted away, lumbered into the crowd, then disappeared.

FurreVaturned full circle as she addressed the guards. “ There will be no more arena games, now
or inthefuture.” When acluster of four males grumbled out loud, she whipped her new face around to
dare a them. “1 shdl administer discipline persondly to the first centuron who disobeys my order.”

If Hsktskt could pale, every guy in the place would have been flat white. Almost in unison, every
malein the arenaarea dropped his head back dightly, in effect bowing to her will.

“Doctor, my persond guard will return these prisonersto their cells. | will assist you in moving the
Trytinorn to an area suitable for trestment.”



| bent down and picked up her discarded dressings, and tucked them into my tunic pocket.
When we were back at theinfirmary, I’d ydl at her for removing her own bandages. Right now
supporting her dignified return to duty was more important. “Thank you, OverSeer. | would appreciate
thet.”

Devrak’ sinjuries required some creetive suturing techniques, which | carried out in one of the
equipment storage areas in a corridor adjacent to the infirmary. FurreVa stayed to observe, and
permitted meto rig a support harnessfor the Trytinorn to stay in for afew days until hiswounds healed.

“If I hear you' ve twitched an inch from this harness, | will sedate you and string you up from the
celling mysdf,” | told Devrak. “Understand me?’

Theandgesics!’d given him took over, and he mumbled something nasty under his breath.

Weleft the Mg or with apair of centurons guarding him, and | inssted FurreValet me perform a
skull series before she reported back to her post. Happily, no complications appeared to be setting in,
but | gave her the usud lecture.

“Wash the graft areas three times per shift with lukewarm water rinses, and keep applying that
dermal emallient | prescribed for you.”

“Hsktskt do not bathe daily.”

“Asfar asyou're concerned, they do now.” | set down my scanner and patted one of her limbs.
“Thanksfor rescuing me, and shutting down that damn arena.”

“I did not rescue you.” Sheroseto her full ten-and-a-half feet and glowered down at me. “I
merely ingtituted measures to protect our merchandise.” Her tail appendage curled as she said this, which
(according to Reever) indicated she wasn't being completely truthful.

| gathered up my instruments and shook my head. “Whatever you say, OverSeer.” Theend of a
limb landed on the front of my tunic, and | peered up & her.

“Stay away from the OverCenturon, Terran. Heismineto ded with.”

Before | could ask why, FurreVadeparted. | was brooding over my meningitis cases when my
resdent careened through the infirmary entrance. Hemangiomas had burst over hisface and arms.

“They’vejust brought in more! Hundreds!” He pointed back toward the prisoner reception
sructure, and spattered me with somefluid in the process. “Mavbe a thousand!”

| caught hisarm, sat him down on the closest stool, and gave his shoulders alittle shake.

“Whoa, Vlaav. Settle down and catch your breath for amoment.” He breathed in and out
deliberately while | mopped both of usup. “Okay, now tdl me dl that again. Coherently thistime.”

Turned out anew group of Hsktskt raiders had arrived, their ship holdsfilled with recently
captured beingsto be sold at the compound. Beings captured while traveling through the border
territories, just outsde the Pmoc Quadrant.

It wasn't good news, but it could have been worse. “At least they didn’t decimate an entire
planet thistime. What species are the prisoners?’

“All kinds-Darmarek, Ramperilii, Caffors, even some Tingadleans. Someone said they weredl
working on some new planetary orbital station project when the raiders attacked.”

A terrible feding of dread stole over me. Two yearsago |’ d heard one of my neighborstalking
about that project. Back then it had been in the planning stages. “Were there any Terrans among them?’

“I think | saw one, amale-”

“Where did they bring them in? Wherewewere?’ | didn’t wait for more than hisnod. “1I’ll be
back. Hold down the fort.”

| raced down the corridors until | reached the enormous, empty chamber situated below central
command. All those big pillars camein handy-I hid in asmall recess between two of them and watched
the Hsktskt march in thelast of their newly acquired prisoners.

Scanning faces, | quickly located the only Terran male among gpproximately six hundred
captured congtruction workers and technicians. Of average weight and height, with nondescript coloring,
he was easy to overlook. His smile and personality would have made him stand out, but at present he
wasn't ahappy man. No grin gppeared on the face of the smdl, multilimbed dien standing besde him,
ather.



No, | thought, my heart sinking. Not both of them.

Thetwo I’ d recognized joined one of several clusters of males-there seemed to bea
predominance of them-then were directed by a centuron toward the appropriate corridor.

| couldn’t stand there and do nothing, so | put on my best fake-furious face and went after them.

“Centuron!” | pointed at the group of maes| needed to stop. “ Detain these prisoners.”

The Terran’ s brown eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to spesk to me. | gave him atiny
shake of my head, then awink. His mouth snapped shut on agrin.

| turned on the unfortunate Hsktskt and began reading him theriot act.

“Why wasn't | informed of these arrivals? Have you forgotten that med evals have to be
performed on every single one of these prisoners?’ | planted my finger in the center of hisuniform. “Am
supposed to be psychic and guess when you' re polluting the generd prisoner population with these
unevauated individuas?’

“A sgna would have been sent after they were segregated-”

“You d have waited that long? Have you even a clue asto how many germsthey’ re carrying?’
The harassed centuron grunted something incomprehensible. “Well, don’t just stand there griping at me.
I’ll have to take thefirst group to the infirmary and schedule the others. Y ou” -I pointed to the Terran-
“and the short one standing beside you. Y es, you. Come with me.”

| swept off in the direction of the infirmary, and didn’t glance to seeif thetwo maleswere
following. | walked around thefirst pillar, stopped and waited.

Paul Daton and Geef Skrople appeared two seconds later.

When the two men would have spoken, | lifted afinger to my lips. “Follow me.”

Only when we were far from the unloading areadid | stop again and plant my hands on my hips.
“Wadll, thisisafine mess, Paul.” Then | laughed and gave them both ahug. “ God, it's good to see you,
Hi, Geef. Areyou okay? Either of you hurt?’

Paul exchanged a glance with Geef and started laughing. “We re fine, Doc. Though | doubt you'll
take our word for it.”

“That'sright.” | took each by the arm and started them toward the infirmary. “Gentlemen,
prepare to be thoroughly examined.”

Geef kept an eye out for centurons while Paul filled mein on some rather staggering facts behind
theraid.

“We got asignd from some friends of yours. They’ d tracked Hsktskt raiders headed for the new
Station we' ve been working on. When they asked usto voluntarily surrender, | thought they were crazy.”
Paul shook hishead and chuckled. “Until they told usthey intended to liberate Catopsa, with alittle
inddehelp.”

“Soyou just let the Hsktskt capture the station?”

“Oncewe d stripped out al the vital tech and shipped it off station, yeah, we did. Sincethe
engineering crew werethe only items|eft of any vaue, they took usal.”

| still didn’t get it. “What can you do here, as prisoners? Y ou don't have any wegpons.” | gave
him adark look. “ Do you?’

“We don’t need weapons. Our friends will be here soon.”

| thought of the League. “Just who are these friends?’

Paul grinned. “Y ou know how Jorenians fed about someone who attacks a valued member of
their HouseClan. The minerson Aksel Drift Nine aso happen to be just as obnoxious, especidly after
learning that same female saved the lives of five of their femae engineers.”

“The Jorenians and the Aksdllans.” | closed my eyes briefly as| imagined it. “Mother of All
Houses”

“Combined invasion forces will be here within aweek, Doc. We don’t have much time. Can you
hep us?’

“I'll haveto, won't 17?7’ | grumbled, then regarded Paul. “How many ships?’

“Not many.” Hisgrin stretched. “ Just every one available from Joren, and Aksel Mgor. Maybe
two, three thousand.”



That would do the job. Unless they ran into the League on their way. “How are they going to
know where and when to attack?’

“After Geef and | put the word out to the prisoners, we' re going to escape to the surface.” Paull
tapped hisforearm, where | could see asmall bulge under the skin. “Signd beacon. They’ll send ashuttle
down to retrieve us, then we'll give them the layout of the compound.”

“If thisis going to work without wesgpons, we' re going to need some way to disable the Hsktskt
centurons.”

Geef glanced a me over his shoulder. “We were hoping you could help us out with that, Doc.”

“Disable severa hundred, ten-foot tal, armed lizards. Sure, no problem.” | wanted to knock
both their headstogether. “ All right, I'll figure something out. Tell me something-before you were
captured, did you hear anything about thisinsane decision the League' s made to declare war on the
Hsktskt Faction?’

“| watched the transmission from Fendagd X1 persondly of the Allied League Council debate
over the Hsktskt problem.” Paul made aface. “Y our father makes ahell of a speech. Toward the end,
the entire assembly got out of their seats and demanded afirst strike invasion.”

“Y eah. Soundslike him. He' shad practice.” It wastime for me to make astop at my quartersto
check on Gael and feed Jenner, so | told both men to wait for meto return before reporting to their
assigned cdlls. “Thiswill just teke afew minutes.”

Wel, it would have taken afew minutes, if | hadn’t be so preoccupied by what the two
engineers had told me. If | hadn’t missed the shadow waiting afew yards down from my chamber as|
entered it. If I’d remembered to secure the damn door panel behind me once I’ d closed it.

“Gael?’ | opened the largest of the storage units and peeked inside. A brown-haired head nearly
bumped into mine asthe Terran emerged from behind the racks of garments. Jenner climbed down from
where he' d been deeping on the berth, took onelook at Gael, and darted underneath it. “Don’t mind
him, he'sshy. You'll never guesswho-"

The door pand did open, and | tried to close the storage unit, but Gagl was hdfway out. We
were caught, and by the last Hsktskt | wanted to catch me doing anything.

“Dr. Torinand... Kdly, isit?” SrrokVar strode in and surveyed uswith visble satisfaction. “My
twomissng Terrans”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Truth Hurts

SrrokVar had his guards take both of us back to the crying chambers. | went quietly, but Gael
kicked up quite afuss as soon as he saw the entrance to the specia corridor.

“Plonker, get your gammy claws off!” he ydlled, and fought the centurons so wildly that one of
them resorted to asharp cuff which promptly knocked the Terran out.

“Leave himaone, damnit!” | grabbed Gad as hefell and flung one of hisarms over my shoulder.

SrrokVar had us both clamped into restraint chairs and spent agood deal of time questioning and
scanning me. | refused to speak to him, and he warned me my lack of cooperation would lead only to
morediscipline.

The thought of being burned again made my stomach heave, but | kept my mouth shut and my
eyes focused on the door panel past his shoulder.

“Really, Doctor, you of al people should understand the importance of my research. After dl,
you were the subject of an extended experiment most of your life. | can’t fathom why you would even
attempt to counter my orders. Unless by doing so, you hope to conceal the more miraculous qualities of
your unique physiology?’

So he' d somehow figured out the big secret. Or Reever had figured it out and told him. Or
Joseph Grey Veil. Not that it mattered. | wasn't going to budge an inch.

“Perhaps there are other meansto persuade you.”

| kept my resolve until SrrokVar began walking over toward Gael Kelly. Theterror inthe



Terran’ s eyes made me shout at the Hsktskt to stop.

That didn’'t get his attention, but the Sight of TssVar and Reever entering the main chamber did.

“OverLord. OverMaster.” SrrokVar sounded pleased. “1 was just preparing to begin anew
seriesof interrogations.”

“Releasethefemale” Reever said.

“I fear | cannot.” SrrokVar heaved arather human-sounding sigh. “1 discovered her concealing
this escaped prisoner. In your chamber, OverMaster.” He turned around and flicked alimb toward me.
“I"'m sure you were unaware of her illicit activities-or did you know she consorts regularly with this
Taranmde?’

“That'saliel” | jerked againgt my restraints. “1 wasjust helping him, for God' s sake!”

Reever ignored SrrokVar and spoke directly to his commander. “ This femae was joined to me,
and our unity recognized by the Faction. | will not permit Lord SrrokVar to damage the future nurturer of
my young.”

“She’ snot breeding, OverMaster.” SrrokVar held out a data pad as evidence. * Perhaps due to
her refusal to consort with you?’

TssVar faced me. “Isthistrue? Y ou refuse him?’

A hugeforce dammed into my mind. Tell them you have been willingly intimate with me.

Go to hell.

Which naturdly led to me being turned into an instant puppet.

“I’ve never refused to consort with my husband,” | heard mysdlf say in amonotone. “I do so,
willingly and frequently.”

“Thenwhy isn't she pregnant?’ SrrokVar pretended to look askance. 1 should run reproductive
viability tests on the femde, to assure sheis capable of providing ample young.”

TssVar gazed at me. “1t would be advisable, Hdavar.”

“| assure you, OverLord, Cherijo will breed, very soon. Now release her.”

“Very well.” SrrokVar reluctantly removed my restraints, and pulled me out of the chair. Reever
used hismenta control to force meto wak to hisside, then lift my arms and embrace him. Hishand
stroked over my disordered hair.

“Y ou see? She is uncommonly affectionate.” He dropped akisson my brow, and | swore silently
that | was going to rip hislips off the very moment he dropped the link. His voice changed as he looked
at SrrokVar. “ Should you attempt to experiment on my mate again, | will petition the Hanar to strip you
of dl rank at once.”

Reever walked me out of the crying chambers, and before the door panel closed | heard Gael
Kdly start screaming again.

This hasto end, Reever. You can't keep lying to them about me. And while you're at it, get
out of my head.

| wasn't lying, Cherijo. You're going to carry my child.

Before | could react to that bald statement, Reever did something that made my mind go hazy.
Before I’ d gone another step, | fell forward into unconsciousness.

| woke up in the infirmary, with Paul and Geef watching over me. | groaned and clapped apam
to my aching brow.

“What did he do, hit me with something?’ | eyed the nearest console and sat straight up. I’ d been
out for nearly twelve hours. “Who drugged me?’

“No one, far as| know.” Paul edged off the chair he' d been sitting in next to my berth and
helped me up onto my feet. “Y ou okay, Doc?’

| felt like I’ d been run over by aplatoon of Hsktskt. “Yesah, I'mfine. Long story.”

“If you are, then Geef and | should be released. We have to get things started.”

| Sgned the discharge orders and wished them both luck. “ Talk to a League Lieutenant named
Wonleg, he ll help you.”

After | sent my friends on their way, Pmohhi informed me that asgna waswaiting for me on the
infirmary console. | accessed it, and found a prerecorded message from SrrokVar.



“My congratul ations on an excellent performance, Doctor. Y ou were most convincing.”

Too bad he couldn’t hear me. “I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“| dso wanted to inform you that your other Terran consort, Kelly, will be executed in two
rotations. My condolences.”

“No. No!”

Throwing caution to the winds, | ran back and dipped into the access tunnel and went to find
Noarr mysdlf. More of the black crystdl growths had sprung up in the passages, making navigation even
more difficult. After an hour of wandering, | wastired and ready to admit defest.

| was dso completely, totaly lost.

| sat down next to one of the gleaming black flows and rubbed an idle hand againgt it. “You're
beautiful to look at, but asalandmark you leave alot to be desired.”

“You do not.”

| should have decked him, but | wastoo relieved.

“Where have you been? 1’ ve got so much to tell you! Two of my friends are here, and-"

“There' sno time. I’ ve arranged to have you transported from Catopsa. The ship must leave at
once. Come.” He pulled me toward another passage.

“Wait. | can’'t go anywhere. Gael Kdly isgoing to be executed tomorrow. We haveto get him
out of the crying chambers and off thisrock. Now.”

“Kely.” Noarr halted. “I know him. He has been herealong time.”

“Then you know what he' s been through. Y ou have to help me.”

“Cherijo.” Hedid hisflippers up to cradle my face. “Y ou arein danger here. Y ou must leave. |
will free Kdly after you go.”

“I’'m not going. We ve been through this before.” He couldn’t make me go. Not until | shut down
SrrokVar's operation, and took care of afew other things. “Isthere away to get into the crying
chambersfrom here?’

He dropped hisflippers and made a frustrated sound. “Possibly, if the tunnel has not been cut off
by the black growths.”

“Show me.”

It took time, and some climbing at certain points. Aswe passed through the tunnels, | noticed
that the Lok-Ted clung in drovesto some of the growths, while others remained bare.

At last we reached the tunnel that led directly into SrrokVar’ s main chamber. Through an
unglazed aperture, | spotted Gadl in the holding cdll. Blood stained histunic, but he was spesking to one
of the other prisoners, so hisinjuries must not have been too bad.

“How do wefreehim?’

“Watch.” Noarr brushed past me and crawled down into asmall side corridor too low to walk
into. Minutes later, the crystal behind Gagl swung inward, and he uttered a short cry asacloaked arm
pulled him back into the rock. The other prisoners showed little reaction to what had happened, and
suddenly | realized why. No wonder al those severely injured prisoners had walked out of SrrokVar's
hands and over to my infirmary. Noarr must have been pulling them out of the cdll dl dong.

But why hadn’t SrrokVar raised the darm when he found them missing?

“Dote. ” Gadl gave me ahug, then grabbed hisarm and groaned. “Uh, forgot, I'm abit flitters.
My thanksfor pulling me out of that perishing hole.” He gazed around at the tunndl. “ Grand, thisis.”

Noarr towered over him. “We do not have time for atour.”

“Yeah, hesright.” | smiled at Gael. “I’ ve got aone-way ticket for you to get off thisplace. Are
you game?’

“Bejappers, you have?” Gadl chuckled, then sobered abruptly. “ My thanks, but I'm not bolting
from herejust yet.”

Noarr pointed to the corridor that led back to the main compound tunnels. “Let us discussthis
when we move out of thisarea.”

In ahushed voice, | argued with Gael the whole way, but was unable to get him to agreeto leave
Catopsa.



“If itwasjust me, | would, dote. But | have skin here, and | can’t be abandoning them.”

“XKin?’

“Friends.”

The sincerity in hisvoice made me glance at Noarr. “ See? I’ m not the only one.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” Gael studied the latest outcropping of black growths. * Gearing this
muck out should comefirst.”

“Your offer is appreciated,” Noarr said. “But | prefer to work alone.”

We had arrived at the access pand to theinfirmary, and | made both maesdip insdewith me. “I
have moreto tell you,” | said to Noarr as he closed the pandl. “ And | want to do a thorough scan of Gael
for hisinjuries”

The concealment of the partition vanished, and a huge Hsktskt shadow fell over us. It was
FurreVa. Probably reporting for that follow-up exam, | recdled, and silently groaned.

“How did these maes get in here?’

Gadl didn't move. | stepped forward, groping for some rationa explanation. Noarr decided to be
cute and make a grab for the Hsktskt' srifle. FurreVafired it, and the pulse smashed into hisside. Dark
blood soaked his cloak, and | gasped. The alien tossed atray of instruments at FurreV a, who threw her
limbs up to protect her new face. Before any of us could blink, Noarr dropped down onto the floor. By
the yime my eyes went from where he' d been standing to the floor, he had vanished.

FurreVa searched the entire infirmary, then took me and Gael into custody.

“Where are you taking us?’ | asked her as she marched both of us out into the corridor.

“To OverLord TssVar.” The weapon she held on us never wavered. “Hewill decide what
disciplineisrequired.”

During the short walk from the infirmary to Central Command, | decided I’ d take whatever
disciplinewasinvolved. Gadl had aready displayed an distinct aversion for torture, and letting TssVar
work him over might jeopardize Noarr’' s safety.

“How did they know we would be doing abunk there?’ he said aswe approached TssVar's
chamber.

“Huh?’ I’d been busy pondering the sort of discipline TssVar would administer, and took a
moment to process the question. 'Y ou mean FurreV a? She was reporting for afollow-up eva.”

“I"'m thinking she has adeaveen working for her. One of those patchers you work with.”

| tried to imagine Vlaav, Zdla, or Pmohhi spilling the beansto the Hsktskt. Zdlamight have,
before she and | had worked out our little difficulties. Pmohhi had no love for the Hsktskt. Viaav...
perpetualy nervous, pacifistic Vlaav... “I don't think s0.”

FurreVa pressed some keysto request permission to enter, then gestured for usto go in asthe
door pand didto oneside. TssVar sat behind anew, strange-looking console | hadn’t seen before, and
rose dowly to regard me and Gael with glittering eyes.

“Whét has she done now?’

“I caught her hiding two prisoners. | detained this one’-FurreVanodded toward Gael-* but the
second escaped. Heisinjured, | will track him.”

“Carry on.” TssVar waited until FurreValeft before ssomping around his new toy. “Members of
the Faction do not harbor runaway daves.”

“I guess someone forgot to give me the Faction rule book. Thiswholething wasmy idea.” |
ignored Gadl’ sincredulous stare. “ Prisoner Kelly had no choice but to do as | told him.”

“An effort to deflect blame, Doctor?’

“No. Just taking responsibility for my actions.”

“SrrokVar indicated you were most rel uctant to see others suffer in your place. A telling
revelation about your character, he said.” TssVar scrutinized Gagl for amoment. “ This prisoner isa
habitua problem. HalaVar will not be pleased to learn of this”

“HaaVar can go skating on the surface without ahemet.” | smiled as though the thought amused
me. My tunic started getting damp between the shoulder blades.

“I will dlow prisoner Kdly to return to the genera population,” the Hsktskt said. “In return for



your information and cooperation.”

| had no ideawhere Noarr was, or where he regularly hung out, other than his ship. And he'd
moved that. “ Sure. Whatever you want.”

“Youmay go, Terran.” TssVar flicked alimb toward the door pandl.

“OverLord...” Gad sent apanicked glance at me. “Thisbit of skirt isnot-”

“Y ou heard the OverLord, Kdly.” | shoved him toward the door with exaggerated impatience.
“Get out of here. Shoo.”

A centuron was waiting outside. | watched until TssVar secured the door panel once more.

“So what information am | supposed to have?’ | asked in addiberately skeptical tone, then
crossed my fingers behind my back. “Thiswas only my second shot a dave conced ment, you know.
I’ve decided I'm terrible at it, and promise | won't do it again.”

“You are dtill ahabitua liar. Come around here.” TssVar resumed his seet behind the console,
and pressed his clawsinto two Hsktskt-shaped palm pads. | circled around in time to see the
dimensiona smulatorsflicker into operation, and alarge star chart take shape over the surface of the
unit. “Do you know thisregion?’

Of coursel did. I'd lived there for ayear. And he knew it-his young had been born there. “No.”
| scratched my scalp. “Doesn't look very familiar.”

“Obsarve.”

Tiny holo ships began creeping in diagonad waves across the binary solar syslem. I'd seen a
Hsktskt planetary invasion force-some three hundred star vessalsin orbit around Joren-but thisfleet had
fifty timesthat many ships. | bent over to study one of thetiny holos, and bit theinside of my lip before |
draightened.

“Leaguetroop freighters.”

“Y es. Seventeen thousand of them, we estimate, originating from more than thirty different
systems.” TssVar pressed another pad, and the star chart shrank to awide-view chunk of galaxy. The
specs of light representing the fleet now barely inched through the smulation. “Notice their path, Doctor.”
He highlighted one small white speck on the other side of the chart. “ Catopsal s present position.”

| didn’t have to draw aline with my finger to see that unheard-of forces were heading straight
toward us. “ Y ou' d better think about relocating to a new neighborhood, OverLord.”

“Hsktskt do not retreat, Doctor.” He turned off the smulation and regarded me steadily. “Now
you will tell me everything you know about L eague troop movements and tactics.”

Recdlling he' d said the same thing when he' d told me about Joseph’ stransmission, | exhaled a
grateful breath of relief. “Whichispracticaly nothing.” 1 thought about what I’ d observed while on the
Perpetua, and reated the most harmless details of what I’ d seen, ending with, “They will probably send
their most experienced commanders, their seasoned troops. One doesn'’t take on the Faction with
trainees” Anidiot would tell him the samething. “That’sal | can tell you-pure speculation, at best.”

“How does Joseph Grey Vel fit into this equation? He callsfor an invasion, then informsthe
Hsktskt of the same. | understand warm-bloods and their penchant for betrayal, but this man has another
agenda.”

Did he know hewas Stting next to it?“ Joseph Grey Vel ismanipulative, but that’ slike saying
Catopsaisshiny.” | decided to be partialy honest. “He' s obsessed with perfection, has no morals or
conscience, and will do whatever it takes to get what he wants. That includesinciting the League to war
one minute, and collaborating with the Faction the next. Hisgod isas much amysery to me asitisto
you.” No, it wasn't. “But whatever he wants, he gets.”

“Except you.”

| let my mouth curl. “1 don't think even Joseph could convince thirty-some odd worlds to send
that many ships after oneindividud. I’m not that important alab rat.”

“Perhapsyou are.”

| started swesting again.

TssVar kept me at the console for the rest of the day, as he showed me possible attack scenarios
and questioned me about Joseph, the L eague, and what | thought might happen. | tried to sound stupid,



without sounding stupid, and committed everything | saw and heard to memory. | couldn’t do anything to
hel p the Hsktskt, but perhaps Noarr could use the information to assst the invasion and free the
prisoners.

A centuron findly interrupted us with an urgent request for meto return to the infirmary.

“The escaped L eague Commander has been recovered.”

| found what was | eft of Shropana strapped to a berth. His generally demented state didn’t
concern me as much as the condition of his diseased heart did. I’ d soon have to operate on him, with or
without his permission. Then | ran therest of my scans as he raved incoherently. He kept shrieking
something about his eyes being put out.

| checked, of course. They were dtill intact, but milky cataracts had formed on the surface of his
corness.

“Petril. Patril.” | held histhrashing head till between my hands. “What happened to your eyes?’

“Couldn’t see, they blinded me, they shot me in the face from every direction...”

“These aren't pulse burns.” When hedidn’t respond, | huffed out an impatient breath and turned
to the waiting centuron. “Where did you find him?’

“On the surface, Doctor.”

He shouldn’t be blind, I thought, only dead. “Where?’

“In the clearing beyond the compound perimeter. The one with the black outcroppings.”

Shropanatore one arm free of restraints and grabbed the front of my tunic. “They kidnapped me!
They dragged me out there, the beadts, to sacrifice me! But | fooled them.” He chuckled, then started
sobbing. “I fooled...”

“WdI?" The centuron didn’t blink when | glanced at him again. “Isthat how he got out there?
Did one of the guards dump him on the surface?’

“Itisunlikely, Doctor.”

| considered sedating Shropana, but opted for amild tranquilizer and kept him on close monitor.
After an hour, the centuron seemed satisfied that his escaped prisoner was incapable of making another
bresk for freedom, and left me done with him.

“Patril.” | leaned forward as he opened his eyesto stare at me with no small amount of confusion.
“How do you fed?’

“Tired.” He gazed around, hiseyeswidening. “Don’t let him take me out there again. Don't et
him”

“Who?Who took you? What did he do to you?’

“Thelow-browed one, he took me. Him and two of the other beasts.” Patril’ s gaze darted as he
frantically searched theroom. “Hetried to kill me. | saw. | saw everything.”

“What did you see?’

For the firgt time Shropana seemed to focus on my face, then his expression turned cunning.
“You know. You help him. Y ou’' ve dways helped them, you bitch.”

“I need to speak with you, Doctor.”

| turned to see Reever standing beside the partition. He' d want to lecture me about Gael, no
doubt. “Not now.”

“Itisimportant.”

| adjusted amonitor that didn’'t need adjusting. “ So ismy patient.” When he touched me, | stood
up and glided away. “Okay.” | stepped around the partition and folded my arms. “Y ou’ ve got aminute.
Sart taking.”

“FurreVareported she discovered you conceaing two escaped prisoners.” Reever removed a
data pad from histunic pocket and switched it to display. “ The Terran Kely and an unidentified
humanoid mae.”

gy

“Asamember of the Faction, you-”

“-aren’t dlowed to harbor runaway daves, | know. So?’

Hedidn't prepare mefor the next bombshell. He smply dropped it. “Lord SrrokVar hasfiled a



protest against OverLord TssVar' s decison to recognize our union, and arequest to have it terminated.”
| controlled my expression. Barely. “How do you terminate a Hsktskt marriage? Does someone
kill you?’

“No.”

“Pity.”

“The SubHanar has granted SrrokVar permission to continue conducting his research involving
Terrans, specificdly onyou.”

“Hashe?’ | ressted the urge to collapse on the nearest berth. “When do | report for torture?”

“He cannot conduct hisresearch if you are pregnant.”

It didn’t take ten seconds for that to sink in. “Oh, no. No!” Heinclined his head politely. “Then
you must falsify your medica records. | would suggest having your resident sign off on the positive
pregnancy scan, to avoid difficulty in convincing the Lord you are actudly carrying my child.”

Suspicion settled over me. Hewas being nice. Too nice. “Why would you encourage me to
deceive the Hsktskt when you could force me to do something much more fun for you personaly?’

“Wewill discussthat at length another time.” He handed me the data pad. “ A large group of
prisonersin tier nine have been reported to be suffering from an outbresk of anew disease. | am ordering
them to be kept sequestered in their chambers until you can verify that the pathogen infecting them is not
contagious.”

“That'ssmart.” | studied the guard’ sreport. “Looks like it could be some kind of food poisoning.
I’ll have to go and examine the victims.” | grabbed my medica case and headed for the door pandl.

| learned from the guard that the latest batch of new arrivals occupied tier nine, and that Paull
Daton and Geef Skrople were among the infected prisoners. Friendsin trouble again, asthey’ d been on
K-2. What could be causing it thistime?

| located Paul and Geef in the prisoner commons, with about two hundred other males who had
been captured in the border territories. | knelt down beside Paul, listened to his broken moans, and
studied the speckled condition of hisface.

Helooked awful. On desth’ sdoorstep. And it wasal | could do to swallow my laughter.

“Nicejob.” | pulled out my scanner, and reached a hand toward his artificialy flushed brow.
“Whose bright ideawas this?’

“Mine” hewhispered, and lolled his head to one sdein an excdlent imitation of fever-induced
delirium. “Don’t touch, Doc. The stuff we used for the fake rash rubs off.”

| nodded toward the other spotty, moaning prisoners. “ The rest of them, too?’

“Y eah. Pretty smart, huh?’

“Pretty reckless” | played worried doctor and performed a completely unnecessary examination.
“So why the performance?’

“We needed to get you out of that infirmary so we could talk. Met afriend of yours as soon as
we were brought over here.” Paul moved his eyesto theleft, and | looked down to see Wonleelyingina
dtate of counterfeit delirium. “He sgoing to raly therest of the prisonersto help us”

“Andin the meantime?’

“Geef and | need to get to the surface. That’swhy we thought we' d fake the contagion. Can you
get usout of thistier and into the main complex? We can takeit from there.”

I’d haveto get TssVar to agreeto set up some kind of quarantine ward. “1 think so.”

One of the centurons appeared in the entrance to the commons, and | lunged to my feet. “Don't
comein here! These prisonersare highly contagious. I’ m ingtituting an immediate level-one quarantine.”

The cenruron backed out and sealed the door panel at once.

“I loveit when they jump likethat.” | turned back to Paul. “You'll need help to get to the surface.
But let’ sget you out of herefirg.”

It took abunch of shouting and striding around looking frantic, but | convinced TssVar to move
Paul and the other two hundred “ contagious’ new prisoners out of the dave tiers and into an unused
cargo storage area. During the move, | released Won, who promptly went back to hisown tier to start
recruiting prisonersfor the cause.



| set up Zellato run the ward, after confiding what the real story was and threatening to
dismember her-dowly-with alascape if she breathed aword of it to anyonein athermd uniform. Geef
asked me to spread the word about the coming rescue forces, and | briefed prisoners| trusted from each
tier as| made rounds of the entire compound to check for any other cases of the “contagion.”

It was during these rounds that one of the prisoners on Gadl Kdly’stier informed methe Terran
had been dated to be sold at auction. The same auction | was summoned to the next day.

“Perform standard pre-trade ingpections,” TssVar ingtructed me. “Pay particular attention to any
members of the Isalth-io species. A trader complained helost two of them aday out from Catopsa.”

“Isthat right?’ | gave him my best puzzled look. “ Gee, wonder what went wrong.”

When | entered the holding area, | saw Gagl among the prisoners, and went to him first.

“Hey, pd.” | tugged him to the far sde of the chamber, away from the guards. “ Are you okay?’

“Nawful, dote, but I'm not letting on, am |7’

“No.” Hewaslean but otherwise hedlthy. There wasn't much | could do, now that TssVar
suspected about the two Isath-ios, and it frustrated me. “I’ll make sure | record who you' re sold to, and
once we'reliberated, I'll do everything | can to recover you.”

“Liberated?’ Gadl glanced around, then lowered hisvoice. “What' sthis about now?’

“Long story.” | took out my scanner and activated it. “Hold till, and let me at least look likeI’'m
evauating you.”

“I hoofed about, looking for one of them grand tunnels, but no luck here.” Gael gnawed at his
lower lip. “That rapid skin of yours, Noarr, could he help meto bolt outta here?’

“I'm not even surewhere | can find him.” | finished the scan and noted the results on the data
pad. Then | saw the determined glint in hiseye. “Don't think about doing something stupid and getting
yoursdlf shot.”

“If someone' scoming hereto millieup, I'd liketo bein on the ructions.” He smacked his closed
fist into hisother pam. “I’ ve foostered longer on thisrock than most of the knackers here. I’'m gummin’
to losethe head.”

Hewasright. “Okay, let me seeif | can track Noarr down somehow. Just don't start losing the
head with the guards until 1 get back.”

| used the excuse of the contagion to postpone the dave auction, leave the trade area, and return
to theinfirmary. The only quick way | could find Noarr was by using my friend Alunthri to track his scent
through the tunnels, so | had the Chakacat brought to me on the pretense of screening it for the
contagion.

Alunthri acted suitably ferd until the centurons departed, then dropped the wildcat pose at once.
“What iswrong, Cherijo?’

| took the small swatch of robe from my tunic pocket-okay, I’ d been saving it for stupid,
sentimenta reasons-and handed it to my friend. “I haveto find thismale. Can you track him down for
me?’

Alunthri sniffed the fabric, then the hard surface of the floor. “Most scent-paths have been
eradicated by the Lok-Ted. | cannot track him in this manner.”

Which meant we' d probably get lost in the tunnels, even if they were till passable. | thought for a
moment. “What if you were able to smell the prisoners? He may be wearing a disguise when he works
ingde the compound, but he’ d ftill smdll the same. Would that work?’

It would.

“Areyou sure your noseisworking right?’

We had spent aday going through the prisoner population, with no luck. If Noarr had been in the
compound, Alunthri would have tracked him down. The only placeit scented Noarr wasin the infirmary,
and outside Srrovar’ s central chamber. Those recent scents hadn’t yet been eradicated by the ever-busy
Lok-Ted, it told me, but they were ftill very faint.

I d taken the precaution of tallying up the prisoners we checked, and discovered the prison
population matched the current statistics on the Hsktskt database. Which meant Noarr wasn't currently
posing asadave, or there would be a one prisoner difference between thefigures.



Since | had no evidence that the fake contagion had spread, TssVar ordered the dave auction to
continue and for meto get the ingpections finished.

| knew Gagl was depressed by the news, but he smply thanked me for trying.

“| can get in touch with your family on Terra, as soon aswe re out of here,” | offered. “ At least
they’ Il know you' re till dive, until we can free you from whoever buysyou.”

“That' d be murder,” Gael said, and got an odd look on hisface. “Maand Dadid aflit from
Clarewith the rest of the Kellys. Thick as ditches, they were, barreling from Terrato an agri-colony.
New-Eire, they meant to cdll it. Planned to be culchies, raise sheep and crops, the dense bollocks.” He
made aharsh sound. “Made aright hames of it. The thicks belted our ship, banjaxed it. Everyone died
but me”

Blast my thoughtlesstongue. “I’'m sorry, Gagl.”

“They were plonkers, thinking they could scrap with thethicks.” He stared past me at thewall,
then shook his head. “ Sorry, dote. I'm being annoying, aren't |7’

“Beasannoying asyou like.” | pressed my hand over his. “We'll find away to set you free, |
promise”

Just before the auction began, | took my usual position behind one of the pillars so | could record
who went where. That was where Noarr found me.

A warm flipper descended on my shoulder. “ Cherijo.”

| nearly dropped my data pad and whirled around. “Noarr!” | lowered my voice to amurmur.
“God, don't do that, you scared me.” | peered into hishood. “ Are you okay?’

“1 have been better.” He appraised the sight of the traders bidding for apair of Cordobelsfor a
moment. “1 am told you need my assistance moving some prisoners off Catopsa.”

“Y es. Paul Dalton and Geef Skrople have to get to the surface to signal the rescue forces.” |
quickly explained the gpproaching invasion fleet and what the two engineers needed. “Theré saso a
Terran, Gadl Kélly, the one we rescued from the crying chambers. We could use him to help move the
prisoners out of the compound. But he' s up for auction today.”

“I remember him.” Noarr’ s humming voice grew harder. “Y ou carefor him.”

“Yeah, | do.” Thiswasal | needed. A jedlous dave-runner on my hands. | lifted my scanner to
check theinjury | knew was on hisside and hisflipper caught my wrist. “Don’'t be ababy, let medo a
quick scan.”

“I amfine.” He pushed my hand away. “ Daton and Skrople can be moved. Kelly | can do
nothing for. Thereis no accessto this area of the compound, and what tunnels | havein the proximity are
completely blocked off by black growth.”

“Okay.” | wasn't happy about abandoning Gael, but there was only so much we could do.

“WEe I track him down after the liberation.”

“Kely will not besold, I think.”

“Why, because he' s atroublemaker?’

“No onewill offer for him. | must go now.” Noarr stepped back, but | reached and latched on to
onedeeve. “Thereismore?’

“Yeah, thereis” | dipped my arms around hiswaist and rested my head againgt his chest for a
moment. “ Thanks, Osepeke.”

Hisflipper touched my hair. “Be careful, Waenara.”

The only other good thing that happened that day was watching Gadl Kelly stand on the platform,
and seeing the instant looks of didike pass over the faces of the assembled traders.

Noarr’s prediction came true. No one offered asingle credit for the Terran. Gagl’ s notorious
reputation as a habitual escapee had actualy saved him.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Persuading the Pel

We managed to keep up the facade of the contagion for another week without the Hsktskt



becoming suspicious. Paul told me Noarr had contacted him to make the arrangements for the move to
the surface as soon as he detected the Jorenian/Aksdllan forces approaching Catopsa.

“The Hsktskt will pick them up on their scanners, too.” | wasworried this rescue attempt would
end up starting another war. “How are you going to dedl with that?’

Paul gave me amysterious amile. “We ve figured out how to handle that, too. Don’'t worry,
Doc.”

“‘Don't worry, Doc.’” ‘W€ Il handleit, Doc.” Oh sure. Thenit’s‘ Can you sew up thishole they
blasted through my belly, Doc? ” | snorted. “Y ou’ d better make sure you can handleit.”

Gadl Kdly cameto see mein theinfirmary toward the end of the week. He had been returned to
histier, and had managed to get into another fight with aguard. | sutured his gashed abdomen and
lectured him on being more cautious, too.

Hewas quiet-alittle too quiet for my liking. “What’ swrong? Are you in pain somewhere ese
and not telling me?’

“Doc, | heard... ahbit of news.” Helooked miserable. “Y ou need to be wide about this. Dog
wide”

| dressed the wound lightly and helped him back into histunic. “1I'll beabridge, if you like. Just
tell mein ganTerran, Gad.”

“Okay.” He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and eased off the exam
table. “I’ve been ligening in on the thicks' gobbing, uh, conversations. Trying to learn if they know
anything about the liberation plans.” He dropped hisgaze. “| heard three of them talking about a meeting
SrrokVar was having with aspecia prisoner on thetier.

“I dipped down to thetier controller’ s office and listened at the door pand. SrrokVar was
talking to someone. He said pretending to hel p the knackers do abunk from that feck hole of hiswas
brilliant, and it was too bad the tunnel s were mucked or they could keep using them to taking the
knackersto the execution grounds.” Gael’ s voice became very gentle. “Then | heard the deeven say he
would find another way to doiit. It wasthat skin of yours. Thetall one.”

“No.” My throat dried up. “Y ou're wrong. He must have been talking to someone e se. It' snot
Noarr.”

Gadl looked at methen. “God forgive me, dote, but it was. | know hisvoice” Asl sat numbly
down on the chair next to the exam table, the Terran pulled the partition closed and cameto me. “1I’'m so
sorry.”

So Noarr had lied to me, and was working for the lizards. How could | have trusted him?
Bdievedinhim?“I’'manidiot. A complete, blindidiot.”

“No.” Gael pressed akiss on the top of my head. “Y ou're an amazing bird, you are.”

| lifted my face and found Gagl’ s mouth on mine asecond later. | froze, burning with humiliation
and embarrassment. Because | felt sorry for him, | et him kissme. It soothed my shattered nerves, but |
felt nothing beyond that.

Gad’sbody pressed into mine. He was bresthing hard, his heart pounding, hislimbstrembling.
His hands stroked up my back and moved around to caress my breasts. Theridge of his erection
pressed lightly against my stomach.

“Sagging bagtard. It's mortifying, how he' s had you on.” He buried his mouth against my neck.
“I won't let him make ahash out of you, dote. Not ever again. Il look out for you.”

| couldn’'t do this, | thought, and carefully stepped away, out of hisembrace. “I’'m sorry, Gagl.”

Gadl’ sface reddened. “ Even knowing what a ceffler heis, you-”

“No. Thisisn't about Noarr.” | let my sorrow and sympathy show through. “I’m sorry.”

“Right jibber, you are. Or abrasser. | can't decide which.” The Terran strode out of the
infirmary.

| was voting for complete fool myself.

Alunthri waswaiting in Reever’ s chamber when | went off shift. It took onelook at my face and
started preparing aserver of teafor me.

“Hey.” | pedled off my outer tunic and dropped onto achair. “1 thought we agreed you wouldn't



do that.”

“We're both daves now.” Alunthri calmly padded over and placed the server on the table before
me. “ Something has happened. Something that hurt you.”

| took asip and winced asthe hot liquid scalded my tongue. “Y ou' re psychic.”

“I'myour friend. | know you.”

Tears spilled down my face as| buried itin my armsand let go. | felt Alunthri’s palm stroking my
back as | wept, and thanked whatever God or fate had brought one true friend into my life. Ultimatdly, |
pulled mysdif together. “ Sorry.”

Alunthri mopped me up, made me moretea, and listened as | related what Gael had told me.

“Theworst partis, | swore |’ d never trust anyone again. Then Noarr comes dong, and seems
like everything good and finein aman, and crash, there go my walls” | finished the teaand blew my
nose. “It was as bad asthat moment | saw you on the Perpetua, and knew Reever had kidnapped you
from Garnot just asleverage against me.”

Alunthri sat back inits chair and made an odd noise. “Cherijo, there is something you are not
aware of. Reever did not kidnap me.”

| put my server down and had to quickly right it beforeit fell over. “What are you talking about?’

“Reever did not kidnap me. The Garnotans are not artists, Cherijo. Thereisno artists' colony on
that world.” All around its neck, slvery fur rose. “They are davers”

“What?’ | got to my feet. “Alunthri, | went down there. | saw those people. They wereal... they
weren't redly artists?’

“I am sorry to say they are not. Their pretense draws the unsuspecting to the planet. It' sall a
sham. Garnot isadaver-depot. Just likethisone.” Alunthri bared itsteeth in aslent snarl. “They had me
chained and in aholding pit before the Sunlace Ieft orbit. One of them said | would fetch agood price
from Chakaran traders.”

“I left you there. | should have checked that place out more thoroughly, damnit.” My brow
furrowed. “ So Reever... what, bought you?’

“I do not know if credits were exchanged. Hsktskt centurons removed me from the dave pits
and brought me directly to Joren and the Perpetua. By the time we arrived, Reever and the Hsktskt had
gained control of the League fleet.”

Which I"d helped them do. Willingly. Cheerfully.

“Y ou carry much blame for the actions of others, Cherijo. What happened to me on Garnot is
not your fault. Nor isthe betraya of someone you thought afriend.”

“I have no friends, except you.” | laughed bitterly. “I1sn't that avful? But it strue. | can't trust
anyone. Not Reever, not Noarr.” | wiped the last traces of tears from my face as Reever walked through
the door pand. “A blinding example of my own lousy judgment.”

“| beg your pardon?’ Reever said.

“Never mind.” | got up and trudged over to my deeping platform. “ Alunthri is staying with us
tonight.” 1 glanced back at the big cat. “'Y ou don’t mind deeping on the sofa, do you?”

It knew | didn’t want to be alone with Reever now. “Not at al, Cherijo.”

| slently cried mysdlf to deep that night, and saverd nightsfollowing that. Reaver made afew
comments, but otherwise left me done. Noarr didn’t attempt to make contact. The moment he did, | was
going to add afew more swirlsto that face of his.

Everything seemed to decdlerate to dow motion as we waited for the Jorenian/Aksdllan forcesto
reach Catopsa. The days dragged while the tension mounted. Prisoners avoided congregating in groups
to prevent the guards from overhearing any plans being made. We smply had to hold on until help
arived.

Someone got suspicious anyway.

| was summoned by FurreVaearly one morning to davetier six, where she and her guards had
started making a surprise ingpection of the prisoner chambers. | found her standing in front of an access
door that had been smashed. Shards peppered the floor around her.

For amoment, | smply stared. What had happened to the quasi-quartz to makeit break like



this? No one had been able to make a scratch on it for months. None of the Hsktskt had any unusual
devices or weapons. Then | saw black streaks running through the bits al around my feet, and peered
into the tunndl.

The black growths were gone. They’ d somehow gotten into thewalls.

“We discovered this passage. What isit?’ FurreVaasked me.

“I havenoidea.” | looked as confused as| felt. “What broke thewall?’

“Her.” FurreVapointed to alarge, muscular femae prisoner being held by three centurons. “And
him.” Aninjured centuron lay on hissde, clutching acertain vulnerable portion of his anatomy. Dozens of
trangparent shards gleamed, imbedded in the thick scales aong his outer arm.

| seized on the medical problem to avoid deding with more questions about the crystd. “Let me
get himtotheinfirmary.”

TssVar ordered his centurons to search the entire compound, of course. Once I’ d finished
removing the quasi-quartz from the injured guard' s hide, | was summoned to accompany one of the
teams sweeping the tiers for more hidden passageways.

| didn’t want to go. Didn’'t want to find the Hsktskt dragging Noarr out of some hidden corner. |
ended up on Reever’ steam, which only made thingsworse. He positioned himsdlf at my sdeand
watched my every movement. Keeping up abland, indifferent expression while watched the guards
smash their wegpon buttsinto the prison wallswas ared challenge.

FurreVa steam joined ours. Then GothVar and his squad. No one looked very happy to see
each other. Something bad was going to happen. Really bad. | could fed it, like apa pable force,
tightening around me.

Another tunnel was exposed, right in front of my eyes. | spotted the barely noticeable dark veins,
and tried not to react. The centuron must have noticed them, too. He heaved the end of hisrifleinto the
center of the thinly webbed surface. The mirrored panel didn’t crack. It shattered, spilling tiny, black-shot
shards dl around our feet. Centurons disgppeared into the small tunnel, searching for concedled
prisoners.

Reever stared at me. | shook some shards from the top of my footgear and didn’t return the
favor. GothVar trudged over and planted himsdf in front of me.

“Sheknew about this” he said, stroking the pulserifle strigger with two claws.

“Youthink s0?’ | gave him athin smile. “Proveit.”

The centurons called to Reever from the tunnel, and he gave me afina glare before stepping
through the entrance. A moment later, he came out and beckoned to me. “ Cherijo, | need you to look at
this”

Wasit Noarr? My bruised heart turned over in my chest. Was he hurt, had someone-“Right.
Coming.”

Reever disappeared into the dark ahead of me. More veinslaced the inner tunndl surfaces,
creating shadows that thickened severd feet in until they solidified to form an impenetrable expanse of
solid black. With al thelight gone, | felt my way by walking with one hand against awall. A centuron
outlined in the frame of another shattered access door curled alimb toward me, and | headed in his
direction.

The tunnel emptied out into an equipment storage area, and a strange sense of dgavu swept
over mewhen | saw Reever kneding next to something smal and white.

Suddenly | flashed back to the incident on the Perpetua. Leve eghteen. The sharp, poisonous
smell of ammonia. A lump of what appeared to be melted chalk.

| dowly removed my scanner, passed it over the residue, and recited the readings. “Hydrogen,
oxygen, nitrogen, calcium, and phosphorous. Minute amounts of deoxyribonucleic acid.”

Reever sent the bulk of the guards on to continue their sweep. “ The same aswe found on the
Perpetua.”

GothVar came over to peer a theremains. “It isfilth, nothing more.”

“No, OverCenturon.” | deactivated the instrument. “Thiswas aperson.”

“Sowasthis.” FurreVaentered the chamber, carrying the partial remains of another prisoner,



and placed them next to the skeletal residue. What she’ d brought in was gruesome, only aportion of a
torso and one limb. It was bundled in atransparent materia of atype | hadn’'t seen before. “1 found it in
an adjoining compartment.”

GothVar sepped aside, asif offended by the sight of the bundle.

| unwrapped the materia and examined the bloodless remains. “ This appearsto have been a
femae Tingdean.” | bent closer to study the unusud gtriations on what was | eft of her right lower
appendage. “ She was dismembered, but not very efficiently. Theselook like gnaw marks.” | glanced up
at GothVar as| carefully replaced the materid. Interesting, the way he’ d reacted to the corpse. Wonder

why?

“There are dozens more like this.” FurréVahitched her wegpon up on one shoulder. “ All dead.
All escaped prisoners, from the ook of them.”

“They didn't escapefar. The pattern of the wounds suggests alarge, sharp-toothed lant.” |
turned to Reever. “I’ll have to do a postmortem to be positive, Over Master, but from the marksI’d say
one of your friends here got hungry. And this’-I indicated the chaky pile-“iswhat couldn’t be digested.”

“Hsktskt no longer consume lesser-evolved beings,” FurreVasaid, her gruff voice dmost soft
and thoughtful. She wasn't talking to me, | saw. She kept her gaze fixed on GothVar.

“I’ve heard plenty of Hsktskt threaten to eat prisoners,” | said, even as| redlized I’ d never seen
aHsktskt eat anything, other than the synthesized glop FurreVVahad fed her brood.

“We thresten, yes. Perpetuating your ignorant assumptions provides an excellent means of
control.” FurreVatook astep toward GothVar. “No Hsktskt would in fact devour alive being. That
would violate Faction law.”

“Someone violated it. | need to see where you found them, FurreVa. With that many bodies, I'll
have plenty of sdivatracesto identify who killed these prisoners.”

But | already knew.

| went still as an odd sound rushed in my ears. The sound of alow, monstrous voice. ..

For amoment, | was back in the launch bay on the Perpetua, my arm being gouged by the
thresher. He had come up behind me. He had told me what he planned to do to me.

“I will take you on thetiers, Terran. Piece by piece, | will devour you. A small part of you each
time. First your fingers... thenyour ears...”

He had told me exactly how he' d planned to eat me. | hitched in a breath at the thought of what
these poor beings had suffered, then swiveled around dowly and stared at the one responsible for doing
it.

GothVar must haveredized I’ d remembered, for he chose that moment to go completely insane.

“Move againg thewal.” He gestured to two of the centurons who tended to hang around him,
and thetrio leveled their weapons at me, Reever, and FurreVa. Reever and | dowly backed against the
specified wal. The big femae stood her ground and hissed with what | could only call satisfaction.

“At lagt, you rankless son of aworm. | have you in violaion.”

GothVar lifted therifle and pointed it directly at her face. *'Y our new visage will not be so easy to
repair thistime.”

“Hedid thisto you?’ | asked FurreVa, hoping to distract FlatHead long enough for someone to
do something.

“Tdl her,” GothVar said. “It does not matter if they know. None of you will leave here dive.”

“Thisworm-" FurreVatook great pleasure in enunciating that-* attacked me while we wereon a
planetary raid. He wanted my position, and sought to takeit.”

| looked at her once-distorted face, then GothVar’ s oddly doped brow. “Y ou did thisto each
other by fighting over how much junk ison your uniforms?’

“I would be interested in hearing more on this.”

TssVar and severa heavily armed guards cameinto the storage area, which abruptly got rather
crowded. There wasn't even aquestion of afight thistime; GothVar and his cronies|lowered their
wegpons and were swiftly disarmed.

“OverLord.” FurreVamade her report about the bodies she’ d discovered, and implicated



GothVar and histwo pals as the perpetrators. “Dr. Torin believes she will have enough evidenceto
provether guilt.”

“I clam reprieve asbrood sire,” GothVar said at once.

“Indeed.” TssVar turned to gaze at the OverCenturon. “Y ou claim it now, yet you are not
joined.”

“I'm definitely not following this” | said to Reever.

“Hsktskt males can assume the higher rank of afemde, if they joinin aunity ritua. Thefemaeis
reduced to the rank of Nurturer until she ddlivers her brood.”

“Yes, but OverSeer FurreVarefused to join with me.” GothVar’ stongue flickered rapidly. “ Thus
| persuaded her to cooperate.”

“He rendered me unconscious so he could siremy brood,” the Hsktskt femae said. “When he
told mewhat he had done, | refused the union. That iswhen he did this.” She touched her reconstructed
face.

“Why didn’'t you tell someone?’ | demanded.

“As soon as my superiors discovered my state, GothVar and | would have been required by law
tojoin.” FurreValifted her head, and her eyesresembled small, raging suns. “| preferred to be
executed.”

“You are dill required by Faction law to joinwith me. | offer it to you again,” FlatHead said, as
though conferring agreat honor.

TssVar hit him then, driving him back into acluster of console units. “ She does not accept. Once
it isproven you violated Faction law by devouring these prisoners, you will be executed.”

“Asdreof her brood, you cannot execute me, no matter what my crimeis. | clamsre's

“Sobeit,” TssVar said.

“Wait.” | looked from Reever to TssVar. “Let me understand this correctly. FlatHead beat and
raped FurréVa, in order to take over her rank and force her to marry him. She refused, hetried to
murder her. He didn’t succeed. She' shad to hide her pregnancy, avoid him, and wait dl thistimeto nail
him for some other violation of your laws. But when shefinds out that he and his friends have been
snacking on prisoners, he says he wantsto get married and play Daddy, and you' re saying you can't kill
him because of that?’

“Inasensg, yes, that is correct.”

“And she still hasto marry him?” FurreéVahissed. TssVar nodded. | held out ahand. “1 can solve
this problem. Give me one of thoserifles”

“Thereisan dternative, brother.” Reever stepped forward to tug me away from the OverLord.
“I remind you of the sire' sright of protection.”

GothVar sneered. “ TssVar did not srethisfemale”

If TssVar could have smiled, hislipless mouth would have stretched from brow ridge to brow
ridge. “Y ou forget, OverCenturon. We are at war with the Allied League of Worlds.”

FurreVagaped for amoment, then performed alow, respectful bow. “I am honored,
OverLord.”

GothVar, on the other hand, said nothing, but suddenly seemed to be shrinking afew inches.

“Escort them to the arena,” TssVar said to his guards, then watched them depart. “Doctor, | will
need that forensic evidence immediately.” He walked out, and FurreVafollowed.

“They lost meagain,” | said to Reever.

“TssVar clamsasre s prerogative-to defend hisfema e young from arank chalenger.
Something he can do only in wartime.”

“Why only then?’

“Mohilization during military conflict prevents FurreVafrom returning to the homeworld and
petitioning her sireto defend her. Asher commander, TssVar may act in loco parentis and will fight
GothVar for theright of protection over FurrevVa”

Which meant one or both of them was going to need my servicesimmediately thereefter.



| had to transport the remains of thirty-seven dead prisonersto theinfirmary, wherel set up a
temporary morgue. | performed five scans before | found enough DNA evidence to convict GothVar and
the other two guards of Faction law violation. When | sgnaed the same to Command, TssVar ordered
me to report to the arena.

“I don’t want to watch,” | said. “I’ ve got thirty-one more autopsiesto perform.”

“FurreVa has no comrades. No one to stand as witness.” The OverLord studied mefor a
moment. “ Except you.”

“All right, dl right.” He certainly knew what buttonsto push. “I’'m on theway.”

Every Hsktskt who could be spared entered the arena to watch the OverLord defend Furreva's
honor. | managed to stay back out of the way, until Reever saw me and made me squeeze through to the
front of the crowd.

“I redly, redly don’t want to seethis,” | told him.

“Furreva”

“I know. FurreVaneedsapa.” | saw the big female stlanding beside the quad, looking distinctly
isolated. No one came near her-probably another weird taboo of theirs-so | inched my way in her
direction. When | got there, | saw thefine tremors of rage and worry running through her limbs.

“Hi.” | took position at her side and studied the gore-spattered panelsin front of us. “ Should we
get some popcorn?”’

Sheturned to me. “ Some what?’

“Popcorn. It swhat Terrans eat when they watch holofilms. Sort of goes dong with
entertainment.”

“I think not.” Her perfectly proportioned head sivung back toward the quad. * Even now, you
seem determined to provoke me.”

“No. I'm determined to be your friend.”

“You are Terran. | am Hsktskt. We should not be friends.”

“Shouldn’'t we?’ | saw the crowd part on either Sde of the arena. “Here comes the main event.”

TssVar and GothVar entered the quad. Both were stripped down to minimal garments and
displayed fairly awesome physiques. Asfar as size went, TssVar held the advantage, but GothVar had
more bulk. It looked to be afairly even match.

The crowd fdll slent as TssVar stepped into the center of the quad and held up two of hislimbs.

“My people. | come here defending OverSeer FurreVa, with sire’ sright of protection.” He
turned to indicate GothVar. “ Thismale has violated her, attempted to kill her, and now triesto force
unity. Heisacoward, undeserving of the honor of brood-sire srights.”

Now it was FlatHead' sturn. “My comrades. | have but wished to join with my mate. She has
delivered the brood | Sired. By law sheisto be mine. OverLord TssVar clams sire’ sright when noneis
necessary. Shewill be mine.”

“Now they beat each other’ sbrainsout?’ | murmured to FurreVa

“Ves”

And with no further speeches or ceremony, that’ swhat they did. I’ d seen hand-to-hand combat
before, even participated in some mysdf. It paed in comparison to this.

Hsktskt use dl their limbsin the quad-upper, lower, and even their prehensiletall appendages.
The results ranged from bone-cracking grappling holdsto violent impacts of limbsinto torsos and heads.
TssVar sent GothVar sprawling to the surface of the quad over and over. GothVar ripped huge gougesin
TssVar'shide

The blood and brutaity made me sick. “How long will they keep thisup?’ | yelled to FurreVa
over the shouts of the crowd.

She never took her eyes from the quad. “ Until one of them dies.”

For ashort time | thought that might be TssVar. FlatHead sank his teeth into one of the
OverLord supper limbsand held on, tearing and pulling at the joint until with ahorrible cry TssVar went
down.

Thelimb, however, stayed in GothVar’ s mouth until he removed it and threw it from thering.



“No.” | ran over to where the limb had landed and grabbed it. Reever appeared. “1 need a
cryo-unit to preserverthis,” | said. “ Get the infirmary to send one down at once.”

Exhausted and bleeding copiously now, TssVar launched himsalf from the quad surface to wrap
his remaining limbs around GothVar’' s torso. He planted his huge fet, contracted hislimbs, and bones
began to snap. GothVar screamed.

I”’d had enough of this, | thought, and reached up to climb into the ring. Reever pulled me back
down.

When | started arguing, he pointed toward the grappling pair. “Watch. Hewill finish it now.”

TssVar kept tightening hislimbs, GothVar kept bellowing. The crowd fell oddly silent. | stepped
back as| heard tissues tear and blood spill between the two Hsktskt. There was aloud, fina snapping
sound, then GothVar sagged limp and motionlessin TssVar’ sletha embrace.

The OverLord released the body, which fell like asack of broken serversto thequad. “Itis
done.”

| didn’t have timeto applaud. | raced under the cords and over to the tottering Hsktskt, who was
now regling in apool of GothVar's blood, and contributing alot of hisown to the same.

“Congratulations.” | tore the deave from my tunic and used it as atemporary tourniquet over the
jagged sump. “You'reamess.”

“I will leave you to ded with therepairs,” he said, then sat down heavily.

“That’ swhat they al say.” | moved my foot to avoid astream of GothVar’' s spreading bodly fluid,
then squinted at it. Like Terrans, the Hskskt had red blood. So there was no reason for GothVar's blood
to have streaks of black... unless...

A feeble strand of black lifted out of the congealing red puddle and started to elongate toward
TssVar.

| jumped away from the fluid pool, trying to pull the Hsktskt with me, then yelled at two nearby
centurons. “Help me!”

Without heditation the two guards assisted me as| dragged the OverLord away from the
contaminated plasma.

The black stresks subsided, and began to crystallize.

| didn’'t have timeto celebrate what I’ d discovered. The OverLord' s condition required
immediate surgery. | ranin front of hisgurney to the infirmary, shouted for a scrub team to move faster
than the speed of light, and checked the till-twitching limb in the cryo-unit.

“I need full text on Hsktskt limb replantation,” | said as| scrubbed. “If they’ re not in our
database, sgna Command and tell them to relay them now.”

A nurse brought them in on adata pad as | geared up, and | studied the data carefully. Had
GothVar torn off TssVar'stail, it wouldn't have been a problem-Hsktskt regenerated those naturdly. But
the limb was going to require some very specid, fancy cutting, especialy in areas where the ruptured
vesselswere not as easily accessible, in and around the mgor shoulder joint.

“Plan on being here for afew hours, people,” | said as| waked into surgery, glovesup to
prevent accidenta contamination. TssVar’ svitals were weak, but gratifyingly steady. “ Power up the
laser, and remove the tourniquet. Clamp.”

The microsurgery turned out to be no picnic. GothVar, obvioudy apro a rending avictim limb
from limb, had done extensive, serious damage.

| clamped off the bleeders and started prepping the stump, then the end of the limb for
reconnection. Blood vessals and nerves had to be accurately rejoined in order for regeneration to occur,
s0 | worked with a scope in my face for the rest of the procedure.

| rejoined the major vessalsfirgt, then watched the scanner display as circulation was reinstated.
“Okay. Six vessels down, twenty-four to go.”

Seven hours later, | stripped off my mask and deectivated the sterilefield. “We' re done for now.
Whed him out into recovery.” | turned around and nearly ran over Duncan Reever, who was also
dressed in surgica gear. “What are you doing here? | thought surgery made you sick.”

“Heismy brother,” Reever said.



“Whatever. | want GothVar’ s body brought over herefor an autopsy,” | said as| went to the
cleansing unit. “Make sure whoever handlesit uses a hazardous waste trangport and wears an
envirosuit.”

“Why?

“His blood has been contaminated.” | peeled off my surgical gown. “1I'll let you know by what as
soon as | get it under a scope.”

“I'll seetoit. You performed well today.” Without another word, Reever turned and |ft.

That might have been athank-you, | thought, then went to scrub TssVar’ s blood from my hands.
I’d have to think about it, though.

Two fully suited centurons delivered GothVar’ s body in an enormous, sealed receptacle, and |
pulled Vlaav off the ward to assist me with the postmortem. What I” d suspected showed up a moment
after I'd made the median incision.

Hundreds of solid black growths encrusted hisinternal organs.

“I’ve never seen adisease like this” my resident said as he handed me aclamp.

“It'snot adisease, and yes, you have seen it before.”

The growths couldn’t be detached, | discovered, after practically burning out alascape. Taking
asamplerequired the excison of an entire lymph node. | had to modify the el ectroniscopic scanner to
accommodate the over-large specimen before | could examineit from the molecular leve up.

Vlaav had completed the brain examination and brought adice of GothVar' s outer cerebral
tissue over in aspecimen tray. “ Y ou're not going to believe this, Doctor, but he was-”

“Infected with meningitis?’ | glanced at the mucus-covered sample. “Yes, | bdieveit. He
wouldn't let the Lok-Ted near him.”

Vlaav appeared totaly confused now.

“The meningitiswas the body’ s natural reaction to the bacteria, which isn't abacteria, by the
way. It sminute particles of thisblack crystd.”

| adjusted the scope’ s magnification and had Viaav take alook at it.

“Those cdls resemble the microbe we found in al the spinal fluid samples.” Helifted his heed,
confused. “But these are transparent, and there are no nuclei present.”

“It' snot bacteria. Thismineral seemsto have two forms: liquid, and solid. Heat seemsto bethe
factor. The pseudo-bacteria solidifies when the body temperature cools.”

“But why didn’t we find any of them in the autopsies we performed?’

| spotted one of the blobs ambling along the sde of awall, and gently picked it off. After pulling
the organ sample out from under the scope, | set the mold beside it and stepped back.

The Lok-Ted ingtantly flowed over the encrusted node and began contracting and expanding. A
few minutes later, it moved off and reveded anormd, crystal-free specimen.

“TheLok-Ted ateit. Theselittle guys make penicillin look practicaly usdess.”

“So that must be the reason the othersdidn’t die!” Vlaav’'sarms flapped with excitement. “|
remember, | kept picking the mold off their berths-it must have absorbed the minera directly through
contact with their flesh.”

“Yep. That'sit.” | cleaned up and went to send asignal to Central Command.

Y ou' d think reattaching the limb of a Hsktskt OverLord and curing atoxic plague would make
the powersthat be just atad grateful to you, wouldn’t you? | thought o, too, until | was seized and
dragged back to the solitary confinement pits.

Well, it really wasn't TssVar' sfault. SrrokVar had been responsible for the entire mess.

It happened afew days, after the battle over FurreVa, while | was on duty. Dr. Mengel e showed
up at theinfirmary and demanded to see TssVar. | let him, mostly because | was busy. Next thing | knew
SrrokVar was arguing with my patient about the tunnels, and the informant who had seen me using them.

“How many daves has she declared deceased, only to smuggle them through these passages?
How many have escaped Catopsa?’

| came to the berth and regarded the Hskiskt scientist with extreme exasperation. “The



OverLord can ligten to your allegations later-when he’ srecovered. Leave.”

“Such audacity,” SrrokVar said. “I will leech that out of her, TssVar-”

That’ swhen the OverLord summoned his persond guard, and sent meto St in an isolation pit
until further notice.

| should have been furious, but an hour into my confinement | redlized something. By putting me
inthe pit, TssVar had actudly protected me. Without hisintervention, SrrokVar would have certainly
taken me back to the crying chambers.

S0 he does care what happens to me, in his own coldblooded fashion.

Sincethey’ d placed mein one of the degper shafts, | tried communicating with other prisoners.
Either no one spoke Terran, or | wasthe only lucky occupant of the confinement pits.

| leaned back againgt the crystd wall, till fighting frustration. | have to get out of here, before
the liberation forces reach Catopsa. Can’t trust Noarr. Maybe Gael ... ?

An odd sensation passed over the back of my neck, and | sat up to rub it. That waswhen | felt
thefirst, barely perceptible trace of another presence, and turned toward the crystal.

“Hd...”-my eyeswidened as glittering black veins flowered inside the trangparent surface- “ ...
lord

Thewall of the pit began to crackle, and | edged back away fromit. A tiny shard fell down by
my right hand. Then another. Then four more. Suddenly the entirewall was crumbling, and | had nowhere
to go.

Sop!

Asif it heard me, the wall stopped disintegrating. No hidden passage appeared, much to my
disappointment. Just more of the black-shot toxin. Before | released my bregth, | felt the presence again.

Then| heard it.

*yOU*

| waited. That wasit. Not audible sound, more like avibration, traveling up my arm and into my
head. “Mewhat?’

*yOU* can*

Some kind of telepathy? What do you want? Who are you?

*you* can* be* you* can* be* trus*

| can be atruss?

*ted*you * can * be*trus * ted*

Some ingtinct made me reach out and press my pamsto an intact part of thewall. “Noarr?’

* not* the* way* we* are

It was some sort of echo... or not. Of course it’s some kind of weird echo. | dropped my
hands. Or wishful thinking. What else would it be?

The vibration shot up through my legs and made my earsring.

* pd*

The presence became stronger. As| shook my heed, trying to clear the muddle caused by the
odd effect, something moved insgdethe wal. Something large. Very large. And it moved very fast.

“Noarr?’ The name burst from me before | could control mysdf. “Noarr, if thisisyour ideaof a
joke, it snot funny.”

*Nno* no* arr* pel*

An 0ozing mass of clear, thick fluid pilled over the shattered edge of thewall, and | scrabbled
backward to avoid it. It didn’t puddle around me; it froze in mid-spill, then backed up afew inches. Not
much more than ahuge mass of quivering, colorlessglop. | could almost swear that if it had eyes, it
would be staring & me.

* pd*

Why do | keep hearing that- | saw the glop extend an arm-sized mass that wrapped around my
ankle before | could move. The cool, satiny texture of the stuff against my skin didn’t scare me as much
asastound me.

That’s exactly what the Lok-Teel feel like. | placed my hand on the top of the mass, and it



threaded itsdf around my fingers.

* PEL*

Thevibration was so strong | yelped in pain, and reflexively shook the glop off my hand. It didn’t
gpatter, but hastily retracted back into itself.

Geez, you don’'t have to yell at me.

That’ swhen it redlly astounded me. *for* give*

Can you hear me?1 crawled forward, and watched the goo shrink back against thewall. Can
you understand what I’ m thinking?

*don’ t* have* to* yel|*

“Gresat. Glop with asense of humor.” | sat back and tried to control the intensity of my thoughts.
Can you understand me?

*y&s*

| had to find out whereit had come from, how it had gotten through the quasi-quartz. Areyou a
prisoner here?

*pel*is*here*

It didn’t understand me. Yeah, | know you're here. Were you in a confinement pit? How did
you get through the wall ?

It didn’t respond. | sat back down with athump and pressed my handsto my head, which was
garting to ache. Strange, you feel just like the Lok-Teel .

*|ok*teel* It seemed to think that over for aminute. * pure* keep* all*

That's all it does. Keep things pure and tidy. Including my patients, thank God.

*keep* pel*tid*y* A small stream of goo came out of the solid wall and joined with the larger
blob, increasing the mass until it wasequa in Szeto me.

You're not hungry, | hope.

*hun* gry*

The vibration had afaint intonation to it thistime, an uprisng change in intensity. Evidently the pel
could pick up some of the nuances of human thought and make an echo into aquestion. Never mind.
You're not big enough to eat me.

*pel*big* More streams of glop erupted from the wall and added to the massive blob.

| don’t need proof! | had to chuckle. The sound seemed to mesmerize the creature. Besides, if
you fill up this space, I'll suffocate, and they’ | shoot you or something. If they could tell the
difference between you and the quasi-quartz.

*quasti*

It seemed to ponder that for amoment, then reversed, and dowly ran up aong the cracked
surface of thewadl|l. | gasped out loud when | realized what it was doing-repair work. Whatever it
touched solidified back into its former state. A few moments later, the wall was completely whole again.

You didn’t bust through the quasi-quartz, you ARE the quasi-quartz.

*pel *is*not*pel *is*

Animage of the sentient crystal that had saved two lives back on the Sunlace formed in my
head. And | wasn't generating it. IS this one of your kind?

*y&* pel *

How many of you live on this asteroid?

*pel*ist It didn’t try to echo the last word. Instead, it swiftly formed asphere, and solidified its
outer surface into perfect, Sx-sided hexagons.

* pd*

The sphere split in half, reveaing the center, swirling and undulating.

* pd*

Thisentire asteroid is pel?

It resumed its blob form. *is* pel*

If thisentire world was actudly acolonia mass of sentient beings-

Pel, we need to talk about a few things.



It took time. The pd didn’t dtogether grasp the intricacies of humanoid communication, and
seaemed to have a problem understanding certain ideas and phrases. It understood that its surface was
occupied by other beings. It could even differentiate between species, but the contrasts made it think we
were “impure’-covered indirt, | redized.

Learning that the Lok-Ted fungi was actualy a cooperative symbiot that cleaned and consumed
impuritiesfrom the pel surprised me. Impurities...

Isthat why your center is black? Because the Lok-Teel can’'t reach it and purify it?

* black* not* pel*

What isit?

*tul* The thought/vibration transmitted a degp acheinto my limbs.

Of course, the physician in me responded at once. Istul a sickness? Isthe pel sick?

*tul* not* pel *

It didn’t understand me. Why does it grow in the pel? Isit infecting you?

*tul*kill* pel*

Maybe it was some kind of minerd parasite. Or enemy life-form. So we' re not the only ones
with problems.

*tul* pel* The glop settled for amoment. * hskt* skt* slave*

| grinned and patted the blob. That’sit. The tul isto the pel what the Hasktskt is to the slave

*|ok* teel* kill*tul* The glop enlarged abruptly. * slave* kill* hskt* skt*

No, | had to backtrack. | thought once more of the separated chunk of crystal on the Sunlace,
and felt atremor of something odd. Do you miss that part of yourself?

*yes* mine* taken*

That’s what the Hsktskt did to us. | formed amenta image of the NessNevat world, where the
Hsktskt had nearly wiped out an entire race. What the Hsktskt did to these beings.

The clear glop suddenly shot out in agleaming, sharp column, and smashed into the opposite
wall. More shards sprayed dl over me.

* pel* help* daves*

Yes. | ressted an urge to hug the glop. We could use a little help like that.

The pd stayed with me as| explained. Over the following hours, it dowly grasped more
understanding of my thoughts, which alowed me to communicate exactly what kind of help the prisoners
would need, once the liberation forces arrived.

| sent it back into the wal when | saw the hatch dide open, and the retrieva clampslower into
the pit. Go now. Wait for me to contact you.

*pel*wait* The glop funnded itsdlf into the wall and disappeared.

SrrokVar was waiting up top, and personaly removed me from the retrieva unit.

“What' sthe matter, Lord?’ | tried to free mysdf, but he wasn't letting go. “ Get tired of harassing
my patients?’

“Grestings, Doctor.” He stared down, then nodded his head. “As | suspected.”

My PIC had hedled over, but that didn’t matter now that | was amember of the Faction. | told
him that, too. Loudly.

“I neglected to mention your union with OverMaster HalaV ar has been rescinded, didn’'t 17 No
matter. Wewill make restoring your designation our firgt priority.”

PART FOUR: Insurrection

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
TableTurns

| madeit to the crying chambers without pleading, but | fought the centurons every step of the
way. Cold swest ran down the sides of my face asthey wrestled me into a suspension rig, then hoisted



me off the floor upside-down.

“You're not going to get away with thig” | shouted, trying to free mysdlf, knowing it was
hopeless. All right, Cherijo, calm down. It will al be over in afew minutes. “ As soon as Reever finds out
I’m here-”

“Halavar will not be removing you on this or any other day, Doctor.” SrrokVar activated the
laser array and targeted my right forearm. “Y ou see, he believes you are dtill in solitary confinement.”

My heart rate sped out of control. Incongruoudly, time seemed to dow down. The beam flashed,
then took forever to reach my arm. Scalding heat spliced my flesh, but it didn’t move. My throat locked
when | redlized SrrokVar had calibrated the laser to the lowest speed.

Thiswasn't going to take afew minutes.

| fought the mind-scrambling panic. “No! Just do it and get it over with!”

“Cam yoursdf, my dear.” SrrokVar drew closer, observing and tapping notesinto a data pad.
“Or can't you?' He peered at my face as| gasped for breath. “No, | don’t believe you can. You've
been burned before, haven't you, Doctor?’

The Sunlace. Trying to rescue Tonetka and the children. The fire between us-

“Isthat why you're so afraid of the sensation? Have you been fighting those memories? Or
reiving them?’

| couldn’t answer. Pain and hysteria descended, corroding my breath, my control, my sanity.

Before everything spun out of coherency, | saw the Hsktskt shake hishead, heard him say,
“Subject displays severe phobic reaction to...”

Strangling terror dammed awall between me and my surroundings, leaving meimprisoned in an
airless pocket of fire. | saw my fingers shred as| climbed over the rubble, felt the vells of flame drape
over my body. Blackened, charred bodies, the memory of those | hadn’t saved, crowded the
smoke-stained deck of the Sunlace. Bile surged up, but even that remained trapped. Nothing would
unlock the frozen muscles of my throat.

| wasn’t going to save anyone thistime... | was going to burn and burn and burn...

Before | could black out from lack of oxygen, acrudl hand forced an endotrachedl tube into my
throat. The now-familiar burn of pure oxygen billowed down into my chest, pushing my lungs out,
keeping my body dive.

No... | fought to didodge the tube penetrating the swollen tissues of my throat. Just let me die

Something stung the Side of my neck. Drugs entered my bloodstream, speeding through my veins
into my heart, which began hammering faster and faster. Stimulants. SrrokVar wasn't going to let me miss
asinglemomert.

Therewas no placeto go. | tried to cower behind amental wall, but the pain swelled over it and
found me. In ahaze of convulsive shudders, | heard someone caling to me.

Joey.

| raced to find the path to the inner place. Maggie, help me! Yet thewall I’ d erected had begun
to closein around me, imprisoning mein amenta confinement pit. A pit lined with razor-sharp teeth.
Maggie, for God' s sake!

The memory of my surrogate mother’ s voice came to me with another, suffocating wave of
torment- He' |l keep at you for aslong asit takes to satisfy his curiosity-and that’s endless.

Endless. No. | couldn’t takethis.

Maggi€ svoicetook on abeseeching tone. Call him, Joey. Call to the one who loves you.
The one who can save you.

Two facesmerged in my mind. Reever. Noarr. | loved them both, but only one would save me.

Reever!

At the sound of his name, thewalls collapsed, and agony began tearing me gpart.

| don’t know how long SrrokVar worked on me. | didn’t care. The pain had thrust meinto a
tight, dark, airless chamber. No doors. No windows. Just me, agony, and the sound of my own
screaming.



With or without SrrokVar's specid treatment, | knew | would scream in that chamber forever.

Y et eventudly the pain stopped. It didn’t dwindle. It was there one moment, gone the next. Or
perhaps my awareness of it had discontinued. | remained, huddled, terrified, my throat raw, my muscles
unresponsive.

| redly, redly wanted to stop screaming. | just couldn’t.

Sowly the darkness came dive with sound. At first amere hum, passing through the unyielding
wallsto whisper againgt my hypersenstive flesh. | squeezed mysdif tighter, smdler, ill shrieking
mindesdy.

The hum became avoice. The voice caled out aword. No, not aword. A name.

Cherijo.

It knew me, it was coming for me, and it promised no more pain. A trick, | decided, and kept
ydling without words, hoping, praying that would be enough to drive it away.

It wasn't. Cherijo, | am here.

The chamber disintegrated, and | was|eft done in the boundless dark, trying to fold in upon
mysdlf, fear seding what little air remained. | didn’t have enough breath to scream anymore; dl | could
do was hopeit wouldn't find me.

Hands touched me, then came a coolness so soothing that | wept. And still | couldn’t unlock
mysdlf fromthat little bal of misery.

Look at me.

No way was| doing that. If | did, I’d see SrrokVar. I'd see my severed hand dangling from the
suspension clamp. I’ d see the truth of where | was, what had put hands on me, and what was coming
next.

“Cherijo.” A gentle caress on the side of my face. “Look a me, Waenara.”

| didn’t possess the strength to fight anymore, and yet the sound of that last, whispered word
terrified me beyond anything SrrokVar could ever do.

Hippers, not hands, stroked my cheek, my throat, my hair. “Y ou do not haveto be afraid.”

Ohyes, | did. Noarr had |eft me, betrayed me, abandoned me. | clung stubbornly to my terror,
which had done many things, but had never, ever deserted me.

He made a sound-aterrible, helpless sound-then gently placed something over my body and
head. | felt mysdlf being carried over adistance; cold seeped into my limbs.

| knew what was going on. Noarr had taken me from the crying chambers. He had brought me
out onto the surface. Noarr, who had led so many others through his tunnels, only to turn them over to
GothVar and hispals. It didn’t matter that FHlatHead was dead. There were plenty of Hsktskt on
Catopsa; Noarr had doubtless found replacement monsters hungry for dave medt.

Maggie didn’t need to tell me the obvious. No immune system, no matter however aggressive,
could counter the effects of being torn up, eaten, and digested.

So thisisit. Thisishow it ends.

A disturbing sense of cam settled over me. Ever since Reever’ sbetrayal, I” d been prepared for
this. I'd courted it and found it with equa amounts of determination. But now that the moment of my
desth was upon me, | felt rather peaceful.

If nothing else, 1 hope | poison them.

The cold went away. Noarr said something in that strange, srumming language of his, then lifted
me up and onto a soft surface. | kept my eyes and mouth shut, and didn’t fight him as he uncurled my iff
limbs

I’d had an exceptional life over the last couple of years. No regrets, then, | thought, and waited
for them to Start ripping into me.

“Cherijo. Open your eyesfor me.”

He wanted meto see, to watch what they were going to do. The bastard. Clean, purifying anger
pumped into my veins, devouring the serenity I’ d been enjoying. He could have smply doneit, but no, he
wanted more. He wanted me to go out shrieking.

Not without a fight, damn it. My eyes snapped open in time to see Noarr remove the



envirohemet from his head and place it asde. My muscles sang with strain as | curled up and began to
roll over off the platform.

“Cherijo.” Noarr came and blocked my path with hisbody. “Be Hill. | must-"

“Judas!” | couldn’t make afist, so | dammed my good arm into the side of hisbody. New, clean
pain shot up into my neck as| rolled the other way. Noarr flung himsalf on top on me and pinned me
facedown into the deeping platform.

Seeping platform?

Agitated breath rushed by my ear. “ Do not move. | must examine your burns.”

“Why?" Thelinens muffled my voice, so | lifted my head. “Don’'t they like their meat cooked?” It
didn't help. All that yeling must have badly strained my larynx.

Herolled off me, flipped me over, and pinned my arms down so fast | didn’t have timeto get my
hands up. “What are you talking about?’

“You. GothVar and his buddies. Prisonersalacarte?’ | spat in hisface. “And | thought Hsktskt
were animas.” Hisweight pressed on my burned forearm, and tears welled into my eyes. “Just kill me
firdt, will you?’

Gently he released his grip and sat back. “I never helped GothVar or the other Hsktskt. Every
prisoner I’ ve liberated hasleft Catopsa.” He brushed my hair out of my face. *'Y ou must believe me.”

“Stop playing withme.” | couldn’t get my voice above awhisper now. “Finishit.”

“Let meexamineyour arm.”

| didn’t fight anymore. He rugged off my tunic, revealing aburn deeper and more severe than any
I’d had before. Noarr gently cleansed it, then wrapped it lightly. For once | didn’t give directions.
Besides, hedid afinejob.

“Thanks.” | flexed my arm and marveled a the lack of pain. “What did you shoot me up with?’

“Morphinal. It should last until your body repairs the damage. Thereisnothing | can doto
counter the stimulant.”

“It'll wear off.” | reached for my tunic, then stopped. “Too late for modesty, | guess.” | got up
and walked on unsteady legs around the small compartment. “ So thisisyour ship.”

He cleaned up the med-kit supplies and put them away. “Yes.”

| peered out the viewport. “You hid it in the tul growth fied.”

He came up behind me. “Asthe hull isblack, it seemed the most logical place.”

| counted the number of growths, and was surprised to see the Lok-Ted had cleaned up nearly
haf of them. “Soif you' re not planning to serve meto the beasts, why am | here?’

Hipperslanded lightly on my shoulders. “I could not leave you there, Waenara. Not another
moment.” The slky webbed appendages moved down my bare back. “1 could not be without you.”

“Andthat’sit. That'sal. Y ou smply expected meto trust you?’

“Ves”

He left me there, and left the door pandl unlocked. After amoment, | got up from the deeping
platform and went looking for him.

Noarr’s ship was small, and stripped down to only the bare essentials. It only took amoment to
locate the helm.

He sat at the com console, where he was relaying amessage.

“How faresmy ClanSister?’

My jaw dropped as| heard the familiar, warm voice of my ClanBrother, XoneaTorin.

“I retrieved her from the compound. She wasinjured, but will recover.”

“I have spoken to the Ruling Council. They have ruled to break the Choice between her and
Duncan Reever.”

“I will let her know.” Noarr sounded angry.

Xoneawasn't done being apest. “Do you intend to Choose my ClanSister?”

| held my bresath as Noarr paused. “If shewill haveme,” he said at last.

“Good. She needs astrong protector. | will welcome you as a ClanBrother, Noarr.” Zonea
made afluid gesture, reserved for adopted members of the HouseClan.



Noarr nodded. “How close are you to trangtioning to thisregion?’

“Seven rotations. Possibly less. The Aksdlanswill arrive before we do. Will you be ready to
evacuate thefacility when we arrive?’

Noarr turned around and gazed a me before answering. “Yes.”

| went back to the room he' d given me, and felt like acompleteidiot for the better part of the
night. How was | going to gpologize for what I'd said to him? Would he understand? Or had | destroyed
everything between us?

The darkness parted as the door pandl opened. “ Are you fedling better, woman?’

“Not redly.” Relief made me dide from the deeping platform. “I owe you an apology. I'm sorry.”

“I know.” He stood in the doorway, staring at me.

“I had no ideayou'’ d contacted the Jorenians.” | gestured to him. “Come in. We need to talk.”

“If | comein, Cherijo, | will stay.”

| knew what he meant. And | wanted what his voice promised. Not only to soothe away the pain
and helplessness. Noarr’ svoice called to my blood. Such a strong response, smply from hearing the
sound of my name, those words...

Everything became absolutdly, entirely clear tome.

| had amillion questions, of course. Who wouldn't? Y et it wastimeto let go of the doubt. To
trust mysdlf and him. To surrender to what had begun that moment we' d met.

“Comein.”

He came to me without another word. In silence| lifted my hands, fdt hisfins curl around my
finger.

“| thought you’ d betrayed me.”

“Youdon't trust easily.”

That wasthe truth. “No.”

“Neither do1.” Hisflippers brought my fingersto his mouth, and he licked each one. “ Do you
trust me now?’

| didn’'t have dl the answers, but I' d take achance. “Yes.”

“I knew, thefirg time | saw you.”

| frowned. “Knew what?’

“Wewould betogether.” Histongue curled around my little finger. “Likethis.”

Fascinated, acutely aware of the symbolism, | stared a him. The space between us became
unbearable. | sensad it was my move, so | stepped forward. Pressed my body aong his long, muscular
frame. His strength against my softness made me release alow, delicious sigh.

Noarr’ s voice spilled over me again.

“Y ouwant me.” Surprise and satisfaction blended in each word.

“Yeah, | do.” Oneword that opened a passage to aterrifying new world. His hand moved up my
arm, and stroked it. | laid my head againgt hischest. “1 dways have.”

“I have wondered. How you would feel, how you would taste. | havetried to ignoreit, yet you
aredwaysin my thoughts.” Hisflippers threaded through the long strands of my hair as he wound the
soft mass around hisfist. “I need you, woman.”

“Noarr.” A few brain celswere gill working; | had to be responsible. Evenif it meant turning
away from him when he needed me the mogt. “I’ m not protected.”

“I don’'t want you to be,” he said.

And suddenly, neither did .

Noarr’ s expression remained hidden. Under my cheek, his pulse begt, heavy and rapid. My hand
moved blindly to the fagtenings of his garments. The warm skin | exposed was as hairless as his heed. |
stood on my toes, pressed my lips againg histhroat. Tasted his flesh with my tongue. Sucked lightly.

His entire body went tense. “ Stop.”

| laughed alittle. “No.” Reckless with new knowledge, | pulled histunic off. The muscular
surface of hischest under my pams only made me greedy for more.

Heturned dightly so that the light fell on me, and proceeded to ded with my tunic. | watched him



as he cupped one breast. “ Pretty.”

A muted sound came from my throat as Noarr lowered his head. His mouth touched the swelling
curve, the edge of histeeth scraped down, raking over my nipple.

Redlity was on the way out the door. Fast. Too fast. The room suddenly tilted as his arm went
under my knees and my feet |eft thefloor. “Noarr-"

“Tel melater.”

“Thisisimportant.”

“Look at me” hesaid.

Thelight from the corridor fell across hisface. | looked. Hunger stared back at me, so dark and
naked and deep that it took my breath away.

“Do you understand?’ he asked me.

| understood. Noarr wanted me. Had to have me. Would have me, unless| said “no” right now.
No one ese, nothing €l se mattered to him.

| nodded.

He carried me with him to the deegping platform. | brought one of hisfinsto my mouth, and
delicately traced the edges with the tip of my tongue. His scent changed, grew darker asit blended with
heat and perspiration. It created new, uncontrollable impulses that spread like wildfire. The emptiness|
had ignored for so long now clamored with aching intendity. My hands fisted againgt his chest.

“Yes” Noar said againgt my hair as helifted and placed me on the mattress. “Giveit al to me.”

Dimly | heard my trousersrip as Noarr tore them from me. It didn’t frighten me. Excitement
flashed bright strobes behind my eyes. Hard finstook and twisted my hair, used it to tug my head back,
baring the sensitive zone below my jawline,

The abrasive caress of histeeth on my throat shook meto my heds. | muffled acry of pleasure
as he caught the delicate skin and bit down. Histeeth left awet, stinging patch behind asthey moved to
ravage and brand another spot. Then another. And another.

Helifted his head once to gaze down a me. “Y our taste intoxicates me.”

Before | could respond coherently, histongue ran from my chin to my breast, where he bit me
again. Immediatdy helaved the stiff nipple with rough, dick strokes of histongue.

“Thelight,” | gasped.

“Light?" Hisflipperswere doing thingsto my body that I’ d never imagined possibly.

“| want to see you. Watch you touch me.”

“No.” He heditated for amoment. “1 am shy.”

Him, shy. It made me smilefirgt, then | laughed. “ All right. No lights.”

Hiswarm, hard body stretched over mine, and strong arms drew mein. “Do you care for me,
Waenara?

“Carefor you?’ After everything we d been through?1 hit him. “1 love you, you stubborn,
unmanageableidiot.”

Hippers cradled my face, tilted it up to his. “You aredl | have ever loved, the only onel will
ever love”

“Then show me,” | whispered againgt his mouth.

Helicked my lips. It made my blood heat, my toes curl, and my arms dide around him. A sense
of relief and safety came over me, dong with the deep, wrenching throb of desire.

Thisiswhere | belong. Where I’ ve always belonged.

Urgency made usfumble; Noarr became endearingly awkward and | wasn't much better. We
got better, though. Hiswarm, smooth flippers seemed to flow over me, sculpting my body into awrithing
mass of aroused nerves under flushed, damp flesh. His mouth trailed over my breasts, which seemed to
fascinate him. He certainly bit them enough.

“Don’'t dothat,” | said, when the emptiness | needed him to fill became nearly unbearable.

“Very well.” Hismouth traveled south. “May | do this?’

“l don't...” A low moan came out of nowhere as he settled between my thighs, and suckled at a
different spot. “Yes... oh, yes”



The darkness blurred, everything rushed away, and my entire focus remained on the building
pulse beneeth histongue. My hipslifted off the platform while my hands knotted into the linens.

Helifted his mouth for amoment, easing the emptiness temporarily by using the edge of his
flipper to penetrate me. “ Do you like this?’

“Wait.” Panting and trembling, | curled around him, my hands running down his smooth, hairless
abdomen. | found what | wanted, and bent my heed. “Better.”

Now he groaned againgt me as | explored how wefit in this juxtaposition. Hislimbstrembled as|
took him deeper.

“Cherijo.” He pulled me around, separated my thighs, and came hafway into mewith asdow
movement. My vagina stretched, and | took in aquick breath. He went ill a once. “Do | hurt you?’

“No.” | moved my hipsup, trying to lodge him deegper. And still hewouldn't move. “If you stop
now, I'll strangleyou.”

He moved, pushing deeper into me. “I won't stop.”

My hands clutched at his shoulders as he kept hisword. | came dmost immediately, bearing
down on himas| cried out, and still he stroked my flesh with his. It seemed to go on forever. Then as|
hurtled toward my next peak, he held metightly and made alow, guttural sound. Liquid hesat pulsed into
me, and | shattered once more.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Holding the Fort

| never appreciated how soothing the darkness could be, | thought, before | came to Catopsa. It
was never dark in the compound, not with dl that glowing quasi-quartz around. Here | felt safe for the
firg timein months.

Someone was being alittle too quiet, and | stroked my palm over hisback. “What are you
thinking about?’

“What it will belike, when weleave this place.”

“It'll be better.” | yawned, then snuggled closer. “God, alife sentence shoveling swamp mud on
Ichthorawould be better than living on thisrock.”

“Isthat 07" He gave my bare backside agentle tap. “And what if | am Ichthori, woman?’

| spent the next minute laughing too hard to talk. Findly, | recovered my sdf-control. “ Sorry. I've
been there. Y ou, um, don't fit the native profile.”

A sgnd chimed, and Noarr reluctantly left me to answer it. | wrapped some bed linen around me
and padded after him to see who was signding.

Jgrap’ sface gppeared on the viewer. “Isshedl right, Noarr?’

Hewas till alive! | sumbled over afold of the linen and careened into the console.

Noarr grabbed me and held on until | regained my footing. “Yes. | believe sheis” He terminated
thesgnd.

“ S0 you got the Forharsees out of the crying chamber, too.” | thought of the despair I d felt,
thinking they were dead.

Hewaited there, not moving. “Yes”

“GothVar told me they were dead.”

“They appeared to be, when | removed them. Ashave al the others| took from there. With the
exception of you and Kdly. The drug | used on the Aksdlansisvery effective.”

| thumped him on the upper arm. “Why didn’t you tdl me?’

“You werenot in agtateto listen to anything | had to say.”

“Try harder next time.” | sat on the edge of the deegping platform, and listened to the sounds of
Noarr dressing. Irritated as | was, | didn’t want to be |eft one. “ Are you going somewhere?’

“No. | expect wewill shortly have some’-the door pand chimed-“visitors. Comein.”

The panel did open, and afamiliar tang filled the air. My lover switched on thelightsto reved the
Forharsees, tendrils all over each other, beaming at both of us.



Being naked and in Noarr’ s bed didn’t make me much of arole model, | decided. “Not you two

agan.

“Doctor.” Jgrap skipped over, dragging Kroni with him. “We have news. Y ou will never guess
what has happened.”

“I wouldn’t wager creditsonthat.” | ran an experienced gaze over Kroni’s plump form. “Finally
got yoursalves pregnant, right?’

The male Forharsee gawked. “How did you know?’

My mouth curled. “Lucky guess”

Kroni giggled and hid her face againgt her lover’ stunic while the proud papa-to-be relayed what
had happened since Noarr had taken them from the crying chambers. They’ d spent the last week hiding
here on the ship, waiting for the trader to return to take them to freedom.

“Was alittle crowded at first, with those others, so Kroni and | volunteered to stay behind and
wait for the next vessd.”

“Plusyou got to have amini-honeymoon in the meantime.” | wastoo reieved to seethem
breathing to work up agood stern look. “ She' d better be on prenatal supplements and getting enough
rest. I'll have alook a you mysdif later, Kroni.”

Noarr didn’'t say anything after the couple departed. | knew what he was thinking, though, and
st up.

“Okay. | waswrong. | gpologize.”

“Thereisno need.” He cameto Sit beside me and brushed the tangle of hair from my brow.

| pulled him down beside me. “Oh yes, thereis.”

“We'reasbad asthosekids,” | said severd hourslater, pleasantly exhausted. “Y ou know that,
don't you?’

“You arewrong.” Noarr’ sflipper traced the outline of my lips, then he used it to tickle me under
my chin. “They are adolescents. We are experienced adults. Perhagps we should instruct them on the
variety of methods one may employ to achieve mutual satisfaction.”

“I wouldn’t have pegged you as acloset exhibitionist.” | bit the edge of hjsfin-shaped hand.
“Okay, enough. We need to talk.”

“Not yet.” He pushed me onto my stomach and pressed over me. “I need to keep you in my bed
for acycle” Despite what we d nearly exhausted oursalves doing, he was aroused again, and nudged
me. “Areyou weary?’

“I don’'t need”-I uttered a single sound as he penetrated me-“to deep...” | couldn’t think, not
with hisflipperslifting me up, positioning my knees, cupping my breasts. Not with the way he was moving
inddeme. “After we...”

It took another hour to get to the after-we stage. By then I'd fallen adeepin my lover’ sarms.
Even when | woke up, it wasto asense of total satisfaction.

Thisis much better than sitting in that damn solitary confinement pit.

Thepd . | sat sraight up and disengaged myself from Noarr’ s embrace. “ Enough fooling around,
pa.” | swung my legs off the platform and groped for atunic. Since my garmentswerein shreds, | went
to his storage unit and rummaged through his supplies. “Get up. Get dressed.”

“Y ou need to deep.”

“Y ou need to hear about the vigitor | got in the solitary confinement pit.” | went on and described
my encounter with the pel, and what I’ d asked it to do. “We had a chunk of this crystal on the Sunlace. |
knew it could access other life-forms’ thoughts telepathicaly, but | had noideal could carry on a
converstion withit.”

“It cannat, or it would have communicated with otherslong before this.”

“It has. Me. | need to get in touch with the Sunlace and talk to Xonea.”

“It will take time to encode the transmission.” Noarr switched on the lights and regarded me with
that hooded, enigmatic gaze of his. “Y our Clan-Brother will ask if you have made your Choice.”

“I’'msure hewill, nosy asheis” | rolled my eyes.

“Do you Choose me, woman?’



He actualy sounded nervous. | could make him suffer, alittle bit, consdering what he'd put me
through. “Since the Ruling Council has given me adivorce, and premaritd sex isforbidden among my
adopted family-" | grinned. “ Stop thinking what you' re thinking. Of course | Choose you.”

“You didn’t tell meyou were atelepath.”

“I’'mnot.” | reconsdered that as | pulled on apair of histrousers and rolled them up until my feet
emerged. “ Okay, maybe alittle.” | concentrated. “ Though | was just guessing. | can’'t seem to pick up
what you're thinking.”

“Let me know when you can.”

| gave him anironic glance. Therewasalot | needed to let him know.

Noarr took sometimeto encrypt the sgna transmitters against Hsktskt detection, then helped
meto sgnd the Qunlace.

Xoneagazed at me, first with relief, then with alarge grin. “Y ou appear to have made your
Choice, ClanSigter.”

“Oh, stopit.” | swiped ahand over my disheveled hair and turned pink. “Yes, I’ ve Chosen
Noarr. Enough about my persond life. | need to talk to you about the plan to liberate the compound.”

| filled Xoneain onwhat | knew, and sent messages of affection to the entire ship.

“I look forward to meeting your Chosen,” my big brother said. “Until then, walk within beauity,
Cherijo.”

Asfor my Chosen, well, when we weren't making love, we argued. For the next two days, ad
infinitum, until 1 strained several muscles, then threatened to bash Noarr over the head with ablunt
object.

“I’'m not leaving Catopsa and that’ sfind!” | shouted, causing Jgrap and Kroni to get up from
their haf-finished meals and scurry out of the gdley.

Noarr tried thefierce, glittery look that | aready knew as mostly bluff. “Y ou know what will
happen if | take you back to the compound, woman.”

“So don't take me back.” | drained my server of tea and shoved myself away from thetable. “I'll
stay on your ship. But I’m not abandoning those prisoners, not with the Aksallans and Jorenians about to
arive. And don't cal me woman.”

Right on cue, Jgrap popped back in through the door pand. “Incoming encrypted message for
you, Noarr. From the commander of the Aksdllan fleet.”

My lover gave me adark look before sweeping out to deal with the communication.

| cleared the table and wondered how hard it would be to sneak back into the compound
without Noarr’ s assistance. | knew two of the outer access hatches, and there had to be a schematic of
more around the ship somewhere. Maybe | could break into the main database through the prep console.

“Might aswdl giveit ashot.”

An hour later, | had produced nine different types of vegetarian lasagna, twenty-two varieties of
synthetic herbal tea, but had completely run out of swear words.

“Cherijo.”

| stopped trying to reroute my bogus access code through the reci pe submenu. “ The spider
cavary hasarrived?’

“In amanner of speaking.” Noarr came to stand beside me. “Y ou are thirsty?’

“Ha Ha Ha” | shut down the unit and swiveled my chair around to face him. “ So? What' sthe
plan?

“I must go back to the compound and pass the information to Wonlee.”

| got up. “I’m going with you.”

He pushed me back down. “No, you are not.”

“BUt-”

“TssVar has doubled security since | took you from the crying chambers. If | am captured, you
must take my place.” He handed me adisc and closed my fingers over it. “Plans and signa encodes for
the liberation forces, and adiagram of dl the viable pd tunnels.”

| wanted to throw the disc across the room. “Don’'t ask me to do this. Please.”



“Waenara.” Hisflipper stroked my arm. “Y ou arethe only one | can ask.”

“All right.”

He kissed me, then left me alone at the prep unit to stare at the rapidly cooling servers around
me

| only spent afew minutesfeding sorry for mysdf. Since |l had the disc, it would help to review it.
| placed it in the prep console and switched the display to view. Encrypted data scrolled onto the screen,
shifted, then became readable text.

According to the data, nine Aksdllan scout ships currently maintained a position on the opposite
sde of Catopsa, matching rotation with the asteroid to keep it between them and the Hsktskt perimeter
scanners. Eighty more were due to arrive within the next day or so, and they wouldn’'t be hiding. They
planned to offer afrontal assault, to draw the Hsktskt out into open space.

That’ swhen the Jorenian fleet would trangition into orbit directly behind the Hsktskt, and box
themin.

“Yikes.” | skipped over the specific orbital battle attacks and went on to the information and
maps Noarr had designed of the prison compound. He d not only mapped every tunnel in existence, but
had indicated the current number of tul growths and where they rendered the passages unusable. Over
haf gill remained blocked, which wouldn’t make the liberation any essier.

Jgrap and Kroni emerged from their chamber complaining of hunger ashort time after I'd
memorized the data. | fed them, and decided to give Kroni her first prenatal exam. Jgrap ingsted onusing
their chamber and staying to watch the procedure.

“Y ou’ re about nine weeks along, Kroni.” | stripped off my gloves and made some noteson a
datapad. “I"m outlining anutritional plan and | want you to follow it.” Jgrap was practicaly hopping up
and down with excitement, and | frowned. “What?’

“Look.” He pointed to the scanner display, which showed theinterna view of Kroni’'s
reproductive system. “Twelve, my love, at least twelve!”

“What?’ | peered at the scanner. “No, pa, there' sonly one fetusin there.”

“Oh, Jgrap.” Kroni sighed, her eyesdreamy. “1 would want nothing more than that.” She smiled
at my perplexed look. “What my darling one means, Doc, isthe number of upper limbs. Femaes have
ten, males have twelve or more.”

“Soit'saboy.” | grinned, too. “ Congratulations.”

“A bit premature, Doctor.”

| turned my head to see Reever step into the chamber, then flinched at the clatter of the data pad
that had dipped out of my hands and hit the deck.

After locking the Forhareesin their chamber, Reever escorted me to the helm so we could, in his
words, “ discussthe Stuation.”

“What stuation?’ | dropped into a control seat and crossed my arms. Theriflein his hands made
me angry. “Y ou caught us. We surrender. Put the damn gun away.”

He deactivated the weapon and placed it on a sensor console near hisside. “ The Forharee
femaeisexpecting achild. How isthat possble?’

“Lousy planning on the part of thelizards.” | smirked. “Forharee physiology requires ora doses
of the chemicd inhibitor-infusons don’t work. Those kids haven't been svdlowing their pills”

Reever studied me. “And you refused to terminate the pregnancy.”

“Refused? No. | just found out about it. But evenif | had know, | wouldn’t have even considered
it

Heleaned closer. “Y ou know what the Hsktskt do to breeding female daves.”

“She' snot adave anymore. The Hsktskt won't get their claws on her.” | rubbed my fingers
againgt my temples. A squad of Hsktskt centurons might be on their way. “Unless you turn them over to
the centurons, and I'll kill you mysdif before | let that happen.”

You don’t want me dead, Cherijo.

My teeth clenched against the familiar voice speaking behind my eyes. No, | didn't. “Get out of
my brain, Reever.”



He did exactly that, then gazed around him. “Y ou plan to use this ship to transport the Forharees
off Catopsaaswdl?’

“Probably.”

“Be sureto stay on that safe world when you arrive, Cherijo. Do not return.”

That wasit. He started to walk back toward the air lock.

So that’ s how he' s going to play it. My initial amazement faded and | went after him. “ Reever,
wait. We need to talk about this.”

He stopped, and looked over his shoulder at me. “My presence is required back at the
compound. | cannot delay my return.” He reached for my hand and held it between hisfor amoment.
“Good luck, Cherijo.” Hereached for the air lock controls.

“Duncan-" | started to tell him what | knew, then saw the indicators go red. “Hold on, don’'t
openit!”

Someone had accessed the outer hull panel in order to enter the ship. And | knew it wasn't
Noarr. Without another word | ran back to the Forharees' chamber and rel eased the door pand to stick
my head inside. “ Jgrap, take Kroni and hide in one of the storage containers. Whatever you do, don't
make asound.”

| darted back acrossthe small corridor into the galley, and tried to find a place to conceal mysdf.
Within seconds, the centurons blasted through the secured pand and cornered me against the cleansing
unit.

TssVar lumbered in through the ruined panel, and regarded me with faint disgust. 1 suspected as
much. Put her in asuit and take her back to the compound. Inform SrrokVar | have apprehended both
Terans”

“Gad.” | sruggled asthe guards hauled me out of the galey. “Y ou leave him aone, he' sdone
noth... ing...” My stomach lurched when | saw two more guards holding Reever between them. “What's
going on here?’

TssVar ignored me and went over to Reever. “Y ou knew the location of the vessdl, and
concedled it from me.”

Reever inclined hisheed. “ Y es, OverLord.”

“For what reason? Thelife of afemae?’ The Hsktskt flung alimb toward me. “1s she worth your
rank, your connections, your life?’

That scared me. “No. I’'m not.”

“Sheis” Reever smply wouldn't shut up. Half thetime I’d known him | couldn’t get aword
edgewise out of his mouth, and now he spilled like adefective infuser line. “ Of dl those | have ever
experienced, sheremainsthe only one | have ever loved. She deservestheright to her work. Her
freedom. Her life” Hiseyesturned a beautiful, haunting shade of blue. “ Sheisworth al of that, and
more.”

TssVar hit Reever, hard enough to send him to hisknees. “Thiswill be your last betrayd,
HaaVvar. Our bond is broken. Y our membership in the Faction rescinded.” He paused, then spoken to
one of the guards holding Reever. “Place him inthe davetiers.”

The party wasn't over yet. When the Hsktskt escorted me and Reever back to the compound,
SrrokVar was waiting for us.

“OverLord.” He made the obligatory bow. “I demand this Terran male be executed, for crimes
of treason againgt the Faction.”

TssVar wasin no mood to grant something as quick as an execution, judging by the way hewas
stomping past SrrokVar. “File your request with my assistant.”

“Prisoners Wonlee and Kelly must be executed, aswell.”

“Why?’" Once more | tested the grip of my escorts' claws. “ Are you having al thetorturing
equipment cleaned and recalibrated?’

“Take her to my chambers,” SrrokVar said, and then stepped back as TssVar whirled suddenly.

“I' will not permit further research, Lord.” TssVar turned to address his centurons. “ Remove the
davesbeing held in SrrokVar' s chambers, and confine them to the auction holding cdll until further



notice.”

“TssVar.” | waited until helooked at me directly. “1 need to treat those prisoners.”

He paused for along moment, then inclined his head. “ Allow the doctor to seeto them.”

| mouthed a silent thank-you as | walked past him. One echoed many times by the battered,
patheticaly grateful prisonersi later treated in the holding cell.

Gad Kdly cameto methe moment | wasthrust into the cell and produced amed kit. “I think
you'll bewanting this, dote.”

| gave him an enthusiastic hug, glad to see hiswinsome grin had returned. My smiletightened as|
thought of what SrrokVar had requested. “ Give me a hand with these people, will you?’

The Irishman made a good assstant, mostly by keeping my patients distracted and cam.
Everyone settled down aswetook care of the last of the injured and discussed the Situation in low tones.

“He' |l not sl these knackers, not asthey are” Gael scanned the twenty prisoners and sighed.
“Bushed, the whole gang of them. I’ m gobsmacked they didn’t do away with them on the spot.”

That reminded me. “Gadl, | need to tell you something important.” | relayed the standoff between
TssVar and SrrokVar, then the sadist’ s requests for execution.

Hedidn't say anything for along time. “Asthick astwo planks, | am. Should have expected it.
Letting on like | was going back to Clare.” He sat back against awall and closed hiseyes. “Pissesme
off, it does. Can't scatter from thisone. Unless...”

| nudged him with my elbow. “Unless?’

“Y ou could give up the deeven and save usdl.”

“Thedeeven.” It took amoment to recal what that meant. “Oh, no, Gadl, not Noarr. He didn’t
betray us”

“Didn't he?’ Gadl swept hishand around the cell. “1 begged him to help me get these knackersto
safety, Doc. Scaldy chancer said no.”

“But that' s only because-” | stopped. | couldn’t exactly blurt out the details of what | knew, and
the coming attack. “ Trust me, Noarr had his reasonsfor refusing.”

“Away on.” Gadl got to hisfeet. “I'll not give out to you about Noarr. You' ll seewhat heis,
when they comefor us”

“Werenot goingtodie” | said, not totally convinced | wasright.

“Everyonedies, Doc.” He gave me astrange smile. “ Some poor bastards a little sooner than
others. Thistime, you get to pick when.”

| didn’t get to pick anything that happened after that. | barely got the details, and those left me
sunned.

TssVar' s stubborn refusal to execute me, Reever, Gadl, or any of the injured prisoners created a
rift straight down the center of hisranks. Half the centurons gpparently agreed with SrrokVar’ s demands
to rid the compound of the unhedlthy and the perennia troublemakers. The other haf were intensely loya
to the OverL ord and supported his decision.

Inthe end, it didn’t matter whose side anyone was on. SrrokVar directly petitioned the Faction
Hanar, the supreme ruler over al Hsktskt, and demanded TssVar be replaced immediately.

In acompletely unexpected, stunning move, the Hanar agreed and sent back ordersto do just
that.

SrrokVar was promoted to the rank of OverLord and given full command over the Catopsa
facility. After being publicly reprimanded and demoted to Lord, TssVar wasto return to the Hsktskt
homeworld.

Ashislagt officid act, TssVar had me removed from the holding cell and returned to the
infirmary. There he brought his mate, FurréVa s brood, and the quints just before they were scheduled to
leave the compound.

“OverLord.” | nodded to his mate and gave the kids an encouraging smile. “I was sorry to hear
you'releaving.” Sorrier than he could ever know, now that | faced the prospect of the sadist running
things on the rock.

“I regret it has cometo this absurdity.”



“SrrokVar will do alot morethan that.” | lowered my voice. “We may not have muchin
common as people, but what he' s doing to these prisonersisinsufferable. |s there anything you can do to
get your ruler to prohibit thisresearch of his?’

The huge yellow eyes blinked. “Even now, you do not try to plead for yourself.”

| lifted my shoulder in ahelpless shrug. Pleading for myself wouldn’t do anything.

TssVar glanced at his brood, then drew me to one side and bent his massive head down. “1 will
go before the Hanar when | return, and inform him of the damage being inflicted on Hsktskt property.
Thatisdl | can promise, Doctor.”

“That should be plenty.” | curled my small hand around one clawed appendage end. “ Thank
you.”

Beforethey made their dignified exit, my namesake tugged on the edge of my tunic. “1 will
continue to work hard a my studies. Y ou will find no fault with me when | become aphysician,
Desgnae”

| couldn’t exactly hug her, but | gave her an affectionate stroke on one limb. “1 know | won't.”

TssVar and hisfamily left without looking back. | made unnecessary rounds and swore under my
bregth every time | sniffed.

We waited to hear when thefirst of the executions was scheduled to take place. | kept my
fingers crossed, hoping the Aksdllans and Jorenians would be ready in time to stop them.

No one quite knew what to do when SrrokVar announced that he had cancelled every single one
of the executions.

Paul Daton camein for treatment the next day for awrenched back that was perfectly fine.

“You tried to get out of work on K-2 doing this, if | remember correctly,” | said as| scanned his
back, keeping the display averted from Zella s sharp gaze. “ Nurse, prepare atherapeutic bath. Make it
nice and cool.”

She eyed Paul, then me. “ Seems very minor, thismae sinjury.”

“When | need aconsultation, you'll bethefirst to know,” | said, which made her somp off
toward the treatment room.

| removed our headgear as soon as she was out of sight.

“Y ou haven't told your staff yet?” Paul asked as he feigned stiffness and reclined on the treatment
table.

“Not agood idea.” Now that | knew Noarr wasn't the Hsktskt informant, everyone looked
suspiciousto me. “ Tell me what the statusis on your preparations.”

My engineer friend quickly related how he and Geef Skrople had ralied support among the
population, including the League prisoners Wonlee felt could be trusted.

“WEe ve created agrid of the entire compound, and planned escape routes. The guards should be
no problem, if you can pull off your end of the plan.”

“I've amogt got enough supplies synthesized.” Which hadn’t been easy, especidly with the
League staffers congtantly underfoot. “1’ [l need a couple of trustees to handle the distribution from
here-food prep would draw the least notice.”

“We'll sart moving it, then.” He smiled up at me. “Don’t look so worried, Doc. Thiswill bea
piece of cake.”

“Becake, it will not.” Zellaagppeared beside me and tugged off her headgear. Her tail dapped
the floor beside my feet afew times. “To move the drugs, what containers do you plan to use?’ Her teeth
glittered as Paul and | gaped a her. “ That happensin thisfacility, the nurses know everything. Y ou had
usfooled, you didn't think?’

“Who ese knows?’

Zdlanodded toward Pmohhi and the Saksonan resident. “Be trusted, they can. To help, we
want.”

Paul stayed quiet as| considered what | saw in the nurse’ s keen black eyes. “1I’m not so sure |
trust you, Zd.”

“Thefeding, | know.” She helped Paul up into asitting position, then dapped hischart in my



hands. “No choice, you have.”

She' d forgotten avow. Maybe | could do the same. “All right. Let’s get Pmohhi and Vlaav to
giveusahand, and I'll fill you dl in.”

| was astonished to find out how much of our plans the nurses and resident had pieced together.
They seemed eager to help, too.

“Those drugs need to be infused, not ingested,” Vlaav said. We' d kept qur headgear off, and the
sound of the therapy bath jets concealed our voices. “We do not have nearly enough syrinpresses for our
own use, much lessthis”

“Since we re not dedling with intravenous infuson, we re not going to use ingruments.
Intramuscular will work just fine.” | told them what we planned to resort to. “Wonlee has been hoarding
them every sincewe got here”

“That’s... barbaric,” Pmohhi said.

“If the shoefits,” | said, and turned to Paul. “Stop relaxing, pal. Y ou’ ve got to get back to the
tiersand spread the word.”

“Maybe I'll sprain my ankle tomorrow,” the Terran said, grumbling as he climbed out of the bath.

Pmohhi and Vlaav helped Paul into asupport brace he didn’t need, while Zellaand | cleaned up
the therapy room.

“Someone has been working as an informant to the Hsktskt,” | said as| drained the tub. “I need
to know who.”

Her fur rose around her neck. “One of us, you think it is? Impossible, that is.”

“Don’'t be so sure. This place makes even the most virtuous souls desperate. Someone might be
trying to earn back their freedom.”

“Coming for us, they say the Leagueis.” Zdladisposed of the used linens and gazed & me. “Wiill
be over if they do, your freedom.”

Joseph would seeto that. “Maybe I'll stay.”

“Tedtify to hdp you, wewill.”

Likethe colonistshad on K-2. | let out asingle, sad laugh. “It’ s been done before. Didn't help.
Thanks anyway.”

A paw touched my arm. “Why you are so driven, that is. For you, thereis no freedom.”

“No.” It struck me again, hard. If the Jorenians and Aksdllans arrived first, I d get aheadtart.
But Zdllawasright. I'd never be free, not aslong asthe League thought | was dive. “ There never will
be”

“A way, there could be.”

| listened as Zella described her idea, then shook my head. “Won't work.”

“Unlessyou attempt this, you' | never know.” She seemed alittle ashamed when she added, “ As
adaveforever, | do not wish to think of you.”

“Menether.” | gerilized my hands and picked up Paul’ s chart. What she' d said made mefed
better than | had in weeks. “Let’s get moving on rounds. We have alot to do before the food prep team
getshere”

“Doctor.” Pmohhi stood in the open door pand, looking rather flustered. “The femae Hsktskt is
here”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Abrupt Offerings

Shortly after | began FurreVa sfind postop evauation, she informed me that she was getting
married.

To SrokVar.

It took aminute to comprehend what she' d said. “Y ou're going to what?’

Pmohhi had been standing between me and FurreVawhile | performed thefina postop
evauation. She squeaked and darted out of the way.



The big female Hsktskt glowered a me. “As| indicated, SrrokVar desiresto unitewith me. |
have agreed.”

| wanted to put her face back the way it was. With ablunt object. “When did this happen?’

“SrrokVar has expressed interest in me for some time now. GothVar threatened to harm my
brood if | returned the OverLord sfavors.” Her tail smacked the base of the table, making it rock. “He
used the same intimidation to compel me to discontinue the recongtructive surgery.”

That explained why she had refused the work and stomped out of theinfirmary. “Hewasa
genuine maniac, FurreVa, and put you through hell. Wasn't that enough? Why get involved with another
one?’

“OverLord SrokVar isan honorable mae.” She pushed the magniviewer arm aside and did off
the exam table. “'Y ou are welcome to attend the ritud.”

“Hasyour brain leaked out of your ears?’ | blocked her path. “ An honorable male. Mother of
All Houses. HE samongter!”

“SrrokVar will not harm me. | must join, or my young will never attain rank.” With onelimb she
picked me up and set me out of the way, then avkwardly patted my shoulder. “His status makeshim a
desirable mate. He will ensure my young redlize their placein the Faction.”

| finally broke out of my dack-jawed trance. “Fine. Marry the perverted brute. Y ou haveto live
with him, | don't.”

Sheleft, and | performed rounds in complete slence. Zella eventudly got up the nerveto
approach me, and dapped her tail on the floor to get my attention.

“What?’ | caught mysalf and grimaced. “ Sorry. What do you need?’

“Ups, | know you are. In aposition to help us, shewill be.” The nurse said. “His mate, being.”

“You're probably right.” | sighed as| wrote up a schedule of antibiotics for a patient with
infected lacerations-inflicted by the prospective bridegroom. “Just don’'t expect meto throw rice at
them.”

Pmohhi, who was standing nearby, started to ask me why Terrans pelted newlyweds with grain,
but Vlaav interrupted her and asked to speak with me privately. Since his angiomas |ooked ready to pop,
| handed the nurse the chart | was working on and walked over to the empty side of the infirmary.

“What' sthe problem?’

“Lieutenant Wonlee asked meto relay amessage-”

That was asfar as my resident got, because the walls around us began to shake. Huge, booming
explosions went off above the compound. Nothing shattered, but | didn’t like the way the rock was
trembling under my footgesr.

“What isthat?’ Vlaav began trickling dl over histunic. “ Seismic tremors?’

| handed him a square of linen. “I think HouseClan Torin has arrived.”

The Hsktskt had been smart enough to get their ships out of firing range, which obliged the
liberation forces to begin the surface assault. Trustees with accessto Central Command told me the
Aksdllans and Jorenians weren't firing on the compound itself, only bombarding the areaaround it. Still, it
was enough to mobilize the Hsktskt centurons, who immediately began herding al the trustees back to
their tiers.

No injured were reported, but the guards may have been keeping them in lockdown. We made
the patients as comfortable and safe as possible, then began our fina preparations to aid the assault
teams. Since we' d reached zero hour, | briefed the remainder of the medical staffers on the details of our
ingdejob.

“If Paul Daton and Geef Skrople manageto get afood prep team in here, give them the last of
the synthesized stock,” | said, after checking what we had in the drug storage unit.

Pmohhi exchanged atroubled ook with the other nurses. “We may need it to treat theinjured.”

“We can get everything we need on the Jorenian and Aksdllan vessdls” | said. “Or wewon't
needitat dl.”

“Doctor.” The Saksonan kept glancing at the centuron guarding the entrance to the infirmary.
“We should prioritize by location.”



“Absolutely.” | gave him an encouraging dap on the shoulder, then had to wipe my hand on my
trousers. “Just do the best you can, Doctor.”

Thesgnd fromtier ninecamein, and | left Vlaav in charge and went to find Wonlee. A couple of
centurons stopped mein the main corridor, but they dl believed my story about being summoned to the
tier by the new OverLord.

The Hsktskt should redlly learn thefine art of falsehood.

“I need to see prisoner Wonlee,” | told the guard on tier nine. He showed meto the cell and
opened the pand. | wasn't terribly surprised to find it empty, but he was.

“I'll report the escape to OverLord SrrokVar,” | said when he had finished throwing his tantrum.
The shaking and explosions had stopped, which had me worried. “He can't go anywhere, not with those
shipsfiring on the surface.”

“They will not be firing much longer.” The Centuron displayed histoothy pleasure over that. “The
enemy’ s attack was reflected back at their own ships.”

Great. | needed to talk to the pel, too.

| made my way through thetiers, but no Won. As| crossed the prisoner commons on tier fifteen,
someone called my name from the depths of the labyrinth.

“Gad?’ | whispered, then nearly jumped out of my skin when Alunthri and Jenner crept around a
corner. “God, what isit with everyone sneaking up on me?’

“Forgive us, Cherijo.” My eterndly patient friend looked cam, but my poor cat wasfrantic. “Will
they destroy the compound before we can escape?’

“No. Hey, pa.” | picked up Jenner, then curled my arm around the Chakacat and gave it ahug.
“Don’'t beafraid, we'll get out.” By my estimate it wastimeto get to the pits. “ Come with me. | could use
your help.”

Alunthri followed meto theisolated corridor which led to the solitary confinement area. Beforeit
entered, it came to a shocked halt. “ Cherijo, we can’'t go in there. The guards-”

“Aretaking anap.” | pointed to an unconscious centuron huddled beside a deactivated console.
“Trust me, it ssafe”

Jenner went over to sniff at the Hsktskt, while my friend eyed the small spot of blood on the
guard’ stunic. “What isthisthing in his ches?”’

“Oneof Lieutenant Wonleg'squills.” 1 plucked the spine from the lizard’ s chest and held it out
for Alunthri. “ See? If’ s hollow. Won sheds them like hair; he' s been hoarding them for weeks.”

“But how doesit make the beast unconscious?’

“It doesn’t.” | tucked the spinein my runic pocket. “The neuropardyzer wefilled it with did.
Over here”

The big cat accompanied me as| went to open the hatch to one of the deep pits. Jenner, who
had apparently appointed himself guard dog, paced back and forth between the entrances. “Whoisin
here?’

| pried the hatch off and pushed it aside. “ Reever.”

“We arefreeing Duncan?’ Colorless eyes regarded me with renewed darm.

“Yep.” | got up and went after the grav-hoist. “He' s handy to have around when theworld is
comingtoanend.”

“He could causetrouble for us.”

“Don't worry.” | had afew scoresto settle with Duncan. “If he gives anyone any grief, I’ [l shoot
himmysdf.”

| couldn’t see Reever, mostly because there were about a hundred Lok-Ted clinging to the Six
walls of the pit. | called down to him aswe lowered the retrieva clamps, and felt the tug of weight when |
reversed the hoist. Reever’ s naked body appeared suspended in the clamps amoment later.

“Thank you.” | handed him a prisoner’ stunic, which he swiftly pulled on. “The liberation forces
have arrived?’

Alunthri stared. “How did you know about that?’

“The Hsktskt thought it so much dave gossip. | did not.”



| was busy being miffed. Of al the prisoners on the rock, only Reever looked good in that awful
ydlow. It just was't fair. | secured the hoist, picked up Jenner, then turned to my former Lord and
OverMadter.

“Y eah, well, they’re here. The Jorenians and the Aksdllans.” | scratched the fur around Jenner’s
ears, knowing it would soothe him. “They’ re having problems.”

“If we can reach the dave-runner’ sship, | can help.”

“That'sjust what | was counting on.”

Reever helped us escape the compound by putting the three of usin envirosuitsmy cat in an
artight sojourn pack-then had us climb in an inorganic waste disposal unit. Before he climbed in, he
programmed the waste management system to dump the cube afew metersfrom Noarr’ s ship.

“And nothing is going to compress or crunch us once we get out there, right?’ | asked ashe
closed the top panel.

“Nothing, unlessthe Jorenians renew their surface bombardment.” Reever stepped in and then
handed me the squirming bundle containing Jenner. “ That would not be afavorable Stuation.”

“There' san understatement.”

Sitting in the disposal unit wasn't much of ajoy-ride. The transport drone seemed to take
forever, and before long we were al cramped and cold. Alunthri huddlied close to me and Jenner while |
talked through chattering teeth to Reever.

“I can sgna the Joreniansfrom Noarr’ s ship. Now what are you planning to do to help?’

“Onceyou and the cats are safe, | will return to the compound and help the League prisoners
organize againgt the guards. | must pay Lord SrrokVar avist aswell.”

| shuddered, thinking of the hours |’ d spent in that maniac’ s hands. “Why bother?”

“He has someinformation that | want.”

| snorted. “I don’t seehim giving it to you.”

Reever put his hand on the pulse wegpon he' d taken from the unconscious guard. “1 fedl
confident | can persuade him to cooperate.”

The disposal drone dropped the cube exactly where Reever had programmed it to, and we
waited until it was out of visua range before climbing out of the unit. Luckily the ships above usweren’t
firing, or things could have gotten very hairy.

“God, it'scold.” | rubbed my gloved hands over the case containing Jenner, and was relieved to
hear afaint but imperative yowl. “Comeon, let’ s get into the ship.”

Reever didn’'t come with us, but headed back on foot toward the compound.

“Duncan.”

Heturned, and looked at me.

There was more to say-alot more-but now was not the time. “ Thank you.”

He lifted a hand, then continued on.

| helped Alunthri up the entrance ramp and into the pressure lock. Onceinside, we deconned
thoroughly, then entered the main cabin as soon as Jgrap released the interna locks.

“Any signal fromWonlee?’ | asked as| let my cat out of the bag, but the Forharsee only shook
hishead. “Damn. All right, prepareto leave thisrock. I’ ve got to send some signals.”

An hour later, agroup of envirosuited beings mounted the entrance ramp, and filed into the
pressure lock. | scanned them before compl eting the decon cycle and opening the hatch.

Thetallest onetook off hishelmet, and held out hisarms. “ClanSigter.”

“Xonea.” | ran over and let him swing me up for arib-bruising hug. Over his shoulder, | grinned
at the other relieved, sapphire-skinned faces. “What took you guys so long?’

Sdo made agrumpy gesture. “I would have come after you the day the fleet | eft orbit.” He bent
down to touch hisbrow to mine. “It isgood to see you join our path again, Hedler.”

“Samehere.” | gave Xonea another squeeze, then he placed me back down on my feet. “ Darea.”
| held out my handsto Salo’sbondmate. “How is Fasdla progressng?’

“Very well, Heder. Her hair has grown back, and she shows no il effects from the bone marrow
transplant.” The big Jorenian femal€e' s eyes shadowed. “Sdo and | till have some difficulty with the



memories of what happened to us.”

| didn’t blame them. Darea and Fasalahad very nearly been victims of the serial murderer on the
Qunlace. Later, during the surgery | performed to save Dared slife, an injured and irrational Salo had
hurtled through a surgica suite viewer and tried to kill me.

It seemed appropriate, so | reached up and gave Dareathe traditional Jorenian kiss of peace. “It
takestime, lady. Give yoursdf that.”

Therest of the Torin landing party made their less-than-forma greetings, and my sides ached by
thetime | got through al the hugs. They were happy to see Alunthri and Jenner, and warmly greeted
Jgrap and Kroni.

“We must not linger, Cherijo.” Xoneawas dready at the ship’s controls, scanning for Hsktskt.
“QOur launch will not remain undetected for long.”

Noarr. Reever. | closed my eyesfor amoment. Then | nodded. “We reready. Let’sgo.”

Thelaunch |eft the surface shortly after that, carrying dl of us away from the crystal asteroid up to
afamiliar sght. A huge, degant star vessdl, shaped much like a Terran nautilus shell, spirded dowly asit
maintained orbit above Catopsa. Gyrliftswhirled busily around the hull, transporting crew membersfrom
oneleve to another.

Withasmal sinking feding, | noticed the newly installed wegponry. Until they broke off relations
with the Allied League of Worlds, the Jorenians had never bothered much with armament. They were
primarily arace of nonviolent explorers.

Had been, until they’ d gotten involved with me.

“The Sunlace looks good,” | said to Xonea. He had invited meto Sit by him at the helm, and |
enjoyed watching him pilot the launch. He made it look so easy. “ Everything go well with the retrofit?’

“Y es, dthough it took some timeto correct the problems with the buffer and damage to the
dardrive”

| let alittleice enter my tone. “I seeyou findly got al those big sonic cannons you wanted.”

“I will not quarrdl with you over the upgrade of ship’s defense systems, ClanSister.” He gave me
awry glance. “Onthelast occason | did so, | suffered no smal amount of humiliation, and lost the
argument aswell.”

“All right. For now.” | sat back and relaxed. “In any event, I’ m too glad to see everyoneto be
debating defense systems.”

“They eagerly await your return.” He glanced at me and smiled. “Y ou should know our entire
HouseClan volunteered as crew for thismission.”

My browsrose. “Did you fit dl the Torins on the ship?’

Helaughed. “I tried.”

Weflew directly into the launch bay, where a huge assembly of Jorenians stood patiently waiting.
Once we had deconned, X oneatook my hand and led me to the hull doors.

Asthey opened, | gulped. It surelooked like the entire HouseClan was out there. “| don’t have
to make a speech, right?’

“| do not believe you will have the opportunity, ClanSigter.”

Everyone started shouting and smiling and laughing, and | found mysdlf doing the same. | was
embraced everywhere | turned, by every member of the crew. Jenner and Alunthri were equaly adored.
It took awhileto get through that. At last | saw one face that was definitely not blue, and excused mysdlf
to head in that direction.

His blue-and-white tunic looked good on him, in spite of the fact he had bright pink skin. The
beard-like mass of white tendrils around his mouth were straight and solemn, but there was affection and
relief glowing in theround, dark eyes.

“Senior Hedler,” | said, and awkwardly made the formal Jorenian gesture of greeting.

“Doctor Torin.” The Omorr inclined his head.

We stood like that for maybe ten seconds. Then my successor hopped closer, curled his
membranes around my hands, and grinned.

“It'sgood to see you, Cherijo.”



“Y ou too, Squilyp.”

“On second thought, perhaps not.” He frowned as he caught sight of the dressing on my arm, and
extended it for ingpection. “What have you done to yourself now, you demented femal €7’

“Judt alittle present from the Hsktskt.” | suppressed agrin, remembering al the other timesthe
Omorr had been forced to patch me up.

“Shewill tell usal at thereceptioninthegaley,” Xoneasad.

“Shewill go straight to Medica so | can examine her properly firgt,” Squilyp saidin hismost
authoritative tones, hisgildrellsflaring. He directed a scowl a me. “ Do not even think of arguing about it,

| was so proud of him | fdt like crying. “I wouldn't dream of it, Squid Lips.”

Xoneaand the crew promised to hold off on the formal reception for an hour, so | could make
the Senior Hedler happy. Squilyp personally escorted meto Medical. | passed my physical, although the
Omorr did some ranting about the injuries recently inflicted on me.

“Animas. Have they no regard for the sanctity of the body?’ Despite the fact the wound was
hedled, he scanned me from head to toe. “ Have you been experiencing any abnorma psychologica
effects?’

| thought about the severe phobic reaction I’ d had to the many PIC applications, and decided to
tell him the truth. “I’ ve been having panic attacks, probably due to aform of pyrophobia.”

“You'reafrad of fire?’

“No.” | tapped my arm. “I’m afraid of being burned.”

He checked my eyeswith an optic light. “ How severe are the symptoms?’

“Pretty bad. Hyperventilation, palpitations, severe anxiety, deredization. Some postattack
depresson.” | met hisgaze. “I’ ve goneinto respiratory arrest afew times.”

“Wecantreat it,” hesaid in abrisk, professional tone. * Psychotherapy, perhaps antidepressant
drugs, if they’rerequired. Why are you grimacing like that?’

“I don't like admitting | have aproblem, | guess.”

“Cherijo.” He put the chart aside and got serious on me. “It is nothing to be ashamed of.”

“You'reright, of course” Fond as| was of Squilyp, | had little tolerance for my own weakness.
“Well? Asde from the pyrophobia, do | pass?’

“No. Y ou are underweight and moderately malnourished.” He wrote up anutritiond plan and
handed it to meto reed.

“I don't like hdlf the stuff on here,” | said, scowling.

“I will hand feed you mysdif, if | must. Don't be belligerent.” He double-checked my hands, then
had me demonstrate my dexterity. “Incredible. Not atrace of the origina injuries are present. Not even a

| had penty of those. Just not where he could see them. “What' s the latest news from Joren?’

“The Captain held abriefing thismorning.” Squilyp infused me with some vitamins and had me
recline for asecond, full series of scans. “ According to reports received from systems beyond Vardlan, a
massive League invasion of Hsktskt space has been initiated.”

My heart sank. “ So they redlly are going to war with the Faction.”

“It need not concern us. The Jorenians have no treaty with the League, so there is no question of
involvement. L et them exterminate each other; the galaxy will be better off, and you'll findly be safe.

“Don't tell anyone, but I'm not going back to Joren,” | said. He eyed me. Y ou know the minute
| do the League will come after me.”

“I suppose you'reright.” He frowned a something on his scanner, then at me. “ These readings
are off the grid for aTerran. | need to perform afull hematologica series.”

“| won’'t match the database parameters,” | said. “And | want acopy of the results when you're
through.”

Hisgildrelsgot siff. “Eat the meds|’ ve prescribed, and I'll think about it.”

The subsequent celebration we attended in the gdley lasted severa hours. Xoneg, Sdlo, and a
number of other department heads made long, flowery speeches. The medica staffers and nurses had



somethingsto say, too. Squilyp kept bugging meto eat.

| couldn’t enjoy myself, though | put up agood front. Assoon as| could get away withiit, |
feigned weariness and asked X oneato escort meto my quarters. My old quarters, | was delighted to
see, asthey had never been designated for another crew member.

“It was a somewhat absurd promise | made to myself,” the Captain told me as he left me at the
door pand. “ Aslong as your roomswere not reassigned, | convinced myself your path would come
back to us.” He pressed alarge hand to my cheek. “ Our House rgjoicesin your return, ClanSister.”

| placed my hand over his. “Thanksfor keeping the light burning, big brother.”

Xonea departed, and Jenner emerged to demand some attention.

Wher e have you been? Hisrough tongue rasped over my fingertips. I’ m starving.

“You'readwayshungry,” | said, and put him down to prepare his evening medl.

I”’m always being neglected. He attacked the syntunafillet with delicate greed.

| found mysdlf in front of the room console, hoping someone had intercepted a message from
Noarr or Wonlee. A quick scan revealed nothing from either of them, but it was probably too soon to
expect they’ d drugged enough of the centuronsto get to the main security grids.

My intership relay file was, on the other hand, packed with persond signals from the crew.
Severd other relays had been saved for me, aswell. One of them, alengthy signd originating from
Fendagd X1, had been encrypted for my view only.

| sgnaed Ship’s Operational, and Salo personally responded.

“Now that you’ ve been promoted to second in command,” | said, “you’ re supposed to get a
crew member to handle the nuisance calls, you know.”

He gave meawarm smile. “Y ou are never anuisance, Hedler. How may | be of assistance?’

| identified the encrypted signd in my console to him by the routing tag, then asked if he'd
pre-screened it. He shook his head.

“I but verified that the League did not code the signa with tracking receptors, Hedler. It issafe to
decode.”

| knew who'd sent it. The only person involved with the League who cared to Sgnd agenetic
congtruct. His genetic construct.

| used the encryption program and accessed therelay.

Theimage of Joseph Grey Vel gppeared on the screen. Thefirst thing | noticed was how much
younger and healthier he wasthan the last time I’ d seen him. Of course, thelast timeI’d seenhim he'd
abandoned me to the Hsktskt, and was headed back to Terrato creste another victim.

“Thissgnd isintended for the Terran femae Cherijo Grey Vell, currently being held by the
Hsktskt Faction on the dave-depot asteroid Catopsa.”

“Not anymore, Joe.” | sat back and studied my father/brother’ s face. He' d had some
microdermal work done around his mouth and eyes, | decided. The man looked dmost asyoung as|
did. He'd dso dyed hishair. Absently | fingered thelock of pure silver in my own.

“I have no doubt you will endeavor to escape from the Hsktskt, my child, whichiswhy | am
sending this entregty.”

“Anentreaty,” | said to the screen. “That’ sa switch.”

“I want you to seethisfor yourself.” He stepped to one side, and a strange-looking apparatus
cameinto view. My hands clenched when | recognized what it was-and what wasinit. “Thisisthe
thirty-ninth trial specimen | have crested Since returning to Terra. Unfortunately, like the other trids
beforeit, the experiment proved completely unsuccessful.”

An unsuccessful experiment. That was what he called the grotesquely deformed baby, suspended
in his synthetic embryonic chamber. Fabric tore under my nails.

“I have no choice but to apped to you now, Cherijo. Of dl my trids, you remain the only viable
prototype specimen in existence. | havefailed.”

| couldn’'t quite grasp that. After all, my creator had never failed before.

“By now you must know the unique qudities afforded by your enhanced immune system. | have
discovered that | cannot replicate the triumph | achieved with you. | am certain that will give you agrest



ded of satisfaction.”

| would have settled for agun. Or achair with tougher upholstery.

“I have convinced the Allied League to engage the Hsktskt, and hope that will provide an
opportunity for you to escape your current predicament.”

| snorted. “Oh, so that’ swhy you signaled the Hsktskt and told them al about it.”

“The Jorenianswill provide aid, and doubtless offer you sanctuary again. | advise you think
carefully before accepting it.”

“Y ou're not going to get another shot a Joren, Joe.”

“ Secure sanctuary on any world will be at a premium, my dear.” He chuckled, but it wasa
strained, fake sound. “We are both in dire straits, are we not?’

“You'reindiredraits. | havefriends”

“| have sent adrone-manned ship to the following coordinates.” A series of numbers flashed
acrossthe screen. | condder it agesture of good faith. Hereisthe blueprint of the vessdl.”

The schemétic replaced the coordinates on the vid.

“Mother of All Houses.” He hadn’'t sent me aship. HeE' d sent methelargest and fastest Allied
dar trangport in existence. And if thiswas asmple I’ m-sorry-for-experimenting-on-you gift, | wasa
Yturi. “Geg, | fed terrible. | didn’t get you anything.”

“Useit to go wherever you want, but | hope you will consder returning to Terra. | will not
compel you to take part in my research. My god now is understanding, and reconciliation.”

Undergtanding. Reconciliation. In apig’ seye. “ Sure you don't want to harvest some cell
samples?’

“I look forward to the day | can gpologize to you in person. Until then, | bid you farewdll,
daughter.”

Thesigna terminated. | sat therefor along time, staring at the blank screen. | was't buying his
change of heart, of course. Surely heredized | wouldn't. Just what was he up to now?

| returned to Medica the next morning, and pulled my chart before Squilyp came on duty.

Adaola, who was primary for the shift, hovered nervoudly around the desk as| reviewed the
laboratory series.

“The Senior Hedler will be glad to discuss your test results as soon as he arrives, Hedler.”

“I was the Senior Hedler, Adaola. Stop pestering me.” | looked up and gave her awink.
“Besides, that Omorr could probably use agood fight about now.”

“Or asyrinpress.” Squilyp hopped in through the door pandl. “ As| expected. All iswell, Adaola
Y ou may prepare your shift noteswhile | ded with our impatient intruder.”

“Thank you, Senior Hedler,” Adaolasaid with sincererelief, then departed.

“I'm not impatient.” | found the blood profileand studied it in sllence. “I'm...” A protein level
caught my eye, and afaint buzz began ringing inmy ears. “Oh, boy. I'min trouble.”

“No, you are not.” Squilyp took the chart out of my numb hands and tossed it aside. “We will
ded withit, Doctor.”

He might be ableto, | thought as | got to my feet. | was petrified. The buzz grew louder. A
moment later | was Sitting back in the chair, with Squilyp pushing my head between my knees.

“Breathe dowly. Y ou have had quite a shock.”

That was the understatement of the century.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
The Last Captive

Squilyp and | argued for an hour after | nearly fainted, then decided on acourse of action to our
mutual satisfaction.

“| expect you to report to Medica asl’veindicated.” The Omorr handed me acopy of my
treatment schedule. “Or | will have you restrained to an inpatient berth.”

“Yeah, yeah, I'll behere” | climbed down from the exam table. “I bet you' re going to enjoying



ordering me around.”

“Of course | will.” Hefinished his notes and switched off my chart with asnap. “Y ou certainly
enjoyed being my supervisor when you were Senior Hedler. Actudly, thishasa sort of poetic justice to
it

Hissmirk redlly annoyed me. “Oh, go jump in apressure lock!”

Later that day, the Jorenians began bombarding the surface again, and dodging the reflected
sonic fire. Since my condition wasn’t anything that would dow me down for awhile yet, I’ d convinced
the Omorr to let me work a shift. Good thing, too, Since the few crew members reporting with minor
injuries soon became a steady stream.

“We verecelved asigna from the stockade,” one of the communications officerstold me as|
gplinted his sprained knee. *League captives have been effective in taking control of severd tiers.”

So Wonleg' s plan had started to work. “What about the rest of the compound?’

“It remains under Hsktskt control.” The officer didn’t want to tell me the rest, but | harassed him
until he did. Lessthan optimistic reports had also comein, that the centurons had begun methodically
executing prisoners ing de Hsktskt-controlled aress.

| sgnaled Xonea, and requested that | be transported back to the surface.

“That isimpossible, Cherijo. We have ground forces preparing to invade the compound.”

“Then I’'m going with them.” When he would have ydled a me, | shook my head. “1 have friends
down there, Captain. And you need someone to head the medevac team. There will be plenty of work
waiting for me.”

Reluctantly X onea granted my request. That made Squilyp throw his own temper tantrum, and
upon hearing | was returning to the surface, haf the inpatientsin Medica began verbaly threatening to
mutiny and throw meinto detainment.

“I' know the compound better than anyone on the assault teams” | said, crossing my ams and
looking down the row of grim faces and emerging claws.

“Inyour condition-"

“Space my condition,” | told the Omorr. “ There are over fifteen thousand prisoners down
there-the Hsktskt are shooting them, and | |eft afirs-year resdent in charge of theinfirmary.”

He glowered a me. “ Just remember, Doctor, you have other responsibilities.”

Before| reported to the launch bay, Salo relayed adirect signa from the Hsktskt Central
Command, sent by OverMaster HalaV ar.

“Reever?’ | took amedevac pack and dung it over my shoulder, then accessed the signdl.
“What' syour status down there?’

“OverSeer FurreVaand a portion of the guards have deposed SrrokVar and placed mein
charge of the compound.” He looked swegty, and grime stresked his hair, but other than that, he could
have been having teawith the Hanar.

“Why' d they do that? | thought you weren't amember of the Faction anymore.”

“Upon arrival on the Hsktskt homeworld, TssVar officidly reinstated my rank. The order to
depose SrrokVar came from the Hanar himself.”

“That wasnice of him.” | checked to make sure | had enough suture packs. “ Tl FurreVato
stop executing the prisoners.”

“I have. There are ftill some centuronsloya to SrrokVar, however, who have disregarded my
orders.” Heturned away for amoment to consult with awaiting centuron, then addressed me once more.
“Stay with the Jorenians, Cherijo.”

“Uh-uh. I'm ontheway.”

“Youwill not be safe”

“Y ou’ ve got wounded down there. I’ m coming back. Tell the guards not to shoot at me or the
launch.”

“They won't.” He paused. “ Aslong asyou officidly surrender to me.”

Therewas dwaysacatch. “Fine. I'll betherein an hour to give mysdf up.”

The surface was littered with shattered black crystal and the smoking remains of Hskitskt



launches. | inssted the Jorenians stay out of firing range as | went into the main compound entrance.

Xoneadidn't likethat, and told me. At length.

“I'll keep you informed asto what the Stuation isin there. Keep monitoring this.” | tapped my
dave collar, which had been removed, dtered, and refitted to transmit audio signals directly to the launch
and the Sunlace. “For now, you' re going to haveto St tight and wait.”

Reever and a detachment of centurons stood just inside the compound pressure locks. As soon
as | stepped through, rifles were activated, and my pack was confiscated.

| held out my empty hands. “I’m unarmed. | surrender.”

One of the guards grabbed me by the collar, but Reever stepped forward and ordered him to
release me.

“Y ou will return to theinfirmary and treat theinjured,” he told me. Hisvoice may have been as
flat and cold as ever, but there was an edgeto it that made me look at him sharply. “Come. | will take
you there mysdif.”

He sent the centurons to work riot control in the tiers, and marched me down the corridors.
Once we were out of sight of the beagts, he released my arm.

“Half the guards have been drugged and disarmed by the prisoners,” he said.

“I know. Have you convinced them to surrender?’

“The Hsktskt do not relinquish their territory to inferior species.” He turned a corner, then
sopped mein the middle of an empty corridor. “This may end with afirefight, Cherijo.”

“Not if Wonlee has distributed enough of hisquills.” If only we had an extraedge... of course,
the pd! | felt like smacking mysdf in the forehead for forgetting about them. “ See what you can do to
talk theminto it. The Jorenians are starting to get tired of orbiting thisrock.”

Theinfirmary was in complete upheava. Wounded prisoners lined the passages for hundreds of
yardsleading toit. A couple of them | stopped to check before | entered and yelled for Vlaav.

He yelled back from atreatment room. “Over here, Doctor.”

The next several hours were devoted to emergency care and restoring some partia order to my
facility. The nurses had become overwhelmed, and the renewed orbita attack did nothing to calm the
prisoners. In addition to that, several centurons had reported with serious injuries, and got nasty about
priority.

I"d just cleared the last serious case when someone gestured to me from the back of the
infirmary. It was Wonlee. | hurried back and saw him point to asection in the wall.

“Noarr?’ | asked, and he nodded. | pulled aprivacy screen over and dodged behind it. The
passageway opened to reved the silhouette of atall cloaked figure.

“God.” | ran, threw mysdf shamelesdy at him, and groaned as hisarms closed around me. “|
was soworried.” | lifted my head and then thumped him on the chest. * Are you trying to make me go
insane?’

“I am glad to see you, too, woman.” He drew me back into the passage and closed the entrance.
“Itistime we liberated the population. | will need your help.”

I grinned. Good thing I’ d remembered about the one dly we had that no one else knew about.
“Not just mine”

| turned and placed both hands against the wall, and concentrated. A minute passed, then aclear,
gdatinous glop oozed down from the tunndl’ s ceiling. It dropped between us and collected itsdlf into an
amorphous, shimmering form.

*pel* here*

“Pd, thisisNoarr.” | looked a my lover’s astonished expression and bit my lower lip before
continuing the introductions. “Honey, meset the rock.”

Once we' d managed to communicate what we wanted to the pel, the Jorenians, and the
Aksdllans, Noarr |eft to attend to freeing the prisonersin thetiers still controlled by the Hsktskt. | went
back to theinfirmary to get things ready there.

Zdlaand the nurses handled triage, while Vlaav and | prepped the patients for transport.

“The Aksdllans have landed outside the compound,” one of the prisonerstold us. “We saw thelr



tethersthrough thewalls”

| briefed the inpatients on what we planned to do once the liberation forces took control of the
compound, then sent every staff member to put together field packs of supplies. Wonlee appeared briefly
with ingtructions on where to go and how to find enough envirosuits to outfit the patients.

Everything was going well when a detachment of battered-looking centurons burst through the
door pand, led by avery unamused former-OverLord SrrokVar.

“| expected to find you here, Dr. Torin.” He came a me, and | grabbed a syrinpress. He
knocked it away with oneflick of alimb. “'Y our misguided sense of compassion will be the death of you,
my dear.”

“Zdla,” | cdled out, never taking my eyes from the madness gleaming down at me. “Clear the
infirmary. Evacuate the patients. All of them. Now.”

“Y ou have proved resilient and resourceful. | particularly admire your Terran survivd ingtincts. |
had thought releasing FurreVa s brood in HalavVar’' s chambers would be the end of both of you.”

So hewas the oneresponsible. “I heard you got fired by the Supreme Lizard,” | said, hoping the
taunt would keep him from firing on the fleeing patients. “ Guess TssVar was pretty convincing, huh?’

| didn’t have achance against a psychotic Hsktskt, so | dodged SrrokVar’ s next blow and dove
around him. Dropping and crawling under an unoccupied berth gave me afew secondsto collect my
wits. | rolled out just as SrrokVar lifted the berth and tossed it out of hisway.

“Y ou cost me my research, my mate, and my command. Now we will settle accounts, Doctor.”

| didn’t have timeto get out of the way. Three limbs began descending with lethal force. | closed
my eyes.

Because | did that, I missed watching the displacer pulse burst behind SrrokVar.

“Y ou harmed my brood!”

Heturned, and lunged toward the door pand. That’swhen | propped mysalf up and saw
FurreVafire her rifle again.

The therma uniform he wore seemed to dispel most of the blast. He pulled aweapon from his
lab coat, aimed, and shot the big female directly in her chest. Theimpact sent her crashinginto a
diagnogtic array.

The closest thing to hand were two of the largest bonesetters, the oneswe' d used on Devrak’s
guard. | disabled the auto-adjust clamp, ran up behind SrrokVar, and shoved one around his thick neck.
After knocking the pistol from hisclaws, | jammed the other around the center of his skull.

Bonesetters normally contract until the clamp unit aigns the broken bone. Since I’ d disengaged
the sensor, the device kept contracting. SrrokVar tried to come after me, for afew seconds. | danced
away as he stopped and started clawing at his neck.

“Now we' Il see how much you enjoy physical toleranceranges,” | said, and stayed out of strike
range to watch.

SrrokVar managed to wrench the bonesetter from histhroat, but the time he spent doing that was
amistake. The one around hisface was now cutting into the tissue, forcing hiskinetic skull to bow out.

“Tekeit off!”

For once, | ignored my caling. “No.”

He bellowed with agony as he ssumbled past us, then disappeared down the corridor.

Too bad. | would have liked to watch his brains pop out of his eye sockets. | went to examine
FurreVa

Shewasin bad shape. A huge pulse burn smoldered on her chest; there was a deep gash in the
sde of her neck. | tried to drag her out into the corridor, but she was too heavy to move. Zellaand Vlaav
had aready evacuated everyone, so therewasno help in sight.

“You didn’t have to defend me, you know,” | said as | pressed a sterile pad to the spurting
wound. “I wasdoing just fine.”

FurrevVa slungs rasped as she tried to breathe through the blood. “1 was wrong about him.
Wrong about you, Terran.”

“Notalking.” | managed to control the bleeding and ran a scan over her abdomen. Her vitals



were dangeroudy week. “Y ou’ re hemorrhaging, so no moving either. Somehow I’ ve got to transport you
up to the Sunlace.”

“Notime.” She coughed up more crimson fluid, then reached and took my hand. “My young are
safe. You are safe. It isenough.”

“Shut up.” | infused her with adrendysine, hoping to trigger the hibernation process before she
bled to death interndly. “ Y ou’'regoing to live.”

“SaurreVa.” Two clawstraced theinvisible path of her former injury, then touched my cheek.
“Friend...” She surrendered to the drug, and went into the beginning stage of natural suspended
animation.

Shewasn't dying on me. Not after al thetrouble I’ d goneto. | sat back on my hedsand
activated my wristcom. “Xonea. | need a medevac team to come to the infirmary, as soon as you breach
the compound.”

| went over to thewall, and placed my hands againgt it. We need your help now, pdl.

Thewall undulated benegth my pams, then melted between my fingers. * pel* hel p*

| 1eft FurreVaon life support (rigged around her on the floor, since she was far too heavy for me
to move to aberth), and convinced one of the centurons to watch over her. Then | went to Central
Command.

Reever and alarge group of Hsktskt were gathered in the prisoner reception area. Dozens of
rifles clicked on and pointed at my head as| walked into view. | displayed my empty hands and waved
a Reever.

“I hateto interrupt, but | was wondering if | could evacuate the compound now.”

Reever ordered the centurons to stand down. Severa of them hesitated, and | wondered just
how much control he had over histroops.

“Y ou heard the transmission from the homeworld,” Reever said to them. “OverLord TssVar's
orderswere clear.”

Reluctantly the last of the centuronslowered their wegpons.

Reever walked over to me. “ The liberation forces have not breached the outer security grid. We
havetime.”

“Actualy, no.” | leaned againgt awall, and pointed to another. “Y ou don't.”

Thewall opposite the group shattered, spilling shards dl around us. The pe poured through the
new opening and collected itsdlf just in front of the aghast Hsktskts.

“Shoot it!” one of them shouted, and afew of them started firing their weaponsinto the
transparent mass.

“It absorbs energy,” | said in ahepful tone, when it became apparent the displacer blasts were
having no effect. 1t can aso reflect them at will, so | suggest you knock it off.”

The pel flowed around the beasts toward me, where it formed a barrier protecting me from the
rifles

“What do you propose, Doctor?’ Reever asked me.

“| propose you pack up what you can carry and you get out of Dodge,” | said, running my hand
over the undulating pdl. “Because in exactly one hour, the pel istaking over the compound.”

“She'slying,” someoneyelled.

| rubbed a hand over the back of my neck. Why hadn’t | put the man in traction when I’ d had
the chance?* Shropana. It would be you. Someone want to lend me their rifle for aminute?’

“ She' sstaged this hoax with that dave-runner lover of hers.” The League Commander limped out
into the Centra reception area, carrying aHsktskt pistol, and aiming it at me. “1 know where heis. Give
me back my shipsand I'll take you to him.”

Shropana hadn’t aprayer of getting hisfleet back, but he could railroad the evacuation and
possibly get Noarr killed. | turned my head, and concentrated.

Hundreds of Lok-Ted crawled into the reception area, and encircled Shropana.

“Filthy creatures!” Hefired at one of them, but it avoided the blast. The pd shot out asolid
stream of its mass and envel oped the pistol and Shropana s hand completely.



| walked over, pulled the syrinpress from my tunic and pressed it to his neck. “ Say goodnight,
Petril.”

Hefdl to hisknees, then over onto the waiting Lok-Tedl. Obeying my slent command, they
quickly carried him back out of the area. | was tempted to tell them to eat him, but decided againgt it.
The Lok-Ted shouldn’t have to consume waste all thetime.

“Gentlemen.” | swiveled and addressed the beadts. “ Shdll we get this evacuation underway?”

Wonlee found me during the next hectic hour, and informed me that SrrokV ar had escaped from
Catopsaon asmall scout ship he' d apparently hidden outside the compound.

“Heisbadly injured, according to witnesses. Some kind of severe head injury.”

He d findly gotten that last bonesetter off. | wondered how pretty his face was now. “Pity. |
planned on turning him over to hisvictims and | et them finish the job.”

A few of SrrokVar’ sloydists continued to fire upon the prisoners, but Wonlee and the
Kevarzangian engineerstook care of them in short order.

Reever and the remaining Hsktskt surrendered in the prisoner commonson tier nine, just asthe
Jorenians and Aksdllans breached the last of the security barriers and entered the compound.

“I don’t want these guards, or the unconscious ones, killed.” Reever said to me as he watched
the advancing arachnids swing in through the door panels on their silvery tethers. “Talk to them, Cherijo.”

| did. It took afew minutes, but I managed to convince the Aksdllans and former daves not to
execute the Hsktskt.

“They harmed our femdez,” Clyvos sad, acidic poison dripping from hisleg fangs.

“They can help us transport these prisonersto the launches.” The floor rumbled benesth our feet,
and | sensed that the pel had begun gathering for itsfind assault. “We reamost out of time, pa.”

“Very wel. Let uz make hazte.”

There was alot to do. Since the surface bombardment had destroyed all the conveyance units,
enviro-suits had to be distributed and fitted. Litters were brought for the severdly injured prisoners and
unconscious Hsktskt.

“Did you bring the grav-lift | ordered?’ | asked the former League crew when they cameto the
infirmary to help mewith FurrevVa

“No, Doctor, the only one availableis being used.”

That meant | needed someone very strong and dexterous enough to avoid hurting the Hsktskt
femde. “Get Geef Skrople over here, then.”

The small, wiry engineer appeared afew minutes later. “ Doc, you' ve got something for meto
lift...” Heeyed FurreVa. “Oh. Her.”

“Yes, her.” | finished seding the envirosuit over the Hsktskt' s unconscious form. “Don’t wortry,
she' sinadtate of hibernation. Be careful and try not to jog her too much.”

“Will do.” Demongtrating histremendous strength, Geef hoisted the big female carefully into his
upper appendages, then turned to me. “Where should | put her?’

She needed to be stabilized before | sent her up to the Sunlace. “Out to the surface, for now.”
We were going to need shelters to house the prisoners until they could be transported up to the liberation
fleet, | thought, and made a mental note to request it.

Geef managed to move FurreéVawithout difficulty, but there were Smply too many other
Hsktskts for him to handle. The sheer weight of the reptilian beings proved a problem, until Mgor
Devrak appeared with a huge cargo storage container strapped to his broad back.

“I can carry ten of them a atime,” he said.

| checked hisinjuriesto seeif hewasin any shapeto try. “No more than ten a once. If you get
hurt, I know we won't be able to move you out of here.”

The spiders silently watched the Hsktskt asthey al moved through corridors toward the surface
access hatches. | watched the spiders, and hoped they would hold on to their tempers.

We guided the continuous stream of happy ex-davesthrough thetiers, releasing thelocking
mechanisms as we went to free the last of those in lockdown. Once we reached the access hatches, Paull
and Geef organized the evacuees into managesble groups and started sending them out to the launches.



| followed the last group out to the pel crystd plain, and gasped when | saw the massive
collection of Lok-Ted edting away at thetul growthsthey could finally reach.

“Soft auld day, isn't it, dote?’

Gadl’ s green eyes glowed through the plas faceplate of his hemet, and | nearly dropped the
patient | was helping to the launch in astonishment. “ Gadl! | thought you were-”

“Gone? Takes more than athick to get rid of ajackeen like me, dote. Let me help you now.”

He got on the other side of the prisoner and supported some of the weight. | started to demand
to know what had happened to him, when aterrifying crash made us both stop and look back.

Streams of the molten pel punched through Catopsal s surface, dl around the borders of the
compound. Like huge sprays of water, the streams shot hundreds of feet into the air, then curled over the
highest of the prison towers. The ends met with such precision that in the blink of an eye the pel had
formed an enormous cage over thetiers.

“Walt.” After dl we d suffered here, it seemed gppropriate to stick around and witness what
would happen next. “Watch.”

The pel cage dowly began to collapse in on the compound. The guard towerswere the first to
shatter. Theweight of them in turn collapsed the lower structures. And still the pel kept shrinking,
tightening, until theindividua streams began to meld together at the top of the cage.

A yawning sinkhole formed dl around the compound, and the streams solidified into asolid
bubble of pd, still descending and contracting with the same inexorable force. We could see throughiit,
and watched as the entire compound was rapidly reduced to shards. The pel pulled the engulfed,
shattered structures down into the crater, and filled in the hole with itself.

The end result was afeatureless, smooth stretch of crystd. Asif the compound had never
existed. The Hsktskt wouldn’t be using Catopsa as a dave-depot ever again.

Moving more than twenty thousand beings from an asteroid couldn’t be donein aday. |
ingtructed the liberation force pilots transporting the prisoners to bring down emergency shelter unitson
every return trip. After being allocated their own, the Hsktskt sullenly provided their silent assistancein
Setting up the other temporary habitats.

| used one strictly as a primary-care unit and continued to treat prisoners and Hsktskt alike.
Since she wastoo critical to move, | kept FurreVathere, too.

Vlaav stuck by melikeglue.

“Doctor, you should teke arest interva.”

“I'will.” No, | wouldn’t. | gestured to Zella. “Next patient, please.”

“What are your plans, when you leave this place? Will you resume your position on the Jorenian
vesd?”

“I’'m not surewhat I'm going to do.” That wasthe truth, and it surprised me anyway. | looked
over a the Saksonan. “Why?’

The red nubs on hisface glowed brightly. “1 have learned much from working with you. | would
gppreciate the opportunity to finish my residency under your tutelage.”

| knew he had abit of acrush on me, but | wasn't going to encourageit. “Don’t you want to go
home, Vlaav?’

“No. Not if | canlearn to be haf the surgeon you are. Will you teach me?’

“Hattery won't get you any dack.” I’d helped train other interns and resdentsin the past, but I'd
never been asked to be a primary instructor before. If I" d possessed hemangiomeas, they would have
been popping like champagne corks. “ Are you sure you really want to be my student?’

“Ves”

The other problems| had to dedl with made my grinfade. “Let’ s get off thisrock, then we' Il talk
about it.”

Vlaav happily performed rounds for me after that, and came back to report on the half dozen
prisonerswe d kept in the shelter for observation.

| listened, and imagined once more teaching thiskid to be a cutter. | could do that, | thought. If
everything else worked out. “How’ sthe OverSeer doing?’



“She cannot remain in artificiad hibernation much longer,” he said as| finished medicating yet
another former prisoner suffering from mild hypothermia. He gave me arundown of scan resultsfrom her
chart.

Hewasright. If we didn’t get her up to the Sunlace and on an operating table soon, she' d never
come out of it. “Keep close monitor on her vitasfor me.”

The massive transport operation dowly cameto aclose. Sdo and awarrior party arrived aswe
were loading the last of the prisonersinto the Akesdllan launches, and | had saw their collective reaction
toward the remaining Hsktskt.

It wasn't adesire to hand out Jorenian kisses of peace.

“Sdo, the compound has been completely destroyed.”

“A pity.” Thebigwarrior removed alarge, bladed wespon from his sojourn pack. “I would have
decorated it with my ClanSign.”

ClanSign was what Jorenians did with the bodies of their enemies after they disemboweled them.
| saw Wonleejoin the Jorenians. Benegth his envirosuit, his spinesflexed. He was carrying a Hasktskt
pulseriflein each hand.

“Stop right there, Lieutenant.”

My prickly friend' s voice transmitted hisrage and fury over my comunit. “They endaved us. They
killed or sold thousands here.”

“Which was my fault, remember?’

No one seemed to care. Thelizards collected in atight mass, ready to defend themsalves.
HouseClan Torin started swinging their blades in what |ooked like massacre warm-up exercises.

Timefor meto play referee again.

“Holdit,” | placed myself between the two groups, and held up my gloved hands. I’ d aready
gotten the Aksellans to back off, and knew how to stop the Jorenians. “Salo, | shield these Hskiskt.”

“Y ou would protect these monsters, Hedler?” Salo asked me.

“Yes. That'sexactly what I'm doing.” | walked over to the largest of the Hsktskt. “1 want you to
tell your peopleto stand down. Now.”

“Hsktskt do not surrender to daves,” the centuron said with chilling conviction.

“The Hsktskt are going to end up as fodder if you don’t back down and let me negotiate a
compromise here”

It took afew more minutes, but | convinced the lizards to stop putting on the aggressive act.
Finaly, | had to deal with Wonlee, who didn’'t care what | shielded.

“Lieutenant.” | intercepted him as he started toward the group of Hsktskt. “Don’t do this. This
dave-depot is usdess now, and the pel won't let them build another one. We can et them go.”

“They killed my wife”

“A lethd minerd cdled thetul killed your wife.” | put my hand on the barrdl of one pulserifle,
and hoped he wouldn't shoot me just to get at the lizards. “Wonlee, we' ve been through so much
together. If | can let them go, so can you.”

“You are aphysician. Y ou do not understand the need for justice.”

Oh, but | did. “Y ou wereamedic. Y ou know how fragile and brief lifeis. Let the violence and
hatred end, here and now.” | glanced over at the Hsktskt, and thought of the coming Leagueinvasion.
“Believe me, they’ll get what they deserve, soon enough.”

Another round of negotiation convinced the Joreniansto allow the Hsktskt survivorsto take a
ship and return to Faction space.

“Thiswas not theend | envisioned,” the Jorenian said as we watched the Hsktskt launch lift off.
“Releasing the beasts was never aconsideration.”

“They'renot al beasts.” | thought of FurreVa. They were-what they were. “Come on, big guy.
We'd better get off thisrock and back where we belong.”

Zdlamet me hafway down the entrance ramp. “ Continues to weaken, the Hsktskt femae. In
critical condition now, sheis”

It wastimeto go home.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Masks Off

Thelast jaunt up to the Sunlace seemed to take forever. | couldn’t stay in my harness, not with
FurreéVadtretched out on alitter, so | planted mysdlf beside her for the duration of the trip. Her monitors
didn’t look good.

The surgery couldn’t wait any longer.

“Signd Medicd for me” | asked the pilot when we were hafway to the ship. “Tell them | need a
thoracic team scrubbed and ready for us.”

By the time the pilot docked in launch bay, | stood at the hull doors with the OverSeer, and
pushed her out onto the docking ramp the moment the panel's opened. Once off the shuttle, | had the
Jorenians|oad her onto agurney, and signaled Squilyp.

“Areyou ready to go?’

“WE re prepared, Doctor,” the Omorr said. “What' s the patient’ s condition?”

“Bad. Direct displacer blast to the upper torso. Multipleinternal trauma, definitely cardiac and
liver, God knowswhat else. | had to induce artificia hibernation just to keep her dive.” | checked her
infuser lines, then nodded to the crew members helping me. “Have the team in the suite. W€ Il betherein
aminute”

| paused long enough to snap out ordersfor the injured to be taken to Medicd, then
accompanied FurreVa sgurney into agyrlift. Every step made my stomach clench. Every glance down at
the motionless Hsktskt fema e made me move that much faster.

Adaola, who was wearing afirg-year intern’ stunic, manned the gurney from the moment we
entered the bay. “ Go and scrub, Hedler. | will prep the patient.”

“Where' s Squilyp?’ | stripped off my outer garments as | headed for the cleansing unit. “1 need
himtoassg.”

He hopped out of the surgicd suite, already scrubbed and gowned, and lifted his gloved
membranes. “ As | anticipated, Doctor.”

“Mr. Wonderful. Still asexemplary asever.” My mouth hitched as| thrust my hands under the
biodecon port to sterilize. “As soon as she' s under, get her chest open. I'll be therein asecond.”

My eyeswent to the monitors as| entered the suite, and waited for amoment as Squilyp
lowered the sterile fidld. FurreVa s heart rate was erratic, and she' d lost too much blood. | was pleased
to see Adaola had aready initiated the synplasmainfusers and had the heart/lung array standing by.

“Firg-year intern, huh?’ | sudied the instrument setup with gpprova. “ So you were serious
about becoming aphysician.”

“Senior Hedler Squilyp has been an ingpirationa ingtructor,” Adaola said, her white-within-white
eyes crinkling above her mask. “He has encouraged me to pursue asurgica resdency.”

Squilyp had once treated nurses with the same compassion he would alascalpdl: to be used until
they no longer functioned. He' d grown up alot since those days. “ Couldn’t help infecting her with the
bug, could you, Squid Lips?’

Hewinced at the old nickname. “| fed certain Adaolawill make a competent surgeon.”

“1 dwaysthought she was wasted asanurse,” | said as| went around the table and took my
position opposite the Omorr.

The big Jorenian female made a modest gesture. “My thanks, Hedler.”

Squilyp had dready made theinitid incision and opened FurreVa s thorax from her neck to her
pelvis, and was now clamping back the subderma layersto expose the chest cavity. | pulled the primary
laser rig down and activated the lascalpd, then leaned over to have alook.

“Son of abitch.” The Omorr lifted his head, and | shook mine. “No, not you, Squil. The onewho
did thisto her.” And had gotten away with it, which till infuriated me.

Squilyp ran an organ series as | performed the visua and probe assessments. “ Significant vesse
damage to both chambers of the heart. Right kidney is compromised, and there are dozens of



perforationsin the superior colon.

“She never could do anything the easy way.” | couldn’t get aclear take on the centrd region of
the chest cavity-there was smply too much blood and tissue occluding the area. | ordered more suction.
“What about the liver?’

The Omorr scanned the fema e Hsktskt a second time. “ Elevated bilirubin, serum akaline
phosphatase, serum aminotransferase, decreased serum abumin and prothrombin time.”

SrrokVar had known exactly where to shoot her to cause the maximum amount of damage.
“What es=?’

“I’'m reading no organic cohesion. Liver cdlular lossstandsat...” Squilyp scanned her again,
before he gazed a me with solemn eyes. “It’ s ninety-seven-point-four percent.”

That meant-“No. Y ou' rewrong.”

| thrust his scanner aside and took the suction tube from the nurse using it. Blood and body fluid
swamped the cavity. I'd Smply evacuate it myself.

“Cherijo-”

“It’' sdigplaced from theimpact. I'll find it, it hasto be here.”

A moment later, | pulled the tube from her chest, and the Omorr cleared histhroat. In the old
days, when we' d been competing for the Senior Healer dot onboard the Sunlace, he would have gloated
over this. Now dl he offered was aslent gaze of sympathy.

“You wereright. Okay. I'll harvest viable cdllsand clone her anew one.” | pulled aspecimen
tray, and began to search for ashred of the organ. “We Il keep her going until | have areplacement
organ.”

Membranes took the probe from my hand. “ Doctor.”

| grabbed another one from the tray. “No, Squilyp. I’ ve put her back together twice before. |
candoitagan.”

“If there were no other injuries, | would agree with you.” The Omorr came around the table and
pushed the tray aside. “Cherijo. Shetook afull burst, at point-blank range. Y ou have to accept the facts.
Her liver has been destroyed.”

| stopped probing the chest cavity and pulled the laser rig down. “ Then we' |l keep her in deep
suspension until | can locate atransplant.”

The monitors went off, and Adaola gave me adespairing look. | began resuscitation, biting into
my lower lip with each compression. She couldn’t die on me. We d been through too much together.
Echoes of her low, rough voice pounded insde my skull.

Angry. You are called SsurreVa? Suffering. Let me die, Terran. Widful. Reconstruct... this?
Determined.

There will be no more arena games. Dying. My young are safe. You are safe. It is enough.

The monitorsdowly flat lined.

Wetried dectro-stim. More drugs. Nothing worked. The Jorenians stayed out of my way.
Squilyp and | worked on her body for a half hour before | finally straightened and dowly stripped off my
gloves.

“I'mcdlingit. Timeof desthis’-I glanced at the wall console-“oh-nineteen, twenty-two hours.”

The Omorr looked down at the dead Hsktskt. “I’m sorry, Doctor.”

“Thanks.” | gently pulled the surgical shroud up over the peaceful face I’ d worked so hard to
repair.

Adaolaand the nursesintoned a solemn Jorenian chant of passage. | couldn’t seem to move
away fromthetable. It was asif | expected FurreVato yank aside the linen and shout at me for giving
up.

A warm membrane touched my arm. “Y ou did everything you could for her,” the Omorr said.
“There was smply too much damage.”

“Yeah.” | tugged my wet mask from my face. “Therewas.”

Adaolapaused in her chant to ask me, “What was her name, Healer?’

| remembered how I’ d called her Helen of Troy, and caught a sob before it emerged. “FurreVa.



Overseer FurrevVa”

Treating the injured prisoners kept me busy for the rest of the shift. My adopted family, while
having no love for the Hsktskt, expressed their sincere sympathy for the loss of my friend.

Squilyp let mework until there was nothing left to be done, then asked if | would do roundswith
himinthemorning.

“Sure.” | had nothing to do, nowhereto go. “ See you then.”

“Cherijo.” | stopped at the door panel. “Y ou told me never to... mess with you over a patient
you just lost, but if you need someoneto talk to-”

| smiled wanly back at him. “Y ou'll be the one, Squil. Thanks.”

| couldn’t face my empty quarters. Xonea had sgnaed from the halm that the last of the launches
from Catopsawere arriving, so | decided to go down to the launch bay and see what | could do there.

Thefina shuttle hull doors parted, and the Jorenian team brought two men out. Both werein
enviro-suits, but their hands had been secured in detainment bonds. | started to ask why, then one of the
crew removed their helmets and | saw who they were.

Gad Kdly and Noarr.

“What'sgoing on here?’ | asked one of the Torins. “Why arethey tied up like that?’

“We discovered them fighting near an dlien vessdl.”

“Blue-arsed mentdlerd If you'll not give me aweapon, for pity’s sake, shoot this deeven before
he getsloose” The Irishman strained at his bonds, then fixed his gaze on mewith relief. “ Dote, tell "emto
stop acting the maggot!”

A security guard glanced at me. “ Our vocollars are not trandating what he says, Heder.”

“I know. Gael, you have to speak stanTerran, please.”

“This gouger-this collaborator -tried to kill me, dote. | told you, he' s been spying for the beasts,
and I’ ve got proof.”

| glanced a Noarr, who stood in hisusua brooding, silent stance. “Isthat right?’ | motioned for
their bondsto be released. “Iswhat he' s saying true, Noarr?” Not that | believed it.

“Part of it.” The dien dave-runner rubbed the joints above hisflippersdowly. “I tried to kill him.”

My eyeswidened. “Why?’

“He was attempting to remove prisoners from Catopsa.”

“That s sort of the genera idea, a the moment.”

“Hedid not intend to bring them here.” Noarr pulled off his hood and turned to Gadl, who was
visbly seething. “Will you tdl her now, or shal 17’

“I will inmering,” the Terran said, and spat on the deck.

“I think that meansno,” | said to the confused Jorenians. “ Gagl?’

“Hisnameisnot Gadl.” Noarr folded hisarmsinside his cloak and regarded the Terran with an
expression akinto pity. “ItisGaavar.”

“Aye, right.” The lrishman let out asputtering laugh. “Y ou' re addled, that’ swhat you are,
deeven.” He continued in stanTerran. “I wasborn in Clare, in the Celt Republic, on Terra. Check the
database, if you like.”

“I am sureyou were.” Noarr pulled his cloak around him. “Y our family took you from Terrato
immigrate to anew colony. When you were ayoung child, did they not?’

“I'vetold you dl this, dote,” Gael said to me.

Noarr stepped closer to the Terran. “How old were you when the Hsktskt attacked your ship?’

“I wasbut awee lad.”

“Y ou were an infant. The Hsktskt do not take children hostage. Why did you survive?’

Gadl exploded. “I don't know what the gammy thicks wanted with me! They took me!”

“And adopted you, the same way they adopted me.” Noarr turned and gazed a me. “Hewas
raised by the Hsktskt from infancy. By Lord SrrokVar.”

Before anyone could move, Gael pulled a Hsktskt pistol from theinside of histunic and lunged in
my direction. A moment later, he had mein an armlock, and the business end of the weapon pressed
tightly againgt my cheek.



“Don’t dothis, Gadl.” | looked at the Jorenians, who had formed a deadly ring around us. White
eyes narrowed, claws emerged. “They'll kill you.”

He pointed the gun a Noarr. “1n the shuttle. Now. Or this scanger bitch dies.”

| warned the Joreniansto stay back aswe entered the shuttle and Gael shoved Noarr toward the
hedm.

“Hy thisgammy crate out of here”

“They’ll come after us.” Gael’ s shove made mefdl againgt the harnessrigging. | clutched it to
regain my footing. “Y ou don't have to dave for the Hsktskt anymore. Give yoursdf up, and I'll help you
get back to Terra”

“Terra? Helaughed. “Y ou're off your nut.”

“I think you can drop the didect now,” | said as hetied meinto the harness.

“It took me yearsto learn. Still, you'reright. | don’t need it anymore, do 17?7’

“Not anymore,” | agreed.

Gad watched Noarr pilot the shuttle out from the launch bay. “Input these into the navigation
array,” he said, and rattled off some coordinates.

The dave-runner hesitated. “ That will take us directly to the Hsktskt homeworld.”

“My homeworld,” Gadl said.

“No, itisn't,” | said.

Heturned to me. “He wastelling you the truth, Doctor. | was captured by the Faction when |
was six months old. Lord SrrokVar adopted me, raised me, trained me. Y ou'rethefirst Terran I’ ve ever
seeninmy life” He spat at my feet. “And thelast, | hope.”

“Youwerethespy dl dong,” | said dowly.

“And you are supposed to be so bright. Yes, | provided insdeintelligence on the dave
population to my parent.” Hefingered the pistol in hishand. “I’'mrelieved it's over. Warm-bloods are
disgudting, sniveling crestures.”

“Y ou’ re warm-blooded, too.”

“I amthe son of aHsktskt Lord.” Gadl gave me an eerie smile, one that reminded me of
SrrokVar. “Hetaught mewell.”

“I'll bet hedid.” 1 saw some movement out of the corner of my eye and blinked. “So you're
going to take us back to the homeworld, and... what? Sdll us as daves?’

“For the crimes you committed againgt the Faction?” Gael laughed. “1’m going to have you
tortured, then publicly executed.”

Lieutenant Wonlee emerged from a cargo hatch behind Gadl, and | kept my gaze fixed on the
Hsktskt spy. “I know what SrrokVar must have done to you as achild. Let me help you, Gadl.”

“I wouldn’'t-"

Wonlee jumped on Gadl’ s back, knocking the pistol to the deck and sending the Terran into an
interior hull panel. Noarr immediately steered the ship around, sending both men to the deck, whilel
fumbled with the clips on my harness.

It was over so quickly that Gael was bleeding and tied up by the time the launch landed back on
the Sunlace. An angry Xoneaentered the shuttle, carrying one of his multibladed wegpons, and dragged
the Terran out onto the deck. | hurried after them.

“Don't hurt him, it' snot hisfault-"

Before | could stop him, Gael got to hisfeet. “For my father!” he screamed, then thrust himsalf
upon the eight blades in Xonea s hands.

Noarr and | rushed over, but the Irishman was aready dead.

“He chose his path well,” Xonea said, and wiped the blood from his blades on Gagl’ stunic.

“He hid behind the mask of hisown face,” | said, knedling beside him and closing his eyes. What
kind of father had SrrokVar been? | wondered, then shuddered ingtinctively. “ And was probably abused
mogt of hislife”

“Not everyone who is abused chooses to betray,” Noarr said.

“Y ou should know.” | got to my feet and faced him. “Y ou can take that mask off your face



NOW.

The Jorenians made sounds of astonishment as Noarr stripped off hisflippers, then inserted his
thumbs under a concealed flap, and dowly peeled away the false face. When he revealed hisfeaturesto
the crew, several of them appeared to be staggered by histrue identity.

| folded my arms, eyed my adopted family, then shook my head sadly. “Don't tell me he had all
of you fooled.”

The mask, to my own surprise, turned out to be aLok-Ted. It rapidly changed from Noarr’s
faceto its natura blob state and happily trundled over to clean Gael’ s blood from the deck.

“When did you know?’ the man | loved asked me.

“I don't think you want me to describe what we were doing when | figured it out.” | lowered my
voicefor hisearsadone. “Usng avoice manipulator and not kissng me were clever moves, but you
forgoat, I’'m very familiar with the rest of your anatomy, too.”

His mouth twitched. “I see”

“| dso thought it was odd when you boarded Noarr’s ship, and yet till knew where everything
was.” | clucked my tongue. “ Sloppy. Very doppy.”

Duncan Reever removed the concealing cloak and shook out his damp hair. “Y et you never
confronted me with your knowledge.”

“I knew it wasyou,” | said. “But what | didn’t understand was why you didn’t trust me enough to
tel meyoursdf.”

“That requires arather lengthy explanation.”

“We vegot plenty of time.” | took hisarm. “ Come with me.”

After the tragic scene with Gadl, neither of uswas hungry, so | settled for servers of hot Jorenian
teaand the privacy of my quarters.

“Okay,” | said as| sat beside him on the sofa. “ Spill the beans. All the beansthistime, if you
please”

Reever told mewhat | had only guessed at-that he had been adave to the Hsktskt, after they
raided the world his parents had been studying. Both his mother and father werekilled in the massacre.
The adolescent Duncan had been tall and strong enough to pass for a mature adult, so he was taken
along with other survivorsto Catopsa.

“| was compelled to serve as an arenafighter for nearly arevolution, before the accident. An
OverMadter pushed hisyoung commander into the ring, and my opponent tried to kill him. | shielded him
and saved hislife”

“That would explain the blood-bond between you and TssVar.”

“Yes. Hewas grateful enough to adopt me, and trained me to take the place of the OverM aster
who had attempted to kill him.”

“That' swhy you said Gadl had been adopted, like you.”

“Yes. As SrrokVar made Gadl his son, TssVar made me his brother.” Reever rubbed ahand
over the back of his neck. “What he didn’'t know was | had no intention of ever serving the Faction, even
when he sent meto infiltrate the Pmoc Quadrant colonies.”

“You spied for them?” With ajolt | recaled the ddivery of the quints. “Y ou brought TssVar to
K-27

“I had been sending fa se reports back to the Faction, making them believe the colonies were too
poor to merit raiding. However, TssVar decided to recall me to Catopsa. On the jaunt to retrieve me,
UgessVawent into |abor, and the rest you know.”

“Why did you come onboard the Sunlace?’

“| wanted to escape the Hsktskt, as much as you wanted to escape the League.”

There was one thing that till bothered me. “Y ou told me you signaded the Hsktskt to cometo
Vardlan. If you weretrying to avoid them, why would you do that?’

“It seemed the only way | could protect you, and stop the League from destroying Joren. | didn’t
betray you, Cherijo.”

“So you signaled them and played traitor again. And as soon as we reached Catopsa, you



became Noarr, the dave-runner.”

“Yes” Reever picked up the Lok-ted, which had followed us from the launch bay. “1 redized
what | could do thefirgt time | established atelepathic link with these creatures. | used them to disguise
the daves before | took them from the compound.”

Reever went on to describe the secret nature of the fungus. From what he said, they could dso
merge together and use their united bulk to assume the shape of alarger object, like aconsole or storage
container. As Noarr, he had often smuggled prisoners out of the compound right under the snouts of the
Hsktskt, in what they assumed were nonorganic waste receptac es.

“WE |l debate your methods, and your penchant for camouflage later.” Jenner jumped up
between us, and chose Reever’ slap to curl up in. Theingrate. “Where do we go from here?’

“I've dreamed of liberating Catopsafor many years. Now that it isredlized, | have nothing more
planned.” He stared at the viewport. “The prisoners will want to return to their homeworlds and be
reunited with their families”

“Nothing planned?’ Hedidn't get it, and | smiled. “Tell youwhat. | haveanidea” | filled himin
about the drone vessel Joseph had sent out into deep space for me. “We can use that.”

“We?

“Y ou’re going to need aship’ sdoctor, aren’t you?’

Troubled eyes met mine. “Only if she comes as my bondmate.”

“No problem.” | fumbled in the pocket of my tunic, and pulled out the ring | had thrown across
the interrogation chamber onboard the Perpetua, al those months ago. He gave me an amazed stare
when | placed it in hishand, and | scowled. “Okay, so I’'m sentimental. Problem solved.”

| got up and went to the console to signal Xoneawith the details of our plan, and the coordinates
of the drone ship. By my reckoning, it would take afew weeksto get there, so Reever and | would have
plenty of timeto work out therest of our unconventiond relationship.

“Cherijo.”

| paused at the control pad.

“The League and the Hsktskt are going to war. It will be dangerous.”

| snorted. “At least.”

“Wewill be chased by mercenaries, out for the bounty the League till offersfor you.”

“WEe ve been chased by mercenaries before. | wasn't impressed. Anything ese?’

“Yes” He came up behind me, turned me around. Hisring did over the fourth finger on my left
hand. “ Squilyp told me you have amedica issue that must be trested immediately. Space travel may
interferewith that.”

“Did hetdl youwhat it was?’ If that Omorr had ruined everything, | was going to strangle him.

“No.”

“Good. He' sright, | do. But space travel won't be a problem. Eating will. | expect I'll have some
problems keeping food down. Then there sdl that nasty fluid retention-”

“Isit your ssomach?’, Duncan went pale. “Y ou never eat properly. Isit serious?” Hewas so
upset he didn’'t wait for me to answer. “Y ou will do exactly asthe Omorr tellsyou, Cherijo.”

“Aslong as| agreewith him, sure”

“You will agreewith him.” My bondmate s face darkened. “If | learn you have done otherwise-”

“Oh, settledown.” 1 grinned. “It’ snot that big aded.”

“Do not make attempts at humor. Not about your heglth.” One of his scarred hands cupped my
face. “ After everything we have been through, | refuseto lose you now.”

“Youwon'tloseme.” | took pity on him and pressed akissinto hispam. “Y ou may even enjoy
this’-1 guided his hand down and placed it flat against my abdomen-“ Daddy.”



