For my sgter, Kimberly Anne,

who knows dl about making peace,
and haswalked in beauty

every day of her life.

I’ m so proud of you.

| loveyou.

Stay with us, sweetheart.

PART ONE
Contentions

CHAPTER ONE
The Qunlace

... and [1] will abstain from every voluntary art of mischief and corruption, and further from the seduction
of femaes or males, bond or free...
-Hippocrates (460?-377? B.C.)

Hippocrates must have never gotten the wifein the family way, | thought as| felt something tickle
my foot. Or he definitely would have covered baby-sitting in the oath.

“Okay.” | gazed around my operating table. “Who forgot to secure the door panel ?’

That startled the sapphire-skinned Jorenian nurse manning the prep tray beside me. *Y our
pardon, Hedler?” Although her eyes were solid white-no pupils or irises-she wasn't blind.

Neither was|. | pointed down.

Everyone looked down.

A fold of white surgica linen twitched, then someone smdl and unauthorized giggled.

The whole team tried to keep their blue faces straight, but if there weren’t big grins under every
mask in the room, | was a Hsktskt.

Serving as athoracic surgeon on board the star vessel Sunlace, crewed by my adopted Jorenian
family, HouseClan Torin, was never dull. Squilyp, my boss and the ship’s primary physician/surgeon, had
dternated shiftswith me and two senior residents so he could devote more timeto training the junior
resdents and interns on staff.

And usudly, that wasn't aproblem. Usually.

Stuff likethis never happened to my boss, of course. If the Omorr had been attending, the
patient would aready be cut open and the procedure haf done. That was because Squilyp was till a
bachelor and didn’t have to dedl with inquisitive progeny snesking in during his operations.

For me, it wasthethird time that week.

“Marel.” | crouched down and flipped up my eyelensto stop my cortgear from recording.
“Comeout of there”

Another fold moved. “Doan see me. | dibisibow.”

| sincerely hoped not. “I have to work now, baby. Y ou can beinvishblefor melater.”

A perfectly perceptible blond head popped out from under the linen. Like me, she was small,
Terran, and used to getting her own way. “Be dibisbow now.”

| heard a suspicious, choking sound, and whipped up my head. My team became ingtantly
preoccupied with studying the upper deck.

“Thisissurgery, people, not day care.” | lifted the edge of the drape. “Marel, come out of there.
Immediately.”

She crawled out, stood up, and tried to see over the edge of the table. “Who dad? | see,
Mama?’ She stretched up her arms. “Me up!”

“No touching.” Her small, eager handswerethereason I’d had al the laser rigsraised another
foot off the deck. | stripped off my gloves, then pointed to the door pand. “Out.”



She planted hersdf and gave me The Pout. “No, sday.”

The Pout usudly preceded The Tantrum, s0 | saved time and everyone' s eardrums by picking
her up. That ruined my scrub, but she’ d already contaminated the entire field. Which reminded me-how
had she gotten in here before we' d activated that? By riding on the bottom of the patient’ s gurney?

“Deactivate sterilefidd.” The biodectrica bubble enclosing us abruptly vanished. To theteam, |
sad, “ Repeat patient prep and give me five minutes.”

Marel abandoned The Tantrum and resorted to The Wriggle. Fine blond hair flew in my face,
scented with aflord cleanser that always reminded me of Terran vanilla. “Me down!”

“Not achance, kid.” I d gotten over being afraid I’ d drop and break her, but | ill kept afirm
grip. Shewasredly good a The Wriggle. “What happened to Daddy? Did you conk him over the head
with something?’

Mentioning her favorite Terran male turned her into The Dictator. “ See Daddy! Y ou dake me,
Mamal”

“Oh, we're going to see Daddy, dl right.” Among the other things | intended to do to my
husband. “He should have picked you up from school two hours ago.”

Shefolded her littlearms. “ Daddy did.”

“Yeah, but helost you again.” | didn’t have to use a console to find Duncan. The cortica-optica
receiver/transmitter-cortgear-1 wore was the latest medica tech-wear from Joren. It not only recorded
everything | did, but could transmit that to any console on the ship. Very handy, if | wanted to watch an
gppendectomy from the comfort of my own quarters, but Squilyp was using them mainly as ateaching
device. | flipped the lens down and relayed to my quarters.

No answer.

At my second signal, an austere, masculine Omorr face appeared on the inner surface of the lens,
an inch from my eye. Handsome, if one preferred males of thetall, pink, and dien variety.

“Yes, Doctor, what...”-my boss sdark eyes rounded as | looked at Marel, then the shrouded
patient and surgica team behind us-“oh, no. Not again.”

Mard giggled and waved at my face.

“Agan.” | adjusted my daughter’ sweight on my hip. Though | consdered Squilyp partialy
respong ble-after dl, he had saved Marel after | miscarried by transferring her to an embryonic
chamber-he was't on after-school duty today. “Where sthe guy who did thisto me?’

My dien colleague s prehensile gildrells undulated like along beard of white snakes. “I'll find
him”

“Find him fast, Squil. My bilaterd herniacan’t wait dl day.”

| removed my cortgear, then carried my daughter out of surgery and sat her down on an exam
table. The ward nurses, al of whom were my daughter’ s persond daves, wisdly stayed away. “ Now,
Madam, you and | are going to have alittletalk.”

Shetried The Adorable Smile, which displayed dl nine of her seed-sized teeth. “ Dawk
domorrow?’

“Today.” | stripped off my mask and surgical gown and tossed them into a nearby disposa bin.
“Y ou promised me you wouldn't sneek into surgery anymore, remember?’

Marel nodded dowly.

One of the new Jorenian residents hovered nearby, but he could wait. “What happens when you
break apromise?’

“Can pway with’ Sawa.” Tearswelled up in her big blue eyes. Fasda Torin, the ClanDaughter of
Sdo, Chief Operationd Officer and Darea, the Head of Administration, was Mardl’ sunofficid big sster.
“For aweek.”

“That' sright.” Being doused with hydrochloric acid would have been easier than watching her
cry, but one glimmer of sympathy and she'd mow me down. “You can’'t bein surgery when I’'m
operating on someone. It could make my patient very sick.”

“Why?

That was her favorite word these days. The runner-up was “No.”



“Because.” | tapped the end of her nose. “Y ou bring germsin with you. We ve talked about that,
too, so don’'t clam amnesia”

The resdent caught my eye again-one of the new guys, sncel couldn’t place him. Like
ninety-nine percent of the crew, hewas over six feet tall, blue skinned, and black haired. Y oung, too-not
agngleline or wrinkle marred his handsome face, and no age strands of purplein hislong, tidy queue. A
modest, slver pictoglyph symbolizing something important and Jorenian hung attached to the Sde of his
vocollar. Hisimmeaculate tunic fitted him like he' d been born with it on.

He was dso definitely watching us. Why?

“Why?

Digracted by Mardl’ s echo of my thoughts, | amost grinned. Almost. “ The amnesia? Because
you haven't figured out how to properly fake the symptomsyet.”

Behind her, adoor panel opened, and alean, fair-haired Terran maein plain black garments
grodein. The ship’'slinguist wasn't astadl asthe new resident, nor haf as bulky, but he moved with a
dlent, ominous efficiency that made fdineslook gimpy. An equdly lean, one-legged Omorr mae followed
in hiswake, digplaying his own rather odd €l egance of movement. If you could call dl that bouncing my
boss did elegant.

“Okay. Here comesthe cavalry.”

Mard turned to see two of the three maes she adored most on the ship, then knuckled her eyes
and spontaneoudy burst into tears. “Daddy... Uncwip...”

The Heartbroken Sobs had akiller effect-both men looked like she' d hit them over the head with
adedgehammer. My one-man fan club, on the other hand, seemed even more fascinated, and took a
couple of steps closer.

The dangerous-looking guy in black wasthe first to crumble, and had Mard in hisarms before |
could blink. “It will bewdl, avasa.” To me, my hushand said, “How did she get in therethistime?’

| took a moment to gppreciate the picture of tough, battle-scarred Duncan Reever holding our
ddicatelittle daughter. “1 haven’'t aclue. She was hiding under the table, afoot from the enviro intake
vents” | had nightmares about Marel’ s fingers getting caught in them, but that wasn't bothering me. The
guy now standing just behind my husband was.

“Excuseme,” | said to the curious resident, “do you need something?’

“Not directly. Y our pardon, ClanCousin, | only wished to inquire about the patient in surgery.”

ClanCousin waswhat most of the Jorenian crew called me, but we' d dl served together for a
long time. This guy, however, was brand new, and hisfamiliarity bugged me. “*Hedler’ will dofine. So
will the patient. Why don’t you get back to work now?’

Heinclined his head and returned to the nurses’ ation. By then my daughter had worked herself
up pretty well, and had both of her davestrying in vain to cam her down.

“Hush, child, no oneisangry with you,” Squilyp said, rubbing her back with one of his
gpade-shaped membranes and afew stray gildrells. He' d come along way from the guy who had nearly
gotten killed after suggesting ahaf-dead child be disciplined more stringently to prevent futureinjuries.
“We are only concerned with your safety.”

Mard hiccuped through asob. “Why?’

“Don’t gart that again,” | told her.

“Senior Heder, perhaps you could erect some type of barrier outside the entrances to the
surgical suites,” Reever suggested.

“I’vetried severa.” The Omorr sounded alittle annoyed. “ They’ ve never even dowed her
down.”

“Wadll, think of asolution, Uncwip. | can’t keep stopping in the middle of cutting because she's
sneakier than all the grown-ups on the ship.” Marel’ s sobs dwindled, and | stroked the back of her blond
head. “ Swestie, you go with Daddy now. I'll see you tonight.”

Reever covered my hand with hisfor amoment, then carried our daughter out of Medica.

“I'll gtay and assist,” Squilyp muttered as he somped over to the cleansing unit with me.

| felt like I’ d traded one kid for another. 1 think | can be trusted to invert a couple of hernid sacs



without perforating the patient’ s bowel.”

That got me ascowl. “Don’t be touchy.”

“Youfirg.”

“l amnoat... | gpologize” He stuck his membranes under the serilizer. “ Allow meto assg, if you
would.”

“It'syour show, boss.” What had put hisfacein amesh?“I just work here.”

Our patient, Y arek Torin, was adataarchive analyst and lifelong warrior-ingtructor. Over the
years, his dedication to teaching weekly classesin swordsmanship had earned him agreat dedl of respect
from the crew. Waving around al those heavy Jorenian multibladed swords had aso given him apair of
direct inguina hernias, bilaterally opposed on elther Sde of hispelvic bone.

“Reinitiate serilefield,” | said aswe stepped up to the table and donned our cortgear. “Vitas?’

My asssting intern checked the monitors. “ Stable and holding steady, Hedler Cherijo.”

“Excdlent.” | powered up the laser rig. “Let’ stry thisagain, shal we? Clamp.”

Squilyp seemed content to observe, so | made the primary incisions. There were only afew
areas on Jorenian bodies that weren't protected by asubdermd layer of cartilage, but unfortunately both
Sdesof thelower pelviswere among them.

“Nurse, alittle suction here, please.” After opening the patient’ s externd oblique muscle and
separating the cord structures from the first herniasac, | stepped back to let the Omorr make the call.
“Invert, or excise?”’

He made a huffy sound. “Excise.”

| winked. “Just checking.”

Once I’ d removed the protruding viscera, Squilyp took over and reinforced the Site with
biomesh, to strengthen the abdomina wall and prevent reoccurrence. The other herniawasn’t large
enough to merit excising, o | inverted it and did the same patch work myself. We worked without
speaking, except to ask for instruments, but | could amost hear the gearswhirling around in the Omorr’s
busy head.

Aswe finished suturing up our respective sdes of Yarek’ s lower abdomen, Squilyp finaly got
chatty. “Let metak with Mardl later. Perhaps| can influence her behavior. She has dways responded
well tome”

Was that the hair up his olfactory channel? | looked at the Omorr over the edge of my mask.
“She' sfine, quit worrying. Wait until next revolution-on Terra, we cal that stage of development ‘the
terribletwos.’”

“What do you cdl the threes?’

“Nothing. We re too busy thanking God we survived the twos.”

“I can seewhy.”

| finished the last suture and powered down the laser rig. “Done.” | watched him finish, then
sripped off my gloves. “Nice work, everyone. Let’s move him into post-op now.”

Asthe asssting nurse whedled Y arek out of the suite, aLok-Tedl oozed down thewall and went
to work on the deck. The ambulatory fungus we' d discovered on adaver depot world had become very
handy in Medicd. The Lok-Ted absorbed amost any kind of waste and secreted a natural antiseptic
byproduct that sterilized the surrounding surface. The one we d brought back had happily divided until its
offspring populated every deck, and had integrated themsalvesinto everyday life on the ship.

“Cherijo, | think we should test Mardl,” Squilyp said aswe went to clean up.

Since emerging from Squilyp’ s prototype embryonic chamber, my daughter had been
congpicuoudy hedthy-no vird or bacterid infections, not even alittle sniffle. Mardl carried haf of my
bioengineered genes; genesthat had doubtless enhanced her immune system.

Among other things. Things | wasn't sure | wanted to find out. “ For what?’

The Omorr misinterpreted my reaction. “I would never do anything to harm her.”

“I know that. God, she's practically more your kid than mine.” | tugged off my outer gear. “I'm
serious, what kind of tests are you talking about?’

He removed his cortgear and pulled down his mask. “I1t would not hurt to run afull series. Her



growth rateistwo percent below average for aTerran femae.”

“She has a short mother.” Squilyp was famous for becoming obsessively meticulous under stress,
but | had afedling Mardl wasn't repongblefor his present bad mood. “ All right, let metalk to Reever
about it.”

Once we' d stripped, cleansed, and checked on Y arek, who was doing fine, we retreated to the
Senior Heder’ s office. | dided up someteafor usand sat in the uncomfortable chair in front of his
console. “I hatethischair.”

“So does everyone dse.” He accepted the server with an absent glance. “I'll have it replaced.”

| nodded through the viewer at the strange resident, who was updating charts with one of the
nurses. “Who' sthe guy with the pretty necklace?’

“QonjaTorin, apsychiatric resdent.”

| raised my brows. “We need a psychiatrist around here?’

“They usudly serve aportion of their medicd rotation in space.” He frowned. “Isthere aproblem
withhim?’

“No, he'sjud... new.”

“ After theretrofit on Joren, we obtained more than thirty new crew members-replacementsfor
the crew who chose to stay onplanet.” He gestured toward the viewer. “1 can assign him to another
shift.”

“No, I'll get used to him.” | steepled my fingers. “Now why don’t you tell me what’ s got your
beard in such ascramble?’

Squilyp seemed surprised by that. “Nothing.”

“Thisisme, Squid Lips. I’ ve seen you go on these Mr. Wonderful binges before, remember?” |
grinned at the indignant reaction. “Come on, I’ m serious-are the students making you nuts? Need meto
take over training for afew rotations?” My first attempt at instructor duty hadn’t worked out so well, but
| could try again. “1 won’'t browbesat them, | promise.”

“That would berather difficult,” he said, “but the interns are not a problem. Neither are the
resdents. Vlaav isready to complete hisfind year requirements, and Adaolashows great naturd talent
for microsurgery.”

I”d thought we' d |eft al the competitiveness between usin the past, but maybe Squilyp still had
someissues. “Isit me?’

“Of course not.” He set histea aside, and spread one appendage end out on hisdesk. “It'sa
persond problem unrelated to work.” Something made him look, for amoment, very young and unsure
of himsdf. “'Y ou wouldn't understand.”

| felt sorry for him, but | couldn’t let that last part stand. “ Squilyp, I' m afugitive genetic construct
on the run from basicaly everyonein the galaxy. My adopted family arelovely blue people who
eviscerate anyone who threatens their relatives-handy in my case, but often nerve wracking. My father
was amongter, my genetic twin, and experimented on me for twenty-eight years. My dien-raised
husband until recently had no human emotions, and you incubated my daughter in an artificia uterus.” |
laced my fingerstogether and rested them on my knee. “Believe mewhen | tell you, thereis no persona
problem | can't handle.”

He eyed me with speculation. “1 suppose you'll badger me until | do.”

“My reputation” -1 shrugged-“ has to be upheld.”

He began tracing circles on the surface of the desk with one edge of his membrane. “1’ ve been
consdering pursuing an dternative to my current situation. Certain biologica imperatives areinvolved.”

| became immediately wary, with good reason. A certain Jorenian biologica imperative had
gotten me accidentaly betrothed. Twice. Everyone knew Reever and | were exclusive to each other, but
it never hurt to be cautious. “ Could you be alittle more specific about the imperative part?’

“Acting as surrogate father to Marel these past four cycles has given me great satisfaction. It
made meredlize I’ ve been denying my own persona needsin pursuit of my career.”

“And you need... 7’ | spread out my hands.

“Morethan | have.” Herested his head against the high back of hischair and closed his eyes.



“It' stime | went home, Cherijo.”

Home. | checked on our patient one more time before heading in that direction mysalf. Yarek
was awake, comfortable, and talking with his bondmate, who gladly agreed to my ingtructions not to let
her spouse lift anything heavier than an esting utend| for the next three weeks.

My quarterswere on level nine, two decks below Medical, so it was ashort walk. Before |
reached my door pand, it opened and something smdll, fast, and blond came darting out.

“Mamal Mama!”

| found my armsfull of twenty-two-and-a-haf pounds of Terran kid. “How did you know it was
me? It could have been Salo.”

“CanUncaw woves me,” Mardl said with the absolute confidence of a much-adored child.
“Daddy knew id you.”

My husband came to stand in the doorway. Somehow he aways knew it was me, too. “ Daddy’s
radar is pretty neat, isn'tit?’

Reever gave me one of hisrare, spontaneous smiles-something Marel had taught him. “ She has
been asking meto sgnd you every five minutesfor the last hour.”

“MissImpatience,” | said as| went into my husband' s embrace. Marel wiggled and laughed
between us. “ So what’ sfor dinner?’

While Reever prepared our medl, | took aquick shower and dressed. As| cameto thetable, |
thought of what Squilyp had told me.

He can’'t quit and go home. We need him.

Over dinner, we talked about work, and Mardl informed us what she' d done in day school.
Oncewe d finished, our resident Lok-Tee oozed over to clean up the scraps while we went into our
living areafor family time. Marel had dready begun tackling the elementary Terran reading texts at
school, so we listened to her read every night.

“‘SeeMax run.”” Mard traced her fingertip over the diplay of alittle Terran dog. “Mama, we
ged aMax?’

“No, swestie. We ve dready got Jenner and Juliet,” | reminded her, nodding at the two felines
presently curled up under the table at our feet. My Terran cats had wasted no time in consummeating their
brief romance, and asaresult Juliet had anice, fat tummy. “They don't like Maxes.”

She pouted alittle. “I wan one.”

“Y ou, Madam, want everything.” | tugged her into my arms. “How about a bath instead?”’

Marel caught my neck in astranglehold. “With buh-buhs?’

“ Absolutely with bubbles”

Bathtime was another task that required full-family participation. Reever’ sjob wasto keep
Marel, the bubbles, and her bath toysin the smal oval tank we' d recently installed. Mine wasto apply
cleanser where needed, scrub, and rinse.

Mard’sjob wasto make al thisas difficult as possible.

Findly, glowing pink and yawning, our daughter toddled off to her room. Both cats were aready
waiting on her smdl deeping platform to curl up with her.

“Seepwel, avasa,” Duncan said as he kissed Marel and tucked her in. “Y ou are my ddlight.”

“You minewide do, Daddy.” Marel peeked over the edge of the bright blue linens at me. “ Sorry
| noddy doday, Mama.”

“No, you'renot.” That made her giggle, and | smoothed some fine golden strands back from her
now-green eyes. “Good night, baby.”

We turned down the optics as we went out and | dropped on the sofa. “How did she get awvay
from you today? Was she even at school 7’

“I picked her up as usud, then put her down for her afternoon deep interval. When | checked on
her afew minutes |ater, shewas gone.” My husband eased down beside me, and began unwinding my
braid. “1 went to seeif she had dipped out to vist Fasala”

| rubbed my cheek againgt his hand. “Can’t we put abell on her or something?’



“We used belsfor the cats.” Reever’s mouth touched my cheek, then drifted over to my ear. “A
smdl proximity tranamitter would be more efficient.”

“Get some. I'll attach them to her play clothes.” | pulled open the front of histunic asan image of
Marel and alittle Omorr playing together flashed behind my eyes. Wouldn’t that be something to see.

Duncan stopped kissing me and drew back. “ Squilyp wants a child?’

“Hey.” | whacked his bare chest with my hand. “Y ou promised me you wouldn’t do thet
anymore.”

“I didn’t link with you. Y ou projected to me.”

“Yeah, right.” | glared as| fdt him dipping into my mind. Sometimes being married to atelepath
wasapan. Don’t say anything about this; he told me in confidence.

Proliferation is a natural desire. Reever’sthoughts echoed insde my head as he completed the
link. The Omorr need not suppress his biological needs, or be ashamed of them.

It's a little more complicated than that, Duncan. He' s been suppressing going into season
to avoid this for a couple of years now, and that has to stop. Also, he needs an Omorr female, so
he'll have to go home and get one. Not to mention al the endless contract negotiations involved with
Squilyp choosing amate. Apparently, on his homeworld, marriage was about as much fun asworking out
a cease-fire between warring armies.

You don’t want himto leave.

Sheer laziness. | don't want to be Senior Healer again. | worked histunic off and ran my
hands up hisarms. | have other priorities now. Like finding out how you’ re going to lure me from
this sofa to our sleeping platform.

His hands framed my face as he ended the link. “ That will require minimum effort.”

“Hey. MaybeI’m not that easy,” | said, dightly miffed.

Hedid hishandsin my hair and pressed his mouth over mine. When we came up for ar, my
handswerein hishair, and I’ d somehow gone from sitting beside him to straddling him.

So | was easy. Big dedl.

He stroked his hands over my back, and cupped my hips. “Are you still averse to the thought of
moving to our deeping platform?’

| nipped the edge of hisjaw as| rocked dowly againgt hislap, and the very solid, very enticing
anatomica changes down there. “Maybe.”

He stood up, lifting me with him. “I will have to convince you to think otherwise.”

“Yes” | wrapped my arms around his neck. “Convince me, love.”

Hewould have, too, if asigna hadn’'t comein over the console.

| sighed. “It could be Medicdl.”

With gratifying reluctance, Reever put me down so | could answer it. Theimage that appeared
on the vid wasn't relayed from Medica Bay, however. Complex navigational equipment appeared
behind astern blue face. Like many of the crew, my ClanBrother Xonea Torin wore hislong black hair in
awarrior’ sknot. Unlike them, he got to wear adark gray Captain’ sflightsuit.

“Y ou wereto report to my office after your shift,” he said, sounding mildly peeved.

“Sorry, | forgot.” And | was-I’ d been making an effort to be more punctud lately. “Can we
reschedule for tomorrow morning?’

“That would be when you are to report to the departmenta staff meeting.” Hiswhite eyes shifted
and focused on a spot behind me. “ Perhaps Duncan can persuade you to program areminder darm.”

“I will seetoit. Good night, Captain.” Reever reached over and shut off the console,

“That waskind of rude,” | said as he picked me up again.

“If Xoneawishes courtesy, he can signd our quarters at amore reasonable hour.” He dropped
me on our deeping platform before securing the door pand and joining me. “It seems you require agreat
ded of persuasionin severd aress.”

| forgot about the Captain and arched under his hands. “ Then you' |l just haveto put in alittle
overtime”



| made up for missing the gppointment with Xonea by making it to the staff meeting ontime.
Badly.

| smothered ayawn as| sipped my herbal tea and took my place at the ova conference table.
Department heads from every section on the ship gathered here to discuss everything from reassgnment
of personnel to proposed sojourns. As Senior Healer, Squilyp should have been here, not me, but Xonea
hed specificaly requested | attend.

Individual departmenta requests were presented first, and my attention drifted. | thought about
the Omorr’ s decision to leave the ship, and how everyone would assume I’ d take over Medica. Only
problem wasthat my life and my priorities had changed sincethefirst timel’ d joined this crew. Becoming
Senior Healer meant more time away from Mardl, and we' d aready been separated since her hirth. |
didn’t want to miss any more of her life than | had to. And then there was Duncan.

“Cherijo.”

| dragged my thoughts back to the meeting | was supposed to be paying attention to, and noticed
everyone seated around the table was staring a me. “ Sorry, what?’

Xoneagestured toward the star chart he' d holoprojected in the center of theroom. “Thisisour
intended route to reach the Liacos Quadrant. What say you our first sojourn be for Taerca?’

There were two other stops planned on our journey, but | had some reasons to want to delay
those. “ Sounds good to me.”

“I know little about my father’shomeworld.” My half-human friend Hawk, who had given up life
in the alien underground to help me and Reever escape Terra, sounded uneasy. Then again, it was hard
to st inachair when you had fifteen-foot wings to contend with. “ Perhgps we should make the journey
another time.”

That meant jaunting to Dhreen’s homeworld, Oenrdl, or trying to find Maggi€ s homeworld,
Jxinok. Dhreen’ s people were suffering from some mysterious disease he still hadn’t defined for anyone,
and Maggie-the only mother I d ever known-was amanipulative dien who had implanted sublimina
messagesin my brain and possibly meddled in my creation. “I vote for Taerca”

“Itisthelogica choice” Sdlo, Fasda s ClanFather and second in command, punched up
another, more convoluted route on the chart. “ Should we jaunt to Oenral first, we would have to double
back, adding ten rotationsto our journey.” He glanced at the empty chair where Dhreen should have
been stting. “1 would not advise we linger in this region. League traders have established trade routesin
this quadrant.”

The same League who would pay magjor credits to anyone who captured me.

“Let them attack,” Xonea said, sitting back and studying the chart. “We are well equipped to
ded with whoever chdlengesus”

Maybe my vocollar wasn't trandating right. “ Excuse me, but | thought our policy was not to dedl
with these people.”

“The Ruling Council hasruled in favor of retdiation.”

Thiswas news. | knew my ClanBrother preferred to stand and fight, but now he had his
homeworld' s blessing?“What kind of retaliation are we talking about, Captain?’

Xonea nodded to Salo, and a schematic of the Sunlace replaced the Liacos star chart. “ The
retrofit we underwent on Joren included the ingtallation of aft and stern sonic cannons. Secondary buffers
now reinforce each level, and Engineering has rel ocated the stardrive, helm, and wegpons control, which
have aso been fitted with autonomous power and fuel cdls. All engagement-response syslems now have
aternate backups duplicated in adifferent area of the ship.”

Cannons. Secondary buffers. Engagement-response systems. Nice way to refer to tech created
solely to destroy life. | didn’t likeit, but the Jorenians had the right to defend themselves. Especidly since
| was the magnet drawing al those bounty-hungry mercenaries toward the ship.

“So the new policy iswhat? We defend oursalves, disable the other guys, and leave?’

“Wewill not turn our backsto our enemies,” Salo said in that quiet, ominous warrior way. “Not
before the House, in the flesh or in space.”

The Captain nodded. “ Thus decrees the Ruling Council of Joren.”



Something twisted in my stomach. | knew alot about Jorenian customs, and this new policy went
way beyond what had been permitted before. “ They said you could declare ClanKill on attacking ships?’

“In essence, yes. The decison remains solely a Captain’ s prerogative.” Xoneasmiled, and it
wasn't pleasant. “1 shal decide whom we pursue.”

“Terrific.” The one guy on the ship with the biggest chip on his shoulder asfar asthe League was
concerned now had his government’ s blessing to hunt down and destroy his enemies. With aship that
had over a hundred children on board.

Induding mine.

CHAPTER TWO
Engagement Response

Reminding everyone about how vulnerable we were with children on board had defeated
Xoned s pro-military agenda before; maybe it would again. “What about our kids?’

“| anticipated your concern.” Xoneamade adightly ironic gesture. “ Combat training and battle
drillsfor the crew and their young ones will be held on aregular basis”

“Warrior training for the children?” My voice climbed an octave. “Do you haveahead injury |
don’t know about?’

“They will betaught to defend the House.” My ClanBrother gave me a stern look. “Aswill you,
Heder.”

Before | could pick my jaw up off the conference table, Sdo hel ped the Captain railroad me.
“Training schedules shall be decided a our next meeting, after the related programming has been
examined.” He passed down astack of discsto me. “Heder Cherijo will perform the inspection.”

Heder Cherijo was about to perform some lobotomies. “I’ll get out my white gloves.”

That left only the unfinished discussion of where to go, and everyone voted to head straight for
Taerca. The meeting adjourned, but Xonealeft before | could corner him. Not that | was worried.
People who avoided me usudly regretted it.

Combat training. For children. For Marel. | stalked out. Over my dead bodly.

Hawk caught up with me outside. “Y ou are upset, Cherijo?’

Steam should have been pouring out of my ears. “My daughter isonly ayear old, Hawk. I'd
rather she not learn to rip out someon€' sintestines until she's done cutting her baby teeth.”

“Let mecarry those.” Hetook the discs from me. “The Captain can't teach that to the children.
Marel isnot large nor strong enough to kill.”

| scoffed. “Y ou' ve never witnessed one of her tantrums.”

“I have, ClanCousin.” The new resident, Qonja, caught up with us. “ Such sophisticated methods
of manipulation as she displayed yesterday, at this developmentd stage-”

“Wait.” | hdd up one hand. “Who are you taking about?’

“I was speaking of your ClanDaughter.” He made a gesture used to display concern for aclose
family member. One he had no businessflashing a me. “I have severd theories regarding her behaviora
aberrations.”

“Doyou?’ My temper, never avery shy or retiring thing, had been tugging at its mental chainsal
morning. Links began to snap. “Y ou know, I’ d love to hear them, but there' sjust this one problem.”

Hisbrow furrowed. “What isit?’

“I| was having a private conversation here. Asin, it’snone of your business. Go away.”

Now he looked completely baffled. *Y our pardon, but | merely wish to point out-"

All the chains snapped. “ Get lost!”

Hawk’ swings arched as he moved in between me and the psych resident. “ Shall | notify
Security?”

“That isnot necessary.” For a Jorenian, Qonja seemed extraordinarily obtuse. “1 believe | have
vauableingghtsto contribute to thisdidogue.”

“I don't. Takeahike.” With that | spun on my hedl and strode away with Hawk. Once | made



sure our shadow hadn’t followed us, | Sighed. “ That guy isreally obnoxious. How can he be from
Joren?’

“He seems very eager for your approval.”

Perhapsthat was dl it was-alittle misplaced hero worship. “ Speaking of approva, why areyou
S0 jittery about going to see your dad?’

“Heleft Terrabefore my birth.” Histroubled expression returned. “ My mother died soon after,
and my grandparents despised him.”

“Terrans are xenophobes,” | reminded him. “Why did he leave?’

“The Planetary Residential Commission deported him. My mother forced my grandparentsto
vow to carefor me.” He hedtated. “Cherijo, why isthe Captain doing this? | thought Jorenians avoided
violence”

“They do, unless someone attacks their kin. Then they hunt them down and kill them-no matter
how long it takes. No second chances, no mercy.” | thought of the ritual ClanKill I’d seen performed in
the past, and shuddered. “ Thisruling takesit to awhole new level.”

“Isthat bad?’

“Xonea has permission to go after an attacking ship, with possibly thousands of people on board.
People who are smply doing their job. Hewon't stop until he killsthem all.”

“Oh.” Hefluttered hiswingsfor amoment. “The Jorenians are truly obsessed with revenge.”

“It'sjugt alittlething.” | waved ahand. “When they’ re not disemboweling an enemy, they're
redly very nice people.” | thought of the nosy resident. “With afew exceptions.”

| left Hawk at his duty station, and checked my wristcom. | had another couple of hours before
my shift, but | felt too restlessto go home to my empty quarters.

“Cherijo.”

| watched as X onea approached. Apparently, it was my morning to be annoyed by everyone.
“That was some meeting.”

He studied my expression. “| thought you might be angry with me.”

“Aren’'t you psychic?’ | took adeep, cleansing breath. “Let’ sdo thislater, when | don’t fed like
knocking you through awall pand.”

“I will giveyou abrief demongtration of the combat training we intend for our younger crew
members, and al will bewell between us.”

“Y ou can do the show-and-tell for Squilyp.” | shoved the discsin hishands. “I am not goingto
be involved with thisingpection nonsense.”

Hedidn't like that, and shoved them back. “Y ou refuse to understand my point of view.”

“I’'madoctor, Xonea. | understand perfectly.” | planted my hand on my hip. “Most of the
surgery | performed when | was Senior Hedler was as aresult of attacks on this ship. Actudly, | don't
know why I’'m complaining-if you kill everyone before they get to Medical, | can take some vacation
time”

“You are part of HouseClan Torin, Cherijo.”

So now it was down to emotiond blackmail. “1 took an oath to do no harm first.”

“Y our oath will not protect your daughter.”

Somehow he knew my materna instinct was just as ferocious as the Jorenian need to protect the
House-Clan. But then, they hadn’t €lected X onea Captain for nothing.

“All right.” | gave up. “ Show me what you've got.”

Thirty minuteslater, Xoneafinished running the last of the juvenile combat-training Smulationsin
the environome, and shut down the program. “What say you now, ClanSister?’

“Besides uncomplimentary things about your lineage?’

He grinned. “Y ou would not insult our ClanParents s0.”

“Don’'t pushme, pd.” | finished skimming over thelast of the training text from a data pad.
“Okay, I’'ll admit, they’re very clever.”

Rather than try to fight, each child would be assigned a“ safe place’” where they would go during



an atack on the ship. If someone boarded the ship and tried to grab them, they could disable their
attackers by hitting them with apressure infuser disguised asawrist ornament. To prevent accidenta
injections, thewrigt unitswould only function after an activation signa was sent out from Command.

However, the compound used in the wrist units was the reason why Xonea needed Medical’s
blessing.

“Tdl me one thing-why use drugs instead of somekind of zap ray or toxic poison?’

“Y our report detailing the methods you used to liberate the Hsktskt dave depot inspired the
idea” My ClanBrother popped out the program disc and handed it to me. “1 thought you might approve,
asthis method does not kill the attacker.”

“No, it only pardyzes and renders them completely helplessfor severd hours. Convenient, if you
want to rip their intestines out without alot of fussand mess.” | wondered if Squilyp would sign off on
this, and how much trouble I’ d get in for punching out my bossif he did. “What if the attacker smply tries
to shoot the kids?’

“All children will be assgned adrone unit, which will be programmed to escort them to their safe
place, secure, and guard them.” At my expression, he made aquick gesture. “I know it isnot infalible,
but it isthe best we can do at present. Will you test the adult program with me now?’

| certainly felt like beating up something. Might aswell be the guy responsiblefor that. “ Sure.”
When he put on cortgear, | frowned. “ Do you haveto record it?’

“Indulge me”

Another hour passed-this one much more attention intensve-then | findly pushed mysdf up from
the practice mat and caled it quits. “What are you doing to me? | don’t remember it hurting this much
when | sparred with you two years ago.”

Xoneadried the sweset from hisface and chest with histunic. “1 am throwing you harder.”

My abused muscles made me groan. “Gee, thanks.”

“Y our physica condition hasimproved.” He helped meto my feet. “ Stretch. It will help.”

As| went through the limbering exercises that obsessed him, Xoneawaked around me, sizing
me up. “Y ou have regained the weight you lost, and your muscle tone appears more defined.”

“That mean |I’m in better shape?”’

“Yes. Your reflexes and response time have improved.” He took off his cortgear. “Have you
spoken to the Oenrallian about the crisis on his homeworld?’

“Not yet.”

Dhreen, the dien pilot who had taken meto my first offworld position at the colony on
Kevarzangia Two, was not in my good books altogether yet. He' d started out pretending to be my friend
while spying on me for Joseph Grey Veil. Although he had redeemed himself by hel ping me and Reever
escape Terra, | still had my doubts.

So did Xonea. “He has been avoiding staff meetings since returning to the ship from Terra. Talk
to him, if you would, and discover what you can. Report back to me.”

Xoneaand Dhreen had been good friends, once upon atime, but the Oenrallian’ s deception had
put him onthe Torins personanon gratalig. “If it turns out to be safe for us, do you ill intend to go
there?’

“Aslong as the sojourn presents no threeat to the crew, yes.”

| wiped astreak of sweat from my cheek. “And this combat training? Y ou’ reredly going to
make medo it?’

“Y ou serve asamember of my crew.” Hetossed me histunic. “As such, you will fulfill dl training
requirements.”

| blotted my face. 1 liked pilot training better, and | was awful at that. | mean, look at me.” |
waved ahand around. “1’d make alousy warrior. Y ou know that.”

“Y our sSzeremainsyour grestest disadvantage. If you would agree to train with bladed
wespons-”

“She dready knows how to use them.”

| swiveled around to see Reever standing just inside the door panel. “Only when | can't get my



hands on alascapel. Hi, Duncan. What are you doing here?’

“Looking for you,” my husband said as he leaned back against the panel and regarded my
ClanBrother. “Why ismy wife wiping her face with your garment, X onea?’

“We'rejust sparring,” | told him.

Now he looked at me. “For what purpose?’

“I"m going to be ingpecting the new combat-training programs Xonea has lined up for the crew.”
| nodded toward the console. “ Thiswasjust atrid run.”

“I will need the ingpection completed within the next week,” my ClanBrother said.

Reever folded hisarms. “Indeed. Have you relieved Cherijo of her Medica duties, to provide
time to complete the assgnment?’

Xoneaglanced at me. “1 was not aware that | needed to.”

“I'll talk to Squilyp about switching some shiftswith me.” | walked over to the door pandl, and
took my husband’ sarm. “Let’sgo. Seeyou later, Xonea.”

For amoment, | didn’t think Reever was going to budge. Then, with asmdl nod toward my
ClanBrother, he lft the environome and entered the gyrlift with me.

As soon asthe doors closed, | started on him. * Correct meif I'’m wrong, but | get the impression
you don’t think | can handle this”

Reever stopped the lift. “ Xoneaknows you are dready overloaded with your responsbilitiesin
Medical, and yet he givesyou morework.”

“Xoneaisn't theissue here. | am. I'll take care of my job.” | started thelift again. “I’ m not your
dave anymore, Reever. Try to remember that.”

“Y ou were never any good at it when you were.” He touched my cheek with onefinger, tracing
something. “I do not like seeing his bruises on your skin.”

“Good thing | hedl fadt, then.” The lift stopped, and | got off with him. “Look, these programs are
going to be used for training the children. | need to make sure they’ re safe. Plus, it wouldn't hurt for me
tolearn alittle self-defense.”

“I will protect you and Mardl.”

“Uh-huh.” My mouth curled. “ And what about when you' re tied up saving someone' s planet or
something?’

He dropped his hand. “1 will show you what to do.”

| didn’t want that. Reever and | had spent too many years at odds with each other aready.
Sparring together would only create awhole new set of problems. “Xonea plans to make everyone
undergo thistraining. Like the pilot program. Y ou had no problem with me learning how not to crash a
launch.”

He stopped in front of the computer archives section, where he was currently working on
updating the ship’slinguigtic database. | was scheduled to report for duty five minutes ago.”

“Soyou'relate. Let them giveyou atardy dip.”

“I have much to think about, Waenara. May we discussthislater?’

I’d lived with him long enough to know the polite formality was a smoke screen. I'd loved him
long enough for it to hurt when he shut me out like this. * Duncan-"

Herested afinger against my lips. “1 am not angry with you, nor do | think of you asmy
property. | am only concerned with Xonea sintentions.”

That thawed the rest of my internal frost layer. “ He only wantswhat’ s best.”

“Asdol.” Hekissed me, the way he would Marel, on the forehead. “ Until tonight, wife.”

As| watched him go, | heard someone else moving away from mein the opposite direction. |
turned my head in time to see someone in aresident’ s green tunic disappear into the unoccupied gyrlift.

| confronted Qonja Torin in his quarters afew minutes later. Having to wait for another gyrlift
hadn’t improved my mood.

The resdent, on the other hand, acted very surprised to see me. “Heder Cherijo.” He stepped
asdeand indicated | should enter.



| did, and waited for the door panel to close before | attacked. “Why are you following me?’

He went over to the food prep unit. “Would you care for tea? | have programmed some Terran
blends”

“I"d like an answer. Now.”

“Of course. Just amoment.” Qonja prepped asingle server, then came over to St in front of me.
Very naturd, asif he stalked people every day. “1 am interested in crew behavior.”

Ice chipswouldn’t have mdted in his mouth. “But you' re not following them around.”

“You are a prepossessing subject.” He took adata pad from the table between us. “1 have been
observing and recording your interactionsfor sometime. It ismost engrossing.”

| wondered how engrossing he’ d find having a server dumped over hisheed. “Redlly.”

“Y our parenting methods, for example.” He switched the pad to “ digplay,” and turned it to show
me. Jorenian pictographs crowded the small screen. “Y our gpproach is quite unique.”

“You're documenting dl this?’ | swiped the pad and checked thefile. He had pages of notes.
“Why?

“As| have said’-he spread his hands out-“| find you absolutely riveting.”

Either he was joking, which wasn't funny, or he was serious, which wasworse. | pressed akey,
erased the entire pad, then tossed it back to him. “Don’'t ever do thisagain.”

“I mean no harm to you, ClanCousin.”

| went to the door pandl. “Y ou’ re here to study medicine, resident, not me. Isthat clear?’

“Asyouwish.” He came after me. “May | make one request?’

“No.” Out | went.

AsMard wasgtill in school, | opted to change out of my sweat-stained tunic before | talked to
the other problem child on the ship.

| found Dhreen in centra launch bay, working benesth one of the shuttles. Knedling by hisfeet
was llona Red Faun, the Navgjo girl who had once been my clone-brother’ slover.

“Ishe making you hand him the tools?’

Beautiful dark eyesthat had been adoringly fixed on Dhreen’ s oversized feet flashed toward me,
and filled with feminine suspicion.

“No, patcher. | offered to help.”

Weweren't friends, Ilonaand I-more like uneasy dlies. After Jericho had nearly beaten her to
death for betraying his underground to the League, I’ d saved her life and hid her from my clone-brother.
She and Dhreen had subsequently become lovers, but | secretly doubted there was any love on her side
of the arrangement. Ilona Red Faun had been raised to do whatever it took to survive, and evidently she
thought that required belonging to aman.

Oh, knock it off, Cherijo, one of my inner voices chided. Like you and Reever arerole
models for normal relationships.

“Y ou' d better watch him-he' || make you work overtime.”

“I will remember that.” The graceful Indian girl roseto her feet. She' d traded her customary
two-piece Navgjo hiil garmentsfor apilot’ sflightsuit, and had looped her two long dark braidsinto a
gleaming, woven crown. Dhreen’ s promise-to-marry earring, according to Oenrallian custom, sparkled at
thetop of her right ear, where she' d pierced it through the auricle. “What brings you here?’

“I need Dhreen for aminute, if you can spare him.”

The Oenrdlian was aready crawling out from under the shuttle. Like Ilona, hedso worea
flightsuit, but grime and some kind of blackish fluid spattered his. Short, pumpkin-colored hair stood on
end around two short, red nubs that served as hisears. Sort of. He had palid skin with the faint,
ydlowish tinge of good hedlth, and big, innocent-looking amber eyes. A less-sparkly, maeverson of
Ilona’ s ear bauble encircled one of hisamogt-ears. For some reason, every timel saw it, | thought it
should be looped through his nose.

Dhreen grabbed a cloth as he got to hisfeet and wiped his hands, but his spoon-shaped fingers
needed athorough scrubbing. “Hey, Doc.” He flashed agrin. “What' s developing?’

“I need to discuss the Situation on Oenrdl with you.”



Hisgrin fatered for amoment, then he scanned the area. There were a handful of other crew
members working around us. “We should chat in my accommodations.”

A need for privacy. Not promising. “All right, but if thisis another song and dance, Dhreen, I'm
going to strangle you.”

“Give me ancther blip. | haveto cap off this beam emitter. 1lona, go inside and shut down the
power cells” He crawled back under the hull. * Doc, would you hand me that hand welder?’

| looked down at the pile of tools beside hisfootgear. “What'sawelder?’

“It looks like one of your suture lasers.”

| picked up ablack-handled tool that vaguely resembled the medica instrument and bent to show
itto him. “Thisthing?’

“That’sit.” Hereached out to take it, his spoon-shaped fingers closing around mine.

Without warning, the ship destabilized, and the tilt threw me forward againgt the shuttle.
Something blew, then aburst of light and heat swept up my arm as Dhreen shouted. Smoke poured out
from under the shuttle, and [lona staggered out just asthe ship righted itsdlf. | was flung backward onto
the deck.

“Hedler, shut it off!” she shouted.

Thetool in my hand was busily burning ahole into the shuttl€' s hull, but before | could react, the
beam shut off by itsdlf. | put it down, then saw anarrow stream of orange blood seeping from under the
dhuttle

“Dhreen!”

Ilona crouched down beside me. “What have you done to him?’

“Nothing. Something exploded.” | crawled under, coughing on the smoke. Dhreen wasn't
moving. “Come on, hep me get him out!”

Between us, we managed to drag him out onto the deck. The front of histunic was smoldering,
s0 | toreit open, and found atwo-inch entry wound in hisright lateral chest. Dark-orange arteria blood
pumped out onto his abdomen and formed a spreading pool under his shoulders. “Signad Medicd-hurry!”

“Y ou shot him!” She jumped on meinstead, wrapping a strong arm around my neck and jerking
my head back by the hair. “1I'll kill you!”

Having my air cut off made protecting Dhreen’ sbody and breaking her hold achdlenge. “It...
was... an accident!” | dug my handsin, bresking the choke hold, then pushed hard with my legs. It threw
us both backward, with me landing on top of her.

| scrambled up, panting and furious, and when she launched herself a meagain, | grabbed her by
one braid and dapped her ashard as| could. By that time the launch bay crew had rushed over to us.
“Somebody take her and signa Medical for me!”

She held ahand to her face and muttered vile thingsin Navago as one of the engineersled her
away.

| went back to work on Dhreen. In the background, | heard avoice say, “Medical, emergency,
centra launch bay. Filot Dhreen has been wounded.”

One of the other pilots kndlt beside me. “How serious are hisinjuries, Heder? Shal we transport
him to Medicd for you?’

“Redlly bad, but wait for theteam.” | pressed my ear to his chest. Judging from the gurgling
breath sounds and theirregular cardiac rhythm, whatever had blasted the hole in his chest had dso
punctured the Oenrdlian’ s lung/heart on theright side. | kept one hand jammed down on the wound as|
rolled him onto his side. From the size of the exit wound, it must have nailed the right hepatic lobe, too.
“Sgnd Medical again. Tell them to prep acardiothoracic team.”

“Y ou' re not operating on him,” llona hissed from severd feet away. “ Y ou did thisto him!”

“Someone had better, and soon, or he’ snot going to makeit.”

The Senior Hedler and amedevac team got to the launch bay at about the sametime I’ d dowed
the bleeding with makeshift pressure dressings on either sde of the wound.

Squilyp bent down to help me transfer Dhreen onto the gurney. “ Gods, Cherijo. How did this

happen?’



“Something hit him with a point-blank pulse blast to the lower lateral chest with athirty degree up
angle. Massive cardiopulmonary traumaand liver damage. Scan him.” Benegath the fingers | had pressed
to histhroat, | felt Dhreen’s pulse fading. “He' sflagging. Moveit, people!”

[lonaabruptly went nuts, and flung herself at meagain. “You' vekilled him!”

One of the engineers dragged her away. Then the Omorr and | pushed Dhreen’ s gurney out into
the corridor. On the way to Medicd, | initiated the infuser line as Squilyp continuoudy scanned hisvitals.

“Extensve residual pressure damage in the soft tissue and viscera of the upper torso,” Squilyp
sad, and handed me a syrinpress. | injected Dhreen with adrendisine to help his traumatized lung/heart
keep pumping. “What was he working on?’

“Some emitter thing under ashuittle, but | was handing him alaser tool when the ship rocked. It
may have accidentally gone off.” We guided the gurney around a corner and through the main entrance
pand to Medical. “ Surgica team prepped?’

“Scrubbed and waiting for you.”

“Us. | can't patch up thismany holes by mysdlf.” Swesat stung my eyes. “We ve got to work fast,
too.”

“Go scrub.” Squilyp nudged me toward the cleansing unit. “1’ [l get started in surgical and trans
him to the machine.” He paused. “ Put your cortgear on. We need to make arecord of this.”

“Y our students can read atext.”

“It'snot for my students,” he said, then hopped away.

As| passed my hands under the sterilizer port, | was shocked to see them trembling.

| thought of OverSeer FurreéVa, the Hsktskt guard who had become my friend during my daysas
adave doctor on Catopsa. I’d lost her to the same kind of injury, after she’ d taken a blast meant for me.

No way was| letting Dhreen go that way.

| remembered the cortgear and clamped the unit over my head as| rushed into the surgica suite,
where the team had the Oenrallian on the procedure table. Squilyp was transitioning Dhreen’ s body from
his own lung/heart to the machine which would perform the same functionsfor himwhile | repaired the
damaege.

Helooked so damn young, lying there. Like alittle boy. And | could smell him-that not-quite
pinegpple mixed with chocolate smdll filled my head. | clenched my handsinto fistsfor amoment, then
gloved. “Report.”

“Hypoperfused but prominent jugular venous digtention,” the Omorr said. “1 can't get him over
on the machine”

| stopped fedling guilty and became furious. “He sgoing into cardiac shock. Goddamn it.” |
yanked the table scanner over his chest. “ Compression’s coming from the pericardium. Great. Cardiac
tamponade. Just what we needed.”

“Fuid bolus?’ the Omorr asked me,

“No time. Number four chest aspirator.” | held out a hand, and the instrument nurse dapped the
big needle onto my pam. With ahard push | stabbed it through the wall of Dhreen’ s chest until |
penetrated the smooth membrane surrounding hislung/heart. Immediately the aspirator’ s empty reservoir
began tofill up with bloody fluid. So much had accumulated ingde the pericardium that the membrane
was literally crushing the organ that it was supposed to protect.

Once finished the aspiration, | withdrew the needle. “Make sure we' ve got plenty of Oenrdlian
whole blood synthesized; we' re going to need it.” | looked toward the head of thetable. Vlaav was
manning the anesthesarig. “ Status?’

“He slevding, Doctor, but hisvitas remain borderling,” the Saksonan said.

“Can’'t be helped. Squilyp?’

“Almost there.” The Omorr finished inducting the arterid lines that would supply Dhreen with
oxygen and pump his blood. “Ready.”

| powered up the lascapel rig and made theinitia midline incision with one stroke. Every order |
gave was clipped with impatience. “ Clamp. Get those ribs out of my way. Suction.”

Once the blood and tissue fragments had been cleared from the chest cavity, | stopped Dhreen's



cardio-pulmonary organ and switched him over to the lung/heart machine, then inspected the damage. A
large, clean perforation ran straight through hisliver and into hislung/heart on the cardiac Side. Because
Oenrdlians breathe with the same organ that pumps the blood through their bodies, he had in essence
collapsed both lung and heart.

“Dhreen, you' d better not dieon me,” | told his unconscious face, “because you still owemea
hundred creditsfor that last whump-ball game | won.”

My boss took a position on the other side of the table and studied the mess. “ Acoustic
inhomogeneity refracted the blast wave, judging by the tissue displacement.”

“WEell deal withthat later.” | carefully suctioned the pooled blood out of his delicate cadiac sacs
and began removing severa bits of scorched tunic that had lodged in the wound. “Y ou’ d better get that
bleeding in the liver under control. Cauterize and sutureif it'sclean.”

Plugging the halesin hislung/heart wasn't enough. | had to piece back together the internal
bronchia structuresthat had been ruptured by the point-blank shot first. He d lost too much tissuefor a
norma repair job on the cardiac structuresaswell. “1’m going to have to use a pericardia graft to fix the
ventricular sacsand ingtal atriventricular assst devicefor theinterim.” | glanced down at Squilyp's
membranes, which were busily sewing the two halves of Dhreen’ sliver back together. “How' sit look?’

“The shot exited the liver through the hepatic flexure.” He tossed aside a suture laser and asked
for suction. “I’ ve debrided and litigated the enterotomies. Left lobeisintact and functiond.” Squilyp
peered into his scope. “I can't resect the flexure.”

“You' d make adefect the size of Texasif you did. Anastomose with the primary and tertiary
hepatic vessals”

The Omorr lifted hisface from the viewer. “ The ternary’ stoo narrow.”

“Damn.” | finished removing a piece of the smooth membrane surrounding Dhreen’ slung/heart
for the graft and set it on asterile procedure tray before stepping around the table to look in the
endoscope mysdf. “Do it anyway. WE |l find away to keep it functiona until | can cloneanew liver.”

Behind hisview lens, one dark eye narrowed. “ That isvery risky.”

“Have you got any other options?” | flung a hand toward the open cavity. “I mean, show me
what doesn’t have ahole blasted throughit!”

Vlaav cleared histhroat. “Doctor. Vitasarefdling into red range.”

“Right. Plug them together for now, Squilyp.” | trotted back around the table to perform the
cardiac graft. “ Suture laser.”

Severa hourslater, Squilyp and | trudged out of the surgicd suite, both of usliberdly splattered
with Dhreen’ sblood. Although he was out of immediate danger, we had ared problem on our hands.

Dhreen’ s lung/heart had been badly damaged, but hisliver was basically totaled.

“Evenwith the TriVAD in place, those sacs may atrophy,” the Omorr said as he cleaned up at
the scrub unit besde me. “ The anastomosiswon't keep hisliver functioning more than afew days. How
long to clone anew organ?’

“A week. Maybetwo.” | stripped off my gloves and splashed my face with cold water. “He
won't survive that long, which means we have to find atransplant.”

“With the ship two weeks away from Oenrd|? Unlikely.” Squilyp shook off his membranes.
Someone made a polite sound behind us, and he straightened. “What do you want, resdent?’

“Some manners,” | muttered as | brushed past Qonja and headed for the Omorr’ s office.

The Senior Healer conferred with the psych resident for a minute before he joined me. “It' sa
shame you couldn’t bring back one of the hypercdlular injectorsfrom Terra”

“Yeah, | know.” | thought of Reever. *Y ou should have seen how those cdlls rebuilt Duncan’s
kidney.” | decided not to tell the Omorr about my little chat with the resident. Though the Boy Shrink and
| might need to have another one. Soon. “Why don’t wetry to construct one ourselves?’

Squilyp finished fastening hisfresh tunic. “I can biopsy your husband’ s organ and perform a
micro-cellular andysis. The deviceitself would be smpleto duplicate; al we need are the organic
components of the replacement cdlls.”



| tried to imagine Reever agreeing to that. My husband was only squeamish about one thing, and
it just happened to be surgery. “I'll talk to him.”

My boss|eft to check on Dhreen, while | stayed behind and wrote up the surgica notes. Xonea
cameinwhen | was about finished. Flanking him were two armed security guards. All three appeared
mildly distressed. “ Problem, Captain?’

“Ilona Red Faun clams you shot Dhreen.”

“Did she?’ | went around him and sat behind the desk. It was better than kicking it acrossthe
room. “I didn’t know she had X-ray vison. Or isthat shuttle's hull transparent on the bottom? Because
shewasingdeit when Dhreen wasinjured.”

“Cherijo.” Xoneamade agesture of frugtration. “Tell me what happened, and al will be made
smple”

| sighed. “I’m not sure. Dhreen was working on something, and asked me for alaser welder.
When | handed it to him, the ship tilted, and | was knocked off balance. Who rocked the ship, by the
way?’

“A dabilizer faled. The problem was corrected immediately.”

“Not soon enough for Dhreen.” | thought of the hole I’ d burned in the hull. “It' spossible |
triggered that welding tool by accident. I'm not sure.”

“The Terran femae claims she heard you thresten Dhreen just before the incident.”

| recalled my threst to strangle him. “It was ajoke, Xonea.”

Xonea seemed really miserable now. “Cherijo, inlight of Dhreen’s condition, | must treat the
threet as serious.”

After everything we' d been through, he redlly thought I’ d shot Dhreen. “For God' s sake, | was
handing him atool! Besides, if | wanted him dead, why would | spend the last six hours working on him
insurgery?

Squilyp camein, carrying astack of charts. “ Cherijo, | have a” He skidded to ahat when he
saw the armed guards and Xonea. “What isthe meaning of this?’

“Stupidity should be painful, and | should get ajobinthegalley.” | chuffed out someair. “ Guess
who they think tried to kill Dhreen?’

“You? That'sridiculous; it was an accident.” The Omorr thumped down the charts and treated
the Captain to one of hisiciest glares. “We re physicians. We don’t shoot people. We hedl them.”

“Thank you. Nice to know someone hasfaithinme.” | folded my arms and turned to Xonea.
“What happens now? Y ou put mein restraints? Throw meinacdl?’

“I mugt investigate the scene and interview Dhreen.” The Captain gestured toward the critical
care unit. “When will he recover from hisinjuries?’

“Hard to say. Today. Tomorrow. Never. Read it and weep.” | pushed Dhreen’ s chart acrossthe
desk. “He has multiple systemic damage that we couldn’t fix. The temporary repairs we made won't last
more than afew days. We were just discussing how to save hislife before you showed up to arrest me
for attempted homicide.”

“Doctor.” Squilyp put agentle membrane on my shoulder. “ Thisisdl asmple misunderstanding.
The patient has regained consciousness, and isfairly lucid. Captain, you may speak with him now, if you
keepit brief.”

Weadl went in to see him. Adaola, who was monitoring Dhreen, jumped up when she saw the
guards. “Hedler? |s something amiss?’

“Plenty.” | took the scanner she handed me and performed athorough pass over Dhreen’ s chest.
Our repairs were sustaining him-barely. “ Dhreen, can you hear me?’

Hazy amber eyesfocused on my face. “Doc?’

“My dibi isawake.” | stepped to one sideto dlow Xoneaaccessto thejerk.

“Filot.” The Captain spoke softly, but with intense didike. “How isit that you acquired these
injuries?’

Dhreen closed hiseyes. | don’'t know.”

| was watching hisvitas, which unexpectedly began to spike. “All right, calm down. Just tell



Xoneawhat happened in launch bay.”
Guileless amber eyes went from the Captain to me. “What launch bay, and who is Xonea?’

CHAPTER THREE
Necessary Compromises

“He slying.”

“No, he has traumarinduced global amnesia” | sat back and rubbed atired hand over my eyes. |
wasn't happy with my present Situation, but | had to be professional. “He can't lie. He can't even
remember hisown name.”

Reever didn't respond to that, but then, he was too busy pacing back and forth in front of the
detainment cell | occupied.

| watched him for aminute, then shifted Marel on my lap. She' d been there for an hour, without
moving. “Areyou tired, honey? Daddy will take you home and get you settled down for anap.”

“No.” She put her arms around my neck and pressed her cheek against my breast. Like me, she
waswatching her father. “ Sday wid you, Mama.”

The guards had dready violated the Captain’ s orders by alowing my daughter in my cell, but not
even the toughest, battle-hardened Jorenian warrior could deny my daughter when she turned on the
tears.

Not while her extremely agitated father wasin close proximity, anyway.

“Xoneashould have confined you to quarters. Thisisludicrous.” Reever stopped once morein
front of the inhibitor webbing. “He can’'t keep you here. I’ [l attest to your innocence through amind link.”

I’d aready suggested that, but the Captain had shot it down. | repeated to Reever what he' d told
me. “Under Jorenian law, bondmates cannot testify for or against each other. | think therewas alaw like
that on Terra, once, before they legdized polygraph drones.”

He gripped the webbing with both hands, and something ripped. “We are not Jorenian.”

“You'renot. | wasformally adopted and granted residentid status. Which includes planetary
citizenship, being subject to their laws, getting tossed in the brig when I’ m under suspicion of attempted
murder, et cetera.” | put Marel down and walked her over to the barrier. “Y ou’ d better take her home.”

“I'm not leaving you herelike this”

“Squilyp will straighten it out.” More webbing tore, and | quickly laced my fingersthrough his.
“Duncan. Please”

His thoughts blasted into mine, long with images of what had happened to me in Joseph’slab.
Do you know what it does to me, to see you confined like this?

Yes. Do you know what seeing her daddy lose it will do to our kid?

He glanced down &t the little girl on the other side of the barrier, and closed hiseyesfor a
moment. Very well .

| squeezed hishand, then called out, “ Guards. My daughter isleaving.”

Marel kicked the webbing. “Mamaweave do.”

“Soon, sweetie.” | knelt down to get on her eyelevd. “Y ou take care of Daddy for me until |
come home, okay?’ Asthe web did to one side, | stood up and handed her over to Duncan. Then |
touched hisface. Don’t worry. And don’t get into this with Xonea. He' s only doing his job.

He kissed me before | could think another word. Don’t get comfortable.

| eyed the mostly empty cell, with its single console and spartan deeping platform. “No problem.”

Sincel might bein detainment for afew days, | decided to use the time to get some research
done. Squilyp had aready transferred dl of Dhreen’s and Reever’ smedical records down to my
console, so | could work on replicating the hypercdlular injector.

Severd hours passed as | roughed out a schematic for the injector device. One of the guards
brought meamed | didn’t est, then later interrupted me again. “ Heder, thereisan urgent signa from
Medicd for you.”

“Trandfer it tomy console.”



Squilyp’ sface appeared on my screen. “ Cherijo, | just completed the kidney biopsy on your
spouse.”

That was news. I d asked Reever to donate some cells, but hadn’t expected himto do it so
quickly, consdering the patient | needed it for had inadvertently gotten methrowninjail. “ Everything go
okay?’

“Mard’s presence persuaded him to stay out of the critica care unit, but he indicated to me he'd
be back to speak to Dhreen tomorrow.”

| winced. “Y ou’ d better post some guards up there, just in case.”

“I’ve dready contacted security.” He did something to the console. “ Downloading the
microcdlular resultsto you now.”

| watched as the scan data appeared. “Hold on, Squilyp, these aren’t the right tests. The patient
has two kidneys.” Reever had only been born with one.

“Wait for the download to finish.”

| waited. I’ d performed afollow-up exam on my husband afew days after we left Terra, and that
file appeared. Duncan Reever, Terran male, one kidney. Hisindividual DNA pattern provided thefile ID.
| split the screen to show Squilyp the other test belonged to someone el se, then nearly fell on the deck.
ThefileID tagswere the same.

Reever, Duncan. Male, Terran. One kidney, two kidneys.

That was absolutely impossible, unless- “ Squilyp, have you been performing transplants behind
my back?’

“No.”

| sat back and rechecked the DNA patterns. Then | ran a comparison test via the computer, just
in case | was hdlucinating.

“Send methe rena imaging, split screen.” | leaned forward as my vid divided and the internal
scans of two Terran torsos appeared. One had one kidney. The other had two.

Both torsos were Reever’s.

| didn’t want to believe my eyes. “It’snot atumor?'Y ou checked?’

“I checked. It'snot.”

| stared at the budding mass tucked away under the right Sde of Reever’ sliver which, until afew
weeks ago, had never existed. “ Terrans don’t spontaneoudy regenerate organs.”

“Nevertheless” Herotated the view for me. “It’ sanother kidney, Cherijo.”

| magnified the normal-size, hedthy Ieft kidney. “No abnormaities detected from the
hypercellular procedure?’

“Other than some unusua microcdlular structures, none.”

Back on Terra, Reever had taken a deep stab wound to his kidney, which had required meto
perform surgery under the worst conditions. I’d only been able to repair it enough to keep it working for
afew weeks. When it subsequently failed, I’ d even managed to rig ahemodiaysis machine. But in the
end, | had gone back to my deranged creator, Joseph Grey Veil, to beg him to save my husband'slife.
He d used an experimenta technique to restore function to Reever’ s dysfunctiona kidney.

But no technique in the world could produce a second one-or so I’ d thought, until today.

Squilyp’ simage regppeared. “ His counts are unremarkable. Textbook Terran, infact.” He
sroked hisgildrells. “What isyour opinion?’

“I"m thinking these hypercells Joe used to repair the damaged kidney may be acting likea
carcinoma, and spreading.”

Once upon atime, Squilyp would have scoffed at awild theory like that. But we' d been through
alot medical science couldn’t explain, and now he just nodded. “If these engineered cells were modified
to act like cancer, they may have been derived from some form of the disease. They may be an entirdy
new form of the disease.”

And Reever could end up with an abdomen full of extrakidneys. “ Jesus Chrigt.”

My bosstried to look sympathetic. “1 must perform moretests at once. | must dso discussthe
scan resultswith Duncan.”



| was tempted to ask him not to until we found out why Reever had grown another kidney, but
my conscience kicked me, hard. No mor e secrets between us. “Let metel him. In the meantime, check
your equipment and repest dl the tests.”

“I'will, but thisis not my area of expertise.” Squilyp rubbed amembrane over hiseyes. “We have
to get you out of there, Cherijo.”

“I haveto provel didn't deliberately shoot Dhreenfirs.”

| spent most of the night thinking about how | could do that. The next morning, | pulled up
specifications for the laser welder. From what | read, the tool could easily be calibrated to be used asa
weapon, but was generaly employed at a much lower setting.

| Sgnaed the chief engineer on duty in centra launch bay.

“Dhreen said he needed to cap off this emitter he was working on. What does that mean?’

“That would involve disabling the exterior port and severing the power relays, Hedler.” The older
Jorenian mae gave me a sympathetic look. “We are dl most distressed over your present
circumstances”

“I'll be fine. Why would he haveto disableit?’

“That particular unit was found to be malfunctioning during the shuttle’ s routine maintenance
sweep.” The engineer consulted another screen. “ Conductor control between the power cells and the
converger showed some random pulse ingtability.”

“Hewasworking on a pulse emitter.” When he nodded, | sat back. “ Another one of Xonea's
new war toys, | suppose.”

“It isnot suitable for young ones, Hedler.”

“I don'timagineitis” | pressed my fingers againgt my temples, trying to keep from screaming
with frugtration. “What' s the difference between getting shot with atool and getting fried by awespon?’

“Wadll, the laser welder employs concentrated light, while the emitter utilizes sound and energy.”

What had Squilyp said during surgery? Acoustic inhomogeneity refracted the blast wave,
judging by the tissue displacement, “They’ d create different wounds, wouldn't they?’

“They would.” He smiled a me. “ Data on the specific disparities may be available from the
medical database.”

“I bet thereis” | grinned back. “Thank you, engineer.”

| terminated the sSigndl, tapped into the medical system, and found a dozen cases of injuries
resulting from both pulse fire and using the laser welder. Dhreen’ sinjuries showed adigtinct pattern of
displacement that was only possibleif he' d been hit by pulsefire-not alaser.

Which cleared me completely.

| wrote asummary report, then removed the recording disc, and went to the barrier. “ Guards?
Would one of you mind taking alittle present to the Captain for me?’

QonjaTorin appeared in front of the web, and took the disc before | could yank my hand back
in. “Allow me, Heder.”

“Hey!” | swiped at him, but he stepped out of reach.

“I will seethat the Captain reviewsit as soon as possible.” Heturned and |eft.

Both guards, much to my disgppointment, refused to shoot him in the back.

Qonjaapparently kept his promise and delivered the disc to Xonea, who personaly came down
to let me out of the brig. My ClanBrother was, understandably, apologetic.

“I cannot make exceptions for any member of the crew.” As he spoke, his hands moved through
ahdf dozen gestures of regret and sorrow. “Even my own ClanSigter.”

| felt | had torubitin alittle. “ The same ClanSister who bailed you out of a detainment cell once,
asl recdl.”

“I would have taken your place, if | could have,” he said, sounding wounded.

“Just do me afavor and remember thisthe next time I’ m accused of murder, okay?’ | swept
past him and entered the gyrlift.

My first stlop was & my quarters, where| found Alunthri baby-stting my daughter. Marel had



refused to go to school, and now sat in amiserable huddle on the sofa, clutching Jenner in her arms.

“Hey, isthisany way to celebrate my parole?’

Alunthri grinned. “ Cherijo!”

“Mamal” Marel did off the cushions.

“Mrrrow!” Jenner jumped down and sauntered over to sniff at my footgear. About time.
Indignant blue eyes glared up a me. She's had me in that death grip all morning.

“Missme?’ | bent to scratch Jenner’ s ears and catch my daughter as she got to me. “Hi,
Swedtie”

“Mama.” She patted my face and head with her little hands. “ CanUncaw Xonea s nod mad ad
you anymore?’

“No, honey, now he’'smad at himsdlf.” | picked her up and turned to Alunthri. “ Reever draft you
into doing this?’

Alunthri’ s pointed earsflicked, and it looked alittle uneasy. “ Duncan sgnaled me exlier this
morning. He mentioned he had to talk to someone.”

“In Medicad? Alunthri nodded. “Mardl.” | put my daughter down and crouched in front of her.
“Would you stay herewith Alunthri while go stop Daddy from messing up my work?’

“Y ou come back, Mama.” It wasn't arequest.

“l will.”

| didn’t stop to signa Squiilyp, but went straight from my quartersto Medical. Good thing, too. |
could sense trouble brewing before | went through the door pandl.

Insde, the Senior Hedler was the only thing keeping my husband out of the critical care unit. It
may have been because Reever’ sfist held him suspended a hdlf foot off the deck. My husbhand was
ignoring the two security guards holding their weapons aimed at his head, and Qonja, who was evidently
trying to reason with him.

Only one person could reason with Reever when he got likethis.

“Cherijo.” Squilyp had never sounded more relieved. “ Thank the gods.”

Reever turned around. “ X oneareleased you?’

“I proved my innocence. Put the Omorr down.”

Sowly, my husband returned my bossto the deck.

“Thank you.” Sometimes| didn’t know who was worse-Marel or her father. “ Squilyp, I'm sorry.
Reever, get on an exam table. And you.” | planted ahand on Qonja s chest and shoved him out of my
way. “You' rerelieved of duty. Get out.”

Hisfriendly smile evaporated. “Y ou can’'t do that.”

“Squilyp? Got a problem with this?” My boss shook his head, and | beckoned to security.
“Escort this man to his quarters. Or an open airlock. Whatever’ s convenient.”

The guards exchanged a glance, shouldered their weapons, and |eft, guiding the seething psych
resident between them.

“I don't require an exam.” Reever was staring at Dhreen through the clear plaswall in the same
way hewould asmal bug he wanted to squash.

The Senior Healer straightened his tunic and resumed his usud expresson of grave dignity. “I’'ve
been trying to convince him to do exactly that.”

“You just haveto usetheright words.” | went over and took one of Reever’ shandsin mine.
Tenderly, | pressed it to my cheek, making him focus on me. “Duncan. Sweetheart. I'm okay. It'sover.
Now get on that exam table before | tranquilize you.”

Reluctantly, he turned away from hisintended victim. “1 don’t want to be examined.”

“Y ou mean you' re not going to let me expose your magnificent body and make dl the other girls
jedlous?I’ll cry.” | led him over and tugged on hisdeeve. “Tunic off, please. Squilyp, you repesat those
tests?’

“Twice. Resultswereidentical, both times”

“Okay.” | went on to explain the findings to Reever aswe prepped him for athorough
examingtion.



When | wasfinished, hesaid, “ Y ou didn't want to tell me.”

“Not redly, but | know better.” He d taught me on Terrathat we were partners, in every sense
of theword. And partnersdidn’t hold out on each other. “In return, you can do me afavor and leave
Dhreen done.”

His eyeswent from dark green to crystdl gray. “I want to ascertain the level of hismemory loss
for mysdf.”

He wanted to pound him into the deck.

“Duncan, giveit arest. He' snot faking it.”

“He acquired this amnesia before you could learn about the conditions on Oenrdl.” His mouth
becameathinline. “Tha seemsvery convenient.”

“I'm sure hismemory will returnintime.” | calibrated the table scanner. “If it does't, I'll go
down to Oenral by mysdf. My immune system can handle anything Dhreen’ s people dish out.”

Squilyp prepared the biopsy tray. “I don't think it' swise, Cherijo.” He gloved before placing the
monitor leads on Duncan’s chest. “ The Oenralian has many connections within the League. There may
be no hedth crissat dl.”

“No. Whatever thisthing is, it was more important than making money to him.” | thought of how
he' d bargained with my creator, trading his services as aspy for Joseph’ s promise of aid. “More
important than our friendship.”

“And Xinok?’

Hewas referring to my promise to stop by Maggi€' s homeworld, which was supposed to bein
the same quadrant. “We till need to work on that one.” | gloved and masked, then caught that silent,
measculine communication thing my husband and my boss did over my heed. “ What 7’

“I don’t trust Dhreen,” Duncan said.

“Nor do | trust thisMaggie person,” Squilyp added for good measure.

“Guys Guys.” | activated the scanner arm, which dowly began mapping out Reever’ sinterna
organs. “None of thisisabig dedl. | find out what the problem is on Dhreen’ sworld, and we fix that-|
owe it to Dhreen. We go to Maggi€' sworld-assuming we can find the damn thing-and see whét little
present sheleft for me. Then we outrun al the mercenaries and lizards and find anice, quiet non-League
world to settle down on. Piece of cake.”

“Y ou are not indebted to Dhreen,” Squilyp said. “And | am not too sure we can outrun the
Hskiskt.”

“Hegot usoff Terra, and | gave him my word.” | moved over to the other side of the table, and
ingpected the long, hair-thin biopsy needle. “ Asfor the Hsktskt, playing war games with the League will
keep them tied up. Now, shal wefind out why Reever has cornered the kidney market, or chat al day?’

Since my hands were steady, but my stomach wasn't-1" d been forced to operate on Reever
back on Terra, and twice had been more than enough-1 had Squilyp take the biopsy. As soon as he
extracted the tissue sample from the budding organ, | prepared adide and popped it in the
€lectroniscopic unit.

“Herewe go.” | peered in the scope, and saw what appeared to be healthy, fully functioning
kidney cdlls. | stepped back, then fed the datainto the diagnostic unit. A moment later, the screen
confirmed my diagnosis.

“According to known medica science, it'sabsolutdly, positively afunctiond kidney.” | went over
to the table, dressed the small biopsy puncture, and handed Reever histunic. “Which isimprobable, if not
completely impossible”

Squilyp hopped over to the scanner and had alook. “I can't see any formative abnormalities.
Even the arteria connections are exactly where they should be.”

“That initself belongs on theimpossiblelist.” Seeing Duncan’sfrown, | explained, “It’ snot just
that you grew an extrakidney, honey. It' s hooked itself up to your circulatory system, and organsdon’t
do that without me or Squilyp doing alot of cutting and sewing.”

The Omorr lifted his eyes from the scope. “Nothing but surgery can do this”

| wished | could fed ascertain. “Run amicrocdlular repest on both kidney samples. I'm



particularly interested in the bio-organic structure of theright side cells”

Duncan finished fastening histunic. “I will see Dhreen now.”

It findly hit me, why he was so determined to have ago at the Oenrdlian. “Y ou want to try to
link with him.”

He eyed theisolation unit. “Y ou can stay in theroom, if you like.”

“Oh’- folded my arms-“1’ m definitdly staying.”

The Omorr frowned a my husband. “His condition is extremely serious, Duncan. | do not want
him agitated.”

“The minute he agitates, I'll kick him out,” | assured my baoss.

When we entered the critical care unit, | saw Dhreen was deeping. Adaola, aformer nurse and
now one of Squilyp’ssurgica interns, was changing his dressing. She saw Reever behind me and
immediately stepped between him and the berth.

“He sgoing to be on hisbest behavior.” | nudged him. “Right, sweetheart?’

“I will notinjurehim.”

The intern stepped aside, but stayed close enough to intervene if necessary. | picked up Dhreen’s
chart and reviewed hisvita's, which showed no deterioration, but no improvement, ether.

“Will hedie?’

“Not if I have anything to say about it.” | looked up and saw Reever had turned completely
white. He d endured davery, torture, and endless deprivations, yet he till got squeamish about something
like adraining chest wound. “Let Adaolafinish dressing his chest, or you' re going to throw up.”

We let the intern complete her work, then Duncan took hold of Dhreen’s hand. Hewas till a
little pale, but seemed camer and morein control.

“Dhreen.” He bent over the berth as the Oenralian’ s eydidsflickered, then opened. “Do you
know where you are?’

“Inahospital.” Drugs made hisvoice dur thewords. “On aship.”

“Think of thelast thing you remember,” Duncan said, then he went still and hiseyeslost their
focus

| monitored Dhreen’ svitas, but there were no changes beyond adight eevation in hisblood
pressure. Reever stayed silent and motionlessfor afew minutes, then placed Dhreen’ s hand back on the
linens and straightened. The Oenralian smiled alittle as he drifted into deep.

| et out abreath my lungs had refused to release. “Well?’

“Histhought patterns are ajumble of disordered fragments.” He turned and took my hand. “Y ou
were right; heisnot making a pretense of this. | gpologize.”

| made an impatient sound. “ Apologize later. What did you see?’

“Nothing that made sense. Discarded toys. Oenrdlians dancing on a street. Roomsfilled with
empty beds.”

Before | could interpret any of that, there was a huge boom outside the starboard hull pand, and
we were thrown to the deck.

Themainmedica display chimed an emergency signd. “ Alert. Exterior hull damageto levelsnine,
ten, and eleven. All crew members to engagement-response positions.”

“I'll check on Alunthri and Marel on my way to Communications.” Reever pulled me closefor a
brief, hard kiss, then looked into my eyes. “Be careful.”

| pressed my hand against his cheek. “Y ou, too.”

Asthe door panel opened, | heard Squilyp shouting, “ Secure Y arek and the other patients!
Chdijo-”

| stuck my head out. “Give meaminutein here”

Dhreen’ s eyes fluttered open and widened as | bent over to grab the berth restraints. “What
happened?”’

“The ship isunder attack.” | stripped away histop linens and removed three Lok-Tedl from
various parts of his body-the housekeeping mold evidently had taken ared liking to the Oenrdlian-and
adjusted thetilt of the berth. “1’m going to put you in deep suspension, to protect your wounds.”



Hetugged hafheartedly at the straps. “Y ou' |l rouse me when it’ sthrough?’

“I might even bring you bregkfast in bed.” | positioned the suspension shroud over hisface.
“Don’'t worry, thisfedsjust like taking another nap.”

“All l doisdeep.”

“We can swap jobs anytime you want.” | calibrated a syrinpress. “Now close your eyes and
relax.”

Once Dhreen was hibernating, | went out to help Squilyp with securing the rest of our patients
and getting the staff prepared to triage incoming casualties. | paused long enough to sgna Alunthri and
check on Marel mysdif.

“Duncanison hisway, and I'll bedown assoon as| can,” | told the Chakacat, and reassured
my daughter asbest | could. “Listen to Alunthri, sweetie, and I'll see you soon.”

“I nod’fraid, Mama.” Marel showed me awrist unit. “CanUncaw Xoneagive medis.”

ClanUncle was going to get hislarge blue jaw broken by me, as soon asthiswas over. “That's
great, baby.” When she wandered far enough away from the screen, | added, “ Alunthri, get that thing off
her, if youwould.”

Asmore blasts hit the ship, we began setting up as many empty berths as the wards could hold. |
started one of the nurses on the blood synthesizer, and another four prepping ortho and wound
instrument trays.

“Cherijo.” Squilyp waved me over to the main display, where he had punched up an exterior
view of the Sunlace. “It doesn’'t look like a L eague ship. Are they mercenaries?’

“No.” | watched asthefagt, heavily armed alien star vessal came about and flew toward the
starboard side of the ship. “It'saHsktskt raider, gstek class.”

| grabbed the console asit fired another displacer salvo at the Sunlace, sending more shock
wavesthrough the hull.

The Omorr rocked on hisfoot. “Obvioudy not ascout vessd.”

| pushed ahandful of hair out of my face. “What is Xonea doing? We' ve got to transition out of
here”

Before | could signd Ship’s Operationd and demand to know why we were sitting around letting
thelizards blast holesin our hull, abrief, high-pitched screech blared through the air.

| clapped my hands over my ears. “ Ah!”

Squilyp, whose auditory membranes were ten times as acute as mine, made a horrible sound as
he doubled over in agony. A couple of nurses rushed over to help me support him.

If that was't bizarre enough, my daughter appeared out of nowhere, ducked between my legs,
and grabbed the edge of the Omorr’ stunic. Her small hand shook as she touched the pink and white
streaked blood draining from Squilyp’sears. “Uncwip!”

“I amwdll, child,” he said, taking her hand in one of his membranes.

“Let go, Squilyp.” When hedid, | grabbed Marel and held her for amoment. Alunthri was
nowhere to be seen. “Baby, how did you get in here?’

“| wanded you.”

“Hedler, look.” One of them pointed to the display screen.

A slent, light-bending ripple gppeared in front of the Sunlace, spreading out in dl directions. As
the Hsktskt raider came about for athird pass, it ran into the ripple. | squinted as a huge flash of white
light obscured the screen. When it cleared, the Hsktskt ship had been reduced to a pulverized cloud of
debris.

It was s0 unexpected and lethd that, for amoment, all any of us could do was Stare,
openmouthed.

“Mama, wad dad?’ my daughter whispered.

| swallowed. “A bad thing, baby. A very bad thing.”

“The Captain’s celebrated sonic cannons, | presume.” Squilyp’ sface had gone pale pink, but he
mopped up the blood on his cheeks and neck with steady hands. “Most proficient.”

“Dear God.” I'd never seen awegpon that could do that to a ship with one shot. Then | glanced



down at my kid. “Intern, could you take Marel back to Alunthri for me?” | paused long enough to
remove her wrist unit and stick it in my pocket before handing her off. “Go with ClanCousin Adaola now,
baby. I'll seeyou later.”

| watched her go, then turned to Squilyp. “Bend down here for aminute and let me check you.”

Blood filled the Omorr’ s tympanic channels, which | evacuated, but there were only dight
perforationswhich | quickly trested with atopical anesthetic. He claimed to have no lingering pain or
hearing loss, so we went back to work. | signaled Alunthri to make sure Mardl had returned home. It
reported she was shaken by what she' d seen, but otherwisefine.

“| am sorry, Cherijo.” The Chakacat seemed confused. “I do not know how she got away from
me. One moment she was there, the next...”

“She doesit to everybody, pa. Don't blame yoursdf, just lock down the door pandl.” | saw a
number of wounded stream in through the main entrance, and grimaced. “Lookslikel’ll betied up for a
while. Would you stay with her until Duncan gets home?’

“I will stay aslong asyou like,” the Chakacat reassured me.

| went to help with the triage, which went smoothly, until Dhreen’ s girlfriend showed up and
demanded to see him.

“Youcan'tgointhere,” | said as| herded her away from the critical care unit. “He' sin deep
suspension, and he' saso too weak to resst infection from the germsyou' re carrying.”

“I have washed, thoroughly.” She spit the words out through clenched teeth as shetried to go
around me. Although Xonea had made it clear to her that | hadn’t been responsible for Dhreen’s
wounds, she till treated me like aleper. “He does not like to be alone. He needs me a hisside.”

“He doesn’'t need the bacteriathat exist in places you can't wash.” | saw the desperation in her
dark eyes, and tried again. “ [lona, more than anything right now, he needsto stay under suspension.”

“So you say, patcher.” She stalked out.

More crew members reported with injuries, but al were thankfully minor, and Squilyp told meto
leave.

“Everything hereis under control. Seeto your family, Doctor.”

Marel burst into tears the moment she saw me, convinced her beloved “Uncwip” was hurt. It
took alengthy explanation, asigna to Medica so she could speak to Squilyp herself, then two bedtime
stories before she camed down enough to deep.

Alunthri lingered, and seemed very upset, by theway it paced around our quarters. “I do not
understand it.”

“I'mtdling you, it' slike ahobby with thiskid. Don't et it bother you.”

“It’ smore than that, Cherijo.” It stopped, and stared at Marel’ s door panel. “1 tried to track her,
but | couldn’t find her scent path.”

Given the Chakacat' s extraordinary olfactory senses, that seemed alittle strange. “Maybe you're
congested.”

“Perhgps.” Itswhiskerstwitched. “1 will leave you now.”

“But-" | sensed it was upset and needed some space, o | let the topic drop and walked it to the
door. “Thanksfor helping out.”

The cats were dso agitated; an extra server of dried cod bits soothed Jenner, but Juliet wasn't
interested in esting. My husband came in about an hour later, hisface set in remote lines.

“| take it you saw what Xoned sbig gun did to that raider,” | said as| brought him a server of
tea

“Yes” He gtared down at the steaming liquid.

Now for the hard part. “Marel saw it, too. There was no warning, or | wouldn't have let her near
the console, but... she saw everything.”

He glanced a her room. “Isshedl right?’

“I think shewill be, but we' d better expect more nightmares.”

He abruptly handed the server back to me. “1 need to cleanse.”



As Duncan spent an extended interva doing that, | sat and thought. Although | had no love for
the Hsktskt, and severa million reasons to despise them, watching that ship being reduced to space dust
had sickened me. | could just imagine how much it shook our kid.

Asfor Reever, he' d spent anumber of yearswith the Hsktskt, first as a captive dave, then
working for the Faction. He' d never goneinto much detail about that timein hislife, but | knew he had
been friends with at least one of the big lizards. He had to fed asbad as| did. Probably worse.

What if TssVar was on that ship?

Jenner stayed curled up on my lap, but | noticed Juliet had gone back to pacing restlessly. They
might have been frightened by the cannon blagt, too, | thought, stroking my cat’ s silvery head. Juliet
disappeared into anarrow gap in the doors of astorage unit, the one where | had set up akittening box
for her. | thought she' d gotten stuck insde, but when | opened the door, | saw her squatting and straining
with her tall up.

Whenever there' s mass destruction, life sill came barging in to remind usthat dl isnever log.
Tears blurred my eyesfor amoment as| knelt down and gently felt her abdomina muscles contracting.

“Your timing isincredible.” | smiled as she nipped my fingers, then shook her head and yowled.
“Settle down, Mom, I'm hereto help.”

Thefirgt kitten emerged shortly after that, headfirst, fill partially encased by a sac of membranes.
Juliet expelled the placentaa moment later, while | broke the sac over the kitten’ s face and began
rubbing it with asoft cloth as soon asit wriggled and mewled.

She ddivered four morein fifteen-minute intervas, which | separated from her into asmall
warming basket while shefinished her delivery. Thefind kitten was presented breech, but | was able to
turnit beforeit emerged. Assoon as Juliet had finished, | sterilized the kittens' umbilica cords and
alowed their mother to consume one of the afterbirths before moving the rest asde for the Lok-Ted to
absorb.

“Very nice, Miss Juliet. Tell me something-why isit every time| deliver babiesthey comein
fives?’

| sat back on my heels as Juliet inspected and cleaned each of her kittens, and felt someone
hovering behind me. | looked up to see Reever holding Jenner, and both had such expressions of
masculine anxiety that | had to chuckle.

“Mom and kitties are doing fine, guys.” | rose and stepped back to take my cat so Duncan could
see the new additionsto the family. “Time for Jenner to movein with Salo and Dareafor afew days,
though.”

The proud father’ s eyes met mine, and | could have sworn he was dazed. Hey, | did that.

| laughed. “Wait til they keep you up al night, wanting to play.”

When | returned from placing Jenner into temporary exile, | found Duncan Stting on the deck
besi de the storage container, watching a now-content Juliet nurse her new family. He glanced up a me as
| put ahand on his shoulder.

“How areyou doing?’

Heignored that. “ They seem hedlthy.”

| scanned them. “They are.”

He lapsed back into abrooding silence, so | went over to the console to put on adisc of Nat
Adderly, whose warm, clear jazz coronet solos dways gave me aboost whenever | felt depressed.
Maybe he d do the same for my husband.

Asif on cue, Duncan came over asthe music began and took meinto hisarms. “ Dance with me.”

We danced, or rather, we held each other and swayed to the music. After afew songs, Duncan
pulled me over to our favorite chair and sat down with me on hislap. Forgive me.

| pretended to be surprised. For what?

For not protecting our daughter better.

| think that’s my line. | rested my cheek againgt his shoulder, and thought of the one Hsktskt
who had tried to protect me.

TssVar was not on the raider.



How do you know?

| once served on that vessel . A brief memory stream from hisyearsin the Faction crossed the
link, and | saw theimage of arather dignified-looking lizard wearing aflightsuit. | knew the OverLord
who captained it. He was a good commander, one who treated me fairly.

“Then I’'m sorry that you lost afriend.” | curled my arms around his neck. “ Duncan, maybe we
should get off the ship. Take Marel and disappear on some non-League world.”

He seemed gtartled by that. “ Do you redly wish to leave?’

“No,” | admitted. “I love the Jorenians, and they have done alot to help us. But aslong aswe're
on board this ship, it’ [l be amoving target, and our friends and our kid will bein danger.”

We tdked into the night, considering anumber of dternativesto staying on board the Sunlace,
finally agreeing to make our decision after wetook care of our sojourn commitmentsin the Liacos
sysem.

It hurt to think of leaving the Torins, but | had to be practical. “Y ou know, | think I’ ve seen
enough killing to last me severd lifetimes” | said, just before | fell adeep in hisarms.

“Soyou have” he said, and held meclose. “Ashavel.”

CHAPTER FOUR
New Additions

When Marel woke up the next morning and discovered Juliet’ slitter, she planted herself next to
the storage container and refused to budge.

“Sodiny, Mama.” She admired the blind, squirming kittens as they bumped and crawled into
each other. | saw no indication she was il distressed over what had happened in Medicd. “Can | hold
one?’

| carefully held her eager hands with mine. “Not right away, swestie. Juliet might get upset.” Her
disgppointment made me add, “Besdes, don't you want to signa Alunthri and Fasalaand tell them the
big news?’

| 1eft her happily manning the console with Duncan, sending signasto practicaly everyone on the
ship, while | kept an overdue appointment in Command. On theway, | passed repair crewsworking on
areas damaged by the attack. Everyone seemed immensely satisfied with the results of the skirmish, but
they were Jorenian. Crushing an enemy who threatened the HouseClan was practicaly ingtinct for them.

Y et even the most basic ingtinct could be overcome.

A pair of engineers, waiting outside the Captain’ s office, gracioudy alowed meto go ahead of
them, and when the door panel opened, | strodeiin.

“Cherijo, | had not expected you today.”

“You'll get over it.” | refused Xoned s offer of aseat and got right down to business. “Didn’t
waste any time invoking the Council’ s new codicil, | see. How many Hsktskt died yesterday?’

“Raiders carry astandard crew complement of four hundred.” He sat back in his captain’s chair
and looked alittle smug. “ Perhaps now the Faction will have second thoughts about attacking Jorenian
shipsin thefuture”

“The Faction will want to know how deadly your new wegpon sysemsare.” | could have
dapped the smile off hisface. “Y ou know the Hsktskt love efficient death machines.”

“I do not fear the Hsktskt.”

“Redlly.” | planted my hands on his console. “ Xonea, | was barely able to keep those lizards
from invading Joren before, and to do that, | had to give them four hundred League ships. If they find out
about your sonic cannons, nothing will keep them out of Vardlan or off Joren.”

“We developed this particular technology in direct response to the attack on Joren.” He stood
up, seven and ahdf feet of pure warrior. “The ground to space cannon install ations were compl eted two
cycles ago, and the planetary stations have ten times the sonic output capacity.” He showed meadl his
pretty Jorenian teeth. “L et them come and attempt to invade our homeworld again.”

“Good attitude. Pretty soon you' Il have your own little war going.” | straightened. “Tarek Varena



would be proud.”

Mentioning the father of Jorenian journey philosophy had the exact effect | wanted.  Clanjoren
Varenadesired to end the conflicts between primitive House-Clans.” He made a sharp dash with one
hand, one of the more basic Jorenian nonverba insults. “He did not have to stave off intergalactic davers
and mercenaries from athousand worlds, bent on destroying every civilization in their path.”

“I know. All poor old Tarek had to do was end the hogtilities between, what, forty or fifty meady
warring HouseClans?’ | made a tsking sound. “Not much of ajob. They werejust fighting abunch of
stupid territorial warsin which they endaved, raped, and murdered other Jorenians, right? Bet he never
even broke aswest.”

Xoneasaw where| wasgoing. “It isnot the same.”

“Itis exactly the same, you thickheaded dolt!” | flung ahand toward the wide vista of stars
outside his viewer. “Who are you taking on with your sonic cannons? The davers and the soldiersand
the hired killersaren’t any different than the ones Tarek Varena brought to the peace table. There sjust
more of them.”

“I am not aphilosopher!” He dammed hisfigt into his console, leaving adeep depression in the
surface.

| drew back astep. “No, you're not. You'reawarrior. A warrior who killed four hundred
beings with one blow yesterday. That makes you an aggressive leader. And amass murderer. Bravo,
ClanBrother.”

The words hung between usfor amoment.

“Onemorething.” | took Mard’ swrist unit out of my tunic and dgpped it on his console, hard
enough to shatter the infuser port. “Keep my baby out of your war.”

He gathered up the pieces, and tightened hisfist over them until atrickle of green blood ran down
hisarm. “I will defend thisvessdl and our HouseClan, Hedler.”

“Y ou do what you haveto do.” Unmoved, | watched him bleed. “Next time you can explain to
my daughter why the big ship went boom.”

“Mard witnessed what happened?’ He came around the desk. *Y ou allowed this?’

Now | wanted to make him bleed. “No, Xoneg, | try not to deliberately traumatize my kid. She
cameto Medica and saw it happen on the screen, like the rest of us.”

Hegot in my face. “Y ou should have removed her!”

“Y ou shouldn’t have blown it up!” | shouted back.

For aminute, only an inch separated us, and | could have sworn he was going to take aswing at
me. Just like the old days. But this Xonea hadn’t been drugged into mindless aggression, and quickly
regained his self-control.

“I regret that my ClanNiece witnessed this”

“I believeyou.” Timeto play my fina card. “ Tell mewhy you' ve got Qonjawatching me.”

His expression went blank, but not before betraying aflash of wary surprise. “1 don’t know what
you mean.”

“This psych resident spends more time following me around than he doesin Medicd,” | said.
“Next thing you know he' Il be degping between me and Duncan. What' s going on, Xonea?’

He dragged a hand through his black hair, messing up hiswarrior’ s knot. “Qonja has not
received orders from meto keep you under surveillance.”

| knew hewastelling the truth-Jorenians are lousy liars-so why did | still sense hewas hiding
something?“ Then you should have no problem with ordering him to stop it.”

“I will spesk to him.”

| waved at hisbloody fist. “Report to Squilyp to get that treated. If | haveto sutureit, | may sew
it over your mouth.”

“Ashonest asyou are blunt.” He bowed his head for amoment, then leveled his gaze with mine.
“Y ou must understand, Cherijo: An enemy dlowed to live will return to attack again. That istheway of
war.”

“Isit? What if you don’t? Maybe they won't attack. Maybe, just maybe, they’ Il come back to



find out why you didn’t destroy them when you had the chance.” 1 went to the door pand. “When that
happens, it's called something else. The way of peace.”

| reported to Medicd to take over from Vlaav, who had relieved Squilyp during the night. The
Senior Hedler gppeared in time for morning rounds, and reluctantly dlowed meto give him abrief
follow-up auditory exam.

“No aftereffects from the sonic blast?” | peered into the narrow, flat apertures that served as his
ears. The perforations had nearly closed.

“Only adight headache.” He hopped off the exam table. “I understand you have five new feline
companions.”

“For acouple of weeks, anyway.” | gave him aspeculative look. “I was thinking-

“No.” He backed away, shaking his head, holding up all three appendage-ends. “No kittens. |
beg you.”

| scowled. “ Coward.”

We decided to keep Dhreen in degp suspension while we went back to work trying to dow the
rate of deterioration in hisliver. llona showed up again, demanding to see him.

“Wedid thisyesterday.” | gestured behind my back at Adaolato come and help me. “You can’t
gointhere”

“I will see him today.”

“Weaver Red Faun!” Adaoladigtracted the Terran girl by admiring the striking black-and-yellow
tunic shewore. “What alovely garment! | am going off duty now. Perhgps you would accompany mefor
amed interval and discussits making with me?’

“Chief Xoneawill hear of this” Not quitefinished, Ilonashot me alook of sheer didike. “The
men on thisvessal understand awoman’ s duty.”

| couldn’t help the chuckle. “ Jorenians don’t subjugate their females, Ilona. They’ d get their teeth
knocked inif they so much astried.”

Shedidn’t like melaughing at her, ether. “ Regardless, | shdl return.”

“I'll hold my breath in anticipation,” | assured her.

Squilyp caled me over to perform morning rounds with him, and we discharged most of the
inpatientswho had come in with injuriesfrom the brief Hsktskt attack. Severa signalscamein from
Qonja, which we both ignored. Our double-hernia patient, Y arek, proved to be healing rapidly and
anxiousto return to duty.

“Other archivists must work doubl e shifts to compensate for my continued absence,” he said as
hetried to tak usinto discharging him. “ Surely | can St a my duty termina and run analys's programs
without risking physica injury.”

“Oh, sure, no problem. And when you' re off duty, of course you wouldn't teach any classes, or
lift so much as athrowing dagger to demonstrate something for your students, right?’ | watched the
telltale shift of hiswhite-within-white eyes. “ That’' swhat | thought.”

“You areatyrant, Heder.”

| batted my eyelashes at him as| completed my scans. “Hattery will not get you discharged,
ClanCousin.”

One of the nursesinterrupted us with her concern over Dhreen’ s monitors, which were showing
unusua cardiopulmonary fluctuations, and Squilyp decided to take him out of deep suspension long
enough for afull examination. He left me to finish rounds, which | continued until crashing sounds came
out of thecritical care unit.

“What now?’ | ranin.

Squilyp was holding Dhreen down by pinning him to the berth with his body. The Oenrdlian
struggled wildly, tearing at the monitor leads with scrabbling hands.

“Stop that!” | pushed between the two males and hauled arestraint strap over Dhreen’s chest.
“Squilyp, get hislegd”

“Let meout of this contraption,” Dhreen said, then coughed up some blood. “1 need some air.”



Between uswe got him restrained, but | aready knew what the problem was from the heat
emanating from hisskin. | turned and grabbed a syrinpress and a scanner. “ Temperature' s spiking. One
hundred fifteen degrees. He' |l stroke out on us.”

“| can't breathe! Get off!” the Oenrdlian yelled as his wavering fist connected with the sde of my
head.

Squilyp turned and bellowed, “Nurse! Coolant paks, stat!”

Fever in an Oenrdlian was much more lethd than in humans, astheir lung/heart organs
automatically valved off blood circulating to the extremities. It rendered the feverish patient irrationd, then
unconscious. A hedlthy Oenrallian body would kick-start itsdlf by reopening those arteria valves oncethe
internal temperature dropped to anorma one hundred and five degrees.

Dhreen'’ stattered lung/heart, on the other hand, couldn’t stand that kind of strain.

“Cardiopulmonary rate falling. Thirty-two cycles.” Squilyp resttached the leads, then grabbed a
chest tray and brought it over. He shoved amask over Dhreen’ s nose and mouth and placed him on pure
oxygen. “Blood pressure still dropping. One-sixty over forty.”

Our patient shouted through the mask, the gist of which suggested Squilyp and | attempt
something anatomically unlikely with our respective heads.

“Gee, Dhreen, | find the Omorr attractive, but that kind of thing would redlly upset my husband.”
| injected the Oenrdlian with an aggressive andgesic, yanked off the berth linens, and tore open his
patient’ s gown. Dhreen’ s suggestions went from obscene to vile. “Where are those paks?’

Asif conjured, three nurses appeared beside us and began dapping the plas-encased coolant gel
onto hislimbsand torso.

| kept achest scanner on continuous as | watched the monitors. “ Come on, come on. Body
temp’ s ill rising. One-sixteen. One-seventeen.”

Someone yelled from outside the unit, then the door panel did open and a black-and-yellow blur
hurtled toward the berth. “Dhreen! What are you doing to him? Dhreen!”

Shelanded on top of the Oenralian, who got an arm free and grabbed at her head. “ Get off!”

Ilonacried out in pain as Dhreen ripped the ring from her ear. “No!”

“Nurse!” | pulled her off, and thrust her into capable blue hands. “ Take her out, treat her ear, and
keep her out.”

“Let mego!” llonatried to struggle, but it was rather pitiful, consdering the Jorenian femae was
twice her sze. “No, | want to stay with him!”

The Oenrallian managed to did odge his mask by whipping his head to one side. “ Get out, you
fatuous nuisancel” he shouted at hismate. *Y ou’ re nothing but an irritant, ways suspending yourself
from every gppendage on my body!” Then hethrew the earring a her face, where it left abloody mark
before bouncing off and rolling under the berth.

[lona stopped struggling to stare at Dhreen with unblinking, tear-filled eyes. The nurse wisely
took advantage of the moment and guided her out of the unit.

“I guess you remember who llonais.” | watched as the indicators began to dow. “Leveing out.
One-seventeen. Replace the torso paks with fresh ones.” | glanced down at Dhreen again. “What, no
more cregtive propositionsfor me and Squilyp?’

“You think you're so unique,” he said, practicdly spitting the words. “ Y our dilemmas are
nonexistent collated to mine.”

He might be furious, but hearing him mangle Terran ddighted me. “ At the moment, | haveto
agree”

Asthe nurses removed the paks, four Lok-Tee 0ozed up onto the gurney and onto Dhreen’s
body. I’ d seen them do that before, on Catopsa.

“Leavethem,” | said when one of the nurses went to detach them. “They’ re attracted by the
toxinsin hisblood. They'll absorb them out through his skin. Just arrange the new paks around them.”

“Takethisdime off mel” Dhreen shouted.
Squilyp put amembrane on his brow and bent over. “Try to relax, pilot. Breathe deeply and
dowly.”



“She despisesme,” hetold the Senior Hedler. “Y ou might aswell let me expire.”

So he remembered me, too.

“No, Dhreen.” The Omorr eyed me across the berth. “ She' sgoing to save your life.”

After aninterva that stretched into forever, Dhreen’ s body temperature dowly began to cool. He
began muttering to himsdf as he dipped into asemiconscious daze. The Lok-Ted remained in place,
geadily removing impurities from the Oenrdlian’ s bloodstream.

“One-sixteen. Heart rate stabilizing.” | glanced up and saw Dhreen’ sface grow dack.
“One-fifteen. Cerebral pressures?’

“Suggish, but improving.”

A half hour later, we had Dhreen deeping peacefully and his body temp back down to normd.
More tests would have to be performed to ensure he' d suffered no systemic damage, but at least we'd
gotten him stabilized again.

“We should put him back in deegp suspension,” Squilyp said as| ran acomplete blood series.
“He sat lessrisk of infection that way.”

“Not agoodidea,” | said, and nodded at the data on my screen. “Look at his counts. In his
Species, fever isaform of anaphylactic shock. Leavethe Lok-Ted in the unit; they may be ableto help.”

“What do you think triggered this episode?’

“I'll run an dlergen series, but my guessis he' sreacting to the suspension drugs.”

Gildrdlsturned into spokes. “He couldn’t be-he' sapilot. He' s flown dozens of deep space
jauntd”

“Maybe.” A chill ranup my spineas| glanced at the critical care unit. “Maybe not.”

“Y our pardon, Hedler, Senior Healer.”

We both turned on Qonja. “ Y ou were relieved of duty, resident,” my boss said, hisvoice
matching hisgildrells. “Return to your quarters a once.”

“I have been reingtated to my position, and will report for my usua shift tomorrow.” He handed
the Senior Hedler adata pad, gave me one of thoseirritating, cheerful smiles, then strolled back out of
Medicd.

“Did Xoneareingate him?’ If he had, the ship was going to be minus one Captain.

“No.” My boss sounded odd as he passed the pad over to me. “According to this, the Ruling
Council on Joren did.”

| signaled the Captain, and filed aforma protest to be sent back to the Ruling Council. “1 don’t
know who thisguy is, Xonea, but | don’t want him around me.”

“I will relay your concerns.” X oneamade a note on something, then looked up at me. “Report
for combat training after your shiftsends.”

“Didn’'t you hear asingleword | ydled at you this morning?’

“I have your objections to our defense tactics under consideration,” my big brother told me.

“Y ou are dtill required to complete thisingpection assgnment.”

“Y ou said combat training.”

“Y ou must undergo the training in order to correctly inspect the programs.”

Terrific. “Who' smy teecher?”’

“I am. Report to environome sx.” He terminated the signd.

| closed the channel and rested my head against my pams. | needed to find out exactly who this
psych resident was, and what was going on with him and my ClanBrother. Meanwhile, if | told Duncan
about these lessons, he’ d get mad and probably get into it with Xonea. If | didn’t, I’ d be hiding stuff from
him again.

Doesn't thisrelationship thing ever get any easier?

Inthe end, | compromised-I sent arelay to my quarters, telling Reever I'd belate for dinner
because | had to begin the training program inspections. | didn’t mention the words “combat” or
“Xonea” It would haveto do.

Nine minutes|ater, | reported for my training, and began warming up. My ClanBrother didn’t join



me, but took up an observation position beside atable piled with assorted bladed and energy weapons.
“Y ou get started without me?’

“No. Y ou have dready been through the primary leve training program. We shall begin with
secondary level exercises”

| wanted to fed flattered, but | was still too steamed about Boy Shrink going over everyone's
head and my inability to stop him. “Can | use any of this suff on Qonja?’

“Try to temper your behavior around the resident until we have a decision from the Council.” The
door pand opened before | could say what | thought of that, and Xoned s expression lightened. “ Thank
you for coming, orderly, Doctor.”

| watched as Wonlee and Vlaav entered the environome, both wearing sparring garments, then
eyed the weapons table. “What are these secondary level exercises, Captain?’

“Y ou will face multiple opponents.”

Wonleg, aformer League Lieutenant who had become my friend after losing hiswife during our
endavement by the Hsktskt, was an Esamalin. Sharp, thin spines covered virtudly every inch of hisskin,
and he had more claws and teeth than aroomful of Hsktskt.

Vlaav, who was entering histhird year of surgical residency under Squilyp’swatchful eye, wasa
Saksonan. Bubbly scarlet hemangiomas crowded his species’ skin surface, making him appear likea
gigantic, overripefruit. He had no spines or claws, and histeeth were blunter than mine.

“Them?’

My ClanBrother nodded. “Dr. Irde and Orderly Wonlee volunteered to assst me.”

“Could you have picked someone alittle easier than Won? Besides Vlaav, | mean?’

Vlaav ducked his head, mumbled something, and headed for the door. Wonlee only grinned at
me, displaying most of his pointed tegth.

“Dr. Irde, please stay.” Xoneagestured to both males. *'Y ou both can contribute grestly to
Heder Cherijo’straining.” He shook hishead when | tried to say something. “Y ou will follow my
ingtructions during training, just like any member of the crew.”

| waswilling to go along with this because of Mardl, but even | was't that stupid. “I didn’'t agree
to become a pin cushion-no offense, Won.”

The Esamadininclined his prickly heed. “None taken.”

“Orderly Wonleeis an expert on League assault techniques and wesgponry.” My ClanBrother
gestured toward the table. “ Dr. Irde’ s pecies has enjoyed considerable success using dternative
wegponry.”

“Can we do this without the wegponry? Please?”’

“For this session, we will only practice hand-to-hand assault and defense maneuvers.” Xonea
marched me to the center of the practice quad. “ Allow each of them to demonstrate one method.”

“I’ d better not need bandages after this.” | spread my feet and centered my weight. “ Okay,
Won, let’'s see what you've got.”

“Leaguetroop protocol during individua engagement isto initidly eiminate enemy mohbility.”
Wonlee dropped suddenly, and the next thing | knew | was facedown on the mat beside him. “Like s0.”

“Gresat protocol.” | sat up. When he would have helped meto my feet, | shook my head. “ Show
me how you did that.”

Won demongtrated, thistime going for Xonea. The Jorenian merely vaulted over him before the
Esdmdin so much aslaid aspine on him. Then they made me do it to Vlaav, who proved to be dmost as
nimble as Xonea. That, or | wastoo dow and clumsy to nail him.

“Okay, Dr. Irde.” | rolled to my feet and went after him. “Let’s see why Saksonans are
supposed to be such hot fighters.”

Vlaav, who looked very serious, didn’'t move. Just as| got within smacking range, helifted his
upper limbs and dapped them together. Every derma pocket on theinsde of hisarmsinstantly burst,
spraying us both with bloody body fluid.

A second later, | was on my knees, sputtering and trying to wipe my eyes clear with the deeve of
my tunic.



“That' sthat’s disgusting!” | yelled, as soon as |’ d spit the hemangiomeatic fluid from my mouith.

“Let me help.” The Saksonan bent down and wiped my face with apiece of cloth X oneatossed
him. “1t’ sdisgusting, but harmless,” Vlaav assured me. “I1t was not always so. My people once
deliberately infected themsel ves with various diseases before entering into battle.”

“Bacterid warfare ddivered viainfected body fluid. Very nice” | took the cloth away from him
and scrubbed. * Humans don’'t maintain enough of any body fluidsto squirt in the enemy’ sface. If that
much blood comes out of us, we die.”

“Such attacks are common among nonhuman species,” Xonea said.

He' d donethison purpose. | could fed it. “I’ ve been subjected to a couple of nonhuman species
attacks dready, thanks. Is the demeaning part a central aspect of the program?’

“Only if the participant isacomplete novicein battle.”

“Perhgps Duncan should spar with you,” Wonlee said, obliviousto the undercurrents flowing
between me and my ClanBrother. “Heisawell-trained warrior, but Terran, like you.”

Won wasright, of course. The Hsktskt had taught Reever to fight in adave arena, and as aresult
he used their bizarre, nonhuman moves to somp pretty much anyone who came at him. I’ d seen some
glimpsesof how he' d learned to fight when we were linked. It wasn't something | wanted to experience
persondly.

“It' sbetter if | keep my marriage out of thewarrior’ squad.” | looked at the stains on the front of
my tunic, and frowned. “Beniceif | had something like Vlaav does, though.”

“Y ou can use ablade aswell asany warrior on the ship,” the Captain insisted.

| went to the table, and examined the lethal assortment. “1 don’'t meantokill. To... disam...” |
picked up what looked like a short black stick. “What' sthis?’

Won came over, took the stick, and twisted it. Both ends shot out and turned it into a long black
gick, which hewhirled around in ablurry circle. “A goreu saff, from my homeworld. It isused instead
of abladeduring training.”

“Kind of long to be apretend sword.” | grabbed it when he tossed it back to me and planted one
end on the deck. It appeared to be agood foot taller than me. “It’ sjust atelescoping device, right?
Spikes don't shoot out of it or anything, do they?’

Won grinned. “No, it merely elongates.”

“Handy.” | measured it again by holding it against my body. During avisit to ASaasaMedtech
student back on Terra, I’ d discovered one form of the martia artsthat had briefly fascinated me. When |
returned home, Joseph had vetoed training, but alowed meto purchase ingtructiond vids. I'd never redly
used the lessons I’ d learned, but | hadn't forgotten them. “ Can you make it shorter? Say, hack seven
inches off each end?’

“Of course, but why?”

| turned the staff sideways, dropped down, and dammed it into the backs of his central leg joints.
Two seconds later, Won lay on the practice mat and stared at me, shocked.

“That'swhy.” | hefted the staff, thought of Qonja, and nodded. “ And take off eight inches.”

A few dayslater, Squilyp and | met to discuss options on how to deal with the ever-increasing
problemswith our Oenralian patient. | would have done that over the diagnostic console in his office, but
the Omorr steered me out to the corridor.

“We need to take amedl interval,” he said, adding when | protested, “you missed at least two
today.”

Three, but who was counting?“| checked the scaffolding chamber; the clone liver won't be
ready for transplant for at least another four days. Since when do you worry about my diet?’

“| am worried about this new resident, but we can’t talk in Medicd-he ligensto every
conversation we have. We must aso determine how to replicate those hypercellsif we're going to save
Pilot Dhreen, and perform the necessary test triads.”

“I hopewe havetimeto do dl that.” Inthe galey, | walked up to the prep unit and dialed up the
first thing on my personal menu-mixed Chinese vegetables on steamed rice with dmond tea. “What are



you having?’

He punched in hisown choice. “Vresh stew.”

“Doesit look like abowl of liveworms?’

“No.”

“Good.”

Aswe sat down with our trays, | noticed Salo and a group of engineers making gestures of
greeting toward us from severa tables over, and waved back a them. Each mae wore awarrior’s knot
in hismatte-black hair, which meant they were probably old battle buddies. It was unusua to find
Xonea s second-in-command in the gdley at thistime of night; generdly, Salo spent his off-duty time with
his bondmate and child.

“Looks like Xonea' s bright ideato deploy the cannons has everyonetalking.” | tasted my tea,
and eyed Squilyp’sstew. It didn’t look like worms, but it was bright yellow, pulpy, and had purple spiny
thingsinit. “Doesthat redly taste better than it looks?’

He sampled it. His species ate using their gildrdlslike utendils, but Squilyp did it with such
elegance that it dmost seemed dainty. “ The indigenous cephal opods on the Omorr homeworld are
tastier, and have more crunch.”

“Yum.” | turned my head and made a horrible face. “ Are you sure you want to go back there?’

He shrugged. “It istradition, if | wish to secure aviable marriage contract.”

| redly didn’'t want to bein charge of Medica again. Especidly if Duncan and | decided we' d be
better off leaving the Sunlace. “ Too bad the Omorr don’t have mail-order brides. Y our parents could
buy awifefor you and send her to the ship.”

“Terrans order and purchase their spouses, like commodities?” He frowned. “I thought davery
had been eradicated from your homeworld.”

| explained the joke, and briefly described the authentic archaic Terran custom behind it.

“Quiteanove idea.” He pondered that for amoment. “It isquite possible | could arrange to
negotiate my marriage contract here, on the Sunlace.”

“Squilyp. | was kidding.” I’ d better change the subject, or he' d be signaling Omorr for some
snglefemde catalogues. “ So what’ s up with our favorite salker?’

“I retrieved his personnd data and reviewed it. Before his assignment to the Sunlace, Qonja
Torin studied as astudent of Klarak Adan, at aMedtech in the Lno Province.”

“Which meanswhat?’

“The Ruling Council governs Joren from the Lno Province. Coincidentally, Klarak Adan also
sarves asthe Council’ s Primary Hedlth Advisor.”

“Interesting set of coincidences.” | tapped afingertip agangt my lips. “Either he hasfriendsin high
places, or they sent him to watch me.”

My boss gave me aworried look. “Why would they do that, Cherijo?’

“Maybe they want my secret recipe for chicken noodle soup.” My attention strayed as |lona Red
Faun strode purposefully across the galley toward Salo and his group. The Terran girl put her hand on
Sao'sarm and bent over to spesk to him. The big warrior immediately rose and led llonaaway into the
gamesroom. “| should tell you, Squil, Reever and | may take Mardl and get out of here. Soon.”

“Will the Torinsdlow you to leave the ship?’

“Xoneawon't likeit.” | tried my rice, which wasn't quite sticky enough. “He and Reever aren't
exactly best friends these days.”

“I’venoticed.” Squilyp smiled at the snort | made. “ Perhaps they only want what’ s best for you
and Mard.”

“Y eah, too bad they can’t agree on what that is.”

| watched Darea enter the gdlley, obvioudy looking for her bondmate. She stopped at SAlo's
table, then went into the games room. Four seconds later, awoman screamed.

Squilyp and | looked at each other, got up, and ran. We and a couple of crew members had to
dive out of the way as awhump-bal table came flying out of the games room and crashed, wiping out
severd tablesand chairs.



“Someon€e s having abad day,” | said.

Insde, Dareahad llona pinned up againg an interior hull pand, one huge blue hand holding the
red-faced Terran girl by the throat. 1lona’ s feet dangled a good two feet above the deck.

Sao stood beside Dares, apparently trying to cam her down and keep her from snapping the
weaver’ sneck. “It isnot what you perceive, my heart.”

“Daredl” | rushed forward. “Let her go!”

“She put her hands on my bondmate!” The big Jorenian female shook llonalikearag doll. “You
dare beset what ismine?’

“I- 1-" The beautiful face contorted as llonatried to get enough air to speak, and couldn’t. White
showed dl around her frantic dark eyes.

| tried again, thistime with a softer tone. “Darea, please, put her down. I’'m sure she didn’t mean
to threaten Sdlo.”

Hegave meafaintly ironic look. “ Shewas not threatening me, Heder.”

“Thenwhat... 7" Thelight dawned when | saw a smudge of color on Salo's face-the same color
as the pigment Ilona used to redden her lips. “Oh. Oh, no.”

Squilyp chose amore direct approach. “DareaTorin, | shield [lonaRed Faun. Release her this

“Y ou cannot shield her, Senior Hedler.” Despite stating this, Dareareleased |lona and watched
her thump down on the floor. The Terran girl grabbed her throat and coughed uncontrollably. “ She
attemptsto violate the bond between mates. Thereis no shielding of such an offense.”

I’d never heard what Jorenians did when someone made a pass at their bondmates. Evidently no
one had been stupid enough to try it very often. “Darea, she’ s Terran. In her culture this sort of thing
happens regularly-"

Sheturned her head to glare at me.

“Not that I’'m condoning it at al,” | quickly added. “ She probably didn’'t know.”

“She was given the standard protocol briefing that everyone who joinsthe crew receives.” Darea
eyed me. “Would you ever try to violate my bond with Salo?’

“No, but-"

“Y et you come from the same culture asthisone.” She reached down and grabbed Ilona by the
front of her tunic, clearly ready to hurl the girl out of the room.

Sao stepped in and grabbed her hands. “ Darea, Cherijo haslived among us before. Thisfemde
has not, and perhaps she did not understand the protocol. | am certain she will not attempt to do this
again. Isthisnot correct, llonaRed Faun?’

The Terran girl coughed and nodded.

Darea stared at her bondmate’ sfingers, curled around her wrigts. “Release me. | have theright to
instruct as Chosen and bonded.”

Sdo'sjaw sagged for amoment; then he snapped it shut and stepped away.

“What does that mean?’ | looked at Squilyp, who only shrugged, as puzzled as| was. “Dares,
what’ sthat mean?’

“I will teach this outsider what it means to be bonded within the HouseClan, and assure she will
not make the same mistake again. Tomorrow, at shift commencement.” Darea kicked Ilonaout of her
way and ssomped out of the games room. Salo stayed behind and watched as Squilyp and | helped [lona
up from the deck.

“I" d better take her to Medical and treat these contusions,” the Omorr said as he put an arm
around the Terran girl’ swa <. “ See you in the morning, Doctor. Sdo.”

That left me standing with Dared s bemused bond-mate, who was still staring at the deck where
llonahed fdlen.

| cleared my throat to get his attention. “How bad isthis, Salo? Can't you talk Dareaout of it?’

“Not when our bond has been violated. It isaserious matter.” He started for the door.

“Wataminute” | went after him. “How serious? Don't tel me they fight to the desth or
something.”



“No.” He expelled along bregth. “ They fight to decide who gets me.”

CHAPTER FIVE
Lessonsin Protocol

Reever and | discussed the challenge the next morning over breskfast, and | found out he knew a
lot more about bond protocolsthan | did.

| checked the time on our main console. “ The fight startsin about an hour. Y ou're surethey
don’t beat the daylights out of each other?’

He poured me another server of morning tea. “They pit themselves againgt a series of obstacles
to provether strength and agility.”

Dareawould win, hands down, | thought as | wiped Mard’ sface, which she'd smeared with
jaspkerry jam. “What happensto llonawhen she loses?’

Marel gave me acheerful smile. “CanAnn Darea beads da wides owda her.”

| glanced & Reever. “Issheright?’

“If she prevails, the bondmate has theright to initiate a nonlethal bout, yes.”

“Great.” Sometimes Jorenian customs made very little senseto me, but this one moved to the top
of theligt. | rested my aching brow against one hand. “ They do thisin an environome, | presume.”

“Yes” My husband lifted our kid out of her chair and brushed afinelayer of toast crumbs off her
tunic. “ Go and wash your hands, avasa; then | will take you to school.”

Assoon as sheleft us, | asked, “Dareawins, maybe beats up Ilona, and that’ sit, right? No one
dartsinterior decorating with anyone sentrails?’

“That isdl, unlessllonaprevals”

That was't going to happen inamillion, zillion years, but | gulped down therest of my tea
anyway. “If she does, what?’

“Dareamust embrace the stars.”

“You'rekidding.” | watched hisface, hoping to see one of thoserare smiles. No smile. “ Jesus.
You'renot kidding.”

“I must take Marel now, then report for duty. | know you will do what you can for Ilona” He
reached across the table and took my hand in his. “1 missed you last night. Do not work late again today,
beloved.”

In spite of my current worries, | felt the jolt | never got used to hit me as hisfingers entwined
briefly with mine. “I’ll try not to.”

Asaprecaution, Squilyp sent a couple of nurseswith me to monitor the chalenge. Half the crew
had aready crowded into the largest environome on the ship on level fourteen, where Darea was aready
warming up. | pushed my way through the mob of big blue giantsto enter the warrior’ s quad.

“Darea, got aminute?’

Sao’s bondmate stopped stretching and stood up, towering over me. Her hands werein tight
figts. “I will not be persuaded to ater my path, Hedler.”

“Takeit easy. I'm not the one messing with your marriage, remember?’ | glanced at the other
sde of the quad. Still empty. Maybe [lonawould have a bright moment and not show up. “My concernis
about what happensif you don’'t win.”

Dareaflexed her hands, cracking knuckles as the crowd parted and llona hesitantly walked in. “1
will preval.”

“Isthat what you told Fasala this morning?’

My friend got mad. “Y ou do not understand our customs. Salo Chose me, and | him. Allowing
another to come between uswould sully our bond forever.” Sheturned alittle, looking up at the galey
where her bond-mate sat. “Bonds are sacred things, Hedler. They cannot be made lightly, or taken for
granted. Interference in such creates rifts between Chosen, and must not be tolerated.”

| thought it was a bit much, even for the loydty-loving Jorenians, to expect no oneto flirt with
their spouses. Then | saw Qonja headed my way, and decided to try another approach, fast. “Y ou have



to know how much Salo lovesyou.”

Shetilted her head. “What does luhuvs mean?’

| forgot, “love’ didn’t trandate into Jorenian. “Honors. | meant he honorsyou. He certainly
doesn’'t want anything to do with [lona.”

“Itisnot only about Salo. My fedlings are of equa importance. What ismineisto be kept mine,
and sullied by no other.” She stretched her long arms over her head. “How would you fed if that Terran
fema e acted improperly toward Duncan?’

Sincel’ d gotten into afistfight with Ilonaover pretty much the samething, al | could say was,
“Point taken.”

Giving up on persuading the enraged Jorenian spouse to see reason, and determined to avoid the
Boy Shrink, | went over to parley with the offender. “Cal it off, Ilona Tell her you're sorry and you'll
never do it again. Throw in some begging for mercy whileyou'reat it.”

The Terran girl stripped off her tunic. “1 am not afraid of her.”

| hauled her over to acorner and made her face me. “L ook, | know we have our differences, but
thisis serious. If Dareawins, shewill pound you into the deck.”

“Shewill not win.”

| tightened my grip. “And if that happens, she hasto commit ritud suicide.”

[lonadidn’t blink. “Then Sdo will bein need of anew woman, will he not?’

Reminding mysdif that the little snot had endured a deprived existence on Terra, | clenched my
teeth. “What happened to your beloved Dhreen?’

Her confident expression clouded. “Y ou heard him. | am nothing to him but aweight around his
neck. If he survives hisinjuries, hewill not carefor me anymore.” Shetucked her arms around her waist.
“He has discarded me.”

“For God' s sake, Ilona, he was delirious when he said that!”

Her brows arched. “1 must look after my future. Now leave me done.”

| released her and stalked off, but her attitude actudly didn’t surprise me. Ilona s culture
encouraged her to attach herself to the strongest male as a matter of protection and surviva. Dhreen’s
rejection must have made her panic and go after Sdo.

Who wasthe next person | needed to chat with? | spotted him sitting in the front of the galery
Dareahad programmed for spectators. Unfortunately, Tall, Blue, and Bothersome got in my way first.

“Heder Cherijo, may | have aword with you?’

| wondered how hard it would be to eviscerate someone with my bare hands. | didn’'t have
claws, soI’d need ablade. “No.”

“I've changed my mind-"

“Doesthe new one work any better?’ 1 went around him and got to Salo. The resident gave me
afrudtrated ook, then left the environome. Which alowed me to concentrate on my friend, not on how
much | wanted to throttle the Boy Shrink. “Hey, big guy. Thisisared mess, isn'tit?’

“Cherijo.” He gave me an unhappy look. “ Darea has never been so angry.”

“I noticed.” | sat down beside him. “I tried to talk to both of them, but they’ re not listening. How
about you? Is there something you can do to stop this?’

“Dareaiswithin her rightsto demand the threefold chalenge. It is an archaic custom, noted only
in the books of the First House, but remainsvalid.”

| recalled Salo collected old books. *Y ou should watch what your wife reads. It may end up
coding llonaher life”

“I do not believe Dareawill kill her.” He didn't sound too certain of that as he gestured toward
llona “ She brought it upon hersalf when she choseto violate our bond, athough why she did il
mydifiesme”

Even before Varena brought journey philosophy to his people, the Jorenians had never indulged
ininfiddity. According to Reever, it wasamatter of anima ingtinct overriding sociologica
devel opment-whatever that meant. The fact remained: SAo’ s people mated for life. Even after theloss of
abondmate, they rarely Chose again, so the old Terran vow of “until desth do us part” had little meaning



for them.

They dso had no ideahow attractive they were to anyone who appreciated big, hedthy
humanoid males, and Salo had the bad luck of being one of the best-looking guys on the ship.

“Ilona s upbringing on Terrataught her to form asexud aliance with the strongest maein her
tribe,” | explained as the environome deck cleared of everyone but the two femdes. “1 redly don’t think
she understood the Jorenian protocols regarding personal relationships.”

Sdo made afaintly commiserating sound. “ Sheis about to be taught the finer details.” He went
onto explainthefirst challenge as Daredl s program initiated. “ Each femae proves her strength by
disabling aphysically superior opponent.”

Two images codesced in front of Dareaand Ilona- Tingaean warriors, who reached heights of
over eight feet when erect, and whose blood aone was lethal upon skin contact. Both smulated warriors
carried traditiona tooth-cluster dings, a native weapon that vaguely resembled a Terrabola. Only this
alien bolawas studded with the Tingalean's own teeth that had been shed and collected since infancy.

“Couldn’'t Darea have picked something alittle easer?’ Light gleamed over the rows of
razor-sharp teeth. “Like a squad of starved Hsktskt?’

The environome smulators were programmed not to alow living usersto be terminaly injured by
asmulation, but the parameters certainly alowed for seriousinjury. llonalooked up at the snake-soldier
hissng over her head and blanched.

“Shecan’'t dothis, Salo,” | said, rising to my feet. “That thing will cut her to pieces”

He put aregtraining hand on my arm. “If you interfere, Dareaforfets the chalenge.”

“Why?

“Y ou are amember of her HouseClan.”

| sat down. “Great.” Another reason to burn the adoption records. “Why doesn’t thiswork like
ClanKill, where amember of the family can talk some senseinto the bloodthirsty hothead?”

He made a shushing sound. “ The challenge commences.”

Unlikethe physica chalenge I’ d once gotten into with Squilyp during my first tour on the
Sunlace-not one of my finer moments-Darea made no announcements or declarations. She merely
tossed along, single-bladed sword to llona, then took up her own and launched hersdlf at the Tingalean
infront of her. Dareawas warrior trained, and used the blade deftly to hack and dash at the toothy bola
it flung toward her.

The assembled Torins-some forty crew members- began cheering as purple and green blood
splattered the deck.

The other smulation began approaching the Terran girl, who backed up dowly. Shelooked too
terrified to do much more than bleed, | thought, then got pleasantly shocked when Ilona dropped to the
deck, rolled to avoid the bola, then thrust her sword at the Tingalean’ s lower extremity. The smulation
eadly avoided the blow, and knocked the Terran girl into an interior pand with one solid thunk of itstalil.
Ilonascrambled to her feet and ran acircle around it, dodging the whiplike limblets and dashing at it
whenever she could get close enough.

Not bad for ahumble weaver.

Darea quickly downed her snake-soldier, then tossed aside her blade and executed a flawless
deeth strike by plunging her newly emerged clawsinto the Tingalean’ s upper torso and wrenching out its
heart.

I”’d once glimpsed Xonea after he’ d done that to amercenary’ sintestines, and the image il
haunted some of my nightmares. Watching the mother of my daughter’ sfavorite playmate do that to a
living being-okay, smulated living being-made my skin crawl.

She stood, held the heart above her head for amoment, then tossed it to the deck. The dark blue
clawsthat sprang from thetips of her fingers gleamed dark purple with smulated Tingaean blood. “I
preval.”

[lonahad nearly finished off her soldier by then, and |ooked bewildered asthe smulation
disappeared. Sowly, she wiped some sweet from her face with the back of her hand. “Agreed.” She
tossed the sword aside.



“What happens now?’ | asked Salo.

“Dareawill initiate the chdlenge of agility.”

| expected a couple more simulated killersto appear, but the environome produced a pair of
what looked like elaborate rose trellises that stretched from the floor to the upper deck, some twenty
feet.

“What arethose things?’

“Hatlakin. They mugt climb them.”

My vocollar didn’t trandate the Jorenian word, but | figured it was some sort of garden thing.
Their homeworld waslliterdly paved in agazillion different types of flora. “ Interesting.”

The symmetricd slvery datsthat formed the hatlakins’ diamond-shaped structure were pretty,
but hardly any sort of achallenge. In fact, the dats were so close together even Mard could have
climbed up one of them.

“Let meguess” | peered a the smulations. “Whoever getsto the top first, wins?’

“Thereismoreinvolved, Heder.”

| saw what Salo meant when Dareaand |lona began climbing the trellises, and the innocuous
Slver dats began undulating asif they were meting. While both women hung on, pointed spikes of
various sizes began extruding from the dats, directly at their hands, bodies, and fedt.

Ilona ye ped as she changed handholds to avoid being stabbed. “Unfair!”

“Then you must concede.” Darea grunted as a spike punctured one of her hands before she
wrenched it free.

“I' will not.” The Terran girl began dodging the spikes, moving quickly toward the center portion
of thetrdlis.

If the spikes weren’t bad enough, the trellises began drooping over, twisting into strange shapes
asif attempting to shake off the women.

| leaned toward Sdlo. “ And you use these things on Joren for what ?’

“Protecting HouseClan property.”

Attack trellises. “No wonder nobody ever steds anything from you people.”

Somehow Ilona proved more adept a avoiding the spikes, and dowly made her way up the
length of thewrithing hatlakin. When she reached the top, she was ahead of Darea by a couple of
inches. Shewas dso hanging completely upside down.

“I prevail,” the Terran girl called out, and then dropped onto the deck asthe trellises abruptly
disappeared. She grimaced as she rubbed her side with a bloodied hand.

“Doesthismean they'retied?’ | asked Sdlo. He nodded, never taking his eyes off his bondmate.
“Y ou sad there were three challenges.”

“Thefind chalengeisone of honor.”

Dareaand Ilonafaced each other asasmulated crowd of children began to appear. Some were
Terran, others Jorenian, and still others of dien species. All of them were shrieking.

“Y ou may makethefirst attempt,” Darea said to her opponent.

“I don’t understand.” Confused, Ilona scanned the crowd of weeping children. The imager had
produced over two hundred of them. “What must | do?’

The Jorenian femae spread her armswide. “ Comfort them.”

| frowned and nudged Salo. “Baby-dtting isthe final chalenge?’

“Honoring the young requires more than supervison.”

Hestantly, [lonawent to a Terran child, and awkwardly put her asams around her. “ Shhh. Don't
cry.” Shereached for another, stroking the small dien face. “It will bedl right. Do you wish to hear the
gtory of Ye who fought the Whirlwind? Would that not be pleasant?’

The entire group of smulated children dissolved into even louder hysterics.

“Itisnot fair.” llonastood up, clearly annoyed. “ There are too many of them.”

“The path issdldom fair.” Darea gave her a contemptuous look. “ And there are never too many
kin within the House.” She pushed llona aside, and strode to the center of the group. Once there, she
clapped her hands once over her head. The explosive sound silenced the children’ sweeping for a brief



moment. “ The Mother gives usthe path. We walk it aone but we can journey together. Come, embrace
your kin and offer comfort. Offer and receive what is needed.”

Dareawent to the nearest pair of children and turned them to each other, showing them how to
put their limbs around each other. She repeated this, over and over, until the other children began to hug
each other spontaneoudy. At last they were al smiling and whispering and holding each other.

[lonatook a step back asthe smulation ended and Darea came toward her. “No. | concede.

Y ou havewon.”

“Wetrave aone, llonaRed Faun, until we Choseto journey with another.” Darea’ s mouth
flattened, but she bent down and briefly touched her brow to the Terran girl’s. “I honor your path. Honor
mine, and you will never journey done.”

It was the most touching thing I’ d ever seen. “Y ou’re alucky man, Sdo.”

He smiled at me, but his eyes never left hisbondmate. “That | am, Cherijo.”

| escorted both women to Medical to treat them for their various bruises and wounds. Darea
remained stoic and silent throughout the treatment, then Ieft with her bondmate, who was treating her as
though she were made out of Ki-Anakaan porcelan.

[lonadid not want me to examine her. | found out why when | bullied her onto an exam table and
activated an abdominal scanner.

“Mother of All Houses.” | didn’t bother to make an announcement. Judging by the evasive gaze,
sheaready knew. “When were you planning to tell someone?’ | yelled, tossing the scanner aside. “ After
Dareabeat you to apulp?’

“It isnone of your concern, patcher.”

Through the faint red haze now occluding my vision, | watched Qonjaapproach. “1s something
amiss, Doctor?” Hejumped alittlewhen | thrust her chart a him.

“Figureit out, bright boy.” 1 would have thrown in some graphic ingtructions on what to do with
the chart, but out of the corner of my eye | saw Illonadip insde the critica care unit. “No, llona, don’t-"
| took off running.

| found her knedling beside Dhreen’ s berth, speaking to him in alow, urgent voice. He appeared
even more palid than yesterday, but grinned when he saw me. “Hi, Doc. Who isthisfemae? A new
nurse?’

“Why doesn’t he remember me now?’ 1lona demanded.

“I don’'t know, but you have to go. Right now.” | took her by the arm and guided her toward to
the door. “I1t' s okay, Dhreen. Let me return Ms. Red Faun to her berth, then I’ 1l be back.”

“No.”

Thetone of hisvoice made us both turn around. His color had improved, but the look of disgust
on hisface wastotaly unexpected.

“I remember who sheisnow.” He struggled to Sit up. “She'saliar.”

“No, don’t do that. Wait.” | had to let go of llonato stop him from tearing out his chest tube.
“Cdmdown.” | checked his monitors, which showed devationsin dl hisvitd signs. | hit the nurse call
button by the berth, then looked over my shoulder. “Y ou, leave.”

She ignored me and rushed back over to grab Dhreen’shand. “I am not lying to you. | would
never do that.”

Where was the damn nurse?“He can't take thiskind of stress, llona. Get out of herel”

“She says sheishaving my child.” He glared up a me. “Isit true?’

| Sghed. “Y es, she sfive weeks pregnant, Dhreen.”

“Impossible.” Heat poured into his amber eyes, while bright orange painted swatches of temper
over his cheekbones. Somehow he made awhisper sound like abellow. “I’ ve been gerile dl my life”

“Stop saying that!” 1lona shrieked, clutching her abdomen. “Thisisyour child, our child!”

| gave up hitting the button and shouted, “Nurse! Get in herel”

One of the ward nurses promptly appeared, and took the now-weeping llonaout of the unit.

“All right. She’ sgone, now settle down.” | made note of hisvita signson his chart and dropped



it on the table beside his berth. It clattered loudly in the tillness of the unit. “How much of your memory
has come back?’

“Enough to know that Terran bitchislying.”

| didn’t know how to break it to him any other way than with complete honesty. “Listen, |
scanned the fetus two minutes ago. Half of the baby’sDMA is Oenralian.”

He closed his eyes, and some of the hectic color left hisface. “I told you, | can’'t have children.”

“Y ou're the only one of your kind on the ship, Dhreen. There' s no other Oenrallian who could
have gotten that girl pregnant.”

He made aweak gesture with one hand. “ Repest the test, Doc.”

| glanced out at llona, huddled on her berth. “1 don’t think-"

“Repest the test!” he shouted, then started coughing.

“Fine, you cam down, and I'll run thetest again.” | dided up amild sedative on my syrinpress
and injected the drug into hisinfuser line. “If you're wrong, you know you' re going to owethat girl a
pretty big apology.”

“I’'m not wrong.” His voice grew thick asthe drug took effect. “None of us can have them.”

“None of who can have what?’

“Children.” Helet out along, shuddering sgh. “My people are Serile”

| left a sedated Dhreen with anurse on constant monitor, gave ingtructions to another to keep
[lonaout of hisunit, and signaled Squilyp.

“Sorry to wake you up, but I’ ve got to contact Oenrdl.” | explained the incident with Dhreen,
and repeated what he' d told me. “If there’ s a pathogen present on his homeworld that’ s causing this, we
need to know before we sojourn down there.”

He smothered ayawn with hisgildrdls. “There are no indications on any of the available
databases that his pecies has suffered mass serility.”

“Maybethey don’t want anyone to know,” | said. “No matter how long lived they are, thiskind
of thing means eventud and tota extinction.”

“Anamnesiac isnot ardiable source of information,” the Omorr said. “Did you scan his
reproductive system to verify hisclam?’

“Yep. Here, take alook at theresults.” | downloaded the scan datato histermind. “His sperm
count isso low it barely registers. The fact that 1lona got pregnant falsinto the miraculous category of
conception.”

“Very well.” He rubbed hisbrow ridges. “ Advise the Captain before you signa Oenral, and be
astactful as possible when you speak to his people.”

“Y ou know me. Dr. Diplomacy.”

| sent my next signal to Xonea, who a so thought Dhreen was probably delusiond, but approved
my request. Findly, | had Communications send adirect relay to Dhreen’ s homeworld, and was routed
through anumber of automated systems before areal Oenrallian face appeared on my screen.

“Greetings.” He gave me arather dreamy smile. “1 am Plaak, planetary communications officer.”

“Hi, I'm Dr. Cherijo Torin, ahedler serving on the Jorenian star vessdl Sunlace.” | told him about
Dhreen, and went through the explanation for athird time, adding, “ It would help ustreat him if we could
confirm what he' stold us about your people.”

“He speaks of the wanting condition,” Plaak said.

| moved closer to the vid screen. 1 beg your pardon, the wanting what condition?”

“Thewanting condition. That isdl wecdl it.”

“Okay.” | pursed my lips. “ Can you transmit the complete medical data on this condition to my
ship?

Helooked away for amoment, then gave me another dow smile. “No, that is not permitted.”

Hislanguid, noncha ant attitude was redlly starting to bug me. “ Then can you tell me about it?’

“I’'m not aphysician.”

“Inyour wordswill befine.” For now, anyway.



“It began one hundred revolutions ago.” He made an airy gesture. * Our people smply stopped
having children. Now there are no more left.”

Maybe he was intoxicated. “No children have been born on your homeworld since thiswanting
condition showed up?’

“That iscorrect.”

“Everyone sreproductive system suddenly shut down overnight? Maes and femades?” He
nodded, and | rubbed my palms againgt my trousers. “What isyour current population, Plaak?’

“One moment.” He checked something, then turned back to the screen. “At thelast world
census, two hillion, five hundred and forty-three million, seven hundred and thirty-three thousand, nine
hundred and twelve.”

Oenrdl had too large a population to have suffered long-term effects of alimited gene poal. It
didn’'t make sense. Two hillion plus people smply didn’t spontaneoudy losetheir ability to proliferate.
Not unless they’ d been subjected to serious planetary-scale radiation. Or | was getting the datafrom a
lessthan reliable source.

| picked the more redligtic of the two. “ Are you sure about this, sir?’

He shrugged. “Why would | lie?’

Most specieswent through fertile and infertile periods during their development, but individua
age was generdly the determining factor. “Has there been any widespread environmenta contamination
on Oenrdl?Y ou know-industrial waste, biotech wegpons fallout, that sort of thing?’

Another yawn, one he didn’t bother to cover. “Our people don't pollute our resources, or
engageinwafae”

Maybe it was part of the Oenrallian life cycle. “Hasit ever happened before?” At hisblank ook,
| added, “In the history of your planet, have your people ever experienced mass reproductive
problems?’

“Not that | know of.”

| dredged up one memory of reading areport on certain types of solar radiation, the unexpected
increase of which had wiped out anumber of inhabited planets. “What about the other life-formson
Oenrdl?How are the nonsentients doing?’

“The wanting condition only affects my species.”

Cross out the usud sources, which left only afew unpleasant possibilities. Genetic mutation.
Plague. Other forms of natura annihilation. “May | petition your government to have the medica dataon
this condition sent to my ship?’

“No.” He seemed alittle annoyed. “I’ ve answered al your questions, haven't 17’

That he had. Now | only had athousand more to ask. “Perhaps | should speak to another
physician. Would that be possible?’

“I don't know.” Helooked away again. “No, there are none available to spesk to you now.”

| ground my molars together. Diplomacy was getting me nowhere. Maybe telling them about
Ilona s pregnancy would. “Would you ask oneto signal me as soon as possible? | have afemale
passenger who is pregnant with an Oenrdlian child.”

Hedidn't jump for joy. He chuckled. “Sure you do.”

“I'll transmit my medical data, if you need proof.”

“No, that won’t be necessary.” He obvioudy didn’t believe me. “Y ou want anything else?’

Besides ablunt object to use on hishead?*No, that’ sall for now. Thank you for your...
assstance.” | terminated the signdl, and sat back to mull over what I'd learned.

| found mysdlf pulling up the data on Dhreen’ s species, and checking the average life span. In
both genders, it ranged between two hundred and fifty to three hundred revolutions.

Which meant the people of Oenrall only had two hundred years |eft before they became extinct.

PART Two
Persuasons



CHAPTER SIX
Remnants of Battle

| temporarily put aside the problem on Oenrall and went back to working on away to keep
Dhreen'sliver functioning. Therewaslittle | could do without hard data, and | got the impression the
physicians on his homeworld weren’t in any rush to consult with me.

The Lok-Ted had actudly been helping Dhreen’ sfailing liver by removing toxins from hisblood,
and more. After | read through some unusua notes on his chart, | called the ward nurse who made them
into Squilyp’ soffice.

Savetka, anew addition to the staff, seemed alittle nervous as she stood before the desk. “How
may | be of assstance, Healer?’

| held up Dhreen’ s chart. “Y ou recommend we investigate using the Lok-Ted for wound
management. Why?’

“They seem to sense what needsto be done.” She shifted her weight and dropped her gaze to
the deck. “Initidly, | noted how they were drawn to the patient’ s surgica site whenever | changed his
dressing. Then the patient didodged the chest drain, which | discovered shortly after during my hourly
monitor. | found aLok-Ted adhered to the drain Site. There was no fluid buildup, and his vitalsimproved
greatly over the course of the remainder of my shift.” She met my gaze.

“If I have exceeded my authority with this recommendation, Healer, | would ask your pardon.”

“Exceed your authority anytimeyou like, Savetka.” | got up and handed her the chart. “I’d like
you to work with the surgica resdents and compose a trestment schedule using Lok-Tedl gpplication for
direct wound drainage.”

Her eyesrounded. “ To initiate therapy?’

“Uh-huh. | al'so want your recommendations on how the therapy can be used for other
postsurgica patients. You'll need to set up sometrid runs, seeif your ideaworks on other types of
wounds. Arrange atesting schedule with the resdents, and copy your findings to me and the Senior
Heder.”

She seemed dazed as she cradled the chart between her big hands. “Y es, Heder.”

“Onemorething.” | gave her amegawait grin. “Excdlent work, nurse.”

Duncan was waiting up for mewhen | came off duty, and Marel’ sroom was dark. | checked the
late hour on the wall termind and nearly groaned as| recaled his request from the morning.

“Sorry.” | went over to kisshim, and collapsed on the sofabeside him. “1 had the best intentions
intheworld, until | started trying to reconstruct an organ.”

“It does not matter.”

Butitdid. | couldtel. | sat up. “What did | do now?’

Hisarm pulled me close, and one of hishands touched my face. Thelink wasimmediate and
shook me. Not from the suddenness of Duncan in my thoughts, but the Sate of his emotions. Hewas
beyond angry.

| found something in our bedchamber last night. Reever pulled me from the sofaand led me
into our room. Pretend we areretiring as usual .

| tried to joke my way out of my nervousness. That would mean tearing your clothes off and
throwing myself on top of you.

His mouth curled on one side. Not thistime.

| didn’t haveto fakeayawn as| stripped down and lowered the optic emitters. Reever did the
same on his sde of the room, then we both climbed into bed. | snuggled up beside him, trying to figure
out how | was going to see what he wanted to show me. Well?

Roll over and look at the wall panel above your head.

| rolled and looked. Something, atiny something, sparkled againgt the polished dloy surface. As
what it was sank in, | forgot to fed tired. | reached up, but Reever grabbed me and rolled me under him.

You can't remove it.

Thehell | can't. | tried to push him off.



Sauilyp signaled me about Qonja. Joren may be planning to enter the League/Hsktskt
conflict. If they do, they would be fools not to make use of you and me, and our particular
knowledge of either side.

| went till asthe implications of what that meant flooded insde my head. No. They wouldn't.
Xonea wouldn’t do that to us.

Recording drones don’t implant themselves. He stroked my arm. Unless... are you sure
Joseph isdead?

| watched him die. My numbnesswore off as| looked through the door panel toward Mardl’s
room. It would be smple to use our daughter to ensure our cooperation-but | couldn’t believe the Torins
would do that. The Ruling Council, on the other hand... We have to get off this ship.

Reever lifted his head and looked down at me. Not until we know who did this, and what they
want.

The next day, Reever found seven more drones, using some kind of structural andyzer he
“borrowed” from Engineering. They werein every room, even Mard’s. We decided to do nothing
immediately-actualy, Duncan decided that. | was personaly in favor of ripping them out and stuffing them
down Qonja s- or Xoned s-throat.

Hisargument waslogicd: If we don’t learn why they have us under surveillance, we may
walk into another trap.

Fine. Just remember, until those things are out of here, we don’t get to do anything but

deep.

Alunthri stopped by our quartersto see Juliet and Jenner’ s new family afew dayslater. Mard,
who had appointed herself both godmother and guardian to the kittens, warned the Chakacat not to
handle the kittensjust yet.

“Makes Juweeyed berbous, Mama says.”

“Your mamaisright.” Alunthri crouched down beside the storage unit and peered into the
kittening box. “A finelitter. My smal sbling must be proud.”

“Your little brother kegpstrying to crash the maternity ward,” | told Alunthri as| brought over a
server of itsfavorite beverage, cafe au lait, heavy ontheau lait. “1 had to reprogram the door pand to
keep him out.”

Hearing that made Marel demand to go and console the sulking Jenner, so | Sgnaled Fasdaand
asked her to come by and pick up my daughter for avist. Already afew inchestaler than me, Darea’s
daughter had grown back the hair she’ d lost from radiation exposure two years before, and was turning
into another Jorenian beauty.

“How’ syour ClanMom and ClanDad?’ | asked her when she arrived.

“Very well, Heder, but perhaps more fatigued than isusud.” Shewrinkled her nose a me. “At
least, they tell that isthe reason they spend so much timein their bedchamber of late.”

| hid agmile. “Old peoplelike us get tired eadily.”

After the girlsleft, Alunthri lingered, talking about itswork on catal oguing the different types of
artigtic expression from around the galaxy, and the anticipation it had for our sojourn on Taerca. It
inquired about Dhreen, and | filled it in on his condition, llond s pregnancy, and the whole strange
conversation with the Oenrallian communications officer.

“Why would he regject his own child when it obvioudy represents a solution to his people's
dilemma?’ Alunthri’ s confuson madeits earsflick back and forth. “ And why would Plagk show no
interest in your information about [lona’ s pregnancy?’

“Bestsme.”

Wesat for atimein slence, until 1 noticed my friend’ s colorless eyes straying back to the storage
unit. “1s something bothering you, Alunthri?’

Whiskerstwitched. “Oh, no, Cherijo. | wassmply... thinking. It isgood that Jenner bred Juliet.
Many of the crew would enjoy having domestic companions of their own.”



“Nicetry, but that’snot it,” | guessed.

Alunthri grimaced, baring its smdl, sharp teeth for amoment. “Y ou know metoo well.”

“Might aswell get it over with and tell me now.”

It regarded me with evident discomfort. “Cherijo, I- | wonder, if | wished to have dective
surgery, would you be willing to perform it on me?’

| put down my server. “How dective?’

“Asyou are aware, my speciesis hermaphroditic. | am nearly of breeding age myself. Your tae
of Dhreen reminded me of adecison | must soon make.” It paused, and stroked a paw across the rim of
itsserver. “1 have been consdering serilization.”

“God, why?’

“I was born free, but my lifein thewild only lasted afew weeks. The Chakaran pelterswho
captured my parent terrified me. | amost did not survive theincarceration.” It gazed acrossthe table, and
that haunted expression nearly broke my heart. “ Cherijo, | could not bear that to happen to my own
young. The thought of my children being hunted and sold into davery gppdlsme.”

| reached out and covered one of its paws with my hand. “Y ou’ re not on Chakaraand you don’t
have to go back. Wewon't let anyone hurt you or any young you might have.”

“Xoneawould say, ‘Much changes aong the path.” ”

“Xoneaisnot aphilosopher. Hetold me so himsdf.”

Itswhiskerstwitched. “Y ou had Squilyp perform atuba ligation on you after you miscarried
Mard.”

“I didn’t have any choice.” After Squilyp had transferred Marel’ s fetus to a prototype embryonic
chamber, he' d performed the procedure to assure I’ d never get pregnant again. “My immune system
won't dlow meto carry achild full-term. Y ou don’'t have that problem.”

“Evenif | breed, you cannot guarantee our safety, Cherijo. If | am captured by daversagain, |
will be sold on the open market, to the highest bidder. So, too, will any progeny | possess.” It paused.
“Surely now that you have Mardl, you understand how | fed.”

The Chakacat and | had aways shared aspecia bond. Being declared a nonsentient piece of
property had that effect on people, | guess. | may have gambled, having Marel, but obvioudy Alunthri
was't willing to throw thedice. And yet | couldn’t bear the thought of sterilizing my friend. “Then don’t
breed yoursdf.”

“ After acertain period, the choice will no longer be mine. | will reproduce, whether | wishit or

So Alunthri was in the same boat as Squilyp. Nothing like Mother Nature to throw awrenchin
your anglelife.

“We gtill have a certain time frameto work within, right?” | asked, and Alunthri nodded. “Then |
want you to redly think about what you' re asking me. If you're still bent on doing this, then I’ ll perform
the gerilization.”

It gave measmdl, feline smile. “ Thank you, my friend. It isacomfort to know that in this, | have
achoice”

Some choice.

“To breed or not to breed. That isthe question.”

Squilyp looked up from the electroniscopic scanner. “What isthat? Chaucer?’

“ Shakespeare, dightly corrupted.” | tossed an ingtrument into thetray and sighed. “ All right,
scratch hyper-cellular batch number two-oh-seven. Microcelular breskdown initiated at” -1 glanced at
the display- “fourteen hundred hours, twenty-two minutes.”

The previous two hundred and six attempts to replicate the hypercells had dso failed to remain
cohesive, and the ineffectua results made me want to drop kick afew cultivation containers acrossthe
lab.

If Joseph Grey Vel had achieved hypercdlular cohesion, then surdly | could duplicate his
success. After dl, | was practicaly his duplicate.



The Omorr hopped over and studied the dowly liquefying glop in my culture dish. “Y our report
detailed a description of how the cells began replicating once they had been injected into Reever’s
kidney. How long did it take?’

“It was i nstantaneous-as soon as the seed cdlls were implanted, new ones started popping up,
right under my scope.” | shoved the dish aside. “ Okay, we need to switch gears. What are we doing
wrong?’

“It could be the extracorpored testing.” Squilyp’s gildrells undulated as he scanned the dish.
“Why are you making puns about breeding?’

“Seemslikethat’ sdl everyone on this ship wantsto talk about-you' re arranging amarriage so
you can be adad, Alunthri wantsto be fixed, Dhreen clams hisentire planet is Serile, and llona's
pregnant with ababy who shouldn’t exist. | fed like I’ m running amaternity criss advisory service.”

He transferred the data from the scanner to achart. “ The Chakacat wishesto be sterilized?”’

“It' sthe potential davery thing. Can't blameit. Happily, serilization sesemsto be very low on
everyonedse spriority list.”

“Weadl envy you your child, you know that.” He studied the scan results. “Why don’'t we try
injecting the cdlsinto atraining torso?’

“Using red cdlson smulated flesh won't doit. The cdllular foundation crumbles unlesswe
employ ssimulated hypercells, and | don't trust fake versusred. We need to know exactly what the actud
cdlsaregoing to do to Dhreen.” | frowned. “1 can’t figure out why everyoneisjedousof Marel. You
should try keeping that kid clean and in one spot.” 1 gnawed my bottom lip. “Wait a second. How many
gpare parts have you got stockpiled in the transplant bank?’

“Severa hundred, mostly Jorenian. Why?’

“What if we take acommon, cloned organ, ddiberately injureit, then introduce hypercells
extracted from Reever’ skidney?’ | grinned as his dark eyes widened. “1t would be as close to
experimenting on alive subject aswe can get.”

The Omorr shuddered dightly. “I can’t imagine any sane physician actually consenting to
experiment on living organisms.”

Since most of the medica progress on Terrauntil two centuries ago had been achieved exactly
viathat method, | grimaced. “Let’ stry thiswith a Jorenian liver.”

| left Squilyp to set up the next stage of the experiment, and performed quick afternoon rounds
with Adaola. Y arek was ready to be discharged, and promised to return for follow-ups and stay away
from bladed weapons for the time specified in hisrelease orders.

“Don’t make me block your access codes from al the environomes,” | warned him as | handed
him histunic.

“Do not fear, Hedler.” Yarek gave me abroad grin. “My bondmate has assured me shewill do
the same, should | become reckless”

| smiled back. “Who do you think gave her the idea?’

A dgnd camein from Command as | was preparing to return to the lab. Reever’ s expression
remained blank, but his grim tone spoke volumes.

“Cherijo, we have found anumber of ships disabled and floating in space. Energy signatures
indicate a battle recently took place in thisregion. Our sweep has picked up multiple week life sgnsfrom
five of thevessals”

Wesk meant wounded. “What kind of ships, and how many ill dive?’

“Military. Four League attack strafers, and the remnants of a Hsktskt scout ship. Perhaps two
dozen wounded.” He patched through the readings to my screen. “ Advise the Senior Hedler to prepare
two medevac teams.”

“Only two?’ Eight people couldn’t cover five different shipsin ahurry.

“Armed security teamswill escort you.”

Normally | would have given him a hard time about that, but we were entering the aftermath of a
battle. The wounded were soldiers and dmost certainly prepared to defend themsalves. “ Remind them
we' re there to help, not daughter. | need you with us.”



“I'll meet you in launch bay.” He paused. “Be cautious, Cherijo.”

Squilyp and | swiftly put together the medevac teams, handed out protective vests and
communication headsets, and only argued briefly about who was going on the shuttle. | put Viaav in
charge of one team and took command of the other mysdif.

“| can assess the wounded aswell asyou can,” the Omorr pointed out in a huff.

“Yes, but | can’t organize triage here aswell asyou, and neither can Vlaav.” | wouldn't insult his
Omorr-hood by reminding him thet if asoldier shot me, I'd survive, while he likely wouldn’t. “Besides, |
haven’t seen my husband al day.”

“Very well, but take Wonlee with you.”

The Esdmain was dready hoisting my fied pack over his spiny shoulder. “We should wear Sde
ams”

“That sort of defeats the purpose of medevac, Won.” | picked up athermal proximity scanner, in
case some of the wounded were hiding. “ Better have the nurses Sart synthesizing some Hsktskt plasma;
we haven't got any stocked.” | watched Qonja preparing a pack, and my mouth tightened. “Seeyouina
litlewhile”

Both teams departed the Sunlace on the same shuttle, which wasthe largest one the Jorenians
had available. Xonea manned the helm himsdlf, while Reever explained the flight plan.

“We have broadcast a stland-down signd to all the ships, and shal dock with each in order of
largest concentration of wounded on board.” He projected athermal scan showing the meeger life Sgns
of the wounded and the ships they were on. “ Once we establish that the vessel environment isintact, we
will drop off one team, deliver the second to the next ship, then return to transfer team one' swounded on
board.” He turned to the security guards, who were carrying plenty of bladed and pul se weaponry.
“Security will take point, locate the wounded, and disarm them, if necessary, before the medica team
facilitates treatment.”

“That meansnokilling,” | said a once.

Qonjaeyed the ruined vessd we were gpproaching through the viewport. “There may be traps
st for intruders.”

“Remind meto sted oneif thereare,” | muttered to my husband.

“We performed a sweep for energy, chemical, and biological agents, and found no indicators.
Remain aert.” At acdl from the Captain, Reever went to the helm, then took over the controlswhile
Xonea came back toward the passenger compartment.

He spoke to both security team leadersin alow voice, then came over to me. “1 want you to
carry this” He pulled aletha-looking dagger from hisvest and handed it to me.

| tried to giveit back. “I appreciate the thought, but no, thanks.”

“ClanSiger.” He closed hisfingers over mine, pressing them into theridged hilt. *'Y ou have no
claws. Humor me.”

| glanced over at my one-man fan club, who was strapping a pulserifle over his shoulder, then
heaved asigh. “Thisredly isn't necessary.”

“| disagree.”

| wedged the blade in between the syrinpress and scanner hooked to my own protective vest.
“But if someonetriesto attack me, Won will givethem abig hug. Right, Won?’

Theorderly’ sspinesbrigtled. “A tight hug, Heder.”

Reever docked with thefirst ship, a Hsktskt scout vessel that had seen better days. Whatever
kind of fight it had put up had been prolonged, judging by the patchwork of scorch marks|eft behind by
League pulsefire. Nearly the entire stern was missing, along with the stardrive.

“Team one, packs and breathers.” | took off my harness as soon as Reever finished docking and
pulled my mask over my face.

Security went in first, as ordered, then | followed with my team. As| emerged into an interior
corridor, prickles of sweat broke out on my brow and upper lip.

I’m providing medical care to a bunch of wounded, eight-foot-tall, six-limbed monsters
who lost twenty thousand valuable slaves and an entire base of operations because of me.



Cherijo, you have got to find another job.

Hickering optics bardly illuminated the way, which wound through agauntlet of smashed
equipment and collapsing structura pands. The smel of displacer discharge resdue stung my nose.
Console darms droned incessantly, while the more ominous crackle of overloaded circuitry snapped
behind every wall.

“Hold.” The security team leader’ s voice came over my headset, low and urgent. “Hedler, take
your team back to the docking bay.”

| pressed ahand to my earpiece. “Why?’

“These wounded indicate they do not wish our assstance.”

He hestated, asif choosing hiswords carefully. “Nor do we wish to add to the injuriesthey have
dready sustained.”

Asusud, the Hsktskt were giving everyone ahard time.

“Wait.” To themedical team, | said, “ Stay here.” Then | went ahead alone, easing past security
guards until | approached the back of the leader, who was using his body to block an open doorway. |
tapped his shoulder. “Let me see.”

He glanced down a me, then moved to the left. Beyond him was alarge area equipped with
diagnostic equipment, oversi ze tables and berths, and everything an onboard physician would need to
treat wounded.

There were also ten Hsktskt, in various physica conditions, who had taken positions around the
medica bay. They held large, activated displacer rifles pointed directly at the security team leader and
me.

| stepped forward, but as soon as my foot crossed over the threshold, one of the Hsktskt fired at
the deck, making me jump back with ayelp.

“Stoikkkass avarillna!” the Hsktskt centuron snarled at me.

| pressed akey on my vest pad. “Reever? Y ou' re needed.”

My husband’ s voice answered amoment later. “What iswrong, Cherijo?’

“What does* stoikkkass avarillna’ mean?’

“Unpalatable fodder that should be disposed of a once.”

That would be us. “Okay.” | blew out abreath. “Here' s our problem. We ve got ten Hsktskt
here who need immediate trestment. They' re holding us off with guns and, judging by your trandation,
would likeusto leave”

Qonja stepped up behind me. “Hesaler, we should go-”

“Shut up, resident, I’m not asking for your advice.” To Reever, | said, “What do you think?’

“Repest the following words to them. * Gggdssskka osssjal varreenikk.”

| looked at the centuron. “ Gggdssskka osssjal varreenikk.”

The centuron stared at me asif I d gone completely insane. Then he turned to his comrades and
made a sinuous gesture with one of his six limbs, snapping the end toward me. “ Varreenikkolla
Gggdssskka.”

The other Hskiskt seemed to relax alittle.

| repeated dl that to Reever, who said, “Excellent. Now put down whatever you' re holding and
walk forward dowly. Hold out your hands so he can seethey’ re empty.”

“And you're sure he’ d not going to shoot me?’

“Y ou just gave him your rank in the Faction. He can’t shoot you, unless he wants to attempt to
do the sameto your Designated entire bloodline.”

| put down my medical pack, but before | could enter, Qonja grabbed me and spun me around.

His handsome face had gone powdery blue. “No. | cannot alow this. Y ou will bekilled.”

| jerked the blade out of my tunic and held it against the side of histhroat. “ Forgive mefor
attacking you and shield me. Out loud. Now.”

He gulped. “1 forgive your transgression and shield you, Hedler Cherijo.”

The security guards, who would have declared ClanKill or shot mefor holding the blade to my
one-man fan club’ sthroat, lowered their weapons.



“Takeyour damn hands off me.” | waited until his pawsfell away before stepping in closer, and
rising on my tiptoes. “You and | are going to settle this when we get back to the ship. Understand me?’
His chin bobbed, and | removed the blade. “Now back off, or we'll do it here.”

The Hsktskt, who had seen the entire thing, watched as | dropped the knife and moved into the
chamber. “Don’t they have some kind of trandation devices on them?’ | asked my husband.

“They are prohibited from using them in battle. Hsktskt soldiers are not interested in talking to
their enemies”

“Obvioudy.” | stopped afew feet away from the centuron, who was watching me without
blinking. “ Okay, now what?’

“Now hewill test your clam. Whatever he does, don't move, and say nothing.”

The centuron limped forward, revedling aterrible wound on one of hislower appendages that
was gtill oozing blood onto the deck. He raised his displacer weapon and circled my head with the
business end, dl the time keeping his saucer-size yelow eyesfixed on my expression. | tried to look like
did thisevery day.

“Goinnnat ehhhar capcom crikk crikk.”

“Duncan?’

“The centuron thinks you' re an infant who has been alowed to creep away from inattentive
parents. Slap him with your hand, palm down, in the center of his upper torso.”

“What?’

“Sap him, and do it hard. He sinsulted you; he expectsyou to doit.”

“I' hopeyou'reright.” | reached out and smacked the centuron on the chest, bruisng my palm on
the octagondly tiled scaly surface under the metdlic uniform. The centuron froze. “Um, he' snot moving.”

“Hewill inamoment. Be patient.”

At lat, the big Hsktskt male bent down until his eyeswere on aleve with mine. Hislipless mouth
opened, displaying many rows of jagged teeth. “ TssVar ehhhar.”

“Reever, | think he just said something about TssVar.”

“He' sheard of you. He knows you belong to TssVar’sline” My husband didn’t sound too
happy about that.

“That’ sagood thing, right?’

“Wait.”

The centuron dowly released a breath, which blasted mein the face. | tried to look nonchaant
and kept my gaze locked on his. A heavily taloned hand dropped onto my shoulder, then the centuron
alowed hishead to fdl back, exposing histhroat.

| knew what that meant. “He' s submitting. Son of agun.”

“Cadll therest of your peoplein and get started.”

When | didn’t rip out histhroat, the centuron dowly straightened and lowered his wegpon to the
deck. The other Hsktskt reluctantly did the same.

“Okay, people.” Astheteam entered the bay, | led the big male over to atreatment table. “Let’s
get them prepped to transfer back to the ship.”

Xonea decided to move the Hsktskt back to the Sunlace on aseparate shuttle, mainly on
Reever'sadvice.

“We must keep them apart from the League survivors,” Duncan said as he flew my team to the
next ship. “1 have notified Squilyp, and he has set up atemporary treatment areain one of the cargo
holds”

| checked the position of the other shuttle, which had nearly reached the Jorenian ship. “I thought
wewered| pasnow.”

“The Hsktskt hold no treaty with any warmblooded species. They will not attack your medical
gaff, but | cannot predict what they will do when they see their enemies being treated aswell.”

“Y ou might have mentioned this before, Duncan.”

“Hsktskt almost dways commit suicide before dlowing themselvesto be captured.” He



shrugged. “1 was not sure you would get any of them back to the ship dive.”

The reptilian soldierswerein excellent shape, compared to the League troopers we were finding.
Their ships had been hit much harder than the scout, and two had actually been boarded by Hsktskt
infantry teams. More than haf of the humanoids needed mgor surgery, three of whom were critical.

The business of evacuating the L eague wounded went much faster. The soldiers put down their
weapons as soon as they saw my physician’ stunic and the blue faces of my security guards.

“They left ushere” one dusky Vinastatold meas| checked the tourniquet it had lashed on a
half-severed limb. “I could not believe it when they abandoned us aong with the ship.”

“Wartime conditions,” a Cordoban snarled at him. “Wounded are only a burden on Command.
They should have destroyed our ship.”

“Lovely job you guyshave.” | grimaced as| replaced the tourniquet with a pressure dressing.
“Stay put, we' |l move you on agurney.” | moved to examine the Cordoban, amagjor with aminor head
injury and severa brokenribs. “Y ou're the ranking officer here?’

Cordobans were fierce-looking beings, with narrow faces that seemed crowded by their ditted
eyes and beak-shaped nose/mouth orifices. “I am. Mgjor Brlety, Cordoba Fleet, Commander of the
Fifth Wing Regulars”

“Niceto meet you, Mgor. Do meabig favor, and don’t upset my patients anymore, okay?
They’ ve been through enough.” | checked my scanner, then bandaged his head, and dipped abrace
around histhin torso. “I’m going to give you something for the pain-"

The mgjor shoved away the syrinpress. “No. No drugs.”

“Y our ribs, not mine.”

Wefound atotal of twenty-three League survivors, and were able to convey them back to the
SQunlace in short order. | accompanied the Vinastal s gurney to Medica, where Squilyp had every staffer
on board working triage and treatment.

“Where do you want me?’

“Down on eighteen, with our other guests.” He handed me a chart. “Y ou have the most
experience deding with their injuries.”

Mgjor Brlety appeared, dragging a Jorenian nurse along with him. “I demand to speak to your
Captain.”

“I'll relay your request,” Squilyp told him. “Return to your berth.”

The Cordoban scowled. “1 must spesk with him immediately.”

“Nurse, hand me your syrinpress.” Squilyp held out amembrane for the instrument, then
cdibrated it for amassive dose of tranquilizer. “Y ou will return to your berth now, or | will sedate you
and drag you there.”

“Thisis unacceptable.” Briery gestured around him. “We cannot remain on this vessd. Joren has
terminated their treaty with the League-to collaborate with the Hsktskt, no doubt.”

Squilyp’sgildrdls stiffened. “Y ou will remain until we can adequately treat your troops injuries.
Whether you do so awake or adeep isup to you.”

The major somped back to his berth without another word.

“Keep them off level eighteen, Squil. Qonja, too.” | rounded up a couple of nurses and |ft to
dedl with thelizards.

Unlike our League guests, who were loud and frequent complainers, the Hsktskt sat waiting
slently in the makeshift trestment area Squilyp had prepared for them. | handed out vocollarsto the
nurses, who went around and gingerly placed them around the wide, scaly necks of our patients.

The one I’ d spoken to on the scout ship limped over to me. “I am Centuron RrissVar. You are
the Designate of OverLord TssVar's brood?’

“That'sme.” | indicated atrestment table. “Hop on there and let me have alook at that limb.”

“Why have we not been taken to your medicd facility?’

Hewas Hsktskt. | lied. “Becauseit’ sfilled to capacity, and you guys aren’t exactly space-saver
gzed”



His black tongue flickered out, tasting the air. Reever once told me that the Hsktskt could tell
someone was lying by the changein their odor. Hopefully, the centuron hadn’t sampled many deceitful
Terransbefore.

At last, he said, “1 wish to know your intentions.”

“I intend to titch up that big holeinyour leg.” | folded my arms, trying to look alittle tough.
“Unlessyou would like to continue bleeding al over my nice, clean deck?’

“Areweto be held as hostages?’

Reever entered the cargo hold, and joined us. “ Centuron. | will answer your questions.”

“HaaVar.” RrissvVar stail gppendage lashed out like awhip, snapping intheair. I'd never seena
Hsktskt look more astonished. “Y ou have command of thisvessad?”’

“No, | serve asship'slinguist.” Reever reached out and clasped the Hsktskt' s limb with his hand.
“Itisgood to seeyou, old friend.”

Old friend. | winced. Xoneawas going to love this

“I thought you dead, many timesover.” After that blunt little sSatement, RrissVar looked at me.
“Sothisisyour femae. We heard of your joining at thelast KressTak.” He gave me the once-over. “ She
has no substance to her. Areyou certain she can breed?’

“I can breed fine, thanks.” | pointed to the table. “ Climb up there.”

Reever stayed with me, distracting RrissVar as| worked on hisleg. The jagged gash had
innumerable shrapnd lodged within, which | had to fish out before | could make some minor muscle
repairs.

“It istime the Faction consdered entering into peace talks with the League,” Reever said.

RrissVar grunted as| pulled arather large chunk of aloy from hisflesh. “Doubtful. Not enough
have died yet to suit the Hanar.”

Asthe two males continued to talk about the war in low tones, | noticed the nurses were getting
some resistance from the other Hsktskt troops, especialy when they tried to administer medication.

“Centuron,” | said, interrupting them, “would you be so kind asto tell your men to stop giving my
nurses a hard time?’

RrissVar snapped alimb, and the cracking sound made every Hsktskt in the hold stand at
attention. “Allow the femalesto do their work, or submit yourself to mefor discipline.”

The big lizards abruptly became as meek aslittle lambs. I’ d witnessed Hsktskt discipline
firghand, and cdling it brutal would be a conservative description.

| irrigated RrissVar' sleg and sutured up the wound, then bandaged it, and strapped on alimb
support. “You'll need to stay off thisfor the next rotation. I’ m going to infuse you with some antibiotics,
but if you experienceincreased pain or swelling, let meknow.” | glanced at my husband, who was staring
off in onedirection. “What' swrong?’

“Who waseft in charge of Mard?”

“Dareawas going to watch her for me after school, why-" | turned to see what he was|ooking
at, and my heart nearly stopped.

Our daughter was perched on an exam table next to one of the Hsktskt. It had two limbs
wrapped around her and was bending its massive head down toward her little face.

“No.” | automatically dided aletha dosage of heart stimulant and went after the Hsktskt. Or
would have, if Reever hadn’t grabbed me.

“Hewill not harm her.”

| struggled. “He Il eat her!”

Reever gave me agood shake. “Walk over dowly with me and don't frighten her or the
centuron.”

Asif | wasthethreat here. Reever kept his arm wrapped around me and guided me over to the
exam table. The Hsktskt was sniffing my daughter’ sblond hair, the way he would araw haunch of mesat
for freshness. | gripped the syrinpresstighter and eyed hisjugular artery. Two, maybe three seconds, and
he' d be dead. But he could easily snap my daughter’ sneck in hdf that time.

No problem. I'd smply haveto kill him fagter.



“Daddy, see?” Marel held up an odd-looking hunk of metal. “ Sendron give me dis.”

The Hsktskt spotted the syrinpressin my hand, saw my face, then wisdy removed hislimbsfrom
my child. “1 intend no harm toward your brood, physician.”

“Yeah.” Genetically dtered blood could still bail. “Like you intend no harm toward the kids of
every other speciesyou’ ve attacked, right?’

His brow ridges furrowed. “Our commander has capitulated to you.”

“That' s supposed to make me fed better about you touching my child?’

“Mama, why you mad?’ Marel looked from meto her father to the lizard, then back to me.
“Sendron my friend. See?” She held out the hunk of meta again.

It was the Hsktskt' s rank insigniafrom his uniform. Which, in amoment, was going to be lodged
down histhroat.

“Cherijo, hewill not harm her.” Reever sounded so cam. “RrissVar yielded to us so that hismen
could have medical trestment. Aslong as Faction soldiers are on board, they will not harm any member
of the crew.”

Marel cried out suddenly, and | jerked. The sharp edge of theinsignia had left asmall scratch
acrossthetiny palm of her hand. When | saw the blood, something inside me snapped, and | grabbed
her away from the Hsktskt.

“Takeher home.” | thrust her at my husband. No matter what Reever said, I’ d seen firsthand
what the Hsktskt did to hel pless children. I" d watched a couple hundred of them die of it.

He gripped my collar and yanked me close. “Don’t provoke them.”

| could havekilled him, right then and there. “Y ou shut up and get her out of here, now.”

My husband displayed hisinfinite wisdom by taking Mardl in hisarms and walked out the door
pand without another word.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Attitude Adjustments

Xoneacame down to leve eighteen just as we werefinishing up with the last of the Hsktskt
wounded. | had been working in utter silence, furious with mysdf for not finding a better way to
safeguard my baby, outraged that Reever had even considered alowing our child near one of these
killers.

“Cherijo, | would like to have aword with you, please.” The Captain drew me out into the
corridor. “ Duncan informed me of what happened. Areyou well, ClanSister?’

“How many timesam | dlowed to divorce the same man under Jorenian law?’ | stalked off.

Hefollowed. “ Cherijo, wait.”

| didn’t wait. HE d have to catch up. When he did, | went off on arant that I’ d been biting back
al day. “Maybe I’m not the world' sbest wife, but | think I" ve been pretty flexible where Duncan’s
concerned. Don't you?’

“Itisnot for meto say-"

| raised ahand. “Please. Y ou' re supposed to be my brother; act like one and listen.” He nodded,
and | pushed some hair out of my face. “I’ve had to take alot, being with him. I’ ve accepted his past
with theselizards. | even forgave him for salling me to them. But thisian't about me anymore. HE s not
endangering my daughter likethat. | won't haveit.” | hestated at the pane to the gyrlift. “Whereis he?’

“Hetook Mardl to Medica to have Squilyp look at her hand.” Xoneareached asif to pat my
shoulder, then pulled his hand away. “ She wished the Omorr to bandageit.”

“It wasjust ascratch.” Saying that made mefed dightly ashamed, because | was acting asif
she'd had alimb amputated. Then | recalled the dying children on NessNevat I’ d trested when I'd
served on the Sunlace before, and my heart hardened. I’ d performed plenty of amputations, thanksto
the Hsktskt.

Xoneaaccompanied meto Medica, but wisdly refrained from reasoning further with me. A good
thing, too, because one more voice of reason would have pushed me over the edge, and he' d end up



with his head rammed through a gyrlift panel.

“I must return to Command. | will speak to you later, ClanSister.”

“Uh-huh.”

All was quiet ingde Medicd, which bothered me until | saw why. Reever, Vlaav, and hdf a
dozen nurses had been gagged and tied to various berths.

| ran to untie my husband, forgetting instantly how ticked off | wasa him. “What happened?
Where sMare?’

Duncan had anumber of facia contusions, and when he yanked the gtrip of linen from his mouth,
it was stained with blood. “ The L eague soldiers know about the Hsktskt.” Herolled off the berth and
went to release the Saksonan. “They’ re on their way to kill them now.”

Dread seeped into me as | looked around. “And Marel?’

“They took her and the Omorr as hostages.”

| went automatically to asetup tray and grabbed ahandful of instruments. Almost everything a
physician used to heal could aso be employed as an effective weapon. “Vlaav, sgna security, tell them
what happened. Duncan, let’sgo.”

“Wait. Cherijo!”

| was dready out the door pand and hafway to the gyrlift before Reever caught up with me.
“How long ago did they take her?’

“Tenminutes.”

An eternity, considering what they could be doing to my baby. | keyed level eighteen on the
gyrlift access panel and dipped through the door panel beforeit did al the way open. When it closed,
Duncan pressed the stop-hold key.

“What are you doing?’ | swatted at his hand. “Come on, let’sgo! | want to get there before
security does!”

“Vlaav didn’t Sgna security.”

Thewords didn’t make sense, but there was alot of buzzing in my ears. “ Excuse me?’

“| ordered him not to signa them,” my husband said. “It would put RrissVar and hismen at risk.”

The shock was momentary. The outrage wasn't. “ Y ou’ re worried about your lizard buddies?’

“Cherijo, we cannot charge in there.”

“Maybe you can't.” | tried to reach around him for the pand. “1 can.”

“If the Jorenianslearn of this, they’ll kill everyone”

“Which I will enjoy watching.” | shoved him back, disabled the stop-hold, and rekeyed the lift for
eghteen.

He hustled me aside and re-enabled the stop-hold. “Listen to me!”

“No!” | threw ahemodtat at him, which smacked into hisleft cheek and |eft another contusion.
“Y ou son of abitch. They took our daughter. Y ou come with me now and you help me get her back!”

“Through you sheiskin to the Torins. As soon asthey know, they will declare ClanKill and
daughter everyone on that level.” He didn’t touch hisface, but he didn’t et me touch the pand. “Think,
beloved. What if Mard is caught between them?’

“No.” | felt the blood draining from my face. “No, they won't hurt her.”

“The Torinswill not. The League will use her. Y ou know they will.”

If the Hsktskt didn’t grab her firdt. | took out apair of razor-sharp scissors, and held them
pointed at his heart. “Y ou have another idea?” He nodded, and | placed the scissorsin hishand. “We'll
doit your way. Let’sgo.”

He touched the pandl, and the lift began to descend.

“About the Hsktskt.” Despite the pleasure | would have taken in screaming at him, | kept my
voice at areasonable decibel level. “If it comes down to a choice between your pas and my daughter, |
won't hesitate. I’ [l even help Xonearip someintestines out. Y ours and theirs.”

Frigid, cutting thought blasted into my mind. Do you think | would sacrifice our child for the
Hsktskt?

You seem a hell of a lot more concerned about them than Marel . When nothing came of that,



| closed my eyes and felt him edge even degper insgde my head. What’ s the matter? Trying to figure
out how you'’ re supposed to feel about this by using my emotions?

You' ve already made your anger toward me plain. Allow me the same courtesy.

Instead of Sfting through my thoughts, Reever funneled hisinto my mind. | staggered back and
dammed into the interior lift pand asadduge of savage, homicida desires poured over me. League
soldiers being ripped apart, tossed about like bits of junk, blood on Reever’ s hands. Blood everywhere.

| opened my eyes, saw him standing over me, hands on my arms, lips peeled back in aferocious
snarl, superimposed over the murderous fantasies. Duncan. Duncan, stop it!

The flux of thoughts abruptly shut off, and he released me as swiftly as he' d grabbed me. Tell me
now | care more for the Hsktskt than our child.

| didn’t know. On top of my frantic terror over Mardl, hisfury proved too much. | started to
crumble, and tearswelled in my eyes as | remembered how tiny she' d seemed, Sitting next to the
centuron. She's so little, oh God, Duncan, what if-

She isthe daughter of Faction members. RrissVar will protect her with hislife. He paused
another moment, asif composing himsdf. We have to stop at level seventeen.

“Why?

“They will have guards blocking al access routes except one.”

The gyrlift cameto ahdt, and aswe stepped out into the corridor, | heard the sound of pulsefire
below our feet.

“No.” My stomach surged up into my throat. “ They’ re shooting a each other.”

Duncan seemed to concentrate for amoment. “ The League are trying to force their way into the
cargo hold. The Hsktskt are keeping them at bay.”

| knew his telepathic abilities were miraculous, but thiswas new. “How do you know that?’

“I will explain later. For now, we must go through one of the maintenance passages.”

“I’'m not playing hide-and-seek with them. They’re shooting around my kid.”

| whirled around to go back, but Reever stopped me by taking over my brain. | will control
you, if I must.

| couldn’t move. Don't.

Then do as | say. Hereleased the menta hold, lead me to amaintenance panel, and opened a
hatch in the floor. Quickly.

| climbed down after him to the next level’ s access hatch.

Be silent now. He opened it, then lowered himsdlf into the hold benegth and helped me down. |
went to the door panel and listened. Everything outsde was very, very quiet.

| can sense Mard’ s presence nearby. Reever went to the door panel, pressed hisear against it,
and listened. The Hskiskt have barricaded themselvesin a hold across the corridor. Hewent to a
console and called up the level’ senvironmenta contrals. I’ [l shut down the optic emitters on this level,
then open the door .

Brilliant. How am | supposed to find Marel in the dark?

Use this. He handed me asmall proximity detector. Squilyp put a transmitter wristband on
her yesterday.

| tightened my fingers around the unit. Hurry up.

I’ll gofirst. Say low, and if anyone shoots, drop to the deck. Ready? | nodded. One, two,
three... now!

All the lights went out, then the door pand did open and | blindly followed Reever out. Angry
shouts and pulse fire erupted all around us. Something hit me on the arm, sending me Sdewaysjust asa
blast passed directly by my head. | hit the deck, smelled burnt hair, and dapped ahand to my skull. A
few singed strands came away in my fingers.

| hated being burned amost as much as| feared it, but | shoved my pyrophobic anxiety aside.
Can't lose it now. With ashaking hand | held up the proximity detector, which showed asigna nearby.
| started to crawl, feding dong the deck with my hands.

“Mard? Baby?’ | whispered. “Where are you?’



“I have her.” Qonjaknelt beside me. “Here.”

The sweet smdll of vanillafilled my heed. “Mama?’

| snatched her out of hisarms. Someone barreled into Qonja, knocking him into me.

“Go!” heyelled.

| rolled, cushioning her against me until | found enough space to stand. Mardl hung on, her face
buried in my hair.

| felt something warm and wet on the front of her tunic, and pulled back. “Baby?’ | felt my heart
drop into my stomach. “ Areyou hurt?’

“Widow, Mama.”

The soldierswere il shouting and running al around us, while wegpons fired over our heads. |
became obliviousto it as| pulled Mard’ s tunic open and ran my hands down her torso. Benesth my
fingertips, | ft three shdlow, pardld gashesthat followed theline of her right ribcage from back to front.

The buzz in my ears became aroar. Someone hurt my baby.

A familiar membrane landed on my face. “ Cherijo?’

“Thank God." | caught Squilyp’s hand with mine. ”"Mardl’ s got some torso lacerations.” | guided
his membrane down so he could fed them. Then something dripped on my arm. ” Are you bleeding, too?’

“Ruptured somegildrells. It'snothing.” From the mumbling | could tell hewaslying. “We haveto
get her out of here.”

“Comeon, baby.” | shielded her with my arms and body as best | could. “ Squilyp, hold onto
me”

“Mama, get * Sawa and kiddies?’

“What?’" | stopped in the doorway to the cargo hold.

“* Sawa bawd kiddies for Uncwip check. Dose bad men dook dem do.”

Could things possibly get worse?“Whereis she, Squilyp?’

“The Hsktskt grabbed her away from the League soldiers. She’ sin with them.”

Of coursg, it could get worse. “All right.” | carried Marel and led Squilyp into the cargo hold and
put my daughter in my best friend’ sarms. “ There' sa hatch in the upper deck, over here. I’ll find
something for you to stand on. Grab the ladder rungsinside and haul yoursdlf up. Get her to Medica.”
To my daughter, | said, “Hold on to Uncle Squilyp, baby.”

“Yes, Mama.”

| groped until | found an empty utility cart and shoved it under the hatch. “Climb on. I’ll braceit.”

The Omorr grabbed my arm. “Y ou' re coming with us.”

“I’'m going back to get Fasalaand my cats.” And Qonja, but only if | tripped over him.

“Usethis” The Omorr pressed asurgica ingrument in my hand. | felt the outlinesand redlized it
was asuture laser. “It’ s calibrated to the lowest setting.”

| adjusting the beam width to the widest possible application, which transformed it into awegpon
that would leave ahuge, nasty burn on any flesh | pointed it at. “ Thanks.”

My second trip into the corridor only took afew seconds, because | ran and lasered anything
that got in my way. | had to pry the door pand open with my hands, then shoved through the narrow
gap, and directly into ahuge, scaly body.

“| want the other girl.”

Powerful limbslifted me off the deck. “Y our kind send physciansinto battle, Hdavar?’

The lights came on asecond later, and | saw al the Hsktskt standing armed and ready to shoot
something. Reever was leaning over one of the exam tables, where Fasdla Torin lay stretched out and
unconscious. Threetiny slvery bodies huddled beside her, and my husband' s hands were stained with
green and red blood.

| looked into RrissVar’'shuge yellow eyes, and pointed my suture laser at the spot in his skull
where his optic nerves were located. “Down, or | blind you.”

“I can seewhy they do.” He set me down, and | ran to the table.

“Out of theway.” | pushed my husband aside and began assessing Fasala, who had ahuge
purple bruise on her face and green blood in her black hair.



“Squilyp said the League soldiers saw PakVar' singgniain Mard’ s hand, and Brlety asked her
where she got it.” Duncan handed me a stexile pad and a bottle of sdline solution. “ Shetold him. A few
minutes later, they took hostages, and left the rest of usin Medica.”

“Which one of these bastards clawed my daughter?’ | demanded.

PakVar appeared at my side. He looked ready to eat something that was still breathing. “ She
was wounded by one of the L eague fodder when we took her from them.”

“And Fasala?’ | found the shallow cut beneath her hair and cleaned it. “Did they do thisto her,
or didyou?’

Now RrissVar came over. “We did nothing to the young.”

“I’m not going to thank you.”

Histongue flickered out for amoment. “No, | can see you will not.”

The door panel opened behind us, and Xoneaand ateam of security guards strode in.

“Wesapons down on the deck,” the Captain ordered in aharsh voice. It degpened into alow
rumble when he spotted Fasadla. “ Out in the corridor. Now.”

The Hsktskt looked at RrissVar, who inclined his head, then dowly obeyed Xoned s orders and
filed out of the hold. Reever picked up Fasdawhile | quickly checked the kittens. They had some minor
cuts and bruises, but otherwise werefine. | emptied my tunic pockets, put the kittensinside, and followed
him out.

Thirty Jorenian warriors, including the Captain, Qonja, and Salo, each had a Hsktskt or League
soldier in front of them. Every blue hand had claws out and curled for a death-strike blow.

“Holdit!” | turned to Reever, who was carrying Salo’ s daughter like ababy. “Y ou wanted peace
talks? Timeto gart talking.”

Reever shifted Fasdlain his arms as he approached her ClanFather. “Sdo. Y our child needs your
atention.”

“Take her to Medicd, Linguist.” Salo’s claws gleamed as helifted hishand. The League soldier
he was holding againgt the wall panel by the throat stared up with terrified resgnation. “ This business
requires my attention.”

Obvioudy, the maeswere al too emotiond to get ahandle on this Situation. Reever was never
good at this stuff to begin with. Which Ieft me, the outraged mother, to cal ahdt to the hodtilities.

“Some father you are.” | went over to Qonja, and swatted him on the arm. “ And you. Y ou took
an oath. Show some professiond restraint.”

He turned his head to look down his patrician blue nose a me. The friendly, handsome face was
etched with blind rage. “Kin have been injured. Leave usto our work.”

“Kinwill bejust fine. Take the rest of the day off.” Seeing that that wasn't working, | tried my
Clan-Brother. “Xonea Don't.”

Reever handed Fasdla over to one of the nurseswho had entered the corridor with agurney,
then came to stand beside me. “I shield these soldiers”

Thirty pairs of white eyeswent from meto Reever, and if the stares had been any hotter, hisface
would have been scorched off. After heaving amenta sigh, | dipped my hand in his. “Me, too. Consider
everyone shielded.”

Xoneareleased the soldier he had pinned. * Our children have been injured.”

“Weknow.” | saw Fasdld sfather digging his clawsinto the chest of the man he held, and blood
running down hisarm. “ Sdo! Stopit!”

“Y ou darelay your filthy hands on my child,” Salo said through clenched teeth. “I defend my
House”

“Blood fever isupon him,” Qonjasaid, while Reever held on to my hand. “ He must have taken
the herb. He will not listen to you.”

Blood fever meant Salo had ingested jaspforran, a Jorenian botanica with chemica properties
that enhanced aggression and blanked out pain in the natives. AKA “Beserker Herb.”

“Reever, turn meloose. Sdo!” | grabbed Fasadla s gurney and pulled it over until the unconscious
child wasright next to her ClanFather. “Release that man and take your child to Medicd.”



The sight of his daughter distracted him for amoment, then he dug his clawsin deeper. Thedien
blood that had been trickling down his arm now became asmall stream, and the League soldier uttered a
weak moan.

“Sdo, damnit, get your claws out of him!”

Thewarrior’ sknot in hishair gleamed as he turned to look at me with rage-blind eyes. “ Y ou
betray our HouseClan.”

“Y ou swore to me on Joren that your lifewasmine.” | hated reminding him of that, but when this
berserker satefell over them, very little could stop them from tearing their victims gpart. “I'mcaling in
that favor now. A lifefor alife”

Appeding to his sense of ritua and formality worked. The herb-induced insanity dowly cleared
from the big warrior’ sface, and the soldier fell from his hands and did to the deck.

When Sdlo flicked the blood from his claws, it was with the same contempt that coated hisvoice
as he spoke to me. “Y ou dishonor our kinship.” Then he took Fasala' s gurney and pushed it toward the
gyrlift. After giving me asirange look, Qonjawent with him.

| knelt down and pressed my hands against the soldier’ s chest. “ Reever, somebody, give mea
hand here.”

We dedlt with the wounded, including the trooper Sado had nearly divested of his heart. Qonja
for once had nothing to say to me, and left Medica as soon as one of the nurses stitched him up. | dedlt
with Squilyp, who had made light of hisinjuries, but proved to bein no shapeto stay on hisfoot. After |
bullied him into aberth, Vlaav and | took care of the mostly uncomplicated surgical cases.

Adaolakept watch over Mard for me, and brought regular updates. Her lacerations were only
minor, but | had the Jorenian nurse put my daughter and Salo’sinto an isolation room, well away from al
the League soldierswho had hurt them.

Fifteen hours later, | left my deeping daughter in the care of my staff and went to take care of the
last of the day’ sbusiness.

Qonjadidn’'t seem surprised to see me histime. “ Y es, Hedler? Are my services needed?’

| walked past him into his quarters and pointed to achair. “Sit.” After amoment, he sat. “Tell me
what’sgoing on.”

“I don’t know-"

“Y ou’ ve been watching me since | came on board. Following me. Taking notes. Trying to
ingnuate yoursdlf into my life. Today you saved my daughter.” | tapped my foot on the deck. “Why?’

He seemed tired, and wouldn't look at me. “1 admire you.”

“I’ve had other people admire me. They don't put recording dronesin my quarters.”

His head snapped up. “Y ou found them?’

“Uh-huh. I checked Jorenian law. | can have you imprisoned for what you’ ve done. And | will,
S0 convince me not to.”

A minute of slence passed, then hesaid, “I cannot.”

“All right.” | went to the door. “ As soon as your wounds heal, report back to Medical.”

Then came the confrontation | wasn't looking forward to. | was exhausted as much from the
marathon of patching and suturing as from the emotiona overload, and the bizarre cdm I’ d enjoyed for
the last shift seemed to be dissipating fast. Duncan and | had been through plenty, and | was prepared to
trus himwith my life

My daughter’ s life was another meatter.

He seemed to be waiting for me, | saw as| walked in, as he sat on the chair facing the door
pand. Jenner wasin hislap, but not for long.

My darling pet took onelook a me, and sat up. Uh-oh. He jumped down and hightailed it back
to Mardl’sroom. I’ m outta here.

| said thefirst thing that came into my head. “Y ou didn’t come to Medical to see how our kid is.
What, you were too busy checking on thelizards?”’

Hejust sat there and watched me. “I signaled one of the nurses to apprise mysaf of her Satus,



severd times.”

“You're such agood daddy.” Hands clenched, | went over to the prep unit and briefly rested my
brow against the polished dloy upper cabinet. “ Thisisn't going to turn into yet another screaming match
between us”

“I never scream.”

“True.” My fingersjabbed the console, and something hot and liquid poured into my empty
server. “1'd fed better if you would, oncein awhile, but then, one can’'t pick one' sdestined life mate.”

“| agree.” He made a casual gesture. “Will you hear what | have to say, or would you prefer to
vent your frugrationsfirg?

| was a surgeon, amother, asurvivor. | could be amature adult. For afew minutes. “Oh, please,
be my guest.”

“RrissVar and | served the Faction together. He is an honorable soldier who deserved better
than to be dain by some disgruntled incompetents embittered by their own failure.”

“Thosefailures you're talking about would be the League soldiers, | hope.”

Heignored that. “Y ou have always been proneto act first and think later. It is not an attractive
qudity, but one | accept. That | think first and act later is equaly unattractive to you. | ask only that you
do the same and accept meas| am.”

He had yet to get acquainted with some of my other unattractive qualities, but | let it dide.

“I candothat.” | nodded and sipped some of what had to be the worst tea |’ d ever madein my
life “Thetit?’

“I wastrying to protect her, as much as you were. The fact that | wasrationa and you were not
makes no difference. My choice not to signd the Jorenians was the logica one, as you saw when they
later arrived.”

“Yep.” My fingerstightened around the server handle. “Rationa. Logical. You'reright. Is that
it?’

He got to hisfeet and made a careless gesture. “Go ahead and vent. Doubtless you need to.”

“Got medl figured out now, don't you? That'snice.” | set the server down carefully and folded
my arms. “We ve done some stupid things to each other in the past, Duncan. | admit, I’ m as guilty of that
asyou are. We didn’'t communicate well and we still have problemsin that department.”

He gave me an uncertain look. “ And?’

“And I’'myour wife. | know we have along way to go before we work out al the kinks of what
congdtitutes us. We need to talk more about our different attitudes about parenting and protecting our
child”

Now he seemed mesmerized. “Y ou mean that?”’

| gave him agentle smile. “Of course, | do. | loveyou. | love Mardl. | want usto be afamily.
Can we do that, together?’ | waited for his dow nod, and took a deep breath. “ Excellent. | look forward
to making that work.” He started to walk toward me, but | held up one hand and reached down for my
server. “All | want to say isone morething.”

“What isit?’

| threw the server a him, deliberately missing his head by an inch. It smashed into the far interior
wall of our quarters and burst, sending a shower of terribleteaall over the deck and furniture.

“I don’'t care how many aien pasyou’ ve got wandering around this galaxy. Protecting our baby
ismore important than al of them. Y ou think about that, because you' re afather now and you' re damned
well going to act like one.” | was shouting, but no one ever said | was perfect.

He stood hisground. “1 did what | thought was best.”

“It wasn't. And here’ sanother little newsflash for you, just so that we' re communicating openly
and clearly: If you ever put our child at risk again like you did today, | won't think twice. I'll take her and
I’ll leave you and you will never seeusagan.”

Then hesaid what | didn’t expect at dl. “1 know you will.”

It should have taken me aback, but my anger was bailing every other emotion | possessed.
“Good. Now, I'm going to take awalk around the ship afew times and punch a couple of walls. You



find away to get these damn soldiers out of here, and do it fast.”

| didn’t go back that night, but spent three miserable hours deegping on theincredibly
uncomfortable seating unit in the gamesroom. A few crew members camein and out, but wisdly left me
aone. | went back to Medicd for primary shift, feding like awrinkled rag, and caught aswift shower
there before checking on my daughter, then going back to work.

After dl the fireworks, Squilyp had refused an exam, and I’ d been too upset with Reever to
argue with him. Now | made him hop onto an exam table and scanned hisface.

“You look about asgood as| fed,” | muttered as | checked the condition of his ruptured
gildrdls. All but onewere hedling, and | applied atopical anesthetic to the one that had become dightly
giff and inflamed. “Have the girls been behaving?’

Helooked over at the isolation chamber, where Marel and Fasalawere playing bentaka, a
complicated Jorenian board game that was sort of like chess and Chinese checkers, with alittle poker
thrown in. “For the most part, yes. Marel seemsincapable of Stting till for very long intervas.”

“That's her job.”
Aswe performed rounds, | felt Squilyp giving me these speculative looks. Findly, | said,
“What?’

“Duncan was here earlier.” He handed me one of the League soldier’ s charts. “He sat with Marel
until he had to report for duty.”

“How sweet.” | hummed under my breeth as| studied the chart’ s display. “ There’ s a buildup of
fluid around the upper limb wound. We d better have one of the nurses aspirate the joint before he goes
edemic.”

“Duncan said you were furious with him.”

Now my husband was confiding in my boss. Since they were both male, they’ d probably gang up
on me or something.

“Furious, no. | got dl that out last night.” | noted my prognosis on the chart and handed it back to
the Senior Hedler. “Now I’ m hovering an inch between leaving him and not leaving him. Let’ sgo seethe
girls”

Although they were low priority on the rounds schedule, seeing to Marel and Fasalawent along
way toward soothing my frazzled temper. My daughter could barely contain herself long enough to it on
her berth so | could remove her patient gown.

“You seekiddies, Mama?’ She pointed to asmall container in the corner of the room, wherethe
abducted trio were napping, exhausted no doubt from playing with my kid. “ Dey bedder now.” One
hand latched on to the edge of my tunic as she scratched at her dressing with the other. “ Off?”

“What' sthe matter with it, sweetie?’ | tugged her hand away and checked the bandage adhesive
to make sureit wasn't irritating her skin. “ This bothering you?’

She nodded. “Off?’

“Let mehavealook first.” | carefully peeled back one edge of the dressing. Benegth it, what had
been raw gasheswere now rapidly shrinking rows of pink skin. | removed the bandage and examined it.
Ontheinside of the dressing were a couple of scab fragmentsthat Marel must have didodged with her
scratching.

| glanced across the berth. “ Squilyp, look at this.”

He nodded, then scanned Marel’ storso and showed me the display. “Healed completely.”

“Good news, baby, you don't need thisanymore.” | discarded the dressing, then helped her
down from the berth. “Y ou keep Fasala company for afew minutes, okay?’

“Okay, Mama.”

The Omorr and | went into his office, and stood there in silence for afew seconds, before |
dropped down in the chair and rubbed my aching head with my fingers.

“It'sgood she hedsfadt. Little kids are ways scraping and bumping themsalves, aren’t they?” |
removed a syrinpress from my tunic pocket and toyed with the cdlibrator. “ So shewon't ever haveto

suffer pain. Not for very long, anyway.”



“Y ou knew when you became pregnant the child would have an equa chance of inheriting your
genetic characteristics aswel as Duncan’s.” Squilyp touched my shoulder. “We will test her and
determine exactly how she differsfrom astandard Terran.”

“No, wewon't.” Sudden, hot rage flashed through me. “No tests. Erase the scan-erase all the
scans. From this point on, we fasify her records.”

“I don't think that’ s necessary-"

“Oh yeah? What happensiif the League finds out my daughter has the sameimmune system as|
do? Y ou think they’re going to pass up the chance to capture the second-most vauable lab rat of al
time?’ | took Mard’s chart from the stack and set the controlsto erase dl records. “ Nothing goes into
the permanent database about her from here on out.”

“Wait.” He reached for the chart, and did something to it. When he turned it around, | saw the
patient name and information had been changed to that of a Jorenian child. “We Il encodethereal data
behind the false readings. That way, we can keep track of her development.”

“Just what do you think she' sgoing to develop into?’

“Someonewonderful.” He smiled. “Like her mother.”

CHAPTEREIGHT
Rendezvous Round

“We must make the transfer quickly,” | heard my husband say as| walked into our quarters.
Greeting me were my extremely nervous cats, two of the kittens and the delightful sight of Reever and
RrissVar working together on our persona console.

“Héello, Duncan. RrissVar, you can leave.”

“I need him here,” my husband said.

“For what, other than making the cats paranoid?’

“Weareinthemidst of negotiations.” He turned back to thetermind.

Knowing his concept of negotiations had been formed while serving asadaveto thelizards, |
went over to have alook. On the screen was the image of atrader with atattooed, dark face, smilar to
the mask Reever had used to disguise himself as Noarr on Catopsa. The trader was uttering something in
his species’ whirring, tond language, one my vocollar didn’t trandate.

“Let meguess.” | gestured to the screen. “ Another of your friends.”

Reever gave me abland look and hit afew keys on the console. The trader’ s language abruptly
trangtioned into SanTerran.

“-1 will want guarantees filed before one of them steps foot on my vessd.”

“Y ou shdl have whatever you require,” RrissVar said.

| nodded toward the screen. “Y ou' re sending the lizards off with him?”

“No. The otherswill go with them.”

Personally I’ d be happy to see the back of al the League soldiers, but the trader would have to
rendezvous with the Sunlace in order to off-load them. “What if they’ ve got contacts with the L eague?
Or theloca mercenaries?’

“Niat-Nuom’ dain do not trade information. Only goods.”

“You'resure?’ | asked, and he arched abrow. Of course, he probably knew every spy withina
million light-years. “Right. How did you get RrissVar out of detainment?’ Given Xoned s decreethat
both the Hsk-tskt and the League soldierswould be detained until he could unload them on thefirst
suitable planet we cameto, the lizard should have till beenin the brig.

“I requested permission.”

The Niat-Nuom'’ dain addressed him once more. “We will transport the League soldiersto the
closest outpost. The priceisforty thousand stancredits.”

| cut the audio feed on the console. “ That’ s highway robbery.”

“Wedon't have achoice.”

“Y eah, but where are you going to get that kind of currency?’ | frowned as| redlized just how



poor Reever and | were. All our needs were met by the Jorenians, so credits smply hadn’t been a
priority with us. “I doubt Xoneawill finance our little venture.”

RrissVar tossed something on the console. Something small and green and glittery. “Thiswill
satisfy the trader’ stransport fee.”

| picked the gem up and studied it. It was a perfect sphere, the center of which had an odd,
bewitching glow that seemed to intengify at my touch. “Nice sparkly. What isit?’

“A verdant pearl from aRabbat bivalve.”

| rolled it over my pam. “And thisisworth forty thousand stancredits?’

“Twicethat.” RrissVar took apouch from histunic and opened it. Insde were at least a hundred
more green pearls. “Make the counteroffer, Hdavar.”

Thetrader’ seyeslit up at the sight of the gem, and he quickly agreed to Reever’ sterms. My
husband arranged a rendezvous point and terminated the sgnd.

| wasn't quite satisfied with the whole dedl, though. “Why would you pay the League soldiers
transport fee, Centuron?’

RrissVar replaced the pouch. “It will satisfy my blood-debt to your mate.”

Reever had saved the Hsktskt' s life yesterday, so that made sense. Until | saw my husband's
expresson. “What?’

“We must Sgnd the other trader in privacy.”

| sat back in my chair. “Y ou want meto leave?’

The Hsktskt'slower eydids did up. “1t would be best.”

He couldn’t be serious. “Excuse me, but | think the fact that | saved your big green tails entitles
meto alittletrust here”

Reever’ smouth curled on one side. “It isbest you know nothing of thistransaction. Thistrader
handlesliving beings.”

Savers. They were going to contact davers. “Well, | certainly know how to takeahint.” |
stomped out of our quarters.

When | entered Command, Xonea barely spared me a glance. “Has Reever been successful ?’

“If you mean in getting rid of our unwanted cargo, he' sfound transport for them.” | couldn’t
exactly tell the Captain Reever was caling his old buddies, the dave traders. However much | was
tempted to do just that.

My ClanBrother frowned. “Y our bondmate plays dangerous games.”

“Tell meabout it.” | thought of how furious Salo had been, added my husband’ s penchant for
deding with the scum of the universeto the mix, and sghed. “But it’ s better than letting them stay on the
ship. One more incident and you know we' Il end up with avariety of viscerastrung over every door
pand. It'll drive the sanitation crews nuts.”

Xonea set aside the data pad he was working on. * Are you here to defend your bondmate to
me, Cherijo? It is not necessary.”

If only he knew. I’d been mentally rehearsing what | wanted to say, but actudly getting the words
out was much tougher. “ Xones, isthere adifference between loyalty to the HouseClan and loyalty to
one’' s Chosen?’

“Not for Jorenians. They are one and the same.”

“S0 no one has ever messed up and been loyd to one over the other.”

“One' s Chosen always belongs to the HouseClan.”

| held up my left hand and studied the sllver band engraved with dien symbols. “Not aways.”

“The House is greater than any one of its Clan. Even one whose Chosen does not belong to
Joren.” He got up and came around the desk. “ Allow me to be ClanBrother instead of Captain now.
What say you tel mewhat istroubling you?’

“Qonja. He s here on orders to watch me, or study me, or something. Y ou know why. You'd
have to know-you'rein charge.” When he stiffened, | clenched my hand into afist. “Tel mewhy, or I'm
getting off the ship a Taercawith Reever and Marel.”



Xonealooked away. “1 cannot.”

“That' swhat Qonjasaid. | didn’t think you' d do the same, ClanBrother, but | waswrong.” |
squared my shoulders. “I'll sart packing.”

He seemed stunned by that. “ Cherijo, you cannot leave us.”

“Watchme.”

That waswhen asignal camein over hisconsole. “ Captain. Trader vessdl Eniad requesting
permission to dock and load transport passengers.”

Off-loading the League and Hsktskt soldiers went remarkably fast and without complication.
Reever and hislizard friend arranged for the daver vessd to dock with the Sunlace firgt, and | rana
quick exam on each of the reptilian soldiers after they reported to the launch bay.

RrissVar sood in sllenceas| lectured him on how to take care of hisleg wound, and gave him a
pack of medica suppliesfor himsealf and his men. “Change the dressings twice aday for the next week,
and don’t skip your dose of antibiotics, unlessyou want to try to re-grow that limb.”

“Thank you for providing aid, physician.” He nodded to Reever, then followed his men toward
the remarkably bland-looking shuittle.

Xonea had come down to watch over the transfer, and now came to stand beside me. 1 do not
recognize the design of the transport. Who are these traders?’

| twisted thering on my finger absently. “Friends of Duncan’'s.”

The Captain gave my husband athoughtful look. Reever and RrissVar clagped arms, and spoke
inlow tonesjust before the big reptile boarded the shuttle. “Indeed.”

The second trader docked about an hour after the Hsktskt |eft. The League soldiers were not as
quiet, or polite, as we sent them off with the Niat-Nuom’ dain, nor was X onea pleased to see me hand
over apouch containing the verdant pearl RrissVar had lent us.

“They should finance their own passage,” my Clan-Brother muttered.

| put my arm through his and guided him away from the second trader shuttle. “Let’ sjust get
them off the ship, hun?’

All the fireworks done with, the crew settled back into their normal routines. | noticed Salo
making adistinct effort to avoid me, but | eft that Situation done. If our friendship was ever going to hedl, it
needed time without alot of poking and prodding at it.

We were two rotations from reaching Taercawhen the Captain called an unscheduled staff
meeting. | covered Medica so Squilyp could attend, and got back to work on our hypercel lular
experiment, prepping the cloned Jorenian liver for testing.

The staff meeting was short, and the Senior Hedler called meinto his office as soon ashe
returned. He handed me a data pad with a copy of adirect relay from Joren.

“The Captain received this earlier today. Read it.”

| skimmed through the text, then set the pad down on the edge of his desk. “ Joren intends to
mediate peace for the League and the Hsktskt? Talk about acomplete three-sixty.”

“It gets better.” Squilyp sat down and rubbed a membrane over his eyes. “We ve been ordered
to rendezvous with the CloudWalk, HouseClan Jado’ s ship. The Jado ClanL eader wantsto be briefed
on al the eventsthat led up to the Vardlan conflict with the Hsktskt and the League before they initiate
peacetaks.”

“In other words, my life story.” | sat down and propped my chin on my fist. Had my ClanBrother
somehow arranged thisto keep me on the ship? No, even | wasn't important enough for an entire
speciesto reverse their political stance during an intergalactic conflict. “What does X oneathink about all
this?’

“The Captain believesin aggressve defense, as you well know. Cherijo, | don’t believe the Jado
or anyone on the Council fully understands the danger to Joren. In matters of interstellar war, these
people are remarkably overconfident. | would say, even naive.”

“Comes from having arep asthe worst speciesto fool with.” | sighed. “ Other than the standoff in



Vardlan, they haven't been involved in any large-scde conflicts.”

And now they were blindly walking into the biggest one since the Hsktskt had obliterated the
Nokkian Alliance. Could Reever and | redly wak away from my adopted family right now?

“What are you going to do?’

“I’m going to discharge my daughter and take her to her father.” | picked up the pad and tucked
itin my tunic pocket. “Reever was a the meeting, right?’ Squilyp nodded. “Good. That should give us
something new to argue about.”

| didn’t argue with Duncan in front of our kid- much as | was tempted-but left her in his care.

“Areyou going back on duty?’ he asked when | kissed Marel good-bye and promised to take
her to visit Fasdatomorrow.

“No, | think I'd better go see Xonea. | need to finish those program inspections, and maybe
while we re sparring, | can talk to him about the Jado.” His reaction was subtle, but of the disgpproving,
glacid variety. Not agood timeto tell him Xoneawas mixed up with Qonja, | guessed. “ They’re going to
try to negotiate peace between the Hskiskt and the League, Duncan. | think they should know exactly
whom they’ re dedling with, and why they’re at war.”

“Y ou are not responsible for Joseph Grey Veil’ sactions on Fendiga X1.”

| noticed Mardl was watching us both intently. “ Sweetie, do me afavor and go check on the cats
for me.” We'd moved Juliet and her litter into Marel’ sroom, and as soon as shewent in, | confronted the
very thing we' d been avoiding discussing. “Y ou don’'t care why I’ m getting involved. Y ou just don't want
meinvolved a dl.”

“Y ou dready have too many emotional tiesto these people.” He madeit sound like anillness. “If
you become entangled in these peace negotiations with Xonea and the Jado, it will only make it more
difficult for usto leave when the time comes.”

“Xoneaand the Jado didn’t put the recording dronesin our quarters. Qonjadid.” Before he
could say anything, | shook my head. “1 don’t know why yet, but go ahead and remove them.”

“The Captain doubtless ordered himto do it.”

Theway hiseyesglittered sent chillsthrough me. “What is the problem between you and Xonea?
It can't be jealousy; whatever hefdt for mein the past is over, and you know it.”

“Heintrudes on our livestoo often.”

“Thisfrom the man who hasticked me off more timesthan ayellow star has solar flaresin one
revolution.” 1 went to stand in front of him. “1 thought we agreed to communicate better. So
communicate”

“| want you to stay out of these negotiations.” He got up fast, and showed agreat deal more
animation as he pulled meinto hisarms. “ Don’'t become involved in Xoned s palitics”

“You arejedous.” | pulled back alittle, but hisarms were locked around me. “Duncan, he' slike
abrother tome.”

“He meansto change what you are.”

“Look, if it comes down to a choice between Xoneaand the Torins, and you and Mardl, | will
personally pilot the shuttle we take off this ship. Y ou have nothing to be worried about.”

“Then you will lose nothing by doing as| ask.”

| dodged the angry kiss he meant to give me, and jerked free. “How about my self-respect? That
may take afew dents.”

“Do what you will then.” He strode out of our quarters.

Sincel couldn’t face off with Xonea and expect my marriage to hold together, | decided to use
the opportunity to combine one problem with another, and sent asignal to Qonja, inviting himto join me
for apractice session.

My one-man fan club politely refused. It would be inappropriate for me to spar with you,
Heder.”

| didn’t argue with him, but only waited until he went off duty before| tracked him down. | took
the precaution of arming mysdlf before overriding his security code and opening the door panel to



environome two.

Inside, the psych resident stood stripped to the waist, working out with Y arek Torin. Both of
them were heavily armed, multibladed swordsin both hands, and dancing around each other like
soundless ghogts as they defended themsdlves againgt multiple attackers.

Multiple League and Hsktskt attackers.

| cleared my throat when there was adight pause, and both men stopped in their tracks. Y arek
groaned as he saw me, then sheathed both of his swords. Qonja swore under his breath and went to the
pand to shut down the program.

“Heder.” Yarek tried to look nonchaant. “\We were not expecting you to attend... my student’s
demondtration.”

“Nicetry, ClanCousin. Y ou might want to head home and explain to your bondmate why she's
goingto get asigna frommelater.” | smiled and shook my head when he made asif to protest. With a
quick bow, he hurried out of the environome.

Qonja, hisback toward me, secured the door pand again.

| shrugged off my outer tunic. “ Tell mewho you are.”

“As| have said before, | am apsychiatric resdent.” He turned and frowned as he watched me
take out my goreu staff out and extend it. “What are you doing?’

“I may not know much about Joren, but | know plenty about those swords you and Y arek were
swinging around. Multibladeds take yearsto master.” | whirled the black staff between my fingers,
showing off alittle. “Many, many years.”

“Itisan exercise| am quitefond of.”

“That’ sthe thing, Qonja. Medica students don't have time to become fond of anything but
medicine. Y ou seem to have missed afew things at Medtech, but here you are, an expert with asword.
Now, it seemsto me if someone wanted to impersonate amedica student, he' d have to pick the kind
who has no practical medica experience. Like apsychiatric sudent.” | tucked my staff under my arm
and started toward him. “1I’ll ask you one moretime; Who areyou?’

He put one sword aside, but held on to the other. “I cannot answer your questions.”

“Y ou will before we leave thisroom.” | kept advancing.

Qonjatouched the symbol hanging from hisvocollar. *Y ou cannot mean this, Heder. Perhapswe
can discuss”

| flipped out my staff, planted one end, and used it to vault to hisleft. As| landed, | swept the
planted end up and knocked the sword out of his hand. It clattered to the deck, several feet away.

Hedidn’t come after me, but | moved out of range anyway and entered the first of the attack
patterns Wonlee had taught me. “Who are you and why were you sent here to watch me?’

Qonjaducked to avoid my staff, then grunted as | whirled the other end around and knocked the
air out of hisdiaphragm. When he could bresthe again, he wheezed, “Hedler, stop.”

“Stop now?’ | laughed. “I'm just warming up.”

He crouched over into adefense stance I’ d seen Xoneause. “ This serves no purpose.”

“It's certainly making mefed better.” | tapped him on the cheek before he could jerk back, then
blocked him from getting his arm up before tapping the other. “Come on, you' re better than this.”

Hiswhite eyes narrowed. “It isinappropriate for me to spar with you.”

“Y ou keep saying that- why? Because you think you' re better? Faster? Oops.” | dammed my
gaff into hisright knee, forcing him down on the other, then hefted my staff up over his head. “Maybe not
quite so fast as you think you are. By the way, the wood used to make this goreu is so hard that the
Esamalin prefer it over somealoys.” | rested the end against the top of his head. “ One good hit, and |
can plit your skull inhaf. Tdl mewho you are”

“Youwill not kill me.”

“I won't beat the information out of you.” | moved the end of the staff so | could tip hischin up.
“However, | will protect the ones| love, and if that meanskilling you, | won't even hesitate. Do you
understand?’

He nodded.



“Thenthissessonisover.”
| folded up my staff and walked out.

A few days after my sparring match with Qonja, the Sunlace assumed orbit above Taerca
Hawk’ s destination was the fifth planet out from the system’ swhite dwarf star, and the only habitable one
at that. Asaresult, tradersrarely bothered to jaunt through the region, possibly the reason for the
noticeable lag time in getting a response from the planet surface.

Or so Dareatheorized over teawith me and Alunthri in the galley. We had taken to meeting there
since her bondmate had accused me of betraying the HouseClan.

“Sdowas not particularly impressed by the qudlity of the relay we recelved from Taerca Main
Transport,” she said. “ Their request for usto delay the sojourn for three rotations seemed rather
unfriendly.” She offered me adice of morningbread, which | refused. “My bondmate may exaggerate, as
he has been very irritable of late...” Her hand moved in adiscreet gesture meaning she wasn't sure why.

| knew better. “ Since| ruined our friendship?’

The Chakacat’ s whiskers twitched. “ Perhaps Sao needs some time to think through the
gtuation.”

“What say you Terrans?‘Don't hold your breath’ 7’ Darea shook her head. “He remains
geadfast in hisopinions, that much | will grant my bondmate.”

| decided to change the subject. “How is Hawk taking the news?’

“They sent no images of the surface, which disappointed him, but he found the physica
appearance of our contact something of acomfort.”

The native Taerca must have had some of the features that Terran doctors had worked so hard
to erase from Hawk’ sface. 1 hope these people are alittle more open-minded than his mom'’ s side of
thefamily.”

“Having two parents seems a times adisadvantage,” Alunthri put in. “Darea, has there been any
word from the ship we are to meet at Oenral?’

“The Jado have signaded severd times, confirming their heading. Their ClanLeader knows Xonea
and Salo from their service together during the territoria conflicts.” Dareawatched llona Red Faun enter
the gdley, and inclined her head asthe Terran girl gave her awary glance. ”If anyone can bring peaceto
the League and the Hsktskt, it is Teulon Jado.”

After our tea, | went to see Hawk and find out how he was coping with the prospect of meeting
hisfather’ s people.

The crossbreed welcomed me into his quarters, which had been cleared of most of the
furnishings. A number of llona s brightly patterned wool rugs hung on thewal panels, aong with bundles
of ceremonial corn and severd huge, carved masks. Four intricately woven Jorenian yborramats formed
asguare on the deck around an elaborate sand painting.

“Very authentic,” | said, foregoing a suggestion that he get some regular chairs. “The sojournis
tomorrow; any las-minute jitters?’

“Some. Have you seenthesignd?’

Hetook me over to histermina and pulled up the replay for me. A dark image appeared on the
screen, abarely discernible humanoid face shrouded in darknessfrom al sides.

Hawk’ s paternal speciesweren't very handsomein a Terran sense, but the aquiline features and
intense, dl-black eyeswere certainly sartling. Evidently evolved from an avian life-form, the Taercal
showed their genetic heritage with their dark-feathered derma, curved beak-mouths and, of course, their
wings. The native on the screen had some sort of gilded ornaments stuck al over his, what | could see of
them. The officid’ sgrosdy overweight body swelled to fill the screen.

“He sapretty big bird, isn't he?’ | leaned closer to hear the trandator kick in.

“Star vessel Sunlace, Thisis Tadam Ortsac.” The Taercal sounded abit nasal, but that could
have come from the synthetic trand ator voice. Hisface emerged into the light abit farther, and | saw
smdll, irregularly spaced skin growths at the base of some of hisfeathers. “Our governing priest will alow
aparty of no more than ten to visit the surface of our world, in three rotations, for aperiod of twelve



stanhours. No trade will take place during thisinterva, nor will any immigrants be accepted.
Acknowledge your comprehension.”

Y ou didn’t get much snottier than that. “ Tadam certainly knows how to roll out the welcome mat,
doesn't he? Wartsand dl.”

“Sdl0 assures me such reticence toward unexpected vigitors is not uncommon among isolated
worlds,” Hawk said quickly.

“Oncethey find out you' re one of their own, they’ Il probably be much more congenia.” |
couldn’t knock on wood three times-everything around uswas aloy or plas. “Did your grandparents
ever tdl you what your father’ snameis? It would make it easier tracking him down.”

“They used his name often, when praying to the gods to cure my afflictions and curse Feather to
eternity inthevoid.” Hawk’ s expresson became dightly bitter. “Heiscalled Fen Yillut.”

“Have we been granted access to the planetary database? Maybe you could give him acall,
warn him his prodiga sonisabout to show up?’

“The Captain dready requested permission, which was denied.”

A paranoid species couldn’t be expected to hand the keysto their planetary mainframeto an
unknown ship in orbit, but still, there were other ways. The Taerca attitude was starting to match the
Terran’ sfor outright hodtility.

“Don’'t worry, we' ll find him. Now, why don’t you let me take alook at those wings one more
time?You'll likely beinthear mos of the time while we re down there.”

Hawk agreed to an impromptu exam, which reveded him in excdlent shape. Hours of flyingin
the largest launch bay had strengthened the twin feathered appendages sprouting from his spineto the
point of prime condition. As| scanned his musculature, | noticed the face in the center of the sand
painting.

“That lookslike Rico,” | said, nodding toward the visage.

“Itis” Hismouth turned down ashe sudied it. “1 should have asing to guide his spirit to the next
life, but I have not been ableto bring mysdf todoit.”

As hataali to my brother’s underground crossbreed tribe on Terra, Hawk had regularly
performed healing ceremonids. The“sings’ were eaborate rituasinvolving specia songs, foods, and
sand paintings, and sometimes |lasted for days. | had afeding bad memories were making him
procrastinate-the last time Hawk had been with my brother, Jericho had nearly beaten him to desth with
hisfids

On the other hand, maybe the memories were more painful than smply bad. Hawk had loved my
brother so much hewould have let Rico beat him to death, to proveit. Kao’'s smiling face popped into
my mind, oddly enough, until | redized why. | had loved X oned s brother, and yet had killed him trying to
save him. In away, Hawk had done the same. “Y ou till miss him, don’t you?”

“With each breath | take.”

“I know how it fedls, but | till don’'t understand why. Jericho may not have started out asa
mongter, but he sure got there fast. Why did you stay with him?’

“Y ou know the traditions of our people. Homaosexudity remains astigmaamong thetribes.” He
went over and knelt beside the painting. One of his strong hands reached out and touched theimage he'd
crested. “ Y et Rico never feared the love of another man. He welcomed it.”

| didn’t have such astarry-eyed view. “Rico would have mated with a snake, if it had served his
purpose.” | saw the brief flicker of pain cross Hawk'’ sface, and knelt beside him. “I'm sorry, | don't
mean to trample on your fedings. | know you loved him. | wish things could have been different.”

“It isdone now. | must look beyond, not behind.” He turned to me. “When | |eft Terra, | decided
| would never hidewhat | am again. Here” -he touched one of hiswings-“and here’-he touched his
chest-“yet what if the Taerca have such stigmas?’

“WEe | deal withit. Y ou know you don't have to stay with them, Hawk. Y ou have ahome here.”
And if Reever and | stopped bickering long enough to take our kid and leave the ship, Hawk could
certanly come dong.

“I' know, but I wish- 1 would so very much like to remain with my father’ s people.” He inspected



the sand painting again, then reached out and swept his hand over my brother’ simage. Rico’s, face
dissolved into a scramble of flower petals and sand. “1 cannot dwell in my memoriesforever.”

“Then let’ swait and see what’ sdown there.” | patted the top of hisright wing. “It’s probably
such an outright nirvanathat they have to beat immigrants away with astick.”

Twenty-eight hours later, | decided the stick wouldn't be required. Whatever universal powers
responsible for creating nirvanas had bypassed Taerca completely.

From the air, Taercalooked alittle spooky. I’ m sure Reever would have pointed out the
bountiful vegetation, and how lucky the inhabitants were that it paved the continental basins and framed
the snowcaps of round-topped mountains. Lots of veggies and veggie-eaters to supply food.

Y et something about the planet spooked me. Random topographica patterns, | thought as|
looked down at the surface, should not resemble hegps of skullsrising out of muck.

Panetary sweepsindicated the Taercal were the most highly developed species on the planet,
and occupied areas of mountainous tundra high above the valeys and plains. Their citiesweren't highly
populated, and located far apart from each other.

“So how many peopleliveinthisplace agan?’ | asked Reever.

“Our sweeps picked up three hundred and forty-two individud readings within the capitd city.”
Heraised abrow. “You did not review the pre-sojourn data again.”

“I wanted to be surprised.” For acity that was twenty kilometers across, three hundred and
forty-two wasn't much. “How big are they?’

“Adde from their wingspans, their physical szeiscomparableto ours.” Reever checked his
wristcom. “It could be that the natives spend much of thetimein theair. Likethe Meridae.”

“Uh-huh.” | frowned as X onea began to descend, and the city seemed to expand below us.

A high, glassy stone wall with outward-curving white spikes on it encompassed the place, and
served asanaticeto “ Stay Out!” better than anything I’ d ever seen. Someone had painted a strange,
purplish pattern on the polished stones. Insde the city, dozens of black structures rose high abovethe
wall, but they didn’t resemble any buildings I’ d ever seen. They looked more like openmouthed muzzles
with protruding teeth.

Scary, nightmarish protruding teeth. “What are those ugly jagged black things?’

Hawk peered through the viewport beside mine. “Part of the mountain, perhaps?’

Reever looked, too. “Too symmetrica. They're artificia, whatever they are.”

The launch touched down on asmal flat plateau just beyond the dl-encompassing wall, and
Xoneasignaed Ortsac of our arriva. There was no response for severa minutes, then a crackling relay
camethrough, audio only.

“Present yourselves at the ingress,” | heard the Taercal say.

Xonearequested directions, and the impatient officia snarled, “Look for Sadda s Maw!”

“The Welcome Wagon soundsred jovial.” | picked up my sojourn pack and nudged afrowning
Hawk with my ebow. “I’'m just kidding. Once they know we re not here to invade and raid and scorch
everything into dugt, I'm sure they’ |l be much more neighborly.”

Climbing out of the shuttle made me retrieve my jacket from my pack. Theoutsde air
temperature was afrosty degree or two above freezing, and our breath made white puffsinthe air aswe
hiked across the plateau toward the city wall. A foot of mist lay over the ground, and swirled up in
duggish drifts aswe moved throughiit.

“Ugh.” Something did under my footgear, and | lifted it to see awide, flat smear on the bottom.
On the ground lay the writhing remains of an equdly attractive worm. “Sorry.”

Thear incongruoudy seemed very damp for such ahigh dtitude, and after severa hundred feet
my face was wet and my hair dripping into my eyes, which should have frozen, but for some reason
didn’t. Thefrigid dampness quickly invaded my jacket and garments and increased my discomfort
exponentidly.

“No wonder your people are feathered,” | muttered as| pushed my soaked hair back and
watched envioudy aswater beaded and rolled harmlessly off Hawk’ swings. “ Thisplaceis like one big



cleansing unit on continuous cold rinse.”

Xoneaand Reever were keegping at opposite ends of the sojourn team, with the Captain in the
lead and my husband bringing up the rear. | dropped back to seeif our portable trandator was being
affected by the humidity.

“The housing isdesigned to withstand immerson in most fluids,” Reever said. “Did you notice the
sy

| looked up. There wasn't much to see, besides thick foggy clouds and a couple of patches of
gray beyond that. “What' swrong with it?”

“Thereareno Teaercd flyinginit.”

That was alittle weird. “Maybe they went back to the city to welcome us.” Even as| said that, a
chill inched down my spine, one that had nothing to do with the water dripping down from my hair into
my collar.

Reever examined theletha wall again. “Welcoming strangers does not appear to be asocia
hebit.”

The ground, while shrouded in mist, was heavily populated by worms like the one I’ d stepped
on, and the sound of them squashing under our footgear only added to the ambience of the planet.
Which, to me, wasbasicdly icky.

“Arethese parasites?’ | asked Reever as| scraped another one off my footgear.

“No, they arelike Terran earthworms, | believe.”

“Then why don't they say in the earth?’

By that time Xonea had located “ Saddal sMaw,” which turned out to be somekind of stone
door recessed in thewall. A huge sculpture formed the entrance, with outcroppings that made me think
of atoothy Sword of Damocles. Each of the stylized teeth had been hewn from curved, white stone
carefully shaped and polished to appesr likethereal thing.

Worms were one thing; fangs were another.

“Duncan, what kind of animal has amouth the Size of three launches stacked on top of each
other?” | murmured to my husband as| watched the white sun’sfaint light glitter on the points of the
sonefangs.

“One we should avoid.”

| shuddered. “Amen.” | stepped closer to see the painted pattern on the stone, then reached out
to touch it. Flecks of sticky purple came off on my fingers, and a pungent, unpleasant smell hit my nose.
“Thisisn't paint. It'ssomekind of plant.”

“Fungi,” my husband said.

“It ginks” | took out a sterile wipe and cleaned off my hand. “Maybe we should leavethem a
couple of vats of disnfectant and fungicide.”

The door benesth it swung outward, scraping sone againgt sone asit abruptly divided itsdlf in
haf and did sdeways, pardld tothewal. A smal group of beings emerged, stopped severd feet away,
and said nothing. Their garments were a cross between robes and togas, and since their heads were
shrouded with odd, cowl-like drapes, there was no way to know what they were thinking. Finally, one of
them, the largest, said something.

My vocollar didn’t trand ate the clipped, tonelesswords, but Duncan trandated at once. “They
wish usto present ourselvesto them.”

On closer ingpection, | saw more of the purple mold staining their toga-robes, and
worm-splatters around the hems. Didn’t these people understand the concept of laundry day?

Xonea stepped forward to make the introductions, which he kept brief and businesdike. “1 am
Xonea Torin, Jorenian, Captain of the Sunlace. ThisisHeder Cherijo Torin, Linguist Duncan Reever,
and hataali Hawk Long Knife, dl of Terra”

Reever trandated that into Taercal, but | noted his accent was far softer and more melodic. As
the officidslistened, a couple of them shuffled back astep. | could tell from the squashing sounds.

Could it bethat he was interpreting thiswhole thing wrong?

When my husband finished spesking, the biggest Taerca pulled back the shrouding hood of his



toga-robe, and reveded himsdlf as Tadam Ortsac, the officia who had contacted the ship. He looked
even fatter and wartier than he had on the vid.

Large and In Charge snapped something that Duncan trandated as “Why do you come here?’

Hawk stepped forward, arching hiswingsfor thefirgt time. “Tel him | am the son of Fen Yillut,
born of CharlaLong Knife”

Reever obliged, but | don’t think any of the Taerca were listening. Every single one of them,
including Ortsac, were staring at Hawk’ s powerful wings. Which made me notice the bulges under the
back of their robes. I’ d seen that before, when Hawk had concedled his aien blood on Terraby binding
them down and pretending he was a hunchback.

Could it bethat hisfather’ s people dso had to disguise their own wings? Why would they, on
their own world?

Xonea picked up the sudden shift in mood aswell. “ Duncan, what say you? What disturbs
them?’

“You'reintimidating them.” Reever went up to Hawk and put ahand on hisarm. “Fold back
your wings, hataali.”

“I mean no disrespect.” The crossbreed looked perplexed. “I don’t understand why my wings
would frighten them.”

“Neither do I, but fold them back anyway.” Reever had picked up on the samething | had,
because he added, “ Do not attempt to fly until we can learn why these people do not use their wings.”

Once Hawk had folded his extra appendages, Ortsac uttered something short and went back
through the door. After amomentary hesitation, so did the rest of the group. A trail of dead wormsled to
the door, which remained open.

Not much of an invitation.

“Reever, I'm getting a bad fedling about this place.” | glanced back at the launch, then at the
growing misery on Hawk’ sface. “ Then again, I’ ve been known to be wrong. Frequently.” | put my arm
through his. “Comeon, let’s go seeif we can locate your dad.”

CHAPTER NINE
Among the Faithful

Within the walls were some of the Starkest, most unattractive structures |’ d ever seen. Built from
the same stone as the outer city walls, they hadn’t been polished, and seemed amost heaped together.
Worms and mold were everywhere, under our feet, on the walls, and seemed to increase in quantity the
farther we moved into the city.

“Think they’re dlergic to architecture and cleanliness?’ | asked Reever inalow voice.

He stopped to scrape off the bottom of hisfootgear. “ Evidently they have other priorities.”

Aside from the swirly mold, the only architectura ornamentation were crude pictographs hacked
in the stone above each open doorway. They were dl the same thing-an image of atick figure with two
bumps on its head. Nothing €l se softened the bare walls, and the ground beneath our feet was smply soil
carpeted with thousands of squashed worms.

Not adrone or aglidecar or so much as a public accessterminal lay anywhere within sght.

“Where stheir tech?’ | unbuttoned the front of my now-saturated jacket. “ They haveto have
something, or they wouldn't have been ableto sgnd us”

Xonea peered around. “ 1t may be kept inside the buildings, to protect it from the environment.”

Where the dirt streets intersected, triangular trenches had been dug around groups of large stone
blocks. There were holesin the top of the blocks, but | wasn't tall enough to seeif they went dl theway
through. Behind them rose the towering black edificeswe' d seen from the air. Each one had four
splinter-shaped towers at each corner, and only a single open entrance at the base.

Something screeched nearby, and | jumped. “What wasthat?’

Xoneapointed to asmal, darting shadow moving around the jagged points of one black
Sructure. “Some sort of anima.”



Some sort of bloodsucking animal, I’ d bet. Or worm egting. The white mist rolling around the
base of those black things made me expect to hear wolves howling at any moment.

“These must be communal centers.” Reever looked in through one of the entrances, but the
interior was as black as the outside. “ Perhaps meeting places for the local population.”

| didn’t know who would meet there. The city seemed completely deserted. The only sound we
heard was the damp wind, the trickle of condensate running down the stone walls and, aswe walked on,
the regular squish of the worms we stepped on. There should have been voices, music, kids running
around, whispers, something,

“Look at this.” Xonea knelt down beside a stone channd at the base of one of the houses and
waved away the mist. Condensate dribbled into the primitive gutter and was funneled toward one of the
black structures. Aswe followed the aqueduct, | saw the water draining into regular-spaced holesin the
black rock base. Worms caught in the streams did into the holes, too.

“Maybeit’s some kind of pest control.” | went to step into the narrow entrance to have a peek
ingde

Tadam Ortsac appeared again, thistime adone, and wearing a standard League wristcom. “Y ou
will not trespass upon the ziggurat that is Sadda s abode.”

“Wewill not.” Water ran down my husband' sface liketears. “However, we are ignorant of your
boundaries, and request your guidance.”

The officid jerked hisbeak to one side. “Our monitors shall provide ingtruction.” Tadam pointed
behind usto another group of four Taerca. Their toga-robes had silver markings on the deeves, and
were stained purple. They moved to stand beside each of us, and smelled so moldy that | Started to
mouth-bregthe. “ Accompany your instructorsto the felling circles. Until you are educated, enter no
ziggurdt.”

“Wewould like to contact one of your people,” Xonea began to say, but the officia only turned
and waddled away.

My eyes narrowed as | noticed the officia seemed to be hobbling. So far, | hadn’t seen anyone
as hefty or aswarty as Ortsac. Maybe Big Bird wasill. “Reever, ask them what’ swrong with Ortsac.
Aside from obesity and being covered in verrucee.”

Reever relayed my question, but the monitor merely pointed to anarrow aleyway beside the
nearest ziggurat. “1 believe we must take ingtruction before we can ask any further questions.”

Thefdling circleswere agroup of stones set in acircular pattern on aflat, cleared piece of
ground. For some reason, the mist and the mold didn’t trespass beyond the triangular boundary
encompassing the circles. Neither did the worms.

If thewormsdidn't likeit, | didn't likeit. | wasn't armed, but | knew Duncan was. He was
awaysarmed. “ Okay.”

As soon as| stepped over the stones and stood inside the circle, | felt very strange-as if
something invisbletugged a me. At the sametime, my monitor lifted histhin arm and activated a
wristcom.

“I am north-seventh monitor.” He pulled back his shroud, showing athin, worn face. “ Address
meas‘monitor’ at al times”

“Sure, monitor.” | tried to step in another circle, but he stopped mewith ahand. “1 can’'t move
around?’

“Stand and receiveindruction.”

| spotted some dark stainsin the dirt near me. “Y ou know, I’'m not really good at taking
ingructions.”

North-saventh monitor removed athin stick from his deeve and dapped it across the back of my
hand. “Remain dlent.”

“I don’'t think s0.” | went to grab the stick, and he hit me in the same place again. “ Ouch! Knock
it off with the stick!”

Xonea s clavswere out, and Reever poised to jump, but it was Hawk who stepped into my
circle and blocked athird swat. He said something in the native language that made the monitor shuffle



back a step.

Reever took my arm. “ Shield the monitor, quickly.”

“| shield thisTaercal male,” | said loudly, to stop the Captain from attacking. “ L ook, friend,
you'd better put your little stick away.”

The monitor seemed aghast at our behavior, until Hawk said something else. With great
reluctance, he put the stick away.

The hataali stepped out of the circle. “ Cherijo, hewon't hit you again aslong asyou don't talk.”

He wouldn't be able to do anything if he hit me again, | thought, then nodded.

The monitor folded hishandsin his mold-stained deeves before addressng me again. “Vanity isa
sin againgt Sadda. Y ou will cover your head before you enter the ziggurat that is his abode.”

Terran Catholics and Mudims once required women to do the same. Apparently their gods
didn't like seeing femde hair, either. | remembered the no-talking rule and nodded.

“Conversation outside of prayer within Sadda s abode isasn against Sadda. Y ou will not spesk
there unless you have prayer for the ten thousand gods.”

| could respect the sanctity of a church.

“Coitusisunseemly and asin againgt Sadda. Y ou will not offer temptation to the gods
scourges.”

No sex. Possibly the reason why there were only three hundred and forty-two of them. | sent out
amental S.O.S. to my husband. | don’t know about you, but I think we should go now.

Look. They are coming out to see us.

Other natives began emerging from the speckled stone buildings. These were not as silent and
sober asthe monitors, or asfat and warty as Ortsac. Gaunt, careworn facesinspected us as they
exchanged low comments. A few kids pushed up to the front to see, and their toga-robes seemed
Cleaner.

“Cutekids.” | smiled at alittle girl about Marel’ ssize. “Hi, there.”

She cowered back against an older female, who grabbed her and hurried away.

The stick resppeared as my monitor stepped in front of me. *Y ou will not engage the gods
scourgesin idle conversaion.”

“Can | ask you something without getting whacked?’

He nodded like a gracious host. “Y ou are permitted questions regarding Sadda.”

| used his metaphors. “ Do the gods scourges fast for Sadda?’

“To suffer isthe price of Sadda' s Promise. Thegods scourges abandon al pleasures of the flesh
and earth for the coming of the great one.”

“Arewe’-| indicated mysdlf and the rest of the sojourn team-* expected to do the same while
we're here?”’

“All must bend to Sadda swhip.”

“Andif wedon't?’

“Y ou wish to bring down Sadda swrath?” Obvioudy horrified, he stepped out of the felling
circle. That acted likeasignal, and the crowd abruptly dispersed and vanished.

“No, not a all. | didn’t meanto-" | stopped and swore under my bregth as the monitor hobbled
away. “ Captan?’

| turned to see Xonea snatching the stick from his monitor and bregking it in haf.
White-within-white eyes met mine asthe native escaped. “I didike thisworld.”

By then dl the other monitors except Duncan’s had gone. | wiped my dripping face with my
deeve. “ So much for being educated.”

Hawk stepped into my circle to examine the two fading red marks left on my hand by the
monitor’ sgtick. “Areyou dl right?’

“I'll live” | was watching my husband, who had his hand on the Taercad’ s shoulder. A few
minutes |ater, Reever released him, and the native sumbled away to disgppear into the fog. He looked
realy worried as he came over to us.

“Xoneg, these people are extreme fanatics. They spend most of their time cloistered in prayer.”



Duncan reached over and blotted the eye | was rubbing with the edge of hisdeeve. “Their speech,
culture, and daily behavior is strictly governed by thousands of complex ritua laws. It would take years
to learn smply how to spesk to them without giving offense.”

| sighed. “Maybe we should leave.”

“Did that one know of my father?” Hawk asked him.

“He dwellswithin thiscity.” Reever nodded toward the western quadrant. “| can take you there,
but we should keep our visit brief.”

The hataali’ s face clouded. “Why?’

“If I am interpreting hiswarning correctly, avist to your father could disrupt hisdaily prayer
rituals. For that, he will be beaten. Along with us”

| heard another of those sporadic, eerie screeches, and heard afaint splash. | walked toward the
sound until | came across an open pit filled with water. | wouldn’t have noticed it, but for asingle,
decomposing object sticking up out of it. Mold had turned it afuzzy purple, but it was till recognizable.

“Guys.” It was a hand, and something had been gnawing onit. “ There sabody over here”

When the men came over, their movements scattered the fog and | saw not one but dozens of
bodiesin the murky, shalow water. | took out my scanner and passed it over the surface before handing
it to my husband. Then | rolled up my deeve and plunged my hand into the water.

It was cold, and thick with sediment. | felt down the arm of the exposed hand, until | found the
body. A male, naked except for aheavy belt sudded with stonestied around the waist. As| felt dong
onelimb, | redized he was so manourished the body was literally nothing but skin over bones.

| withdrew my arm and shook off the contaminated water. “ Starved or drowned. He' sweighted
down with rocks.”

Xoneastood by the edge. “ An execution pit?’

The thought that this could have been deliberate made me swalow a surge of bile. “ Possibly.”

Therewas nothing | could do for the victim, so we continued on to Hawk’ s father’ s home. Fen
Yillut lived near the base of axiggurat, and emerged as soon as we stepped up to the door.

“Greetings from HouseClan Torin,” Xonea said, making agesture of peace. “ Y ou are Fen
Yillut?’

“ Sadda has seen fit to name methus. Y ou are the aliens from the ship.” Fen’sexpression
surpassed Tadam Ortsac’ sin the dour department. “Why do you violate my prayer time?’

“They intrude on my behaf.” Hawk stepped forward.

Fen looked him up and down. “Y ou are?’

“Hawk.” He cleared histhroat and tried again. “Hawk Long Knife. I’m your son, Father.”

Fen's black eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Y ou are Charla s babe?’

Hawk extended his hand. “ Charlawas my mother, yes.”

“I had not thought you would have survived your weaning year.” Fen hobbled around Hawk. His
obvious pain made me take a scanner out, but as soon as| lifted it, he shied away.

“No! Do not touch me with your aien blasphemy!”

“I’'madoctor,” | told him. ‘ Thisisjust ascanner.”

Hisface wrinkled. “ Such things are disgusting to us.”

That wasareaction I’ d never gotten before. “1 might be able to help you fed more comfortable.
It doesn’'t hurt.”

“| am Sadda’ s scourge back.” Fen went back to the doorway, then paused and said to Hawk,
“Y ou may enter, Terran.”

“My companionsaswel?’

He made an irritable gesture. “If they must pollute an abode, let it be mine.”

We had to walk into the dwelling singlefile. Mold grew on theinsde, too, so thick that it
resembled carpeting and wall coverings; but incongruoudly, there were very few worms around. Above
the threshold was the same, horn-headed stick figure.

There were few furnishingsinside-two chairs and atable made of spindly wood. No optic



emitters, only thin gray light from onewindow. A smdl hearth where amiserable little fire burned under
an dloy pot on ahook. Whatever was cooking smelled as vile as everything € se on the planet.

Reever sniffed the air. “ Perhaps they consume-”

“Don’'t even think about it.” | went over to the triangular window. The ziggurat loomed afoot
away, effectively blocking any view of the mountains. “Fen Yillut, we saw some bodies | eft in aditch of
water. What happened to them?’

“They submitted fully to Sadda’ s scourge.”

To me, scourge meant disease. “What does that mean?’

“They gave themsalves up to Sadda. It isagreat honor.” He scraped a couple of worms off one
of thewalls and went over to dump them in the pot.

| didn’t know whether to be nauseated over the religion or Fen’ sdietary choices, but no way
was | going into their churches or eating anything until we got back to the ship.

Xoneagave the old man an incredulous look. “Y our deity requires lives astribute?’

“ Sadda requires much of the people.” Fen picked up apail and brought it over to the rickety
table. “'Y ou may drink if you are thirsty. Food is not gathered until the €leventh hour.”

“Gathered?’ | hadn’t seen any gardens, or anything but mold growing insde the city walls.
“Where?’

“We take what grows on the mountain steppes. Tifginni sustains us otherwise.” He gestured
toward the ziggurat. “ Gathering is not permitted until dark, after daily prayer has been satisfied.”

Eat worms or grab what you could in the dark. No wonder the people were starving. “ Surely
you have some technology that could help you with food production. Y ou couldn’t have answered our
ship’ssignd without acommunicationsarray.”

“Blagphemy!” Bits of sdivaflew from his mouth to frame the word.

| thought of al the equipment we were carrying, and an ominous thought occurred to me.

Reever put it into words. “ Does the use of technology violate your religion, Fen Yillut?’

“Of course, it does! Did you not receive ingtruction from the city monitors, upon your arriva?’

Weall exchanged glances.

“They forgot to mention it,” | said.

He hmphed. “We maintain the sky speaker only to keep Sadda’ s promise.”

| was getting sick of what Sadda wanted, required, and promised. Sadda needed to give these
people along vacetion.

“Father,” Hawk said, “why do the people hide their wings? Why do they not fly?’

“Such frivolous activity interferes with proper prayer.” Hetwitched his shoulders, asif he wanted
to shake the bound wings from his back. “Our ancestors abandoned al such pleasures. Now they
function no longer.”

“They’re atrophied.” | forgot to be diplomatic. “Y our ancestors didn’t do you any favors, Fen.”

That sent him into arage. “Y ou have never prostrated yourself on Sadda s steps, woman! Five
daysthereand | vow you'll have more respect for the gods scourge backs!”

“Fether, please.” Hawk’ swingsfluttered with agitation. “ These people are my friends. They
mean no disrespect. They brought me here so | could meet you.”

Fen took an dloy ladle from the bucket and sipped some liquid, then coughed. When he could
spesk again, he said, “I have answered your questions. Now, go.”

The hataali flinched, asif hisfather had struck him. “1 had hoped to spend time with you,
Father.”

“Why?

“Do you not wish to know me?’

Fen uttered what might have been alaugh. “I went to Terrato endure asuffering pilgrimage, and
the water gave me brain fever. Y our mother lured meinto her bed. | did not wish to know her; why
would | wish to know you?’

Hawk passed ahand over hiseyes. “ She died for you.”

“Nonedie but for the glory of Sadda.”



Hemight have been old, but | could have dapped him slly just then. “Have alittle sengtivity,
Fen. Y our son’straveled along way to see you.”

“I did not ask him to.” His expression turned nasty as he stared at his son. “Heis not wanted
here”

Two monitors abruptly entered Fen' s dwelling. “Fen Yillut, you have not reported for prayer.”

All the contempt left the old man’ sface. “ The monitors spesk the truth, asaways.” He staggered
over to the door. “ These diensintruded here. The winged oneis son of an alien scourge | suffered. Itis
no excuse, only the circumstance.”

“Thereisno excuse to keep from prayer.” One of the monitorstook out astick and struck Fen
acrossthe chest. It drove Hawk'’ sfather to his knees.

“Hey!” | lunged forward, but Hawk beat me to them.

“Don’t you hit him!” he shouted, wrenching the stick away and tossing it acrossthe room. His
wings spread out, creating atwenty-five-foot curtain that completely blocked the thin light coming
through the window. “He has done nothing wrong!”

“Y ou are dlotted one hour of prostration on Sadda s steps for every minute you have spent in
idle conversation,” the monitor said to Fen, completely ignoring Hawk. “Brook your penance, or apply
yoursdf to the mastering circle”

“Such is Sadda swill, that | accept with joy,” Fen said.

“Why am | not surprised?’ | couldn’t help saying.

The sllent monitor pointed athin, gnarled finger at me. “ Saddal s scourge will fal upon you,
woman.”

| showed him someteeth. “I’ [l duck.”

The monitors withdrew, but only retreated to the aley beside Fen's house, and watched us
through the window.

“Why do you alow this?” Hawk demanded of hisfather. ‘ They have no right to comein hereand
disciplineyou.”

“Correction of Snisthe gateway to enlightenment. Such isthe purpose of having monitors among
us.” Fen straightened his robe and limped toward the doorway. “ Already | must devote eight hours of
penance for dalying with you. Begone now.”

Reever intercepted Hawk'’ s father and took his hand between his. “ Give me amoment, so that |
might understand better.”

The Taercal and my husband stood locked in silence as Reever probed Fen'smind. Whatever he
found made him rel ease the old man quickly and step out of hisway.

“Leave, and do not return.” Fen trudged out.

| looked at the others. “ Can we do that? Please?”’

“We need more data.” Reever went over to the bucket and drew aladle of theliquid, which |
saw was some kind of thin, whitefluid. “Ther water, | assume.”

“Don’'t drink any of that.” | activated my scanner and headed hisway. “Remember what wasin
the ditch.”

| scanned the bucket. Readings indicated a high minera content, aswell asathirty percent
diffuson of cacium.

“It'sH20 dl right, only with tons of minerdsinit. No trace of microorganisms, soit’'sbeen
distilled or treated by someone. Okay, Duncan, if you want to be brave, have adrink.”

Reever only sipped alittle before dropping the ladle. “| have tasted better water from mud
puddles”

Given his predilection for disgusting tastes, it must have been beyond repulsive. “Did you get
anything fromthelink?’

“Hisemotionswerein turmoil. He fed s hunger, pain, and gresat anger. His mind wasfilled with
images of the ziggurat.” Duncan wiped his mouth on the back of hisdeeve. “ And one other. A structure
in the center of the city where archaic technology is stored. He thinks of it as the Place of Sadda's
Promise. We should go there before we return to the ship.”



“Does he have any memories of Terra? Of thejoy he knew with my mother?” Hawk asked as he
took adrink from the bucket, and grimaced.

“His memories of your mother are very clouded. | could not fed any particular emotion.”

My Reever-radar told me he was lying, something he hardly ever did. Like the Hsktskt, he
consdered it beneath him. Fen must have had some horrible emotions for him to do that.

Xoneawent to the door. “The next sojourn team is due to arrive within the hour. We should meet
them before they enter the city.”

Reever nodded. “Then we should hurry.”

The Taercds unpleasant environment, surly attitudes, and dismd existence didn’t bother me as
much asthe growing signs of infirmity | was seeing in the population. Aswe walked toward the center of
the city, nearly every native we saw appeared dmost crippled. | aso caught glimpses of distorted hands
and crooked limbs benegth their stained toga-robes.

“I’ve never seen so many malnourished people,” | said as we watched apair of adolescent males
swerveto avoid us. Both limped badly. “Maybe Fen will change hismind and talk to uslater. HE's
elderly; hewould know what' s been happening.”

“My father isnot old,” Hawk said, astonishing me. “He has only forty-two revolutions-the
Taercd life gpanisnearly identicd to aTerran’s. Y ou can tell age by the number of short feathers, here”
He pointed to a patch of feathers on his neck. “ The older oneis, the more one grows.”

Hawk had about haf the short feathers hisfather had. All the Taerca passing us had even less.
“That can't be right, Hawk. That would mean most of these people arein their teens and twenties.”

“This affliction the natives share-could it be ajuvenile disease, carried on into adulthood?* Xonea
asked.

“Unlessit’ s something new, no. Thelast childhood diseases were eradicated by the Allied
League more than acentury ago.” 1 gnawed on my lower lip. Could the Taerca have been successfully
isolating themselvesthat long?

“Their environment and lifestyle is exceptionally harsh,” Duncan said. “ Perhapsthat isto blame
for their poor hedth.”

“This pecies evolved in this environment, and devel oped feathers and wings as specific
adaptationstoit. | doubt there have been any significant climatic changes over the last couple of
centuries,” | explained, squashing that theory asflat asthe worms under my feet. “ Asfor the lack of
comforts, it redlly isn't any worse here than any primitive, pretech society. Therigors should actually
toughen them up, make them stronger. Not create this kind of wear and tear on their bodies.”

“They seem very underfed,” was X onea s comment.

| thought of what Fen had mentioned about gathering food. “ That’ s something-the population
could be suffering from avitamin deficiency.” On Terra, outbreaks of scurvy and rickets among poor
countries no longer occurred, but I’ d seen history texts on them.

“Cherijo.” Duncan nodded toward ayoung Taercal boy, who was staring at me. A heavy bundle
of gticks sat on the ground beside him.

| smiled. “Hi, there. I'm Cherijo. What' s your name?’

My husband relayed that, and the child gave me awary look. “ Sadda has seen fit to name me

Hyt.”

“Hyt. That’s nice. On my world, we shake hands when wefirst meet afriend.” | held out my
hand.

The child backed away. “To touch is blagphemy.”

“For kids or grown-ups?’

“Both,” hesaid, like | was stupid.

“Try it anyway. Comeon, | won't hurt you.” Slowly | got my fingers around his, and felt calluses
covering theinner surface of hishand. Despite my gentle touch, he winced. “Doesthat hurt?’

“1 am blessed by the scourge,” the boy said, snatching his hand away. His gaze darted to a
nearby grave-pit, and the worry lines around his mouth deepened.



“Hyt, tell me something.” | kept my voicelow and cam, hoping to indtill alittle confidence. “Why
arethere bodiesin that ditch over there?’

“They were grievoudy afflicted by Sadda They chose to sacrifice themsalvesfor the Promise.”

Sadda be damned. “Isit because they werein pain?’

Hyt hung his head. “ The scourge becomes very hard to bear.” At the sound of passing footsteps,
hejerked around. “Monitors.” With effort, he balanced the stick bundle on his back. “1 must go or | will
belatefor prayer.”

| waited until he limped out of sight before | folded back my deeve and unstrapped the scanner
from my arm. “He' smoderately manourished and, believeit or not, dehydrated. With al thiswater
around.” | scrubbed condensate off the display before checking the systemic readings. “ Nonexistent
white count, enlarged spleen, severe anemia, moderate to major inflammation in every joint in hisbody.” |
saved the scans and formatted them for transmission. “I’ ve seen better readings from diseased
octogenarians.”

Reever exchanged alook with Xonea. “Isit adisease?’

“It could be, but I'm not picking up any pathogens or antinuclear antibodies. And hisblood
should be riddled with something, to cause these kind of symptoms. It' sasif hisimmune system
detonated.” | transmitted the readings up to the ship, dong with anote for Squilyp to see what he could
make of them. “| need to get comparison stats from one of the adults. We don’t have this species on the
medical database, but we can use Hawk’ s physiology to help develop one.”

Getting another scan proved much more difficult. Few of the natives came out of their homes.
The older Taerca who did, refused to spesk to us, and their children proved much more skittish than
Hyt.

We ads0 passed several more of the drowning pits, which were full of bodies, and the stone
blocks inside the triangular trenches. Monitors seemed to pop out of the stonework whenever we paused
by the pits, so | was unable to scan for signs of disease. By the time we reached the center of the city, |
had yet to get my comparison scan, but had counted nearly a hundred drowned bodies.

“Thisisthe structure.” Duncan nodded toward a stone building that was three times the size of
any of the dwellings. It also had the single, narrow doorway, but this one was flanked on either sde by
monitors. Horned stick figures had been carved al around the stone doorway .

“I don't think they’regoing to just let uswalk in.”

“Hawk may be ableto help.” Reever said something low in Taerca to the hataali, who nodded
and arched hiswings before gpproaching the monitors.

“What's he saying to them?’ | asked Reever as we watched Hawk make a sweeping gesture
with both arms.

“Heistelling them we wish to abandon our blasphemies and keep to Sadda s Promise.”

| wrapped a protective hand around the strap of my sojourn pack. “I am not leaving my gear
here”

“Y ou only haveto pretend to do so.”

The monitors studied us with evident suspicion, then drew back from the door. As| followed the
menin, | had the feeling someone waswatching us. A quick look back revealed Tadam Ortsac hovering
at adiscreet distance.

“Big Bird isout there watching us,” | muttered to X onea.

“I will guard the entrance passage,” the Captain said. “1 do not think they will wait long. You
three had better hurry.”

Theinterior of the storage building would have made our ship engineers weep with
fury-sophisticated hardware and assorted tech had been tossed in piles, forming a sort of cluttered maze
that we negotiated with some difficulty.

“There are prep units, envirocontrol panels, energy conversion conduits-” | was no engineer, but
even | could see what they’ d done. “1t’ slike they stripped out everything they had that was artificidly
powered or made of aloy, and threw it in here, to rust.”

“Cherijo.” Reever pushed aside atermina and stepped over an ancient housekeeping drone



before lifting another unit. “Isthisadiagnogtic unit?’

It was. “I need atable or something to set it down on.”

Hawk cleared off atool bench and Duncan placed it on top. | punched the panel and watched as
the medical unit duggishly activated.

“Hawk, I'll need you to trandate.”

“I regret | can only spesk my father’ slanguage,” he said. “ Duncan?’

“I canread it. Go ahead, Cherijo.”

Thankfully, the hardware was L eague-compatible, so it had no problem adapting to my scanner.
| plugged the leads in, downloaded Hyt' s readings, and waited. At last, something started to scroll on the
cracked display screen.

“They identified an outbresk of juvenileinfectious arthritis somefifty years ago. Commonly
referred to as Sadda s scourge, according to the notations.” Reever was silent as he read further.
“Symptoms devel op into adult infectious arthritis, with aside effect of severe bone digtortion.”

“That’sludicrous.” | checked the leads. “We cured arthritis three hundred years ago, and it
doesn't cause bone distortion anyway. What €l se doesit say?’

“Give meamoment.” Reever took off hiswristcom, did something to it and the pandl, and at
oncethe Taercal readings converted to stanTerran. “ Check the last readings from their medical exchange
database.”

| did. According to what | read, the Taercal had stopped downloading medical information from
their Quadrant Surgeon Genera’ s Office dmost two hundred years ago. Given that length of isolation,
and their disdain for technology, the people would have quickly forgotten whatever they once knew
about effective trestment.

But why would their physicians alow them to do that?

| punched up everything in the database on the condition. The notes on theinitial outbresk were
o brief it was crimina. “ The doctors who diagnosed this did nothing about it. They had the cure, but they
never administered it. They just let kids like Hyt suffer for no reason.”

“Wedon't have much time,” Hawk said. “We must discover why my father’ s people have
isolated themsalves and reverted to such primitive living conditions.”

“That won't be on here.” | downloaded the standard readings for Taerca physiology before
shut off the unit. “Whoever theseidiot physicianswere, they only recorded medica data on thisunit.”

Reever looked around. “ They may have preserved something on their public accessterminas.”

Wefound one in another pile of junked components, but it wasin terrible shape. Only apartia
screen appeared when Reever findlly got it working, but it was enough to show avid of the Taercal as
they stripped dl the tech and hardware from their homes. These were much hedlthier-looking specimens,
dressed in fitted garments that alowed their wings to show.

“Can you enable the audio?’ | asked as | watched some of them open their mouths and shout at
each other.

Reever tapped the console, and a static-filled recording crackled in the air. The Taercal sounded
furious, screaming in high-pitched voices at each other.

“They say it isthe end of indulgence,” Hawk said, frowning as he concentrated on the crackling
audio. “ They beg the ten thousand gods to be merciful. More of the same from the others-prayer, pleas
for leniency.”

“Look at thewomen.” | tapped the screen, where the image of aline of females carrying
wrapped bundles appeared. They were sobbing and hysterical, and one of them dropped to her knees,
clutching her bundle to her breast. The cloth covering it fell away from asmall face contorted with agony.

“It infected their children firgt,” my husband said.

Hawk looked sick. “Can you help them, Cherijo?’

“They could have hel ped themselves along time ago-their doctors knew what to do. This
condition can be cured with a couple of infusons and nutritional supplements. It' sal on the medical
console.” It didn’t make sense. “Why would they withhold treatment and let them descend into mass
hygerialikethis?”



Reever nodded to the screen. “ They were otherwise occupied.”

Another vid was running. This one showed amaob of outraged Taerca throwing Sonesat a
smaller group of cowering males and females-al of whom wore white-and-blue physician’ stunics.

| sat back as| watched them die. “Oh my God.”

Reever showed us replays of other atrocities. Beatings. Arson. Stabbings. More stonings. In the
end it was very clear why the doctors had been unable to finish recording or trest the population.

The Taerca had reacted to their “scourge’ by systematicaly executing every physician on the
planet.

CHAPTERTEN
Sadda’ s Price

We left the techno dump ste united in the decision that we needed to get off thisworld as quickly
aspossible.

“They must not discover Cherijoisaphysician,” Hawk said, scanning the dwellings around us.
“They will kill her.”

“I don’t know why they haven't tried dready. It'snot like I’ vetried to hideit.” | touched the
stylized caduceus on the shoulder of my tunic. “Xoneg, you introduced me as aheder, and they’ ve seen
me use my equipment.”

“It has been many decades since the population murdered their own physicians.” Xonearemoved
adagger from asheath under hisflightsuit and palmed it. “ They may not recognize your inggniaor even
understand what ahedler is”

| thought of the graphic vidswe' d seen. “Let’ shope.”

We entered the streets and headed for the city walls where we had entered through Sadda' s
Maw. Reever took point, having goneinto his silent, dert mode. Hawk and X oneaflanked me. We
walked in abrisk, but unhurried way, past monitors and citizens, ignoring the stares and whispers.

“I don't likethis” Asthe carpet of worms squished under my footgear, something occurred to
me. “Xonea, how long before the second sojourn team lands?’

The Captain swore and checked hiswristcom. “ They have |eft the ship by now.”

“Signd them to go back,” Reever said.

My ClanBrother tried, but dropped his arm and glanced around us. “ Something isjamming
transmisson. We are aso being followed.”

| turned to see anumber of people and monitorstrailing us at a discreet distance. “We' d better
make arun for the launch.”

Weran. Since my legs were shorter than everyone ese's, | soon lagged behind. X onea stopped
long enough to grab me and pick me up.

“Your pardon,” he said as he propped me on one strong arm. “It will be easier thisway.”

Reever didn't look happy about that when he glanced back, but said nothing and continued to
lead us on azigzag path through the streets. Over my Clan-Brother’ s shoulder, | saw a huge group of
Taercd limping in pursuit. Given their physical condition, they’ d never catch us, but | wouldn't fed safe
until we got off thisworm-ridden rock.

Just before we reached Sadda s Maw, Ortsac and his group of officials stepped out to block our
exit. “Hat! Y ouwill submit yourselvesto indruction and discipline!”

“Another day, perhaps.” Reever whirled into one of hisinhuman, rolling moves and knocked the
fat Taercal out of our way. The stone door remained closed, but he took out a pul se weapon, adjusted
the beam, and fired. A big hole appeared in the stone, and he ducked out through it.

| didn't think, I linked. Reever ?

| can see the second launch landing. We must hurry.

| told Xonea, who carried me through the doors. On the other side, he flinched, then ssumbled
forward as something hit him from behind. | heard a stone thump on the ground, and ducked to avoid
another.



They were throwing rocks at us.

“Run faster!” | shouted to Hawk.

We madeit to the landing site with the Taercals lagging behind, still in pursuit. The second
sojourn team was aready disembarking, and asthey saw us, Dhreen and Salo drew their weapons.

| couldn’t believe my eyes. “What the hell is Dhreen doing out of Medicd ?’

“What isit?” Salo shouted.

“Get back on the ship and get out of herel” Reever yelled.

Xoneawould have flung meinto our launch, but the hull doors didn’t open. | spotted the
damaged access pandl beside them and redlized the Taercal had taken out some insurance ahead of time.
| twisted out of hisarms and staggered to my feet. “Can the other launch fit dl of us?’

The Captain’ s muscles bunched as he watched the mob rushing toward us. “No time.”

Reever pushed him toward the second shuttle. “ Take her-Hawk and | will hold them off.”

Arguing with that was useless, but before | could get to the second launch, ahailstorm of stones
flew & us. The rocks bounced off the launch and, asthey started smacking into me, | ingtinctively threw
up my armsto cover my face.

“Polluterd” | heard Ortsac shriek. “ Blagphemers!”

Hard hands grabbed me, too many to fight. | got to watch the same happen to Xonea and Hawk,
while Reever bardly kept his attackers at bay. Dhreen and Salo were dready being held, and the mob
quickly disabled the second launch.

Monitors stripped everyone of their weapons, and there was an dmost gleeful shout astwo
dozen Taerca findly took my hushand down and held him pinned to the ground.

“They belong to Saddanow!” Tadam Ortsac shouted. “They... belong-" He stopped asa
sudden hush fdll over the crowd.

| looked over at the second shuttle, where Alunthri came out from behind the docking ramp
whereit had evidently been hiding. The mob stoning the launch staggered back so fast they tripped over
one another.

“Oh, Jesus,” | whispered, then ydled, “ Alunthri, run!”

The Chakacat didn’t seem to hear me, because it took a step forward. Its silvery head canted to
onesdeasit regarded the mob. “Why are you doing this?’

The Taercals seemed riveted in place, asif frozen by those five smplewords.

At last, Tadam Ortsac shuffled forward, his head bowed, his entire body quivering-but not with
anger. A few yards from the docking ramp, he sank to his knees. He stretched out hisarms and lifted his
pudgy faceto the sky.

“Theten thousand gods bestow their blessings at last! All praise we lift to Saddal”

The mob respectfully murmured arepegt of the same.

Condensate ran down the officid’ s puffy face like tears of joy as he prostrated himsdlf, facedown
inthe wormy dirt. “We have long awaited this day, waited with patience and prayer,” he said, hisvoicea
little muffled by his position. “Now it isupon us, and we are grateful to you, oh, Sadda.”

“Reever.” | yanked at the hands holding my arms. “Talk to me. What' s he going to do?’

“Not what you expect.”

Tadam roseto hisfeet and shuffled around to face the mob. “Behold the profit of prayer!” He
pointed back at Alunthri. “For Sadda himsdf isreturned to us!”

It got even weirder from there.

The entire mob reassembled into straight, long rows, then dropped to prostrate themselves on the
ground. Faces pressed to the worms, just like Ortsac’s. A low monotone hum began and grew as each
Taerca added hisvoiceto it, until the wordless chant seemed to pressin on my ears.

The only exception to this mass-prayer thing were the Taercal holding on to each of us. They
watched with unblinking, reverent awe as Ortsac approached the mob.

“Saddd s scourgeiseverlasting!” he yelled, pacing back and forth in front of thelines, likea
secular cheerleader working a game crowd. “ Sadda has tested the people and found them not wanting!



Praise beto Saddafor the gift of will and endurance.”

Endurance, ha. Let them spend a year on a Hsktskt slave depot and then come talk to me
about endurance.

The worship ceremony went on and on, until | was ready to scream. To keep from making a
spectacle of mysdlf, | tried to figure out what had triggered the Taercas extreme response.

Evidently “ Sadda’ was aféline deity, doubtless responsible for the clawswe d seen decorating
everything. Alunthri must have borne a close resemblance to she/helit. A good thing, too, because |
suspected without the appearance of the Chakacat, we would have al been tied up with stonesand
drowned in shalow grave-ditches.

Findly, the crowd rose dowly to their feet, and Ortsac lead the troops back toward the city
entrance.

“Which one of the ten thousand godsis Sadda, exactly?’ | asked the Taerca who were hauling
me back through the wall entrance to the city.

“Silence, blasphemer.” A monitor struck mewith astick. “Y our lipsare not clean enough to form
the great on€ sname.”

| thought about mentioning the fact that | had actually owned the great one for abrief period of
time, but bit my tongue. If | blew Alunthri’s cover, we might al bekilled.

Ahead of us, the Taerca were ushering my friend with the kind of reverent deference one gaveto
aworld monarch. | could just imagine what the Chakacat was thinking-as long as it went along with the
religiousfanatics, it could keep usdive.

At leadt, | hoped it wasthinking that.

A dozen natives dragged Reever past me. Hewas still struggling and blood ran down the side of
hisface, and his eyes had gone that scary, colorless gray shade they got when he wasreally upset.

Duncan. What are we going to do? If they find out Alunthri isn’'t a god, they' I drown all of
us.

Alunthri will shield us, long enough for usto come up with a plan. Have you seen Hawk?

| tried to look around, and got another whack from the stick. “Look, you,” | said, fedling very
testy, “if you don’t stop hitting me, I’m going to shove that stick in avery uncomfortable anatomica
location.” | spotted Hawk afew yards away. Like Duncan, he was struggling wildly to free himsdf, and
bore anumber of facial contusons. “Hawk! Stop-”

Someone clubbed me over the head, and the world became alittle dim for afew minutes. They
kept dragging my limp body aong, while | tried to muster my senses back to some semblance of order.

Cherijo!

Duncan’ sfrantic thoughts were what pulled me back from the abyss. I’ m okay. Just give me a
minute.

Baby, we need a little more than sixty seconds, afamiliar voice said.

Who is that? my husband demanded.

Hello, Reever. We haven't met yet. Maggi€' s voice sounded amused. I' mthe little snot’s
mother. In a stand-in kind of way. .

You're not my mother . Coldness seeped into my limbs. Duncan, end the link. | don’t want
her infecting your mind, too.

Theworld went away, and | was swept into darkness. Thistime, | wasn't done, and felt Duncan
latch on to me with hisinexorable control.

| fought him. Duncan, | mean it. Let go of me. You can’t stop her.

Then I’m going with you.

We ended up fdling together, tangled in each other’ sthoughts, into the abyssthat awaysled to
Maggie. Where we ended up was atotal shock.

“How did we get here?’ Duncan asked me as he helped meto my feet. Although wewere till
ingde my mind, everything appeared as genuine redlity around us.

Theredlity of my hotel room on Caszaria s Moon.

“Maggielikesto play her little games.” | straightened my tunic and looked around. “Don’t worry,



it never lastslong, thank Whoever Isin Charge Up There.”

A tdl, red-haired woman stepped in through the door pand. She wore awaitress s uniform that
was alittle too tight around the chest and hips, and pushed a cart laden with champagne and trays of little
cakes and desserts. Her smile was as sexy as the wiggle of her hips.

“Room service.” She stopped the cart, straightened, and tucked a napkin over her arm. At the
sametime, she waggled her eyebrows at my husband. “Whoo-hoo. Hellooooo, handsome.”

Duncan regarded her the same way hedid Terran food. “ Thisisyour materna influencer?’

“Paid companion, replacement mother, partner in crime,” Maggie said in her sweetest voice.

“Personad demon from hell,” | added for good measure.

“That, too.” She removed asilver cover from one of the disheswith aflourish. “Let’ s see here,
we' ve got Dom Perignon, chocolate eclairs, imported cheeses, oh, and those vanilla cherry
whatever-they-ares you gorged on back on that jungle world where you two met.” She held up addlicate
chinaplate and looked at both of us expectantly. “Anyone hungry?’

I”d been through smilar synaptic scenesin the past too often to let her rile me. “What do you
want, Maggie?’

“Lotsof stuff.” Sheleft the cart in the center of the room and went to open the drapes. “Nice
place, for adomeworld. | like the posh, but | wouldn't want to stroll through those bubble things down
there”

“How areyou doing this?’ Reever demanded.

My childhood companion ogled my husband again as she turned. “ Dunkie, you redlly should have
done more than just kiss her when you guys were here. Consider the waste of the bed, at least.”

“Dunkie?” My husband sounded mortaly offended. “I beg your pardon.”

“Never beg, gorgeous.” As shewalked past him, Maggie reached out and dapped his backside.
“With abod like yours, you should only haveto fight them off.”

When Reever took a step to go after her, | caught his eye and shook my head.

Maggie wasn't finished, and gestured toward me. “ Take Dr. Uptight here. She' s not a pushover,
my Joey, but with alittle effort you could have convinced her to cheat on her boyfriend, way back
when.”

“If that’ swhat you think,” my husband said, “then you don’t know Cherijo very well.”

“Oh, well, | supposeyou'reright. Call it wishful thinking.”

“Maggie”

Sheturned her attention to me. “And you. Y ou'’ re supposed to be on your way to Jxinok, little
girl.” Maggie took the champagne bottle from the ornate silver ice bucket and popped the cork. “We
need to discussthat. Here, have adrink.”

“Let’snot and say we did. We haveto go back.”

“Ah-ah-ah.” She wagged afinger at me as she handed me aflute of champagne. “Remember, ten
seconds in your redlity equalsten hours here. Y ou won't be gone longer than the blink of an eyelash.”

When she handed Duncan his glass, he knocked it away. The crystal smashed dl over the deck.
“End thisand rlease us”

“Raised with diens, weren't you? That would explain the hostility and the lousy deportment. So
don’t drink-hell, I'm not going let good champers like this go to waste.” Maggie drank from the bottle,
then belched.

He glanced a me. “ She doesthisto you every time?’

“Every time”

Taking the bottle with her, Maggie sat down to give atest bounce on the bed. “Excdllent
firmness. Redlly, Dunkie, you should have nailed her back then. Would have put alittle flex in that
titanium spine of hers”

“Okay, you' ve embarrassed me enough, fun’sover now.” | had my own hands clenched. “Get to
the point.”

“Gee, | thought | had. Y ou’ re stuck on thiswormball here, and you' re supposed to be on my
homeworld.” Maggielit anillegd cigarette and dragged the smoke in before releasing it with asatisfied



sgh. “I’m not very happy with you, baby.”

“You'll survive.” | coughed and waved ahand in front of my face. “ These people have taken us
prisoner. Besides, we haven't figured out where your world isyet anyway.”

“I told you back on Terrato move your little ass. Y ou got the discs. Y ou got the big blueberry
guysto chauffeur you around and lots of big gunsto guard you with. How hard can thisbe?” Maggie
took another drink and sighed. “ Jesus, Joey, just do what the hell | told you to do.”

“Cherijo has no obligation to do anything for you.” Duncan began pacing in front of the bed.

“Y ou don’'t own her any more than Joseph Grey Vel did.”

“Ah, but there swhere you' rewrong, son. She'sal mine.” Maggie grinned at me as a box
appeared on the bed, and she opened it. The red dress Ana Hansen had once lent me spilled across her
thighs. “Yikes, what achoicelittle number. | know you didn’t pick out thisone.”

“It wasagift from afriend-" | made afrustrated sound. “L ook, there’ s nothing | can do to get to
Jxinok faster. We may not even make it off this planet dive.” | snatched the dress out of her handsand
tossed it back in the box. “ Are we done now?’

“Not yet.” Maggie got up and waked another circle around Duncan. “Y ou two had better
straighten out the other problem you have, because | can’t keep barging in to save your backsides every
time something goeswrong.”

“Save our backsdes?’ | threw my arms up. “Please, refresh my memory, because | don't
remember you doing adamn thing for either of us.”

“Who told you to keep your mouth shut about the baby around Joseph? Who told you to tell
handsome here aboutt it, for that matter?” Maggie turned to Duncan. “And did she lisen to me? No. She
made you wait until you could seethekid. Isthat trugt, | ask you?’

“I didn’t even know if Mardl was alive,” | said, snarling. “1 wasn't going to let Duncan go
through that, too.”

“That comeswith the territory, when you love someone. Y ou share the good stuff, and the
agony. It dl comes down to the same thing, Joey. Trust.” My former companion returned for the bottle
and shoved it back in the silver ice bucket on the cart. *'Y ou and Duncan have figured out the love thing.
Y ou' re hafway to figuring out the parent thing. Now you' ve got to dedl with thetrust. It'sgot to betota,
blind, and unwavering.”

“I trust Duncan.”

“Honey, you haven't trusted anyone since you found out your father cooked you up in atest
tube.” Maggie laughed. “ Asfor this husband of yours, he smade aliving out of not trusting anyone. I'll
leave you two to get to work on that and, oh, hurry up and get off this sticky, wet rock.”

She pushed the cart toward the door, and Duncan suddenly lunged after her. He grabbed her
armsand forced her around. “ Tdl my wifethetruth.”

“Ooo0h, big and strong and everything awoman wantsin an dphamae.” Maggiefet the
musclesin hisarms. “Much as |’ m tempted, you might want to let go of me, pal.”

Duncan only gave her ashake. “Y ou’ re not emanating from asubliminal implant. | canfed you.
You'realifeforce. You're projecting.”

“Smart boy.” Maggie patted his cheek. “Let me give you some practica advice.” She gently
pushed one hand againgt his chest. Reever suddenly flew across the room and crashed into one of the
walls “Don’'t messwith thislifeforce.”

“Duncan!” | ran to him, but he was dready pushing himsdf up from the deck. | whirled around
and spat, “Y ou bitch!”

“Takesoneto raise one.” She whistled as she pushed the cart through the door pand. “By the
way, that hypercdlular injector you used on the old ball and chain there has done someinterior
redecorating. | think it would do you both some good to take a better look at that.”

“How?’ | shouted. “What hasit doneto him? Tell me!”

“Smple, sweetheart. Useamirror.” With that, Maggie disappeared, aong with the hotel room
and the abyss.

My hushand and | wound up inside my heed, still connected by thelink. | sent out atentetive



feder of thought. Duncan? You okay? Answer me.

I’mfine. His thoughts were strong and steady- much steadier than my own. That femaleisa
menace.

Tell me about it. | collected mysdf. We' d better get back to the lynch mob.

Cherijo, what she said-

Not now, Duncan. We' ve got to live long enough to get back to the Sunlace first. Then we
can dissect Maggi€' s little speech.

Swimming back to consciousness wasn't difficult. One of the Taerca helped by dousing me with
abucket of cold, white water.

“Wha" | spluttered and shook my heed, trying to free ahand to wipe my face. Only | couldn’t.

| was pinned insde stone-one of the stone blocks we' d seen dl around the city. Only my head
stuck out through the hole at the top. Something soft and dimy wriggled against my body. Worms.

They’ d put wormsingde thisthing with me.

“Reever!”

“Besideyou.” My husband, Salo, and my ClanBrother occupied the nearest stone blocks.

| tried to lift my arms out, but there was no room. “Where' s Alunthri and Dhreen?’

“I don’t know. Stay calm.”

Something hopped up on the sonein front of my nose. A small animal with mud-colored fur, four
stunted limbs, and tranducent hide wings. It hissed at me, and displayed two rows of needle-sharp teeth.

| did not need my face eaten off. “Get away from me!”

It shrieked, hopped back, and took off into the air.

“Drown the demon lack-wit!”

Trying to seewho yelled that hurt my neck, then something dipped down the back of my collar. |
tucked my chinin and saw that the top of the stone block was hegping with worms, which were crawling
into the cavity holding me.

| was going to vomit. Soon. “Duncan-"

“I know,” he said. “Don't think about it.”

A moab approached the stones. In front of them was along row of monitors, Tadam Ortsac,
Hawk, and Dhreen. Alunthri was nowherein sight.

Ortsac nodded to the monitors holding Dhreen, and they jerked his head up by yanking on his
orange hair. My Oenrdlian patient, who should have beenin hiscritical care berth, looked numb and

pae.

“Behold the blood polluter, the defiler, theinflictor of pestilence.” Big Bird lashed Dhreen across
the face with astick. Orange blood beaded a ong the long line of the resulting wedl. “ Sadda shdll rend its
flesh and suck from its boned!”

“Stopit!” | fought the stone box, desperately trying to work my armsfree. “Y ou can't do this.
Letusgo!”

No one so much as glanced at me. Everyone shouted as Ortsac struck Dhreen intheface a
second time.

“Cherijo.” My husband nodded at the nearest ziggurat. “ Alunthri was taken within, there. They
seem to believe the Chakacat isthe reincarnation of their messiah.”

“Space their messiah; they’re going to kill Dhreen.” | stopped writhing and tried to concentrate
on feding for any spare inch of room or loose spot. “Why are they beating him? He just got here. He
hasn't done anything.”

Xoned s head jerked as he struggled with his stone cage. “ He resembl es the pictographs over the
thresholds.”

“What?’ | stared a Dhreen asthey dragged him toward us. “1 thought they were some kind of
horned deity.”

“Judging by their reaction, | think not.”

“Hey, Doc.” Blood stained Dhreen’ssmile. “1 was fedling better before | got here.” He grimaced



as another monitor struck him on the back of the neck.

“Be quiet and keep your head down.” | caught the officid’ seye. “Tadam Ortsac, thismae
means you no harm. He' svery sick. Please, rlease him.”

“His seed polluted our kind.” Hisfat face creased with asmile. “ Saddawill grind him back into
the soil from which he came.”

“Father!” Hawk, who was being dragged over to the stones behind Dhreen, broke free of the
Taercd holding him. “Father, do not alow them to do thisl My friends have only offered friendship to
your people!”

Fen Yillut appeared out of the crowd, so pale and drawn he resembled awalking skeleton. The
crippled hand he used to point at Hawk, however, remained steady. “Born of apilgrimage of suffering,
my son,” he said to the othersin the crowd.

“I am your son,” Hawk said. “ Asyour son, | beg you, stop this.”

“My only son, and still you betray Sadda' s Promise.”

“I haven't done anything but find you.” Hawk’ s beautiful voice broke on those last two words.
“Father, please.”

“Y ou brought the demon lack-wit to our world,” the old man said as he shuffled forward. “Itis
my placeto wield Sadda’ s Claw, in hisname.”

One of the monitors handed Fen aheavy, thick wooden club. Sharp, stained stones shaped like
talons were embedded in the knobby end. | thought of the bodiesin the ditches, and wondered how
many of them were missing the backs of their skulls.

The needle-toothed monkey-birds began circling overhead.

“Hawk!” | screamed as Fen lifted the club.

The hataali had been standing frozen, staring at hisfather in disbdief. Asthe ceremonid club
swung down, Hawk suddenly jumped back and up.

Then Reever shouted, “Hy!”

Hawk’ s powerful wings swept out once, twice, and then he was hurtling up into thefog. The
crowd rushed forward, trying to grab him, but he was aready too high. His black wings swept through
theair until the mist closed around him, and he vanished.

PART THREE
Revdations

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Sugtenance

Hawk’ s escape gtirred up the crowd, and like any angry mob they turned on who was eft. The
monitors managed to hold them back, but it didn’t look like that would last for long.

All of this, in the name of rdligion?

“Redlly nice, Wart Sack,” | said to the obese officia as he waddled over to stand in front of me.
“Cometo Taerca, get your skull besten in with abig stick, no extracharge.”

“Saddaisreturned to us.” Heflicked hispudgy hand at mein asnidelittle shoo-shoo. “You are
lessthan dust.”

Reever took hisusud approach. “ Saddais returned to you, and yet you dare the wrath of the ten
thousand gods by offering unworthy sacrifice”

“Why, Reever.” | pretended to be offended. “Y ou promised you wouldn’t tell them we're not
worthy of getting our heads bashed in. Now you’ ve gone and ruined the entire sacrifice for everyone.”

“Quiet, Cherijo.” To Ortsac, he said, “ A wise leader would display sacrifices for Sadda's
inspection and obtain hisleave to offer, now that he is here among the people. But you did not think of
that, did you, Tadam Ortsac?’

Mr. Superfluity’ s feathers bristled. “ Thereis no one more devoted to Saddathan I. | have spent
my life preparing for hisreturn.”



“Haveyou?’ Reever lowered his voice to abare whisper. “ Or have you spent that time stuffing
your throat and adorning yourself?’

Thefat Taerca reded back from the stone, acting the offended one now. “1 am that which Sadda
will need. All I have doneisfor the glory of the great one.”

“Might want to check with Sadda anyway,” | suggested. “ Just to be on the safe side. Nothing
like screwing up asacrificeto bring down celestia wrath.”

“No!” Ortsac blocked amonitor who was hefting aclub in my direction. “Do not ply Sadda’'s
Claw yet. We must seek Sadda’ s approval, now that heis come.”

A ripple of unease ran through the crowd. It was apparently easier worshipping an absent deity
by bashing in peopl €' s heads than asking permission for the same from onein person.

“Summon the great one from his abode,” Ortsac said to another monitor. “Beg Sadda’'s
indulgenceinthis, for which we need his council.”

“TheTearanlies” Fen Yillut pushed past the monitors and went to work with hisfinger again.
Thistime he pointed at Duncan. “He seeksto preserve himsdlf by plying persuasion. They aredl like
thet.”

“I’d much rather suture your face shut,” | mentioned. “ Just FY1.”

“Slence. Fen Yillut, your attentivenessis admirable, but | have this situation in hand.” Ortsac had
puffed himsdf up and now stood like an enormous, overstuffed chicken. “Monitors, summon Saddafrom
his abode.”

Off the guyswith the sticks went, into the largest of the zigguratsin the city. | wondered how the
Chakacat was handling godhood.

Pretty well, | found out, when the monitor returned. “ Sadda summons the faithful to his abode.
Saddawill ingpect the sacrifice within the confines of his holy place.”

“Thank you, Sadda,” | said astwo of the monitors came at my stone. They pressed their hands
on either sde, and two hidden recesses popped out. A moment later, the stone split in haf, much like the
door in the city wal. My confinement came to an abrupt end, but my limbs were numb and made mefall
forward. A dushy pile of mostly dead worms poured out on top of me. The monitors grabbed me just
before | smacked facefirgt into the dirt.

“Cherijo?’

| swiped at the squashed bodies clinging to my garments. “I’ m spending amonth in the cleanser
when we get back, but I’m okay.” | glanced over my shoulder to see other monitors doing the same for
the boys, and saw how furious my husband looked. “Keep it cool for afew more minutes, handsome.”

Despite being covered in worm-puree and stiff limbed from lack of circulation, they forced usto
walk over and into the ziggurat. As| passed the stone threshold with amonitor pushing me from behind, |
felt the same strange, pulling sensation that I’ d sensed standing in thefdling circle.

Like it wants to suck mein.

A cold chill shot up my arm when my hand brushed againgt the black stone, and amemory
snapped into focus. I’ d definitely touched this stuff before, under oddly smilar circumstances.

“Reever.” | watched him place ahand on the rock. “Fed it?’

“Yes It'stul, butit's... not dive”

Thetul, ablack crystal we' d encountered on Catopsa, had been like aminera cancer, eating into
and sucking thelife out of the Pel, another variety of semi-sentient crystd that formed the entire asteroid.

Wheatever the Taercal had used to make their cathedrals had been tul or had been infected by it.
Had it been active, we would have been in very bad shape. The black crystal had invaded the bodies of
hundreds of daves and one particularly brutal Hsktskt guard. It had crystalized within their bodies,
ingdioudy esting into the nervous system, causing serious brain damage and, in the case of the guard,
insanity.

The dead crystdl seemed inert, but the Taercd till may have contracted some form of the tul
disease by long-term exposureto it. That would certainly go along way to explaining why they acted like
complete psychatics.

Theziggurat' sinterior rose around us, a huge cavernous areathat stretched hundreds of feet



above our heads. Sheer walls draped with hundreds of yards of dense, dull-colored fabric were
illuminated by what appeared to be urns of burning sticks, set al around the base of the cloth hangings.
Theair smelled stagnant and acrid with old smoke, so thick that it made my eyes and lungs burn.

“ Someone ought to open awindow in here.”

It looked like any church in the gdlaxy, with one exception-it didn't fedl like achurch. Something
else was going on inside these walls, and considering what they were made of, it had to be bad.

There were no pews or chairs, as one might expect to find in a place of worship, only a series of
stepsleading up to an eevated platform. Another scul pture hung suspended above the platform, this one
rendered in the same silvery dloy Ortsac had used to ornament his stunted wings.

A forty-foot-tall, slver replicaof Alunthri.

“I takeit that’s Sadda,” | said, nodding toward the huge feineicon.

That got me awhack between my shoulder blades from my monitor. “Y ou will not speak in
Sadda s abode.”

There were other ways to communicate. Duncan, do you see Alunthri?

Over there.

My husband inclined his head toward asmall chamber at the base of the north set of steps, from
which the Chakacat emerged. Everyone except the monitorsfell to their knees. Thisincluded Tadam
Ortsac, who made sure to drop directly in front of Alunthri.

| felt like bobbing a curtsy mysdf-they had dressed up the big dien kitty cat inamidlength,
elaborately ornamented toga-robe which shimmered and glittered with every move it made. More
ornaments, Smilar to the marks the monitors wore on their deeves, encircled itswrists and ankles.
Faceted oval gems studded the polished silver like dark stars.

“Oh, great one,” the officid crooned. “We have brought the sacrificesinto your abode, asyou
directed. Find favor with our offerings, that we may spill their brains and glorify you in their blood.”

“Bring them tome.” Alunthri, the gentlest and most unassuming creature |’ d ever known, lifted
both front paws and made a perfectly regal, come-hither gesture.

Thefour of uswere dragged over to the steps, and shoved down on our knees severd yards
from the Chakacat. | bowed my head, but lifted my eyesto meet Alunthri’s.

My friend gave me adow but deliberate wink.

“These sacrifices are not worthy of me. They aredien, not of the people.” Alunthri’ swhiskers
twitched once asit drew back. “I refuse the offering.”

“Wewill take them away from your blessed sight and drown them at once, grest one.” Ortsac
hurried to assureit.

“No.” Quickly hiding itsdarm, Alunthri snapped out another order. “Y ou will take them to my
chamber, so that | may ingpect them further. They may be of useto mein other ways.”

“Other ways?” What might have been suspicion crossed Ortsac’ sfat face. “ But, great one,
urdy-"

“Y ou dare question me?’ Alunthri tensed, and bared itsteeth. “Y ou, who arelessthan agrain of
sand in my eye?’

Big Bird threw himsdlf down on hisface again, talking to the stonefloor. “No, greet one, | beg
your forgiveness, your indulgence. Y ou are the scourge and | am your back.”

The Chakacat waited a couple of begats before saying, “Very wdl, | will indulge you thisonce.
Now, bring them to my chamber.”

| could tell the Chakacat was enjoying itsrole-playing, asit had when it pulled off afera act
among the Hsktskt. | only prayed it would be able to keep it up long enough for usto figure away off
Taerca

The monitors hauled usto the small chamber at the base of the steps, and shoved usinside.
When they would have followed, Alunthri stepped in and waved them away.

“I will spesk to them done.”

That caused afew looks to be exchanged, but the monitors bowed and shuffled back.

Since there was no door, and no way to know if the Taercawere listening in on our



conversation, Reever addressed the Chakacat in its own native language.

Alunthri responded, at length, then gave me areassuring grin.

“You, smal Terran. Attend me.” It held out a brush, then shrugged out of the heavy toga-robe. |
gtarted brushing itsfur. In ascarcely audible whisper, it said, “ Sorry. They expect everyone to worship
me”

“| dready do, pal. What' sthe plan?’ | watched as Reever quietly spoke to Xoneaand Salo.

“I will conduct ashort service for the natives. Then, with abit of luck, do as Duncan says and
ascend into the heavens with my offerings.” The Chakacat purred with pleasure as | drew the brush
through its short, gray fur. “ That fedswonderful .”

“You'reasbad as Jenner.” | put down the brush, and picked up one of the strange arm-cuffs.
They might have been designed as personal ornamentation, but they resembled manaclesalittle too
closdly for my tagte. “Pretty things.”

The Chakacat took one and traced the outline of the gemsimbedded in the silver. “ They
displayed chests of them for me. | think they’ ve been saving them up for years.”

| checked the door to seeif anyone was watching. “Have you found out anything about this god
they think you are?’

“I’m not agod, exactly. From what I’ ve gathered, Saddawas afdine alien whose vessel crashed
on thisworld many centuries ago. It taught them how to build and gave them some of itstechnology as
prototypes, to create their own. The dlien eventually was deified for the enlightenment it provided.” It
curled a paw around the ornament. “What' s S0 provocative is that my species may actualy be
descended from that adien’s people.”

“I thought Chakacatslived in the wild on your world.”

“There have been many technologicaly advanced civilizations on Chakara. Over time, war and
outside conflict consstently decimated the population. It ispossible that at one point in our history, my
kind were the dominant species on our planet.”

| couldn’t help adightly evil chuckle. “Now that would be proof enough to get Chakacats
sentient satus within the League.”

Alunthri beamed. “1 believeit would.”

“Then we d better grab some evidence, if we can.”

The Chakacat held up asmall disc. “Presented to me with al due ceremony. It containsall
known accounts of the origins of Sadda. They want meto check it and make sure their ancestors
recorded the facts correctly.”

The monitors hovered outside the doorway, making discreet noises, and Reever nodded to
Alunthri.

“My rainments.” It swept its paws outward so | could put itstoga-robe on. “Come. Y ou have
been ingructed and shall attend me at the ceremony for my people.”

The ceremony was as pretentious as any |’ d ever seen. Hundreds of Taerca poured into the
ziggurat, and formed living chains by standing with armslinked on three sides of the stepsleading up to
the centrd platform. Alunthri and the rest of us climbed the fourth set of steps, which had been Ieft empty
for the holy processon.

Tadam Ortsac prostrated himsalf again and asked if he would be worthy to conduct the
ceremony.

Alunthri took a minute and pretended to think abouit it. “ Are you the best the people can do?’

“I am, great one. | have been preparing mysdf to serve you since my hirth.” The officia rubbed
his bulging ssomach. “Y ou will find no fault with my oration or my sustenance, | promise you this.”

“Very wdl.

On the platform, Alunthri stood calmly in the center of the rest of us, and Ortsac only hissed at us
to knedl before addressing the assembly.

“Saddaisindeed returned to us, surrounded by his sacrifices, benevolent and graciousin dl
things”

The chains of devoted worshippers swayed asthe Taerca sighed and murmured their pleasure.



“Our ancestors allowed themsel ves to be seduced by the power afforded to them by that which
was not of Sadda. We were wise to eradicate those who would have kept usin thrall to false gods.” He
turned to the Chakacat. “Behold, great one, your giftsintact till.”

All around us, the monitors went to the walls, and jerked down the immense drapery. Benegath
them wasn’t more black, tul-infected stone, but vast interior aloy panelsthat began to flicker and glow
with lightsand color. At the same time, there was a distinctly recognizable rumble benegth our feet.

The ziggurat wasn't achurch.

“Reever.” | dared at the pands. “Are you thinking what I’ m thinking?’

“Yes” He scanned thewalsdowly. “It' savessd of somekind.”

There were more than thirty zigguratsinddethe city. “ All of them?’

“Itispossible”

Even asthe rumble of enginesfaded away, | rubbed my arms. “ They aren’t going to try to fly this
one, arethey?’

“I don’'t think so. They’rejust displaying the fact that they’ ve kept the ship in working order.
Something the origina Sadda probably hel ped them build and taught them to maintain.”

Even Xonea, who had been exposed to myriad aien tech over the years through trading, looked
alittle dazzled. “Why didn’t they destroy the ships when they divested themselves of technology?’

“It wastheir own technology, developed by the Taerca themsalves, that they destroyed. The
configurations of thisvessel do not correspond with any | have ever seen before.” Reever studied one of
the nearby pands. “It may be from aformer civilization.”

“Watch thefat one,” Dhreen said. “ There' s something wrong.”

Hewasright. Wart Sack looked so happy that | blinked. So did al the other Taercal.

“Y ou have the evidence of our faith before you now, Sadda,” the officid said, waving his
beringed hands around. “We have endured your scourges and remained steadfast and unwavering. We
welcome your indulgence, so that you may lift the holy affliction from us, your devoted and suffering.”
Ortsac folded hisarms and bowed again. “ Enlighten us now. Remove our burden, feast on your
sustenance, and restore the people to our former joy.”

Uh-oh. Lifting holy afflictions and restoring people to former joy hadn’t been in our game plan.
And what wasthis* sustenance’ business Big Bird kept yammering about?

Alunthri hesitated, long enough to make Ortsac’ sgrin droop abit. Findly, it nodded. “I am
pleased by the evidence of your faith and suffering. | shal remove the scourge from the people from the
heavens, as| ascend.”

“Ascend?’ Ortsac looked confused. “1 do not understand, great one. Y ou are among us, you
belong to us now. Asyou promised, you have returned. Y our strong backs are here. Y our sustenanceis
here. Y ou have no reason to leave us.”

“I amnot leaving you,” Alunthri lied. “In order to lift the suffering from so many, | must perform
the proper ritud in the ar. The air from whence the people came down, and bore the scourge for my
sake.” It stroked itsfacia fur with one paw, then added, “ Surely you do not mean to delay the aleviation
by bombarding me with questions as to my methods, Tadam Ortsac.”

That was enough to send the officia into amomentary panic. “No, grest one, of course not. |
would never- | would not even think of performing such blasphemy!”

“Excdlent. | am pleasad with your obedience. Now, you will escort me and my offeringsto the
place beyond the city where my ascension vessdl awaits.”

Wedl held our breaths as Ortsac digested that, then turned to the assembled people. “This day
wewalk in Sadda sfavor! To the plateau beyond the city!”

“Keep looking like you' re going to bite someone' s head off,” | murmured to Alunthri aswe
passed through Sadda’s Maw. *“ Once we' re on the ship, we'll do asweep and locate Hawk.”

The Chakacat halted for amoment asit studied the sky. “We may have another problem.”

| looked up, and my jaw sagged. A third launch was descending at a dangerous angle, rocking
and shaking asit came down through the atmosphere too fast. “Who isthat?’



“ Someone who does not know how to fly,” Xoneasaid, in low outrage.

Since every member of the crew had undergone pilot training, there was only one person left on
the ship who fit that description. | pressed ahand over my eyes and watched through my fingers.
“Dhreen, | think your girlfriend’ s here.”

Despite her lack of piloting skills, Ilona Red Faun somehow managed to pull the vessal’ snose up
just before she hit the surface. Sprays of crushed worms and dirt repelled the mist as the bottom of the
launch bounced once, then twice, before skidding to anoisy hdlt.

“Y ou could use some of those attack trellisesin the launch bays,” | said to Salo, who was
shaking his head.

Reever was more practicd. “We had better take her launch, and abandon the other two.”

The Captain hadn’t been pleased by theidea of leaving behind one, and | could amost hear his
teeth grinding. “ She reports to me as soon as we return to the ship.”

| wouldn't want to be in her moccasinsin acouple of hours. “ Someone had better go get her.”

While dl thiswas happening, the Taerca weretrying very hard to look worshipful and affronted
at the sametime. Xoneaand Reever didn’t quite reach the shuttle in time, and the exterior hull panel
opened.

Ilona Red Faun didn’t bother with a docking ramp but jumped out. She brandished apulserifle
under one arm and one of the Captain’s multibladed swordsin her hand.

“Dhreen? Dhreen!”

She spotted him amoment later, dodged the men, and ran directly at me, Alunthri, and the object
of her affections. Behind us, the Taercal made a collective, unpleasant sound.

Reever grabbed the weaver from behind and, despite her struggles, held on. Salo quickly
disarmed her.

Frudtrated, yet unableto free hersdlf, Ilona began ranting in Navgo.

“All we need now are some Hsktskt,” | murmured to Alunthri. “Or some popcorn.”

It stopped being funny when Dhreen pressed his spoon-shaped fingersto his chest and began
gasping for bresth. | braced him with one arm and checked hisvitas.

My smile faded. We had to get off thisrock.

“llong, listen very carefully,” | said, walking with Dhreen toward her, but keeping my eye on the
mob. “Y ou’ vejust blown our escape plan. Kned in front of Alunthri and beg forgiveness”

She stopped swearing in Navgo. “Why should 17’

“Becauseif you don't, two things are going to happen. Those people will attack us, and your
boyfriend will go into respiratory arrest.” | beckoned with my free hand to Reever, who turned the
weaver loose and came to help me support Dhreen from the other side.

“How do | know you speak the truth?” 1lona demanded.

“Don’'t doit, and find out.”

“Why mugt | kned?”

| closed my eyesfor amoment. Stuff like this aways happened with thelovesick. Usualy whilel
was trying to keep them from getting their heads bashed in. | looked at her again. “ Because these
maniacsthink Alunthri isone of their gods.”

“They'reinsane.”

“I guessyou'd know.” | adjusted my grip on Dhreen. “Now do it, and remember to cal it Sadda
inanice, loud voice”

Ilona scowled as she performed the obei sance. “Honored Sadda, forgive me... | meant no
offensetoyou.”

The Chakacat gestured for the Terran girl to rise. “Return to the vessal and await my judgment.”

Before llona could move, Tadam Ortsac approached Alunthri and sank down on hiskneesin
what | was beginning to think of as Sadda s Position.

“Great one,” he said, wringing his hands, “please, | beg you, enlighten us.”

The Chakacat glanced a me. | shrugged-l was no religious expert-and rolled my eyestoward
the launch. To Ortsac, Alunthri said, “What isit now?”



“These palluters, great one. Surely they but interfere with your dleviation of our suffering.” Wart
Sack gave methe usud you re-not-worthy glare. “Let us drown them for you, and offer you proper
sustenance before you ascend.”

Againwith the“sustenance.” Did Big Bird intend on force-feeding Alunthri?

“Itisnot your placeto question my decisions, scourge back.” Alunthri adjusted afold of its
toga-robe. " These dienswill accompany me on my ascengion. That isfind.”

“But... why?’ Ortsac findly burst out.

My friend produced a chilling snarl.

“Forgive me, great one, but | do not understand. Y our need ismy provision.”

| leaned in to whisper, “Hewantsyou to eat. Tell him you' re going to eat us up in the sky.”

“In order to dleviate the suffering of the people, | require sustenance. Y ou have said so yourself.
Thesedienswill do nicely.”

“But that iswhat | am to do, great one,” Ortsac whined.

Uh-oh. Suddenly, the officid’ s pathetic obesity took on al new and gruesome overtones.

Hewent on. “| have been fattened specificaly for you, Sadda.” The official tore open hisrobe,
exposing hisflabby, feathered body. He disrobed so fast he knocked over two other Taerca around him.
“Behold your sustenance, Sadda. Feed upon me.”

No one moved or spoke. What could anyone say? Don't offer yourself as atwelve-course meal
for theloca god? Luckily, Alunthri recovered and thought of another stall.

“Perhapsif | am gtill hungry when | return, then | shall feed on you.” Alunthri made agrandiose
gesture at the officid’ srobes. “ Cover yoursalf.”

“No!” Ortsac clawed at his swollen neck, tearing feathers out by the handfuls. “No, | am ready, |
amyours, | will beyour sustenance!”

He was determined to be amartyr. We had to get out of here. “ Alunthri, let’sgo. Let'sjust go.”

Two of the monitors came forward, clubsin hand, as Ortsac’ s clawed hands drew blood from
his own throat. Alunthri hissed out afurious order for him to stop, but it wastoo late. Both clubs hit
Ortsac' s head from either side, and crushed his skull.

Ilona screamed as Taercal blood splattered all of us, and Ortsac fell over, dead.

Alunthri’ s colorless eyes closed. Asit stood closest to Ortsac, it had been drenched. Sowly, it
lifted trembling, bloodstained pawsto itsface. It had always been a sensitive cresture, unableto tolerate
violencein any form.

“Don't passout,” | muttered. “Not now.”

“Regect the offering,” Reever said.

With great rductance, Alunthri licked one of its paws, then spat bloody sdliva on the ground. |
could tell from theway its nodtrilsflared that it wasfighting the urge to vomit. “ Thissustenance. .. isnot. ..
worthy of me. Takeit... away.”

The two monitors grabbed Ortsac’ s body by its stunted wings and dragged him off into the
crowd. Monkey-birds circling overhead began diving down, trying to get at the body.

The Chakacat was vigbly shaking asit turned to us. “ All of you, enter my ascension vessd.” It
even managed to growl at the crowd when a couple of them shuffled forward, “No more delays! | must
ascend now!”

From there, we walked asfast aswe could into the launch. Dhreen’ slungs were straining by the
time | got a breather strapped on him and switched it to pure oxygen feed. His pulse skittered benegath
my fingertips, then he dumped forward, unconscious.

| held him up, but he was deadweight. “Duncan, give me ahand, will you?’

Reever helped me strap him in, and Xoneawent to the halm. Alunthri paused in the door pand to
lift a paw and wave to the crowd. As soon asthe panel closed, it ssumbled over to adisposal unit and
vomited.

| felt aterrible sympathy for my friend, but | couldn’t leave Dhreen. “Ilona, go help Alunthri.
Xonega, can we leave before the demon lack-wit dies on me?’

The Captain spared me aglance. “We must locate Hawk.”



“Oh, hell.” I’ d forgotten about him. “How are we going to find him?”

“I know where heis,” Reever said. “ Captain, if you would, ascend to two hundred feet and head
seventeen degrees north.”

“Makeit fast, unless you don’t want Dhreen around much longer.” | frowned a my husband.
“How do you know where heis?’

Duncan gave me one of hisenigmatic looks. “Wherewould you go if you had wings?’

“ Some place where the people who can't use theirswon’t get at me.” | glanced through the
viewport. ‘ Those pesks, right behind the city.”

“Exactly.” Reever went to St copilot beside Xonea. “We will find him as quickly aswe can.”

| wiped Dhreen’ sface and started an infuser linewith saline. “Y ou’ d better hurry up, or Saddais
going to get itsfirst dien sacrifice”

It didn’t take long for Reever to pick up Hawk’ sthermal signature, or locate the exact cave he'd
decided to hide in. Landing was impossible, but X onea kept the launch on hover while Reever opened
the exterior pand.

“Hawk!” He had to bellow to be heard over the roar of the wind and the launch’s stabilizers.
“WEe re going back to the ship! Come out of there!”

The hataali emerged, his scarred face drawn and hisblack eyesrather wild. “Leave mel” he
shouted back. “I don’t belong with you!”

So hewasfeding sorry for himself. | left Dhreen and joined Reever. “ Hawk, you get on this
shuttleright thisminute!” | shrieked.

“Cherijo.” Hisdark eyesfilled with tears. “I can't! | might becomelikethey arel”

“Not achancel Wewon't make you eat worms and go to church!”

He only shook his head and started to move back in the cave.

Reever grabbed Ilona’ s pulserifle and pointed it at Hawk' s head. “Board the launch or | will
shoot you!”

The wind made hislong dark hair whip across his eyes, while aghost of asmile appeared on
Hawk’ s scarred face. “Y ou wouldn't do that!”

“I have apatient dying in here! If hedoes't, | will!”

| didn’t blink as Reever activated the weapon. “Please, Hawk. Let’sgo home.”

“I am home! Look at my home! Look at it!” He pointed down &t the city. Then he turned away,
hiswings drooping.

What had | done, letting him come here?

Reever aimed therifle. Behind me, Dhreen’ s breathing got worse. Ilona sat beside him, rocking
and chanting prayersin Navgo. Alunthri was dumped over in aharness, trying in vain to wipe the drying
blood from its pelt. Xonea couldn’t leave the helm.

| put dl my faithin my ingtincts, leaned over and kissed Duncan. “Don’'t be mad a mefor this”

He swiped a me as| jumped out into thin air. “Cherijo, nol”

“Hawk!”

Plummeting down the side of amountain is about as much fun as being burned, | soon
discovered. Wind tore at my tunic and face as | dropped, and the ground started rushing up toward me
at andarmingrate.

| tried to look up, but | couldn’t see him. “Hawk! Remember | can't fly!”

| couldn’t take my eyes off the rapidly approaching ground after that. A few hundred yards
before something very unpleasant happened, | felt two heavy sets of talons latch on to my shoulders and
yank meup into the air.

| flung my head back to see Hawk soaring up toward the launch. “What took you so long?’

“I hed to lift Duncan firgt.”

“Oh.” | swdlowed. It was one thing for meto try to commit suicide, knowing my immune system
would repair the damage, whatever it was. But Duncan was only human, and still, he' d jumped out after
me.

Heredly loved me. And would probably never spesk to me again.



“Y our husband hasthat riflein hisarms again,” Hawk said as he reached down and pulled me
out of histalonsand up into hisarms. His body jerked as hiswings worked againgt the air. “Helooks as
if heintendsto useit.”

“Hewon't,” | assured him. Until | saw the look on said husband’ s face as we approached the
launch. “Not on you, anyway.”

CHAPTER TWELVE
Too Much

Duncan settled for completely ignoring me for the entire jaunt back to the ship. Assoon as
Xonea shut the engines down in launch bay, he opened the hull doors and walked out without asingle
glance my way.

Which wasfine. Jumping out of the shuttle had seemed like thelogica thing to do at thetime, and
even if Hawk hadn’t caught me, | wouldn't have died on impact. | would have been redlly, really
uncomfortable for afew days or weeks or however long it took my immune system to heal the damage,
but it had been essentidly asafe bet either way.

| wondered if using that argument would work asadefense, or if I’ d find Reever packing his
bags when | returned to our quarters.

Unfortunately, my marriage problems had to wait. As soon as we disembarked, | rushed Dhreen
to Medical. After aquick cleansing to remove the dead worms from my skin and hair, | spent the next
severd hoursworking to restabilize the Oenrdlian’ s condition. His weakened respiratory system had not
responded well to the high humidity on Taerca, but hisliver was stable and functioning.

Savetka hovered across the exam table from me until she caught my eye. “Hedler, thereis
something you should know.”

| infused Dhreen with antibiotics to combet the pneumoniaforming in hislung/heart. “What?’

“Pilot Dhreen’ s body absorbed one of the Lok-Ted.” Sheindicated the areaabove hisliver. “ At
least, | think it did.”

| scanned the site, but found no evidence of any foreign substances. “Did you see the mold enter
his body?’

“No, but it disappeared while it was cleaning historso. The critical care unit was sedled, and
there was no place for it to go, so | assumed it entered him somehow.”

“Okay.” | rescanned Dhreen’sliver, and found it had doubled in Size. | was tempted to take him
infor exploratory surgery, but with the condition of hislung/heart I d be pushing my luck. “ Set up to
insert another chest tube.”

Once Savetka had everything prepared, | injected Dhreen with alocal, then reopened the drain
ste and inserted the tube. Almost immediately, the putty-colored pseudopod of the Lok-Teel appeared,
filling the tube and 00zing out onto Dhreen’ s tomach.

| looked at the nurse, who was wide-eyed. “ Found your missing mold.”

Another scan showed Dhreen’sliver had shrunk again, but was il functioning normally. | had
Savetkarun afull series of blood and tissue scanswhile | helped Squilyp finish examining and treating the
remainder of the sojourn team for minor injuries.

Squilyp listened as | described the absorption of the Lok-teel, and agreed more testswould be
needed before we could assume the busy little mold had actualy goneinside Dhreen’ s body and healed
hisliver. He didn't seem happy about it, though, and | found out why when he ordered meinto his office.

“I ought to relieve you of duty for aweek,” the Omorr said. “ Jumping out of alaunch in midair.
Haveyou lost whatever isleft of your senses?’

“Hard to say. | haven't exactly relocated them yet.”

“Don’'t you make jokes about this, Doctor. Y ou know exactly what kind of damage afdl like
that would have done to you!”

| sat down in the uncomfortable chair. After two dayson Taercd, it fdt likeacloud. “I would
have hedled.”



“Indeed.” Squilyp dropped some charts on his desk and stood behind it. His expression and tone
reminded me alittle of Tonetka Torin, our former Senior Heder. Shel d yelled asmilar things a me, many
times. “Y ou take your giftsfor granted.”

“Squilyp, you' ve seen third-degree burns disgppear from my skin. It wouldn't have hurt me.”

“Evenif your immune system can hedl the physica damage, what if you had sustained a head
injury? Can your creator’ s genetic engineering cope with the neura results of massive brain damage?”’

There was more to the brain than neural tissue. It was entirely possible | could become an
immortal vegetable, under the right circumstances. I’ d never considered that before. “ All right, so it wasa
little tupid.”

“It was aconsummeatdly idiotic thing to do.”

“I wasn't abandoning him on that god-awful world. Y ou weren't down there; you didn’'t see
what those people arelike.” And theworms. And the mold. And their crazy religion. “I can’t imagine
what Hawk is going through, after meeting those demented freaks. He didn’t belong on Terra, and
now” -1 Sghed-“now he' s got nothing l&ft to call his own, except us.”

“Wewill provide counseling, if necessary, to see him through this.” My boss pulled a data pad
out and read the screen. “He hasn't reported for his follow-up exam. Scheduleit for the morning.”

I’d dready sgnaed Hawk’ s quarters, but he hadn’t answered. “ Can we give him afew days?’

“I’'m not inclined to do anything for you but find my own stick and beeat you withit.” He rubbed a
membrane over hisgildrels. “What has Duncan to say about this?’

“I don’'t know.” I’d dso signded his duty station, but his console had been programmed to block
incoming reays. “He snot talking to me.”

The Omorr nodded. “A sensble man.”

“Y eah, maybe he should beat me with agtick, too.”

“I'll suggest that the next time | see him. Now, go home.”

My husband and daughter had gotten home before me. Marel was happy to see me when | came
in, but adtill-slent Duncan only handed her off to me and left. My daughter didn’t enjoy her bubble bath
as much with only her mother in attendance.

Her little face grew serious as| dried her off and got her into her night tunic. “ Daddy mad ad you,
Mama.”

“I know heis.” We d never fought in front of Marel before, and al Duncan was doing was giving
me the stone-face treatment, but she wasn't stupid. “I did asilly thing, trying to help Uncle Hawk. Daddy
didn't likewhat | did.”

“Tell Daddy sorry you noddy,” was my daughter’ s suggestion. “He give you dime-owd.”

“I will, sweetheart.” | held her close. My conscience kicked me even harder than before asthe
fedlings of love and protectivenesswelled up in me. | owed my life to Reever, acouple of timesover. |
owed it to Marel to be agood mother. Not something | could do if | was hooked up to life support with
adrool-bib tucked around my neck. “Don’t be upset. Daddy will forgive me, in afew years”

“I not’sed.” She patted my face like she was the indulgent parent. “'Y ou good mama.”

“I'mworking on it, baby.”

Alunthri came to see me later that evening, after it had been discharged from Medicdl. Its
miserable, pink-rimmed eyes met mine. “ Cherijo, | know it’slate, but may | comein?’

“Sure.” | sepped asde from the open pand. “If you' relooking for Reever, | guesshe' seither
walking around the ship or working out in one of the environomes.” Or punching out awall somewhere
where the dented alloy wouldn’t be noticeable.

“No, | wish to speak with you.” It sat down, and refused my offer of adrink. So | sat down
acrossfromit. “I’ ve been thinking about that native. Y ou know, the onethey...” It coughed, then
struggled to regain its rocky composure. “Was there something | should have done?’

“Bdieve me, Alunthri, there was nothing you could have done. | don’t understand why, but that
man’ swhole purposein life was to sacrifice himself. He thought you were his god, and he did what he
wastrained to do.”

“Perhgpsitisasyou say.” It madeasmall, wistful sound. “1 still find it very hard to accept,



knowing even indirectly, | wasresponsiblefor hisdeath.” It blinked afew times. “1 have never harmed
anyone.”

“You didn’'t harm anyone. Y ou tried to stop them.”

“| should have been ableto prevent it. They believed metheir god-why couldn’t | prevent it?’
Alunthri studied one of its paws. “1 spent hoursin the cleanser, trying to get the blood out of my fur. |- |
think | can il seeit.”

“Oh, no, Alunthri. No.”

It held the paw up for my ingpection, new tears making dark streaksinitsslvery facid fur. “Can
you? Canyou seeit?’

My heart constricted as| got up and went over to the sofa, and sat down beside my friend.
Carefully, | took its paw between my hands. “There sno blood on you, pal. | promise.”

Alunthri curled up againgt me, making that low, wretched sound al felines do when frightened or
lonely. “I am so sorry this happened, Cherijo.”

My eyes stung, too. “It's okay. Everything will be okay.” | stroked my hand over the Chakacat's
back and murmured to it, until it fell adeep. | eased up and found a blanket to cover my friend with, then
turned out most of the optic emitters and sat in the dark, waiting for Reever to come home.

Sometime in the middle of the night, | woke up to find my husband holding me againgt him with
one arm, hishand stroking my hair. We were on our deeping platform, so | surmised he must have come
home and carried me there.

“Hey.” | propped myself up on one ebow and smothered ayawn. “ Can't degp?’

“No.”

“Want to hear how sorry | am about today?’

“No.”

“Okay.” | tentatively touched his bare chest. He dept naked, something | thoroughly enjoyed.
Maybe there was another, better way to show him how much | loved him. “1 guess anything more than
deeping together isout of the-”

His mouth landed on mine, not hard enough to bruise, but with the lightest of touches, just enough
to shut me up and make me forget what | was going to say. He rolled over with me until | was on my
back and hislong body covered me.

He entered my mind amoment before hislegs parted mine.

Waenara. His hands found the edge of my tunic, and pulled it dowly up over my head. Theair in
our quartersfelt cool against my skin, almost as good as histouch. You feel so good under my hands.

| smiled againgt his neck as| stroked my fingersfrom hiswaist to his shoulders. So do you.

Hislong hair trailed across my face as he moved his mouth adong the line of my jaw and down my
throat. | can feel your desire. | can seeit. Helifted his head, long enough to kissme again, opening my
mouth, gliding histongue againg mine. | can taste it. Heleft my lipstingling and moved lower.

Intense need knotted ingde me as | wriggled under him and tried to close the little gaps between
our skins. | could fed his erection nestled dmost exactly where | needed him, and lifted my hipsfrom the
mattressto urge himin. Duncan...

He used theflat of histongue on my breasts, sopping some of the ache. You like this.

I’d like more. | cradled him with my thighs, but he kept holding back. It seemed like forever
gncethelast timel’d fdt himinsde me. | dug my fingernalsinto his shoulders. Don’t tease me.

Histouch changed as he took me by the wrists and pulled me up until we were both sitting up,
with me straddling hislap. He held me suspended by the arms, his hands bruising. Do you still want
more?

Occasionally, we got alittle rough with each other, but not likethis. Thanks, but | think 1’1l take
arain check. | tried to free mysdlf, but he wasn't letting go. At the sametime, | redlized that athough we
werelinked, | couldn’t fed asingle emotion coming from him. Duncan?

If you love me, you'll say you want more.

| didn’t like being manhandled, but | was no coward. Okay. More.

He reached under the pillow and pulled out something that he held against my neck. It was cold,



thin, and sharp. Don’'t worry. He pressed it in, and warm blood flowed down my neck. You'll heal. You
always heal .

Marel appeared by the side of the deeping platform. *“ Daddy?’

| jerked my head back, and fought to free my hands. No, Duncan, don’t! The bladein hishand
glinted ashelifted it over my head. Stop it! Afraid hewouldn't, | looked at my daughter. Marel, get out
of here!

She amiled at me. “ Everybody afraid of Mama bud Daddy.”

Reever . | looked wildly up a him. Don’t do thisin front of our baby.

Why not? You won’'t die. You'll never die. So | can keep killing you-he stabbed mein the
chest-and killing you-he yanked the knife out-over and over and over and-

“Cherijo.”

| screamed and threw my hands up over my face.

“Cherijo.”

No blade. No blood. Only Duncan, fully dressed, standing over me. Not stabbing me. Shaking

Waking me.

He smoothed some hair out of my eyes. “Y ou were having abad dream.”

My hands shook uncontrollably as | reached up for him. A moment later | lay safeinhisarms,
pressed to hisheart as| wept. | cried so hard | couldn’t catch my bregth. | cried for what I’ d done to
him that day, and dl the other stupid mistakes I’ d ever made sincefdling in love with him.

In between sobs, | tried to tell him how sorry | was.

Time passed, | don’'t know how much. He didn’t complain, didn't try to push me aside or tell me
to shut up. He held on to me until I’ d sobbed myself out, then reached for something. A soft cloth
touched my face, drying my tears, wiping my nose.

“Better?”’

“Let mewash my face and mop up alittemore.” | eased out of hisarms and stumbled over to
the lavatory. When | emerged, cleaned up but sill shaky, he sat waiting in the same spot. “I' m sorry
about what | did today. | didn’t think of you, or Mardl. It was stupid and reckless.”

He held out ahand. “ Come here.”

| went to him. In the dim light from the bedside emitter, hisface seemed full of shadows. Thekind
I”d thought I" d banished.

“You'reredly mad a me, aren’'t you?’ | ducked my head. “1 don’t blame you. | deserveit.”

“| waswaking on leve ten, and | fdlt aterriblefear. Y our fear, from your nightmare. | came as
quickly as| could. When | entered our chamber, | heard you begging me not to kill you.” Hisfingers
tightened on my waist. “1 would never harm you, wife. No matter how angry | become.”

“I know.” 1 moved my shoulders. “It just seemed soredl.”

“Liedownwithme”

No dream could equa thered thing. At first we touched each other with tentative, gentle
caresses, helping each other out of our garments, soothing each other’ s till-frazzled nerves. Heat
bloomed on my skin wherever Duncan’ sfingerstraveled. A mist of swest sprang up when hismouth
followed.

When | worked my fingersinto his shaggy mane and tugged, he lifted his head. For some reason,
| had to say the words. “Don’t tease me.”

He moved up over me, gathering me up againgt him as he lodged his hips between my thighs. |
lifted up, caressing the smooth head of his peniswhile digning mysdlf to him. Hisfingerslaced through
mine at the same moment he sank into me.

His mouth touched mine, histongue mimicking the gentle thrust below.

“You'regoing to make me cry again,” | murmured againg hislips.

“Yes.” Helifted hishead, looking down at where our bodies|ay joined. His voice went low and
deep as he added, “But not the way you think.”

Herolled to his side, taking me with him. With our faces only an inch gpart, he cupped my



backside, and began to move inside me. He used dow, steady movementsas| pushed back, trying to
reach that place he' d taken me so often. As he watched me, he cupped my breastsin hishands and
stroked them with the same, unhurried ddliberation.

“Whenever | look a you, | think of this,” he whispered against my ear. “| think of being insde
you, apart of you.” He buried hisfacein my hair. “1 won't let you go, Waenara.” He turned over,
moving on top of me, pushing in deep. “I never will.”

Thelesurdly, gentle lovemaking turned into something fast and frantic, with clutching hands and
eager mouths and straining bodies. He kept his promise and made me cry out, more than once, and
caught the sound with his mouth as he took me.

“Duncan, please!” | arched my back as| hovered just on the brink, suspended between
desperate need and mind-blowing plessure. “1 need...”

He moved fagter, harder, working deeper with each thrust. “Come to me, beloved. Now, come
tomenow.”

The darkness exploded with athousand unseen lights as | pulled hishead down to me. As| fell
into the cascading sensations, | kissed him with al the passion and longing he’ d wrung out of me. His
thoughts poured into my mind at the same time he came, and | rode to another peak on those twin
sensations, holding him astightly as | could, saying his name over and over.

Reever and | made love most of the night, and athough we were both tired the next morning, |
fet asif we'd heded alot of old wounds. My only regret was knowing that I’ d caused most of them.

“Good morning, Cherijo.” Alunthri was up and playing with the kittenswhen | dragged myslf out
to the kitchen. “Forgive mefor overstaying my welcomelast night.”

“Y our welcome and staying privileges have no timelimit.” As| smothered my yawnsand
prepared breskfast for al of us, | noticed my usualy up-and-at-’ em daughter hadn’t made her usud early
gppearance. “Mard dill adeep?’

“I down here, Mama.”

A glance under the table revealed my daughter feeding abowl of her favorite creamed whest to
one of the kittens. “Hey, that’s supposed to go in your tummy, kiddo.”

Shegrinned at me. “Kiddy wikesid do.”

Reever came out of our room, which made our kid and the kitten emerge. He swung Mardl upin
his arms and endured a neck-wrenching hug. “ Good morning, avasa. Did you degp well?’

“Free good.”

He bent down to pick up the bowl of ceredl. “How did this get under here?’

“I makedid.”

I"d assumed Alunthri had prepared the cereal for her, and turned to measure the distance from
the floor to the prep unit. Unless she' d grown two feet overnight, there was no way she could have
gotten to the menu pand. “How?’

Marel giggled and hid her face against Reever’ stunic.

“Okay, be mysterious about it.” | went over and safeguarded the unit with a pass protective
code. | didn't mind Marel getting food, but she might accidentaly spill something hot on hersdf while
climbing up or down or however she' d gotten to the pandl.

After breakfast, | dropped my daughter off at school and heard from one of the instructors that
Xonea had confined llona Red Faun to quarters. No one was sure how he would dedl with her stealing a
launch and inadvertently causing the loss of two more.

“What usualy happens?’ | asked Mardl’ steacher.

“I do not know, Hedler.” She made a helpless gesture. “We do not steal things. We ask
permission to use them instead.”

With that new worry on my mind, | reported for duty and went over the results of the
post-sojourn physicals. In addition to al the trouble shewasiin, llona s latest scans showed two distinct
fetd outlines.

Dhreen and hisgirlfriend were having twins



“Two of them.” | sat back in my chair a the console. “God help us.”

When | sgnded the weaver with the news, she didn’t seem very interested in that, or the
follow-up physical I'd scheduled for her. 1 cannot report to Medical. | an told | must stay in my
rooms.”

“The Captain will make an exception for aprenatal exam.” Although she’ d brought it on hersdlf, |
felt arductant sympathy for her. | knew how boring it was to be confined to quarters. “Listen, llona, if
you need anything, why don’'t you-”

“Thank you, patcher. | amfine” She abruptly terminated the sgndl.

Life on board the Sunlace settled back into its normal routine quickly enough, but | began to get
thefeding it was acam before astorm.

Alunthri began dropping by Medica more frequently to volunteer its services. Knowing the
benefit hard work had in dispdlling fedings of guilt, | gave the Chakacat severd adminigrative tasks,
including updating our database by downloading al our recent chart entries.

Squilyp seemed to have alot on hismind, too. When he wasn't hopping around Medicd trying to
Serilize everything in Sght, hewas sniping a me, the resdents, theinterns, and the nursing staff. After a
particularly nasty remark over theway I’ d put together an instrument tray, | reminded him I’ d aready
kicked his Omorr backsidein achalenge and I’ d be more than happy to repesat the exercise.

The Senior Heder had the grace to look alittle ashamed. “ Forgive me. The waiting seems
intolerable”

“Waiting for... 7’ | trailed off, raisng my brows.

He only shook his head and hopped off to clean something else.

| found out soon enough. The signa came down from Command one day while the Omorr wasin
the middle of routine surgery on one of the crew members who had complications from a previous knee
injury.

“Inform the Senior Healer that the Omorr vessel Naquorekan has docked at launch bay four.
Hisguests await his presence.”

Squilyp had guests? Since when?

| scrubbed and went into the surgical suite, and waited until the Omorr had powered down the
laser before | told him the news. And watched the Senior Healer overturn an infuser rig and knock a
setup tray to the deck.

“She'shere? Already? That’ swonderful.” He looked down at his patient. “No. That' sterrible. |
can'tgo.”

| held up my gloved hands. “I'll take over for you.”

“Yes. No. | mean-" He stopped and took a deep breeth. “1 must finish here, and prepare myself.
Yes. That iswhat | should do.” He gave me an uncertain look. “1 am anxious to make agood first
impression. It isvery important that | do that.”

| bit back alaugh. “Tel you what-1’ 1l go meet your friends while you finish. And change. You
look like you' ve just murdered someone.”

He looked down over hismask at his blood-spattered scrubs. “ Yes. | will finish hereand | will
don more appropriate garments.”

“One more thing-who are these friends of yours?’

“Sheisnot afriend. Sheis Garphawayn of Cestes- Lady Cestes.”

| made arolling gesture with my hand. “And thislady is... who?’

“My adorlee.” Under hismask, hisgildrellswrithed like abunch of thin, white snakes. “ My
mail-order bride”

| changed into a clean tunic and went down to launch bay four, feding alittle like an older sster
determined to make sure the new addition to the family was worthy of her fiance.

She'd better be wonderful. He deserves the best.

The Omorr passenger starshuttle Naquor ekan, being too large to actualy fit insde the bay, was



docked outside. A sedled passenger ramp had been extended between the two interiors, and as |
entered through the launch bay doors, | saw five Omorr hop out of it.

Xoneaand anumber of the Command crew were aready on hand to welcome Squilyp’ s guests,
and the Captain made an e egant bow. “Welcome to the Sunlace. | am Xonea, of HouseClan Torin.” He
introduced the other members of the crew, ending with me as| joined them. “May your stay with usbea
pleasant one.”

“Pleasant isfar too much to expect, Captain,” ahigh, rather querulousvoice said. “1 dare only
hope for tolerable.”

The Omorr who spoke hopped forward with an abbreviated version of Squilyp’s natural bounce,
al thewhile holding her spine so straight she seemed astall asthe much bigger Jorenians. Her lean form
was encased in afeminine verson of Squilyp’s native, one-legged garment. A long, sweeping cloak hung
from her narrow shoulders. Both were made from fabrics dyed with an eye-popping assortment of
colors. The other Omorr in her party wereless gaudily attired, and seemed alittle older.

Chaperones, maybe?

From what | could see, there wasn’t much outer physical difference between the Omorr genders.
Not that anyone would mistake the younger femae for amale, given the number of persona ornaments
shewore. An odd number of golden, feathery protrusonswere dl over thetop of her dark pink skull,
but | wasn't sureif they were hers, or more embe lishments. Cosmetics enhanced her round, dark eyes,
and anumber of her gildrells had tiny, sparkling rings on them.

One of the older, more conservatively attired Omorr bounced over to stand beside thefirst. She
looked directly up at Xonea, her face stern as she gestured to the younger femae. “Thisisthe Lady
Cedtes, Garphawayn, here to negotiate a contract of marriage with Squilyp of Maftuda.”

“You are very welcome, Lady Cestes.” Xonea stepped forward to give her a Jorenian kiss of
welcome, thought better of it, and bowed instead.

“Y ou may address me as Garphawayn.” Lady Cestes s gildrells became straight white sticks as
shelooked around. “None of you are Omorr. Thisis completely unacceptable. Whereis he? Lemesen,
have we arrived on the correct vessd?”

“Mama?’ My daughter appeared beside me and put her hand in mine. “Who dad parkwy
wedy?”

| picked her up and leaned close to whisper in her ear, ‘ Thisis Squilyp’ sfriend. Her nameis
Lady Cestes.” | cleared my throat and took afew stepsforward. ”Um, excuse me, | have amessage
from Squilyp for you.”

“You do?" Thefemale Omorr hopped down the lineto inspect us, then reared her head back a
bit. “Why isthisinfant here?’

“Thisismy daughter, Marel.” | kissed the top of her head. “ She tends to pop up in unexpected
places.”

“You dlow children to run about this vessd, unsupervised? What sort of mother are you?’
Squilyp’ sintended didn’t wait for an answer, but sniffed in my face. “Children must be safeguarded by a
proper care-giver. Something like this would never happen on Omorr.”

“Wetake care of our kids, too,” | replied, showing her someteeth. “It’ sjust sometimes we get
digtracted by vigtors.”

“Y our attention span wantsimprovement, then. Now, where isthis adoren who sent for me?
Has he not the smple decency to greet me upon my arriva?’

“Whad dad?’ Marel asked her.

Garphawayn peered down at my daughter. “It speaks?’

“She spesks, yes.”

“Itisimpossibleto tdll the difference between your genders. Y ou should wear markings on your
garments.” To Marel, she said, “Of whom are you spesking, infant?’

“Whad dad ' doren?’

“An adoren isan unmarried male who seeks to contract matrimony with an unmarried femae.”
The Omorr female seemed offended by my darling daughter’ swide grin. “Y our nameisMard, infant?’



“Dad’'sme”

“| see. Someon€e’ -she gave me another snotty |ook-*should instruct you on the proper behavior
to use when greeting vistorsfor thefirst time. Y ou arefar too precocious.”

Marel cocked her head to one side. “Why?’

| closed my eyesbriefly. Ms. Congenidity had no ideawhat she'd just st off.

Lady Cesteslifted amembrane and made an imperious gesture. “On my world, children also do
not speak to adults unlessthey are spoken to.”

My kid rubbed the back of her hand across her nose, then asked, “Why?’

Garphawayn took a bregth. “They are taught by their parents that such behavior is disruptive and
inconsderate.” Another haughty look came my way. “Y ou should learn better manners as soon as
possble”

Mard gave her another, ingenious smile. “Why?’

Squilyp’ sintended wasn't going to give up easily. | had the feding she liked having the last word.
“Children are more presentable when they have had the opportunity to develop proper socid skills.”

“Wlﬂly?’

“Because without them, you display alack of consderation for those who are older and superior
toyou.” Thefemae Omorr held up one of her three arms, and flared her membrane. “ Do not ask meto
explan further.”

My daughter frowned. “Why not?’

“Do not ask-"

Xonea coughed, probably to cover alaugh, then said, “ Forgive my ClanNiece, Garphawayn.
Her curiosity isasendless as her mischief.”

“I beg your pardon, sir. Y ou may be the commander of this vessdl, but that does not give you the
right to interrupt me.” As Xonea s big hands clenched, Garphawayn turned to the other Omorr.
“Lemesen, atend me. | would have your opinion on this pathetic state of affairs. Asde from the crimina
lack of breeding and civility displayed by the adoren’ s absence.”

The older female came over. “It does not appear as unfavorable aswe feared, adorelee. They
are an unmannerly lot, but seem otherwise agreeable.” She sent me apitying look. “ Certainly thereisno
competition apparent.”

| kept Marel on my hip and a smile pasted to my face. Squilyp, you owe me big time for this.
“Right. Well, as you may know, Squilyp isour Senior Hedler, and ship’ s surgeon. He-”

Lemesen interrupted me with atitter, then said, “1 assure you, Terran, thereis no need to inform
us of these details. We know everything about Squilyp of Maftuda.”

“Including his unfortunate choice of occupation.” Garphawayn didn’t seem to think anything was
funny. “I cannot fathom why he would desire aposition here, ether. | see nothing of merit about this
vessd, except for itssize, which is of exceedingly vulgar dimensions. The exterior design reminds me of a
certain soil-boring parasite we regularly exterminate on Omorr. And dl thisblue about... arethese beings
color-blind?’

The Captain leveled alook at Garphawayn that would have sent half the warriors on the ship
running for cover. “The Sunlace hastraveled extengvely through hundreds of civilized systems. It has
safely conveyed and protected my HouseClan for over three decades, and is the envy of the Jorenian
fleet.”

Garphawayn drew hersdf up like ahissing snake. “ Then gpparently the Jorenian fleet has aslittle
taste asyou do.”

“Urn, about Squilyp.” | stepped between the two. “He would have been here, except he'sinthe
middle of an operation. As soon as hefinisheswith his patient, he’ll be on hisway to meet you.”

“Indeed? How long does this operation take?’

“Another hour & the most.”

“I must loiter herefor another hour until it is convenient for the adoren to make an appearance?
Among dl theseimpertinent savages? Thisistoo impolite to be endured.” The younger femae gave me
the once-over. “Why does Squilyp of Maftuda entrust his messages to you? Are you his persond vaet?’



“I'm beginning to fed likeit,” | admitted.

Xonea put ahand on my shoulder. “Heder Cherijo is one of the physician surgeons who works
with the Senior Hedler.”

“He should have sent his representative,” Lemesen said, sounding very righteous.

“Another oversight on his part. We shall have to make do with thisunderling.” Lady Cestes
fingered one of her many ornaments and studied the deck overhead. 1 am fatigued and hungry.
Spending too many daysin spaceistiring, particularly when | am called upon to stand and wait on an
unmannerly laggard who thinks himsalf aproper adoren, yet sends enormous barbarians and inattentive
guntlingsto stand in his place.”

“Barbarians?’ Thetips of Xonea s claws appeared. “ Suntlings?’

| nudged my ClanBrother with adiscreet elbow. “ Likethelady said, she' sfatigued. And
obvioudy has had no contact with Jorenians prior to today. I’'m surewith alittletime we' ll al get to know
and become accustomed to each other.” God, | was becoming such aconsummeate liar.

Xonearetracted his claws and somehow produced a strained smile. “ Allow me the pleasure of
showing you and your party to your quarters.” Histone indicated extended torture would have been
preferable.

“I think not, Sir.” The femae Omorr somehow stared down her flat nose at the Jorenian towering
two feet over her. “You are too large, too loud, and too blue. | didike being in close proximity with
beings of improper size and coloring.”

“Then you' re not going to be very happy on thisship,” | muttered under my breath, before
adding in alouder tone, “I’ll take you.” As| saw the skin over his cheekbones darken, | handed Marel to
Xonea. “Go with your ClanUncle, sweetheart.” | gestured to the door pandl leading to the main corridor.
“Follow me, if you would, Lady Cestes.”

“Y ou may address me as Garphawayn,” she said as she led the procession out of the launch bay.
“On my world, only socia equas address each other by formd title.”

| had a couple of things | would have liked to call her. “Good to know.”

Wedidn't makeit to the Omorr’ s assigned quarters. Not surprising-by the time we' d worked
our way through two levels, Garphawayn had managed to insult every crew member she met on the way.
And she refused to use the gyrlifts, despite my repested advice that it would speed things up.

“They look far too flimsy to be trusted with my person.”

“I promise, they’re very safe-

She plucked at the line of her cloak. “When | require your assurances, Terran, | will ask for
them.”

“When you want to leave, be sure and mention that, too.” | wanted to pop afew bottles of
champagne.

“Greetings,” one of the engineers passing us said, and stopped to offer the usua Jorenian warm
welcome. “Y ou are Omorr, like our Senior Hedler.”

“ So these barbarians do have functioning mental organs,” Garphawayn observed aoud. “1 was
convinced when | looked in their eyes| could see the back of their skulls.”

Another pair of Torinsworking on one of the corridor panels paused long enough to say hello
and be insulted over their choice of garments.

“Whét isthe obsession with blue?’ the female Omorr asked me as she declined the traditional
Jorenian kiss of welcome from the workers. “Isit not bad enough their skin resemblesthat of an
asphyxiated corpse?’

“Omorr have such an edgy sense of humor,” | said to theworkersas| hustled the harpy and her
friends past them. “Half the time you think they’ re serious.”

“I am!” Garphawayn said. Then she added in atight voice, “ What is this thing?’

Alunthri had come around the corner. In its arms were two kittens, who were batting at each
other with their paws. “ Smal nephews, you must not fight with one another.” The Chakacat lifted the
kittens up to its shoulders, where they began batting at itswhiskers. “Hello, Cherijo. | tracked these two



for Duncan. He said they dipped out of your quartersthis morning.”

Lady Cestes sneezed explosively. “Take them away! At once.”

So much for making more introductions. “Would you mind taking them home for me, Alunthri?’

“Of course. Fareyou well, Lady Omorr.” Politely, it whisked the catsin an opposite direction.

“Lady Omorr.” Garphawayn made a contemptuous sound. “I thought Chakacats were
well-versed in proper forms of address. Why does it not wesar a collar and leash? It should bein an
animd carrier, dong withitslitter.” She made another grand gesture. “Go and lock it up immediatey. We
ghdl wait here”

“Garphawayn.” | took adeep breath. “No matter what you' ve heard, Alunthri isafree and
sentient being. Wetreat al sentient beings with equa respect on thisvessdl. | hope | can count on you to
do thesame”

Her brow ridges elevated. “Y ou can actually count? | am astonished.” She ssomped past me. “|
trust in your tireless pursuit of respect and equality that you will not feed usfrom abowl on thefloor.”

Alunthri appeared from around the corner, and beckoned to me. “Isthat Squilyp’s bride?’

| glowered. “If shelivesthat long.”

| barely got them to Medica before half the crew considered declaring group ClanKill. Luckily,
Squilyp was not only finished with his surgica case but had changed into hisfinest garments. He looked
handsome and nervous.

No way is he marrying this bitch.

“Senior Heder.” | stepped aside and gestured toward The Harpy from Hades with a casua
hand. “The Lady Cestes, Garphawayn.”

Fushed nearly purple, my Omorr colleague barely kept hisgildrellsfrom flaring ashe
surreptitioudy tugged at the front lines of histunic. “ Gregtings, adorelee, negotiator. Honored members
of the Cestes household.” He bobbed a couple of swift bows, then stared at Garphawayn asif she were
agoddess.

“Hmph.” The goddess |ooked him up and down afew times, then turned her back on him and
whispered something to her negotiator.

“Y ou were not present when the adorlee kindly graced this vessdl with her presence” Lemesen
tucked her three armsinto a complicated, huffy mesh. “Not an auspicious beginning to negotiations, Lord
Maftuda.”

Lord Maftuda? In spite of mysdlf, | choked back alaugh.

“Forgive my tardiness and neglect.” Squilyp wasamost ssammering. “Inmy duties| am
sometimes required to step outside protocol and treat the suffering. | will take measuresto assureit will
not happen again.”

“Spesking of inauspicious beginnings, Senior Heder”-1 did alittle armfolding of my own-*“it
would go along way in smoothing things over with the crew if you explained Jorenian protocol to the
adorlee. Indeail.”

Heleaned over to murmur, “ She' sadready insulted someone?’

“Everyone she' s spoken to so far. Including me.”

“Surely we are not going to be required to remain in thisfacility?” Garphawayn regarded the
patient berthswith faint horror. “In communa deeping areas?’

“No, thisisonly for patients. | would be honored to escort you to your quarters,” the Senior
Hedler assured her.

Asthe Omorr delegation bounced past me, Squilyp following up behind, | leaned over to
murmur, “Don’'t kick her in the heart. Y ou'll bresk your foot.”

That got me adirty look. “She' sonly shy.”

“Right. So are bone saws.”

“Adoren!” The female Omorr stood waiting beside the door panel to the main corridor. “1 should
like to see my quarters today, if it would not be too inconvenient.”

| watched as my boss hurried off after his highly displeased intended, and wondered how much
return postage it would take to send back this nasty little package.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Gainsand Losses

Garphawayn of Cestes decided to remain on board for agrace period of severd weeks, while
her entourage returned to Omorr to negotiate the marriage contract. Apparently, the final round of talks
were held between their families, while the two lovebirds got to know each other.

The Senior Hedler gpologized to me for doubling up on shifts so he could allot the proper time
for their courtship. “I will compensate everyone once the matter is settled.”

We djust finished morning rounds, and I” d been away from hisfiancée long enough to fed alittle
charitable. “ Y ep, you' re going to owe me big time. So how isit going, anyway? Sheloosening up a
little?” Personally, | didn’t think that would happen without dunking her in an immersion tank filled with
mechanical lubricant, but miracles were known to happen.

He looked pained. “ Omorr femaesarenot as... informal... asyou Terrans.”

| nodded. “ So she' still complaining about basicaly everything that moves.”

A reluctant chuckleleft him. “Or does't.”

My hasband surprised me alittle later that shift by reporting for his next series of kidney screens.
“Asyou sad, | have put this off long enough.”

“Hemust beill, boss. HE sactudly listening to me.” | prepped an exam table and checked
Reever’ svitaswhile Squilyp scrubbed to perform the biopsy. “I don’t know why I’'m even bothering to
check your gtats. Y our readings hardly ever vary more than afew points, either way.”

“Neither do yours.”

“Yeah, but I'm genetically engineered to be perfect, whileyou...” Animage of Joseph’s
underground lab flashed through my mind, and | froze. “Chameleons.”

Reever peered down around the table. “Where?’

“No. Not thelizards. | need to do amolecular therma spectrum. Squilyp!”

The Senior Hedler appeared, freshly sterilized and masked. “1s something wrong?’

| pushed Reever down and sterilized the extraction site above his mysterious kidney before
infusing him with loca anesthetic. “ Take the biopsy.”

As soon asthe Omorr had retrieved a sample of Reever’ skidney cdlls, | grabbed the biopsy
needle and headed for the hemoanaysis unit. Over my shoulder, | yelled, “ Reever, keep that tunic off.
Squilyp, do adeep systemic scan, seeif hisrend vein or regional lymph nodes are enlarged. Check the
perinephric space for nodules and soft-tissue attenuation, and have alook at the inferior vena cavaand
themanrend veinwhileyou'reat it.”

“What isit, Cherijo?’

“I think | know where the kidney came from.”

Performing aspectra analysis of Reever’ srend tissue down to the molecular level seemed to
take forever, but gave metimeto think about my extremely wild theory.

Did you actually do it, Joe? Did you create a chameleon?

My creator had rarely talked about it, mostly because the lack of apropos technology and
cohesive organic materia rendered it basicaly theoretical. By varying the characteristics of the organic
solvents encapsulated within abioartificid organ-the kind he grew in hislaboratory on copolymer
scaffolding-he had reduced the time it took for the transplant recipient’ s own cellsto replace the
neo-organ. In the process, he' d also sstumbled across an interesting side effect: Transplanted “ stem” cdlls,
which stimulated the re-growth process, were in fact not replaced, but incorporated as part of the
resulting engineered tissue.

“| found no criteriato support carcinoma,” the Omorr said as he hopped in.

“It'snot carcinoma. It'sachameleon.”

“I am not familiar with that term.”

| told him about my creator’ sorigind experiment, and went on from there. “If the remnant stem
cdlswere programmed to release themsa ves from the copolymer prior to incorporation, they’ d enter the



bloodstream and reattach themsel ves to another diseased organ, continuing the replacement process.”

“But that would only work on twin organs.”

“Not necessarily. Takealook at this.” | pointed as the molecular data began scrolling onto the
vid. “Seethe variationsin ten percent of the cell sample? Those aren’t kidney cells. They’rethe
chameleons. Bioengineered to dter their molecular Sructure to match whatever organ they attach
themsalves to. Reever was born missing akidney, but he apparently had enough remnant rena cellsto
attract the chameleons.”

“What you're talking about is medicaly impossble”

| reminded him about the Core, the sentient pathogen which had nearly wiped out the colony on
K-2. That sngle-celled organism had possessed the ability to mimic their hosf’ s native cdlls, down to the
chemicda sgnatures. “And, aside from xenobiologica examples, the Terran body cannibalizes millions of
cdlsevery second. We grow anew gadtric lining every four days, new skin every four weeks, and
regenerate our liversin sx. Even our skeletons are completely replaced every revolution. It'snot hard to
believe Joe found away to replicate, then dter the natura process. God knows, I’ m ashining example of
thet.”

The Omorr studied the vid screen. “How long do these chameleon cellsremain viable?’

“I don’'t know. The origina plan wasto have them degrade like blood cells. Feasiblefor one
hundred and twenty days, tops.”

“Then they should not be present in my body.”

We both turned around to see my bare-chested husband standing behind us. When | saw the
color of his eyes-the same shade ice crystals had when they formed on stedl-I swore under my breath.
“Reever, we don’'t have conclusive evidence of any of this. | need to do more tests.”

“Y ou have the biopsy sample.” He pulled histunic over hishead. “I must report for duty.”

“Duncan-" | got up from my chair, but he was dready gone. “ Darm it. | didn’t want him to hear
it that way!”

“Adoren!”

Garphawayn hopped through the main entrance to Medica and planted herself in the center of
the bay. Squilyp sighed before going over to greet her, but she was having none of that.

“Do you redlize it has been two hours since we were to dine together in that commund trough
areg?’

Adaola came over to stand beside me. “ The Senior Healer' s Chosen?’

“Uh-huh.” | finished downloading the remainder of the data on Reever’ skidney. “Lookslike
something that would eat her own young, doesn’t she?’

“Heder!” Theintern tried to sound scanddized, but ruined it by giggling. “ Sheis very loud with
her opinions, | think.”

“Y egh. The sonic cannons are getting jeal ous.”

The femae Omorr was il ranting about proper med intervas and how much she didiked being
kept waiting while| tried to Sgna Reever. His assstant in Command promised to passalong my
messages, 0 | concluded he was actively avoiding me.

Finding out Joseph had experimented on me had made me run away from Terra. What would it
do to my husband?

In frustration, | went to work on the other scheduled cases, and noticed that one member of the
sojourn team had still not comein for hisphysical. “ Signal Hawk for me, if you would, and have him
report to Medica immediately.”

“I tried to do so, severd timesthisweek,” Adaolatold me. “He has not responded to any of my
relays”

| hadn’t seen him around the ship lately, either. Stubborn Terran males were amost as annoying
astheir female Omorr counterparts. “Okay, let me go round him up. I'll beright back.”

Politely, | waited until Squilyp’s fiancée paused for breath before |et the Senior Hedler know
where | was headed.

“Very wdl,” Squilyp sad. “I will wait until you return.”



“I have been kept waiting long enough! Send one of the servants!” Garphawayn motioned
toward the nurses.

“They'renot servants,” | said through gritted teeth.

“Why don’t you sit down for afew minutes until | get back? 1’ m sure your mouth could use a
rest.”

“How dare you!” The pink-faced Omorr went purple. “I refuse to take that sort of insolence
from you, you-”

“Rude, ungracious, unpolished, discourteous, and impolite Terran female. | know. You'vetold
me. Frequently.” | stalked off to the door panel. “ Good thing we' re not getting married, huh?’

| calmed down by thetime | reached Hawk’ s quarters, and even felt alittle ashamed of myself.
My persond didike of Garphawayn wasn't making things essier for Squilyp, who had evidently fallen
head over hed for her. It was possible Lady Cestes was feding defensive, being alone on aship
surrounded by strangers. | pressed the door panel chime, wondering if some candid girl talk might help
make the Omorr lady fed alittle more at home.

If that doesn’t work, | can always sedate her.

No answer from Hawk. | checked the panel, and saw from the interior sensor sweep that he was
insde. Why wouldn’'t he answer the door? | punched in audio, and said, “Hawk? It's Cherijo. Let mein.
| want to talk to you.”

There was no response. Fearing the worst, | input my emergency medical override code, and
manually keyed the door to open.

A faint waft of smoke swept over my face asthe pand did to one sSde, reveaing complete
darkness. | squinted, trying to see. Were the optic emitters malfunctioning?“ Hawvk?’

The door pand did shut, about the same time a strong hand grabbed me by the throat and hauled
meingde. “Did they send you?’

| clawed at hisfingers, trying to get enough oxygento reply. “Hawk... let... go...”

Abruptly he released me, muttered something, then switched on thelights.

| rubbed my throat and blinked. The hataali stood naked but for a stained piece of linen
wrapped around his hips. He' d yanked out most of his chest feathers, judging by the condition of the
swoallen, bleeding fallicles, and smeared himsalf with amoldy-looking yellow substance. The smell of thet,
combined with his body odor and cily hair, told me he hadn’t deconned since returning from Taercal.

| should have checked on him days ago.

Theinterior of hisquarters matched hisfilthy, haggard appearance. Remnants of medls had been
left out to rot. A huge dry painting covered most of the floor, but this one had been formed from bits of
his own feathers and-was it possible? his own blood.

“Hawk? It's Cherijo. Areyou feeling sick?’ | took out my scanner as| went toward him.

“You'reoneof them.” Hisarm lashed out, and knocked my scanner out of my hand. The
instrument clattered to the deck. “I’m not going to let you eviscerate me.” He whipped his head to one
side and addressed an empty space. “Quiet!”

“Okay. No eviscerating today. Got it.” Warily | backed up and grabbed my scanner. “Hawk, do
you know where you are?’

“| am at the beginning of the end of theworld,” he told me. “ Abandoned to the yei of the water
andthefire”

The ya were Navg o demons and monsters. Was he halucinating? Y ou don’t remember being
on aJorenian star vessdl?”’

His hoarse voice lowered to awhisper. “ That iswhat the yal wish usto think.” He reached up to
his chest, and plucked out afeather, handing it to me asif bestowing an expensive gift. “That isthe trap of
the water and thefire. You are very smdl for ayei”

“I’'m not amongter, but | know they comein al sizes”” The doctor insde me started taking
assessment: limited or no contact with redity. Disordered speech. Self-inflicted wounds. | had to keep
himtaking. “These ya, why are they doing thisto you?’

“They hate me.” Tearsran down Hawk’ sdirty face. “ They intend to sacrifice me on the dtar to



their gods.” He backed into awall, then did down it to St on the deck. His voice went flat. “Thisisthe
way of the end of theworld.” Hislips continued forming the words sllently: the way of the end of the
world, the way of the end of the world.

“Why would they do that?Y ou haven't done anything wrong.” | moved closer, activating the
scanner. “You'reanice guy.”

“They took me from my father and my people.” He looked over at the empty space again. “ Stop
whispering!” Then he spoketo me again. “They thirst for my blood becauseit isthe key to everlasting
life” Hawk watched me pass the scanner dowly over him, thistime showing no fear and only perfunctory
interest. “What isthat?’

“A protection againgt the ye,” | told him as| studied the display. No fever, though his dopamine
and serotonin levelswere off the grid. No injury to the frontal cortex lobes-yet. “ Areyou hearing these
demons, or can you see them, too?’

Suddenly he straightened and gave me a haughty look. “1 see dl the ya gathering here. | have
heard their plansfor destruction of the universe.” He dumped back and went back to saying/mouthing
words. “| keep watch over them, because | am the only one who can stop them.” The only one who
can stop them, the only one, the only one.

“How do you fed about that?’ Without a comprehensive blood series, | couldn’'t determineif
he' d resorted to drugs. They were avery red possbility-he may have brought something with him from
Terra, for ceremonia purposes. “Does it make you angry or sad?’

“No.” He sounded remarkably cam, for aman who was in the throes of a severe psychotic
episode. “| fed only resolve”

Hawk had dl the classic sgns-delusions, fase bdiefs, multiple-sensory hdlucinations, thought
disorder, and blunted emotions. With time and afew tests, | might be able to determine whether he was
suffering from organic psychoss or had developed afunctiona schizophreniform disorder.

If he doesn't kill himself or me before we leave this room.

Casudly, | went over to the console, standing in front of it as| keyed in an emergency signal to
Medicdl, leaving the channel open so Squilyp could hear what was going on.

“What are you doing now?’

“I haveanidea.” | quickly couched everything into terms he would respond to positively, and
carefully drew out my syrinpress. “There' saplace | know wherethe yei can't see or hear or come after
you. | want you to go there with me, right now. You'll be completely safe, | promise.”

Helurched to hisfeet, and sngpped out hiswings. Handfuls of feathers were missing from them,
too. “You aretrying to deceilve me.”

“I never lie about being safe.” | held my ground. Without sedation, | had no meansto control
him. If | couldn’t get the drugsin him, I’ d have to leave and secure the door pandl. “Thisplaceisa
sanctuary for otherslike you-”

“Thereisno onelikeme!” he screamed.

Timeto get out and lock himin. | whirled, only to see asmall figure standing afew feet from the
dosed door pand. “Marel? How-?’

“Hawk?’ Shetoddled over until she stood between us.

“Back, child!” The hataali jumped on me, knocking meto the deck. | grunted asdl the air left
my lungs, and my syrinpress skidded away across the deck. He straddled me, and tried to wrap his
hands around my neck. | fought back. “Y ou will not devour her, | will not let you!”

As| wrestled with him, | twisted my face toward my daughter. The medevac team would arrive
any moment, but | wasn't taking any chances. “Mardl, swesetie- | want you to- go see Fasdla. Hurry and
go- right now- for me.”

She did the exact opposite, and walked toward the madman sitting on top of me, “Hawk? Doan
hurd my mama.”

Hawk seemed determined to choke me. | kept my arms up, blocking his hands, but he had the
strength of psychotic desperation backing him. “ Go, child. | will keep the yai from harming you.”

“Mamanot monsder.” A little hand gently patted Hawk’ stattered wing, distracting him as she



dipped the syrinpressinto my hand. “Mama heawer. Wike you.”

He hegtated, struggling to focus on thelittle girl. “What?’

“Y ou sing heaw peepoh. Mama hands heaw peepoh.” Marel madeit al sound very logical.
“Mamaheaw you.”

“Shewill makethe ya leave medone?’ he asked, still suspicious.

“Sure” Mardl’ s smile widened. “Everybody afraid of Mama.”

“Youlie” Hawk rolled off me.

Somehow, Qonja appeared, and threw himself in Hawk’ s path just before he got his hands on
my daughter. The two men went down, and began dugging each other.

“Heder!” theresdent shouted, struggling to hold his own againgt the hataali’ s fury. “Now!”

| hurried over and administered afast-acting sedative, then closed my eyes as Hawk umped
back, unconscious. Mardl was dready in my arms before | straightened.

| held her tightly and looked down at Qonja s bleeding face before extending ahand to help him
up. “Thank you.”

We moved Hawk to Medical, got him cleaned up, and ran afull series scan, but | had to sedate
him again. Qonjatreated his own cuts and bruises before disgppearing into the Senior Hedler’ s office. A
few minutes later, the Senior Hedler emerged and announced a staff meeting to determine diagnosis and
trestment.

It wasn't theway | would have handled it, but Squilyp wasin charge, not me. What bothered me
was wondering what Qonjahad said to him.

Aswe gathered in the conference room and waited for the rest of the senior staff to arrive,
Adaolaasked metofill themin. “And if you would, please describe the patient’ s condition and behavior
asyou witnessed it.”

| covered what had happened in Hawk’ s quarters, adding, “I tried talking him down, but he
showed very limited response and ignored almost dl my verba cues. I’'m not sure he even heard
everything | said.”

“What isthe current status on the patient?’ the Omorr asked as he closed the conference room
pand, and cameto thetable.

“We veruled out brain tumor, temporal |obe epilepsy, autoimmune responses, Huntington's, liver
malfunction, and alergic or substance reactions.” | handed copies of Hawk’ s chart to the residents and
interns, feding abit like asecretary. When | reached my boss, | leaned over. “Whereis Qonja?
Shouldn’'t hebein onthis?’

“He had to speak to the Captain.” Squilyp cleared his throat, then addressed the group. “So we
have no viable reason for this patient’ sdelusona state.” He gave me abrief glower, then switched on his
chart. “ Questions, thoughts?’

Adaolatook thefirg shot. “His higtory indicates heisbiologicaly vulnerable for acute functiond
psychosis. His condition could be the end result of years of severe mental and physica abuse, exposure
to perpetud conflict, and poor adjustment to socid conditions, and persond 10ss.”

“I’d beinclined to agree.” | sat down and took a sip from my server of water. “However, | know
this patient pretty well, and prior to this episode, he has displayed no functiona maladjustments
whatsoever. We re talking about anormal twenty-four-year-old mae suddenly developing crippling
mentd illness. It just doesn’t happen overnight-we would have seen behaviora changes and other
warning sgnsfor months.”

Vlaav was next. “Cedllular degeneration within the frontal cortex lobesis not gpparent, but from
the patient’ sl ethargic reaction to rysperidyne therapy, I’ d say he's suffering organic psychosis resulting
from increased stimulation of neurotransmitter receptors. Perhaps aform of Pick’s Disease.”

Squilyp shook his head. “ Something triggered the endocrine response, and there are no signs of
prior neurologica disease.”

“We can't continue receptor-blocker therapy without risking extrapyramida side effects, like
suppression of bone marrow production and seizures,” | pointed out.



“We cannot continue sedating him,” lolnaadded. * Already he requiresfive times the sandard
Terran dosage of vaumine. Repeated infusonswill only build up toxic levelsin the bloodstream and
possibly cause permanent systemic damage.”

“That leaves only one option-deegp suspension, until we can tag the source and develop aviable
regimen.” | wasn't happy about putting my friend in a deliberate coma, but we had no other choice.

“That will make him unavailablefor further psychiaric testing,” Vlaav sad.

“In his present state, he could hardly provide cognizant test responses.” The Omorr made a
notation on the chart. “Very well, we shdl put the hataali in deep suspension. Adaola, you and Vlaav
work on the organic sources. Test for every known neurologica and endocrine disorder. lolna, | want
you on gtrict monitor. Advise the team of any changesin his condition, however minor.” He glanced at
me. “Cherijo and | will cover the other possibilities.”

“It'snot functiond,” | said. “It hasto be pathogenic.”

The Senior Hedler nodded. “If itis, we'll find it. That’ sl for today. Thank you and please keep
me updated on your progress.”

| waited until the rest of the staff cleared the room before closing the door pand and leaning
againg it. “ Okay, Squid Lips, tell mewhat' s going on here. We have our first psychiatric case, and Boy
Shrink disappears?’

He got busy stacking charts. “1 don’t know what you mean.”

“Y ou're asurgeon, not agroup practitioner. What' s the deal ? What did he say to you in your
office?’

Hisgildrellsdrooped. “I have orders from the Captain.”

Xonea getting involved with Medica-never agood mix. “Orders, | takeit, I'm not supposed to
know about.”

“He mentioned throwing mein the brig afew timeswhen he wasissuing them.”

“So live dangeroudy and tell mewhat the hell isgoing on.”

“I need everyone working on this, not just me and you. We haveto find out what caused Hawk's
episode, and quickly.”

“Why?

The door pand did open, and someone even madder than me hopped in the room.

“Youliar.” Garphawayn threw ahandful of photoscans at the Senior Hedler. 1 demand we
resolve this disgusting matter at once!”

Squilyp bent down and picked up the images, which were of abeautiful, smiling Jorenian femae.
Inwardly, | groaned.

It seemed Garphawayn had just found out about the other woman in her fiancé€ s heart.

“I will not accept your solicitation,” the Senior Healer said as he finished picking up the
photoscans and handed them to me. “We are contracting marriage, not seeking to kill each other.”

“You are contracting marriage under false pretenses. It is too revolting to even think about.” The
female Omorr’sgildrdl rings clinked together. 1 demand satisfaction for your blatant insult to the Cestes
name.”

My boss seemed to snap. “Y ou have insulted it yourself by searching my quarters, you harridan!”

“That'senough.” | decided it wastime | stepped in, before membranes started swinging. “Both
of you, shut up for aminute.”

Malicious dark eyes shifted to me. “ Stay out of this, Terran, or | will solicit you next.”

“Since |’ ve dready kicked your fianc€ s backside once in asolicitation, | wouldn’t recommend
it.” 1 pulled out a chair and pointed to the seat. “ Park yoursdlf for aminute. Y ou, too, Squilyp.” When
they didn’t move, | raised my voice. “Now, or | call security and tell them to bring weapons!”

The Omorr chose opposite ends of the table and refused to look at each other.

“Good. Now we re going to straighten this out. Squilyp, tel Garphawayn who the femdein the
photoscansis.”

“LdonaTorin, oneof my patients. She was badly burned in afire on the ship. | performed the
reconstructive surgery that restored her facia features and proper respiratory functions.”



“Hal She has no scars on her facel”

He planted two membranes on the table and leaned forward. “1 am an excellent surgeon.”

“If what you say istrue, then why do you keep only her images? Where are those of your other
patients?’ The female Omorr tossed her feathered head. “ Produce them, and | will retract my
accusations. | am willing to be understanding. Thisonce.”

“Oh, someone needs to record this moment and preserve it for posterity.” | sighed.
“Garphawayn, you can't go through marriage asking for proof every time your spousetellsyou
something. Marriage is about faith and trust in each other.”

She gave me ashut-up look. “Very well. Adoren, tel meyou have no fedingsfor thisblue
femdein theimages, and | will withdraw my solicitation.”

“I loved her,” Mr. Honesty felt compelled to say.

“You see?’ She gave meatriumphant glare. “His heart is not open. Heis not suitable for
marriage. And yet he deceived me, brought meto thiswretched vessel, compelled me to waste my time
negotiating a contract which could never be fulfilled-

“Right. Okay. Shut up.” My boss was maintaining amutinous silence, o | decided to explain the
muddle. “Inthefirgt place, LaonaTorin and Squilyp could never be together. Jorenians and Omorr are
not physicaly compatible. He knew this, which iswhy he never pursued her.”

“That makeslittle difference.” She thumped the table. “His heart wasto be mine by contract!”

“Lady, if you think asigned document is going to makethisguy loveyou, you' reexisingin
another dimension.” That wasn't enough, | saw from her expression. I’ d haveto get creative. “Besides,
LaonaTorin died asaresult of her injuries. Y ou're jedlous of aghogst, nothing more.” When Squilyp
made asif to protest, | sllently sscomped on hisfoot under the table, and he subsided.

Garphawayn looked alittle thunderstruck. “ She' s dead?”’

“That' swhat | told you,” | said. ”Now, | think you’ d better withdraw your solicitation and go
spend an interval under acold cleanser port. What do you say?’

“I withdraw my solicitation.” She rose on her leg, looking even more regd than ever. “Asfor the
marriage contract, | will haveto consider thisnew codicil. Perhaps, Squilyp, you should ask yoursdlf if
you truly desire awife, or merely a substitution for a deceased love.” Out she scomped.

As soon as she was gone, Squilyp exploded. “Why did you lieto her? Lalonais not dead; she's
on Joren!”

“Uh-huh. And when do you think your future bride is ever going to visit that particular planet?’

He sat back down. “Likely never.”

“l rest my case”

My boss still looked miserable as he sorted through the photoscans. “ She' sright, you know. I'm
dill infatuated with afemale| can never have”

“| didn’t think too much of thisone, until she camein here demanding to beet the hell out of you.
| smiled. “ Squilyp, Garphawayn has been acting like arefrigeration unit since she got on board. Now,
suddenly, she' sinsanely jealous. In my mind, there’ s only one reason for that.”

“Hormones,” he said in amorosetone.

“No, you idiot.” | patted his cheek. “She'sin love with you.”

The Omorr’ s behavior lingered in my mind as | went to check on Hawk and see how well the
deep suspension was working. Savetkareviewed hisvitals with me, then pointed out some minor
fluctuationsin brain activity during the transition phase.

“It was much the same when we began administering the additiond sedation. | have little hope
that hewill be able to remain in suspension for an extended period of time.”

“He sasticked off as Squilyp’sgirlfriend is,” | joked, then nearly dropped the chart. “ That’ sit.”

The nurselooked mystified. “Y our pardon, Hedler?’

“Pull up dl the hematological resultsfor the patient, and sort out the hormone and protein levels.”
| pulled back the suspension shroud, and felt under Hawk’ s neck. Therewas adistinct bulge indicating
an abnormadlity in the thyroid gland, and | scanned it before replacing the shroud. “No growth, but



definitdly enlarged.”

Meanwhile, the nurse had collated the data | needed and handed me the chart. “He has a number
of hormones out of balance, including saverd that the database cannot identify.”

“He sonly hdf-Terran, o it would make sense that he has some Taerca glands.” |'d aready
downloaded what few readings I’ d taken from the native population, and went over to a console to pull
them up. Hyt only had a couple of matching secretionsin his blood, but the dead adult male I’ d scanned
hed dl of them. “Bingo.”

Savetka studied the screen. “Without a comprehensive database, we cannot determine which
glands are affected.”

“I'mway ahead of you.” | Sgnaed Communications. “ThisisHeder Cherijo. | needtorelay a
sgna back to Taerca”” When the Communications officer looked at me asthough I'd lost my mind, |
glowered. “It' samedica emergency; put methrough.”

“Yes, Heder.”

The response was immediate, and the officer patched it through to my terminal. | didn’t know the
face of the officid who answered, but | certainly recognized the hodility.

“What do you want, polluter?’

“I have one of your people on my ship, and he' sdying,” | said, deciding blunt was best. “1 need
you to upload your standard medical database to me.”

“We do not blaspheme Sadda.”

“| have Sadda on the ship, remember?’

“Then the great onewill tel you himsdlf. If you or your kind ever come within our space again,
wewill destroy dl of you.”

The signa terminated, and there were no further answersto the other dozen relays| sent.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Celébration City

If it wasn’t frustrating enough that | couldn’t get the medical datal needed to save Hawk’ s life,
or find out what Qonjawas doing, the Captain decided to get al Jorenian on me about going down to the
surface of Oenral.

“Until 1 know what’' s making these people Sterile, it' sidiotic to send anyone else but me!” |
shouted &t theterminal.

“| shdl not debate this, Cherijo.” My ClanBrother was using that no-nonsense tone with me,
which the console rdayed perfectly. “1 refuse to allow you to sojourn done.”

“I won't be done. Dhreen isgoing with me.”

“Dhreenisinjured and has severe memory loss. Heisaso in no condition to help you, should the
Stuation deteriorate, asit did on Taerca. Command out.”

That left me fuming as | prepared to jaunt down to a planet full of people who had been rendered
barren by an unknown cause. Naturally, | was going to vent, and Reever just happened to walk in our
quarters at that momen.

| said afew uncomplimentary things about X onea, ending with, “Who does hethink heis, telling
me how to do my job?’

“The Captain.” Duncan seemed faintly amused. “ Perhaps having abig brother is not the delight
you once thought it.”

“Have you looked at the sojourn roster? Why does Squilyp have to come with us?’

“I believe the Omorr wishesto have sometime away from the femae heisconsdering asa
mate.”

| gave him abaeful look. “I know how he feds. Especidly when my husband walks out in the
middle of amedica procedure on me and doesn’'t answer my signals.”

He went to the viewer. “| was preoccupied.”

“You weredodging me.” | could seethetension in his shoulders, but my supply of patience was



running low. “These chameleon cells are serious business, Reever. The theory aone went way beyond
risky-1"m not even sure they’ |l remain cohesive. We need to talk about what we' re going to do.”

That was when he pulled one of my tricks. “ After the sojourn,” he said, and walked ouit.

To assure himsdlf there would be no monkey business, X onea piloted the launch down to Oenral
Main Trangport. | wastoo angry at being overruled to say much to him, outsde my affirmative snarl to
his greeting when we arrived in launch bay three.

Dhreen and Squilyp were aready there, waiting to board as an Engineering crew gave the launch
afinal preflight check. Reever took my medical pack and placed it next to the otherswaiting to be
stowed.

“Don't juggle thisaround too much,” | said, handing him the cryogenic carrier.

“What isingde?’

“The Jorenian liver we' ve been working on. | want to show it to one of the native doctors.”

Qonjawatched me from his position by the entrance ramp, his eyesintent. The entrance to the
bay opened behind us, and | glanced back to see Garphawayn and [lona Red Faun walk in together.

Great. All we need are the Hsktskt and we can have a party.

Garphawayn hopped over to stand beside Squilyp. “ So thisisthe vessel you will jaunt in to the
surface? It is too cramped. Tell the Captain to fly alarger shuttle.”

“Dhreen.” llona svoice wasn't asloud, but commanded as much attention. The Oenradlian
watched her gpproaching him, and just as she reached him, turned his back on her. “Dhreen, please.”

“Leavemedone”

| hissed my impatience. “ Dhreen, don’t be an ass.”

“Attend to your own lookout, Doc.” Now heturned around to confront her. “1 informed you,
thereis nothing further to converse about. | don’t remember you. | don’'t know you.”

The Terran girl wrapped her arms around her torso. “I am pregnant with your children.”

“They aren't ming!”

Garphawayn, who had been bickering with Squilyp over launch sizes and Captain’ s prerogatives,
snapped her head up. “Y ou, orange-haired one. Do not speak to her like that. It is absolutely too
indiscreet to make such statementsin front of others.”

“They'rehis,” llonatold the female Omorr, her voice bresking into a sob on the last word. “His
children.”

Garphawayn turned to me. “Y ou. Bad-tempered Terran. A DNA test has been performed?’

“I haveaname.” | gave her theeye. “And it’snot ‘ Bad-tempered Terran.””

“I cannot remember it.” She went over and placed a comforting membrane on [lona s shoulder.
“Wel?1sherespongble for the fema e s pregnancy, or not?’

“Thisisnot thetime or place to discuss this matter.”

Reever squeezed my arm when | would have aired my opinion. “ Perhaps, Lady Cestes, you
could escort l1lona Red Faun back to her quarters?’

“If 1 must.” Garphawayn sniffed. “ Adoren, this subordinate of yours hasfailed to reconcilethis
distressful matter. Y ou will persondly attend to this Situation when you return.”

“Yes, adorlee.” For once the Senior Healer sounded sick and tired of being told what to attend
to. “Until wereturn.”

“Another thing-do not alow these Terransto agitate the indigenous species on this world. |
would didike having to accompany arescue misson to retrieve you.”

Asthe femae Omorr led llonafrom the launch bay, | sighed. “Y ou know, those two may actually
be the only ones on this ship who get dong without a problem.”

“Thank you for the prediction,” the Senior Hedler said, obvioudy miffed.

We boarded the launch and departed from the Sunlace afew minuteslater. In the passenger
compartment, Reever and Squilyp got into an intense discussion about gathering specimens of indigenous
botanica's. Qonjaseemed preoccupied with staring out the viewport. That left meto St and monitor
Dhreen.

The Oenrdlian had ralied asecond time from hisinjuries, but hewas till paleand thin. | told



mysdf | wasn't being overly cautious, even as| ran ascanner over him for the third time since leaving the
ship.

His amber eyes narrowed with speculation. “Uneasy about me?’

“Sincethe day | walked into that New Angdestavern and fell for your first scam,” | said,
checking hisheart/lung rate. “ Y ou still can’t remember llona or the time you spent together on Terra?’

“Those children are not mine.”

Okay, scratch talking about the kids. | expelled abreath as| studied hisreadings. “Y ou’ re not
going to be able to run around down there. If | seeyou try, I’'m going to sedate you and have you
brought back to the ship. Got that?’

“Absolutdy.”

| looked through the viewport at the planet we were rapidly approaching. It was amottled swirl
of blue oceans and green land masses, with afew dark ribbonsindicating areas of high elevation. The
capitd, Vasegas City, was located in the center of the largest continent. “ Can you remember anything
about your homeworld?’

“I reed what was on the database,” he admitted. “It's comparable to your homeworld, negligible
depreciated gravity, oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. The oceans aren't as sdlty, and they don't gect sdiva
on vistors or shape their botanicalsinto geometric structures.”

In spite of my disgruntled mood, my lips curved. “ Sounds like you remember alittle about
Tera”

“I have flashes, sometimes.” He sat back and closed his eyes.

Since helooked tired dready, | left off grilling Dhreen and went up to the helm. Xoneawas
entering coordinates for fina descent and nodded when | pointed to the copilot’ s seet.

“Any problem with Vasegas?’ | asked, watching the planet fill the front viewer.

“I do not understand what you mean,” the Captain said.

“Problems, you know-mandatory quarantines, triple decon scans, amob gathering to chuck
some sones at us?’

“None so far.” My ClanBrother shot me an amused glance. “Y ou will not persuade meto believe
you could have accomplished the sojourn successtully by yourself.”

“Givemetime, and | will.”

Main Transport outside Vasegas City was a busy place, filled with trader shipslanding and lifting
off dl around us. | got a chance to witnessred pilot savvy as Xonea hovered until agap on the docking
pad opened up, then squeezed in under two other vessals vying for the space. The standard biodecon
scans only took another minute.

“Vdsegas Man Transport, Sunlace launch five pilot, all scans negative. Request permisson to
disembark.”

Someone laughing stopped, coughed, and barked over the audio, “ Sure, come on down!” More
laughter, thistime from othersin the background.

While the guys assembled the sojourn packs, | woke Dhreen up. “Rise and shine, pd. You're
home.”

Whatever subconscious fears |’ d had about walking into another Taercal-style messingtantly
evaporated as we | eft the launch. Beyond Main Transport, a busy metropolis sprawled out in dll
directions. There were Oenrdlians rushing in and out of buildings, crowding around ships, dedling with
traders, and congtantly talking, gesturing, and laughing. Dhreen’ s native language was being bantered
around us nonstop, and had a staccato sound to it that reminded me of hedls tapping with impatience.

“Productive place,” | said to Dhreen as we passed a group of squat, blocky Ramathorran traders
hauling containers from an off-ramp into an open cargo hold. “ Anything jogging your memory yet?’

He regarded the workers, then rubbed his horngears. “Not them.”

Vasegas reminded me alot of Dhreen’sold trader vessdl, the Bestshot, only on acity-size scale.
Apparently the waste-not, want-not attitude was a cultural thing, as every structure appeared to be
constructed of aconglomeration of materials, and every mode of transport that passed us displayed



recycled and salvaged parts. As Oenral’ s red sun set, abewildering amount of photo-sensor optics

began lighting up. Some were in the oddest places, too: strung from wiring hung out of doors and

windows, floating on autonomous hover units, and in transparent panels on the walkways under our feet.
| squinted up at aflashing red rectangle floating overhead. “ Someone afraid of the dark?’

“Vasegasisthe city that never takesadeep interva,” adeep, pleasant voice said behind me.

Weturned to see agroup of Oenrdliansfollowing us, led by atowering Amazon with ashaggy
mane of sun-bleached hair and brightly ornamented yellow garments.

Qonjastepped in front of me. “May | be of assistance?”’

“If | wasn't dready mated, you could.” She gave him an admiring once-over. “Y ou're from the
Jorenian ship, am | right?” Without waiting for an answer, she held out ahand that was bigger than my
face. “I'm Mtulla, Rganuka of Handler Row. Welcometo Oenral.”

“QonjaTorin.” Hetook her hand briefly, waited amoment, then stepped aside to let her do the
samewith me.

“Hi. Dr. Cherijo Torin.” | gingerly accepted the clasp, but al she did was squeeze my fingers
gently beforeletting go. “What does * Rgjanukd’ mean?”’

“I run therow’ sbusiness.” She tapped her brow. “ And get most of the head painsthat go with
thet.”

| grinned, liking her dready. “I know how that is. Let meintroduce you to the rest of our sojourn
team. Captain Xonea Torin, Senior Hedler Squilyp of Maftuda, Ship’s Linguist Duncan Reever, and-"

“Dhreen! Son of an Abboreul dream snatcher, it’ sgood to lay eyeson you.” Mtullawent to seize
him in aless cautious embrace, then stopped short when he drew back. “What' s the matter with you,
boy?Y ou look like a cabbuna chewed you up and regurgitated what it couldn’t belly!”

Reever stepped in and said something in low, fast Oenrdlian, too low for our wristcomsto
trandate.

At once Mtulla s happy expression faded. “Oh, child.” Shetried to touch Dhreen’ sface, but
again he avoided her hand. “Well, at least you' re onplanet now.” She cocked her head, making thetiny
bellswoven in her bleached hair chime. “It' sbeen sixty yearssince| last routed you out of my dwelling.”

“Wewere friends?’ he asked her, ill looking suspicious.

She shook her head. “Worse. We were neighbors, before most of the domains changed hands.”

“We d liketo take Dhreen to afamiliar place, maybe hishome,” | said. “It might help trigger
some memories. Could you direct us there?’

“Direct you?’ Shelaughed. “I’ll transport you there mysalf.” As she saw Xoneatake out some
credit chips, she added, “No payment is necessary. Captain Torin. I’ d be gratified to help the boy.”

Mtullaturned and snapped out some ordersin rapid Oenrallian to the group, who abruptly took
off in different directions,

“I'll give you the tour of the city on theway, if you don’'t mind afew stops,” she said. “Got to
keep agrip on my crew, if I'm to handle the business and stay out of Debtor Row.”

| frowned. “What do you handle, exactly?’

“Goods, buying and sdlling.” She produced a thin card with aview square that displayed various
tech, garments, and jewels. “We handle anything-fast and cheap, found and lost.”

“What are lost goods?’ my husband asked.

“Whatever needs someoneto find it.” She gave Reever afaint, lasciviouswink. “Come on,
friends, let's cruisethe rows.”

Vasegas sdomains were huge areas of the city devoted to aparticular family, Mtullaexplained
aswe followed her to her persond transport. Each family specidized in someindustry, rather likeaguild,
only they referred to the family residence and business as one in the same-their “row.”

“We ve got every kind of row an offworlder could want-tech, trade, data, raw and processed
materias, transport, labor of any kind, you nameit. Here' smy ride.” The Rganuka went to a huge heap
of modular hoverliftsfitted to at least three separate glidecar bodies that had been welded together, and
yanked open adoor panel. “Hop in, friends.”



“Wait.” Qonjastepped forward and had along look inside. “Very well.”

“If | needed asecurity guard,” | told himas| climbed in, “I’ d have brought one from the ship.”

Theinterior of the vehicle had anumber of odd-looking interior seams, but plenty of seats,
harnesses, and viewports to accommodate al of us comfortably. Mtullaeased her big framein behind the
modified driver’ s console and hammered on the pand to initiate ignition.

“Now | see where you got your ship design from,” | muttered to Dhreen as| arranged my
footgear around some wiring sprouting from the floor panel. | checked out the main viewpand. “Mtulla,
how long doesit take to get to these rows?’

She pointed at the buildings surrounded the docking areaoutside. “ Y ou' re in the middle of one
now- thisis Trangt Row.”

Xonealeaned to one side. “Those structures at the left appear to be residences.”

“They are” Mtullagtarted the ignition sequence, and apowerful enginerumbled to life. “ Trangit
Row workers and their familieslive where they do their business. All of my handlers, for example, live
with mein Handler Row.”

Qonjaleaned forward. “How many rows are therein your city?’

“A thousand, maybe more.” She shrugged. “No oneredlly counts.”

The Captain and the psych resident exchanged aglance, but Qonjaonly sat back and subsided
into slence.

We got the five-gtar tour as Mtulladrove us through the city, and pointed out the features and
specific rows within each domain we passed through.

“Eagt saventh domain, Artisan Row on your right, Quarry Row on your left.” She handled the
vehicle as deftly as she pointed out the attractions. “ Coming up on Textile Row, for anyone looking to
invest in some new garments or bed coverings.”

Each row seemed to include aminiature open-air marketplace, displaying waresin front of each
structure. Some of the buildings, our guide explained, served as businesses by day and residential housing
for the row’ s occupants by night.

“Are the workers governed by separate guilds?” Xonea asked.

“Nah. Everybody works for the Rgjanukal of their row, but they’ re expected to govern
themsdves”

Everybody appeared to be actively employed, &t least from the number of Oenralians| saw
walking around the streets. Something didn’t seem right, until | realized that everyone | saw working
wasn't Oenrdlian, but members of offworld races. The natives themsel ves were everywhere-laughing,
talking, gathering in groups-but doing nothing else. “Istoday somekind of holiday?’

Mtullaglanced in the rear viewer. “Don’t know what you mean, Doctor.”

| decided to pressthe point. “ There are Tingaleans selling paintings over there, and apair of
Aksdllans hauling stone to that trangport glidetruck. |1 don't see any of your people actualy doing the
work themselves”

The row leader’ s smile faded a bit. “We delegate to subcontractors. Y ou know how it iswhy do
the grunt work yourself when you can pay another to acquire the aching muscles?’

It sounded reasonable. So why did | get the fedling she was putting me on?

| thought | saw some familiar-looking shadows disappear into one of the building entrances and
peered over my shoulder through the back viewpand to seeif they’ d come out again. They didn't.

What isit?

| felt Reever’ s unease even before his thought became clear. He was more worried than | was. |
don’t know. | could have sworn | just saw a couple of Bartermen.

Look to the right. Do you see the beings in the helmets and brown fitted gar ments?

| spotted them right away. Yeah. Who are they?

Akkabarrans. Now disgust blended with his unease.

Something about their appearance nagged at me, but | couldn’t identify precisaly what iswas.
Never heard of them.

You might have seen a few of them on Catopsa, during the slave auctions.



Now | remembered. They're davers?

Living beings are only a side enterprise. Their main commerce is weaponry of any kind.

Noise and activity outside the transport seemed to eevate, the farther we got in to the city. By
the time we reached what had to be the center, it appeared asif the entire population was having awild
party. Everywhere| looked, natives behaved with perpetua, dmost manic hyperactivity. Singing.
Dancing. Throwing colored strips of glowing paper up intheair.

“Not exactly shy, arethey?’ | said to Xonea, who like me was mesmerized by a group of
Oenrdlianstearing off their garments and jumping into a huge basin spraying water hundreds of feet into
the air. They splashed each other like agroup of mischievouskids.

“A pleasant contrast to Taercd,” my ClanBrother said.

Mtullaworked her vehicle through the crowded street and parked beside a towering Structure.
“Excuse me for amoment, friends.” A light appeared on her console and she took out a strange-looking
headset and fitted it over the two horns on the top of her head before moving a connected transmitter unit
infront of her mouth.

“Rajanukal.” Shelistened, then sighed. “Expected as much. All right, see what you can do to
locateit.” Shetook off the headset. “ Sorry about that. We ve gotten asfar aswe' re going, friends. I've
got some business to attend to on Traders Row, just ahead. Everybody out.”

Traders Row took up both sides of the wide street beyond the next intersection, and spilled out
onto it from every direction. As soon as we stepped down from Mtulla s vehicle, we were surrounded by
ahorde of excited Oenralians.

“Terran, beautiful footgear from your homeworld!” one young Oenrdlian maewith soulful yellow
eyes cdled to me. He held up apair of skimpy, black-strapped sandals. “ They’ [l make your feet [ook
smaller and yoursdf taler!”

Qonja stepped between us. “ Sheis not interested, peddler.”

“Thanks,” | said over the resident’ s shoulder, before poking him in the back. He turned around.
“Do you mind?| can spesk for mysdf.”

Another, older male grabbed Xonea, who shook him off like atroublesome flea. Jorenians didike
being mauled as much as Terrans. The native only grinned and gestured at him like an old friend. “Come
and drink a my tavern with your friends, pilot.”

Even Squilyp wasn't safe. A femae flung ahandful of squirming crimson bugs up under his
gildrels. “Look, sir! Fresh cephaopods from Omorr!”

For people who liked to subcontract, the natives were awfully eager to sdll thingsto us. | noticed
no one approached Dhreen or Mtulla-apparently the peddiers preferred aliens-then saw a gorgeous
femaelatch onto Reever.

She jumped on him, winding her arms around his neck and her legs around hiswaist. “ Pleasure
from my body, Terran. Any act you prefer.” She undulated againgt him.

“Hey.” On closer ingpection, | saw she was hardly more than akid. “ Off my husband.”

Reever untangled himsalf and set her on her feet. “Thank you for the offer, but | am exclusveto
my wife”

“I will pleasure you both.” She beckoned to me. “L et me service you together.”

Mtulla stepped into the middle, then bellowed, “ Rganuka Handler Row! Leave off my friends
and clear out!”

The crowd groaned, but gradually backed away from us. | watched, horrified as the young
progtitute began bargaining with apair of leering, furry humanoidstwice her Sze.

Furious, | went after her, only to come up short and find my wrist in Reever’ s hand. “For God's
sake, Duncan, she'sjust akid!”

“She'sseventy, if she'saday.”

| sghed with frustration as | recalled how dowly Dhreen’ s people appeared to age. “ Terrific.
Next thing you know, we' Il be accosted by infants.”

He released me. “There don’t appear to be any.”

Which confirmed Dhreen’s claim-since we' d landed on thisworld, | hadn’t seen asingle child.



While Mtullacompleted her business, | got out my scanner and ran aroutine check on the
sojourn team. Everyone seemed to be maintaining, except Dhreen, whose blood pressure remained at
dightly dlevated levels. Pathogenic sweep indicated negative, which meant we hadn’t contracted anything.

Our guide returned, but thought it would be best if we went the rest of the way to Dhreen’ shome
on foot.

“| take my ride down these streets’ -she swept a hand toward the mass of pedestrians-“ someone
will end up under the hover ports.”

As soon as we began walking, | saw what the Oenrallian woman had been driving by too fast for
me to spot before.

“I' knew it. Mtulla.” | pointed to agroup of the dark-robed beings. “What are those creeps doing
here?’

“Cregps?’ Shefollowed my gaze. “ Those are Bartermen; they administer Traders Row. Most of
the other rows now, too.”

“| thought you said the Rgjanukal ran the rows.”

“We run them, but we work for the Bartermen. They liketo trade.” Shedidn’t seem to think it
wasabig dedl. “So dowe.”

“Fresh, new stock here,” an Akkabarran said through awristcom as we passed. “Collar trained,
eager to serveyou.”

“They’re people, not stock,” | told him.

“Strong and obedient daves, they are.” He patted a cail of stim-cord on hiship. “I trained them
persondly.”

“I thought Oenral didn't trafficin daves,” | said through clenched teeth.

“I guessthey do now,” Dhreen said.

Reever grabbed me and forced me to keep walking. Not here and not now. We have to find
out why thisis happening. It’s not only the savery. These people are in trouble.

“What' syour problem, Hedler?” Mtullawanted to know. “There aren’t any Terransin that
bunch. Why be concerned?’

| grabbed the Rgjanuka by the front of her tunic. Qonjatried to step in, but | glowered. “1 spent
ayear asadave, Mtulla. | don't like seeing people being sold like cattle.”

She held up her big hands. “ Sorry, | didn’t know.”

| let her go. “God, Taercd is starting to look good.”

| saw more Bartermen skulking around, making their secret deal's. Akkabarran and Garnotan
dave traders worked out in the open, offering beingsfor rent or purchase. By the time we' d reached
Dhreen’ sblock, Reever had his arm clamped around me.

“All I wanted was a couple of minutes with that Garnotan piece of dime,” | muttered under my
breath.

Squilyp was so angry hewas purple. “We haveto stop this.”

Jorenians only show claw when they were furious, and Xoneadisplayed al twelve of his.
“Agreed.”

“You can't stop the dave trade,” Mtullasaid.

| laughed, once. “Y ou don’t know who you' retaking to.”

“Thereisnolaw againgt it.” She gestured to one of the dave pens.

Reever turned his cold gaze on her. “Do you have any law on thisworld?’

“Only one. You can’'t murder anyone.” She scanned our faces. “If you kill, you'll be put to death
immediatdly. No trid. No defense. A lifefor alife”

Mtulla sreveation kept usdl silent for the remainder of the walk to Dhreen’ shome.

“Thisisit.” Sheled usinto a shabby, empty-looking building at the end of Traders Row.

Insgde, dim lighting velled everything in shadows, but | could smell stagnant water. Gnétlike
insects swarmed around us briefly, driven off as soon as Mtulla switched on ahand-held emitter. A thick
layer of dust and dead insects coated every surface. I d half expected lots of clutter, but the furnishings



wereminimd.

“I don't likethis” Dhreen said, hisface gleaming with swest. “ Can we go back to the ship?’

“About your launch.” Mtullacleared her throat. “It’ s been appropriated.”

Xoneaturned on her. “What say you?’

Shetapped her horns. “Got asigna from my Transit people. | sent acrew to safeguard it, but
goparently they didn't get thereintime.”

“I wish to spesk to someone in authority. At once,” my ClanBrother said.

“We'll track down what happened to it,” Mtullatold him. “Could have been a couple of my own
handlerswho took it.”

“I can't stay here,” Dhreen repeated, and headed for the entrance. “ Something bad happened
here”

“Hey.” | caught hiswrigt. Hisskin felt clammy, but his pulse was normd. “If this placeis helping
you remember, maybe we should stick around for afew minutes.”

He saized my hand and held on to it with abruising grip. “What about the launch? What if we
can't get off here, like Taerca?’

His paranoiawas starting to worry me. “Mtullawill find it, or the Captain will send for a
replacement.” | tugged him toward another room. “Come on, let’s seewhat’sin here.”

“I'll take alook at the database.” Reever went over to aconsole and dusted it off.

| followed Dhreen over to where he stood, looking out afilmy window. “Hey.”

He gripped the sill so hard the flat ends of hisfingerswhitened. “1 don't likeit here, Doc.”

| put an arm around hiswais. “Give it achance. What do you think of, when you look out
there?’

His eyestook on afaraway gleam. “ That they’ re worse than when | |eft.”

Silently, I took out my scanner and ran abrain sweep. “Who' sworse?’

“They said it was ajust atemporary reaction, you know.” He murmured the wordsin such a soft,
anguished voicethat my eyes stung. “Only it wasdl part of the wanting.”

“Tel meabout it.”

“They can't deep or rest. Seeing adim light islike staring into the sun. Hearing whispers asloud
asscreams.” He swalowed. “If | stay here, it will happen to me.”

| finished my scan and saw Mtulla hovering behind Dhreen. “Iswhat he' s describing true?”

She shook her head. “We have medicinefor it now.”

| 1eft Dhreen at the window and hauled Mtullainto the next room. “What kind of medicine?’

“Sengblok. It'sthe only thing that stops the symptoms.”

The dang term sounded ominous. “What kind of drug isit?’

Shetook avia from her pocket and handed it to me. “1t calms and blunts the senses.”

| scanned it. “ Thisis neuroparalyzer-you can’t use something likethis; it’ll kill you.”

“Noonehasdied of it yet.”

When | found the physician who prescribed this, I'd have their license burned. “How often are
you taking it?’

She shrugged. “When | can afford to buy it, every hour.”

Neuroparayzer on demand. Mother of All Houses. “ Do you have any ideawhat kind of nerve
damage you probably have, right now?’ | dropped the via and crushed it under my footgear, and saw
blind rage flash across Mtulla sface. “ Y ou' re addicted to it, aren’t you?’

She bent down and got in my face. “ Do you know how much Sensblok costs, you stupid
femae?’

“Bill me” | snarled back.

“Mtulla”” Qonjaappeared in the doorway, holding an energy pistol leveled &t her. “Do not touch
the Hedler again.”

“Knock it off, Qonja. Sheisn't threatening me.” To Mtulla, | said, “Neuroparayzer accumulates
inthe body. If your people aretaking it hourly, they’ d havetoxic levelsin their organswithin afew
weeks. No one getsto be an old chill-juice junkie. How many people have died?”



“None.” Mtullaignored the pistol and, after amoment, heaved adeep sigh. “I shouldn’t have
shouted at you, but you don’t understand. Don't get involved in this.”

“I'madoctor. It'smy job to get involved in this.” | |eft her and went back in to the men, and
brought them up to date. “1 need to find someonein charge of medical, and talk to them. These people
are addicts, and that’ s got to be involved with the sterility problem. Let'sgo.”

“You' rewrong, Doc,” our guide said as she joined us. “My people became sterile long before
we started taking Sensblok.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Eternity Row

Our guide agreed to take usto the Rgjanuk, akind of council made up of leadersfrom all the
domainsin the city. They decided on matters pertaining to the people, and relayed data on larger issues
to the planetary Rgjan, who governed all the Rganuk from Oenral’ s cities.

“| thought the Bartermen owned everything,” | said.

Her lipscurled. “They are only interested in trade. The rest isleft to the Rgjanuk and the Rgjan.”

As shedrove us from Dhreen’ s home to meet with the city’ s officias, | sat behind her and took a
couple of discreet scans, comparing the resultsto what | had on Dhreen. Allowing for the differencesin
sze and body weight, they were essentidly identical.

So why was Dhreen able to impregnate llonawhile the rest of his people remained barren?

Mtullatook us out of the boisterous Traders Row to a quieter domain with rows of silent,
vacant-looking structures. She parked in front of one and nodded to the entrance. “ Rgjanuk convenesin
there”

Dhreen frowned. “ Thisisn’t Governance Row.”

“Things change, child.” Mtulla shut down the engine and released the door locks. “ The Rganuk
meet where the Bartermen tell them they may.”

Mtullaled usinside, to alarge room sectioned off on the sdeswith smal interview areas. What
had been aworking facility, probably an office, was now avoid echoing with our footsteps. At the other
end of the room, someone had set up atable, and behind it sat six smiling Oenrdlians.

“I"ve brought the visitors,” our guide announced without ceremony, and identified us by name.
“They comefrom the shipin orbit.”

All sx smileswidened, and one of the males stood. “Welcome to Oenrall. We are so grateful for
your generogity.”

“We have not been asked to be generous as of yet,” Xonea said, walking toward the table.
“Perhaps you would explain your needsfirgt.”

Theyoung officid held out hishands, palm up. “ Our people suffer from the unbaancing disease.
If you could spare some medical equipment and supplies, we could prepare atreatment facility and begin
addressing the population’ s present needs.”

“Oenrdl hashospitds” | said. “Plenty of them.”

“Unfortunately, al trestment facilities have been acquired by the Bartermen Associaion.” The
young mae put on an aggrieved air. “ The equipment they contained has been removed, dong with the
medical database, and sold.”

That sounded like the Bartermen. “Why?’ | asked.

The earnest amber eyes grew damp. “ The people will do anything to get Sensblok.”

“Perhaps we can spare afew diagnostic units,” the Captain said.

| couldn’t exactly see refusing them mysdlf, until Reever came to stand beside me and curled his
fingersaround mine. Cherijo, he’slying.

Startled, | looked at him. How can you tell ?

His body language, the tone of his voice, choice of words, everything indicates he is being
deceptive. My husband inclined his head toward Dhreen. | have observed the same behavior from
your friend in the past.



So what do we do? We can't just accuse the local government of being liars.

Can't we?

Duncan stepped up beside Xonea. “ Officid, what is your position within the Rgjanuk?”

“I am Moaan, the primary speaker,” the Oenrdlian said, “hereto-”

Reever interrupted with, “What are the names of the members of the current Rgjan?’

Moaan looked at the other natives at the table. “1 am not acquainted with their names, but-"

“How often doesthe Rgjanuk convene?’ My hushand paced the length of thetable. “Y ou- do
you know at what time they convene?’ To athird, he said, “What wasthe last issue you decided on?’

“We convene every Six rotations, at- a the sametime.” The Oenrdlian lost hisgrin, and added,
“I cannot discuss our past decisonswith offworlders.”

“But you can accept our technology.” Reever began pacing up and down the table. “When does
the Rgjan meet? How do you communicate with the planetary government? Whereisit located?’

“These are aso confidentiad matters,” another of the officials blustered.

“A convenient answer,” Mtullasaid, and moved toward the table. “1 am Rgjanukal of Handler
Row. Y ou may answer to me on these questions.”

One by one, the officias exchanged glances with each other, then rose out of their chairs.
“Another time, perhaps,” Moaan said, easing back away from thetable. ‘ Thismeeting isover.”

“You're not of the Rganuk,” Dhreen said, startling everyone. “| know them. Who areyou?’

Xonearemoved the dagger from histunic. “ Answer him.”

Moaan grimaced, then swept alow bow. “Moann of Players Row.”

Dhreen made adisgusted sound asthe other “officids’ scattered. “ They' rerole-players. Actors.”

Mtullamade a sad, pointed comment on how some enterprising Sensblok addi cts apparently
would do anything, including impersonating government officids, to get their fix.

“One does what one must for Sensblok.” When Xonea eyed Moaan, he backed away with his
hands up. “No heat, friends. We take whatever work we can get.”

| frowned. “ Someone hired you?’

Moann didn’t answer, but grinned before he raced out the back way.

Mtulla apologized before she sent asignal to her row to locate the “red” Rgjanuk. “1 should have
run acheck on them, but it' s been so long since I’ ve had dedlings with the government that | took it for
granted they were genuine.”

That seemed aremarkably naive statement from someonein her line of work, | thought. Then
again, maybe acquiring al those“lost” goods made her avoid the authorities.

“I thought you said row leaders regularly reported to the Rganuk,” Squilyp said.

“Wedid, before the unbaancing. Now little matters beyond doing whatever is necessary to
acquire Senshlok.” Her eyes dulled. “Y ou’ ve seen how our people are caught in its grip-no one can
work or eat or deep without it. Our society hasfalen apart.”

“Isit the samein other cities?’ | asked, and took a deep breath when she nodded. “If thisdrug
addictionison aplanetary scae, then it isdirectly related to the infertility problem.”

“I told you, we stopped bearing children long before we discovered Sensblok, Hedler.” Mtulla
stopped the transport and rubbed the sides of her temples. “It brings us no pleasure to medicate
ourselvesinto astupor, but the dternative is much more disagreegble, | assure you.”

Something in her voice made me activate my scanner, and run it over her from behind. “You'rein

pan.

“Handler’ spride,” the Rganukal admitted with awry smile. “1 only take afull doseat night, o
can deep. | wasduefor apartia three hours ago, but you smashed it under your hedl.” She looked down
at the scanner’ sdisplay. “You can tell what | fed on thet thing?’

“Y our pulse, blood pressure, and body temperature indicate the stress.” | saved the readings,
and glanced up & her. “ There’ s so much adrendine in your bloodstream that | wouldn’t be surprised if
you jumped up and punched a hole through the roof.”

“That’ swhy | stay on foot, Hedler.” She patted the surface above her. “To preserve the interior.”



| took out my medica case and sorted through it. “I can’t give you neuroparayzer, but a
tranquilizer might help, temporarily.”

“I'm grateful, but | have to stay on edge now.” She nodded toward a building seething with
activity. “That’smy place. Comeonin. I'll arangeamed for us.”

Mtulla s handlers moved congtantly in and out of the building, like aliving tide, bringing reports of
goods being acquired, sold, and relocated. No word on our launch, but the Rgjanuk assured us we could
arrange trangport from alocal trader or signal the ship to send down another shuttle.

“I’vegot asignd out to the real Rgjanuk, too. We should be receiving confirmation any

| didn’t gpologize for scanning the food before dlowing the team to Sit down with the handlers,
and refused everything but a server of water and a couple of thin rounds of cooked grain that tasted a
little like rye bread. Qonja paced around me like aguard dog.

“Resdent, go St down over there before | thump you.” | turned to my husband, who, like me,
wasn't hungry. “What’ swrong?”

“We need to leave this place.”

“I haven't found anything that explains the symptoms |’ m seeing in the popul ation or the mass
derility.” | took asip from my server. “ Chill-juice addiction will wipe them out, though. If anything, |
should set up some kind of trestment facility to wean them off it.”

Across from me, Dhreen reached for the pitcher of water between us. When he caught my
interet, hefilled, then lifted hisserver. * To finding acure.”

| completed the toast and watched him drain the water in afew swalows. “How are you
feding?’

He shrugged. “Better.”

His color had improved, | decided, and he was definitely moving easier. “Isyour memory
improving? Any desireto go dancing in the Sregts?’

“Thingsfed familiar here, but | don’t want to dance.” He grimaced as someone bumped into him
from behind-apair of young men, who grinned and went back to chasing each other and ahoverball.
“Mtulld s nephews.” He grinned. “I remember them. Tiilm and Fduuv.”

| scanned the room. “ Are any of these people her kids?’

“I remember adaughter, but | don't see her.” Dhreen turned and caught the hoverbal. “Takeit
outside, boys, will you?’

We vigted with Mtulla' s extended family and employees, who al seemed to have their symptoms
under control. Severa seemed a bit duggish, but responded readily to whatever | asked them. We kept
the conversation light and inconsequentid. It was obvious that the Rganuka commanded agood price
for her services, and treated her people well, because everyone under her roof seemed devoted to her.

“Mtullaisthe best handler on the planet,” a young woman confided as she passed around what
equaled tea and cookies. She looked across the room at the Rgjanuka, and smiled. “We' d be on
Beggars Row, without her.”

“Areyou her daughter?’ | asked after | refused the tredt.

The young woman nearly dropped the tray in my lap. “No, | am one of her nieces. Forgive my
cdumsness itistimefor my Sensblok.”

Mtullaleft usfor abrief interva, and returned to inform us that the launch had been located, and
the Rganukal of Peddlers Row had sent apair of representatives to speak with us. “If you want it back,
you'll haveto bargainfor it.”

“What do they want?’ Reever asked.

She glanced at me. “ Sensblok.”

The representatives met with usin one of Mtulla s centra row buildings, thisonein dightly better
condition than the others we' d seen. No conference table thistime, only an older Oenrdlian mae and
femde dressed in clean but dightly ragged garments.

“Mtullatold us you were subjected to aruse by some of the Players,” the man, who identified



himsdf asLog), said. “Wewill not subject you to that. We are honest traders.”

“Indeed,” Xoneasad. “Y et you stole our launch from Main Transport.”

“We acquired the space vessdl to satisfy an exigting debt,” the femae said. “Under Bartermen
ordinance, we were entitled to takeit.”

“And now you want neuroparalyzer in exchangefor it,” | said. The male nodded, and both
looked eagerly a my sojourn pack. “We came here to try and help your people find a cure, not supply
you with more drugs.”

“That isvery commendable,” Log said, “but thereisno cure.”

“Whatever rendered your population sterileis not being helped by drug addiction. If it continues
unchecked, it will wipe out your species.” Both averted their eyes. “We re willing to provide what
assstancewe can,” | added in a softer tone, “but we can’'t give you more drugs.”

“Then we mugt settle the existing debt with what you do possess.” Log fumbled in his garment
pocket before extracting adata pad.

“What debt do you refer to?’ Qonja asked.

“Payment for services provided to Dhreen’ sfamily while hewas offplanet,” thefemde said. “A
large outstanding baance il exigts”

“What family?’ | asked Dhreen, who only shook his head, perplexed.

Log began reading off alist of supplies and servicesthat seemed to go on forever.

| findly lost my patience. “Look, we don't have time for bookkeeping right now. Why don’t you
tell me where the nearest medicd facility is, and we'll go there and initiate atreatment schedule for the
population.”

“The family member, Lkooy, isunableto settlethe debt,” Log said. “Even whenit is stripped
down and sold, the vessal will not satisfy the account.”

Dhreen jerked back, bumping into me and Reever. “Lkooy. | remember him.” Hisface went
pae, but hisvoice grew furious. “| left more than enough creditsfor hiscare.”

“Inflation has risen severd hundred times since you departed our world, Dhreen. The Bartermen
have been caring for Lkooy during your absence. Y ou made yourself answerable for al his debts before
you |eft, and you remain accountable for them now.”

Besde me, | heard Reever murmur to Xonea, “We must contact the ship and arrange for another
launch to be sent down, Captain. Immediately.”

| wasdl infavor of that, but | had an oath to uphold. “ Can someone just point mein the direction
of amedical database? Because thisis a complete waste of my time.”

The female shook her head. “ That database now belongs to the Bartermen Association.”

My jaw sagged. “ Y ou sold your medicd datato them?’

In the meantime, Log put aside the data pad. “ Regtitution must be made immediately, of course.
The Bartermen have aready been more than generousto alow the debt to exist for so long.” He turned
asanimmense dien wearing glittery, tight-fitting garments entered the room. “Bkof, you may remove
your property.”

| looked from him to the officids, logt. “What property?’

Xoneagrabbed me, and pulled me behind him. Qonjaflanked me on the other side. “They’ ve
sold usto that daver.”

“Hold on.” | refused to believe I’ d just been sold into davery. Again. ToLog, | said, “We re not
for sde. You can't do this. We came here to help you.” When no one even blinked, | yelled, “We re not
even citizens of this planet!”

Mtulla appeared, holding what had to be the biggest pulserifle on Oenral. “ Sorry about this,
Doctor. Y ou two Jorenians, place your weapons on the floor, or die.” Sheturned her head alittle. “I
wouldn’'t do that, linguigt. | can shoot you in the back just aseasily.”

| saw Reever, tensed to spring, and watched Qonja adjust his grip on the pistol he' d taken ouit.
“Guys. Do what she says.”

“No one makes daves out of my crew,” Xonea muttered as he enabled his own weapon.

Qonjawas even more upset. His claws had sprung out, and he had that



everybody-gets-disembowelled gleam in hiswhite eyes. “ Release us or die”

“Captain.” Reever made a trange gesture, and X onea hodded his head minutely. Then he
glanced a me. When we do this, run.

You' d better be right behind me.

“Stay out of this, linguist,” my ClanBrother said, hislips pedling back from histeeth.

“Thereisno need for violence.” Reever stepped up to Xoneaand put himself in front of the
weagpon.

The Captain gave him ashove. “Follow my orders!”

“Put it down.” Reever glanced a me, then punched Xoneain the face. My ClanBrother reed
back, then lunged at my husband. Somehow the dave trader got caught between them, and all three of
them went down.

Something fired, and Qonjacollided with me. He held on for amoment, then looked down.

Green blood began darkening the front of histunic.

| jerked as Reever’ sthoughts blasted into my head. Now, Cherijo, go!

“Comeon.” | braced him with my arm and stumbled a ong haf-supporting him to the entrance.
Dhreen had aready disappeared, | saw, and Squilyp was hopping over to help.

He grabbed Qonjajust as the big Jorenian sagged. “We must take him to amedical facility.”

“We vegot to get out of herefirg.”

Between us, we dragged him to the entrance. Mtulla, who was mesmerized by the three men
now rolling and grappling on the floor, looked up just as we reached the door pand, and fired her
weapon. A section of the wall vaporized as we stumbled through the entrance and hauled Qonja down
the corridor.

“WE ve got to get to arelay gation, signa the ship for medevac,” | panted out the words aswe
hurried to the street. “We' |l take Mtulla s vehicle, out to Transport maybe, then-"

Waiting for us by the glidecar was Dhreen. He had aweapon trained on the entrance and was
holding the door open with the other. “Get inl Cherijo, you drive.”

| did behind the controls and started the ignition sequence. Squilyp plopped in the back with
Qonja, then | felt something touch the back of my neck.

“Dhreen,” | saidinavery soft voice. ‘That isn't your gun | fed, isit?’

“Drive graight, four kilometers.” When | didn’t touch the controls the pressure of the weapon's
business end increased. “I know you can't die, but do you want to live without ahead?’

“If you harm her,” Qonjasaid, hisvoice thready with pain, “1 will tear your limbs off, one by
one”

“Thank you, resdent. Dhreen, | don’t know what’ s going on, but I’'m not leaving the others
behind.” | sat back and folded my arms. ” So go ahead and blow my head off. I’ [l probably just grow a
better-looking one.”

He moved the gun away from my head, then did over and pressed it to Squilyp’ s skull. “How
about the Omorr? Do their heads grow back?’

Qonjamade an odd sound as | jammed my foot down on the accelerator and took off.

Dhreen didn’t take usto Transport, as I’ d expected, but forced me to drive deep into the heart
of thecity.

“We need to take Qonjato amedical facility, before he bleedsto death.”

“Y ou can treat him where we' re going.”

“Redly. And where would that be?’ | asked as| avoided another happily manic group of
Oenrdlians dancing in the street. “ Just drive, Doc.”

| drove. “I take it your memory has come back completely.” He didn’t respond. “ Are we headed
for another League troop freighter?’

“No. I'm finished with the League.”

“How comforting. Isit the Hsktskt, then?’

“I"'m going to show you why | brought you here.” | knew there was something fishy about the



planet-wide stexility story. “So now | get the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?’

“I didn’'t lieto you. | didn’t remember until | heard Lkooy’s name.”

“Rilot.” Squilyp shifted, then winced as Dhreen jammed the wegpon harder against the back of
his head. “Whatever assstance you need is not going to be provided at gunpoint. Not when we must
attend to thisman’sinjuries”

“Hewill not live long enough to require anything,” Qonjamuttered.

Our patient and hijacker made a rude sound, “When you see what the wanting is, you'll change
your mind.”

Dhreen ingtructed me to take a series of twisting turns. As| drove, | noticed the buildings grew
gparser, and what there were seemed abandoned.

“This part of the city seems pretty dull,” | commented.

He made a harsh sound. “My people abandoned it decades ago.”

“Any particular reason why? Other than the lousy accommodations?’

“No onewanted to live here.”

“But you thought we couldn’t wait to visit.” | could have spit, | was o angry. “ So what isthis?
More daver houses? Brothel Row? What?’

He didn’t answer, and my attention was dragged back to the road as we came to an abrupt,
dead end.

“Thisdoesn't look promising.” | stopped Mtulla s vehicle beside the walled-in end of the road
and shut down the engine. “This doesn’'t ook like amedica facility, either. Where sthe hospitd,
Dhreen?”’

“Get out.”

| climbed out of the glidecar, and watched as Dhreen did the same, il keegping hiswesgpon
trained on my boss. “L ook, Dhreen, we' re your friends. Don't do this. Take us somewhere so | can get
Qonjasome help and sgnd the ship.”

“Inthere.” Dhreen pointed to acorner of thewadl, where asmall, narrow gap appeared in the
masonry.

| eyed it, then him. “Y ou redly think we re going to fit through that little hole?’

“Move”

Between us, we got Qonja through. Squilyp muttered obscenitiesin Omorr asthe back of his
tunic tore on the rough edges of the hacked-out space. “ Thisisridiculous,” my boss spat out. “This man
needs attention, Dhreen!”

“Keep walking and shut up.”

Wewaked in near-tota darkness, toward adimly lit interior chamber. Some old abandoned
medica equipment sat in neglected piles on either Side of a sedled entrance. A complex locking
mechanism secured the panel on dl three sides, and the floor had some kind of grid spread over it that
didn’'t look too friendly, elther.

“Y ou have the combination for this?’ | nodded toward the lock. “Whatever thisis?’

“It iskeyed for Oenrdlian DNA.” Dhreen went over to it, avoiding the grid, and stuck afinger in
adot. Thelights changed color, and the heavy aloy bars screeched as they pulled back from the door
pand. “Thisis Eternity Row.”

| had the fedling that we weren't going to like the“ Eternity” part of this place as soon aswe
crossed the threshold. Maybe it was the way the air felt-cold and dry, like the way old bones felt. Or the
tillness, which was so complete our footsteps sounded like dedgehammers pounding against the floor.

“What isthisplace?’ | asked again aswe cameto an intersection. “A prison?’

“You could call it that.” Dhreen pointed to theright. “ That way.”

Squilyp hopped beside me, and nodded at my glance. | pretended to lose my footing, and swung
around in front of Qonja. My boss dipped something into my tunic. “ Sorry, resident.”

Qonjamanaged asmile. “Watch your step.”

“Rilat, isit your intention to incarcerate us here?” Squilyp demanded.



| put my hand in my pocket, and curled my fingers around the syrinpress. “ Y eah, what crime are
we guilty of, other than saving your life and helping you get back your memory?’

“No crime.” Dhreen only walked up to another, unsecured door and opened it. “ Thisiswhy
you're here.”

Inside the door was what looked like amedica ward. One that smelled asif it hadn’t been
derilized in years. The sporadic lighting from overhead emitters cast degp shadows over everything,
which madeit hard to see, but | wasn't concerned with my vision. | wastoo busy cringing from the noise.

Hundreds of voicesrolled at uslikeawave. All of them were, in various degrees, weeping or
crying out with pain. From what | could make out, every single bed was occupied.

An epidemic ward?

“Squilyp, get Qonjaout of here” | looked at Dhreen. “He can’t be exposed to thiswhatever it

“Hewon't catch it. Put him on that bed, over there.” Dhreen pointed.

Reuctantly, Squilyp and | got the resident over to the empty bed and, after shaking out the dusty
linens, lowered him onit. A quick exam reveded he’ d been shot high in the back, thankfully to one side
of hisspine. The exit wound on historso indicated hisliver wasinvolved.

“We should run a hepatic specia thismonth.” | straightened and looked at our abductor.
“Dhreen, thisman needs surgery. Right now.”

“Y ou can do it in the operating room.”

“Sothisisredly ahospitd? What' swrong with these people?” When he didn’t answer me, |
strode to the nearest bed, on which lay an odd-shaped bundle of linens over ahuddled body. Squilyp did
the same thing on the other side of the room. | tried to pull the linens back, but the person beneath them
wouldn't let go. “ Dhreen, what isgoing on here?’

A glance over my shoulder reveded that our abductor still stood by the doorway. He had gone a
sckly color of yellow, and his weapon hung loosely by hisside. “I can't. | can't ook at them again.”

“Cherijo.” Squilyp stood over the other bed acrossfrom me. “Y ou’ d better take alook at this
one”

| debated on whether to wrestle the gun from Dhreen or sedate him, then found | couldn’t do it
and went to join my boss. “What have you got”-my eyeswidened-“here... 7’

The patient on this bed was very still, and did not protest as Squilyp drew the linens back.
Mostly because the patient didn’'t have ahead, or arms, or legs. Even more bizarre, some form of
skinseal had been applied to the points of amputation.

Thiswasn't ahospital. It was somekind of a morgue.

“Why hasn't this body been attended to?’ | looked around. “Where are the people who work
here?’

Squilyp lifted his membrane and touched the chest. “ The dermais till warm.” He jerked back,
then reached down and splayed his membrane flat against the patient’ s chest. “Gods. | canfed a
heartbeat.”

| had to fed that for mysdlf. Sure enough, | felt the strong, steady pulse of life beating within the
dismembered torso.

“Arethey keeping it dive?’ | looked for infuser lines, something to explain how the body was
being sustained.

There was nothing but the bed and the linens.

“No.” | went to the next bed, pulled back the linens, and stared at the form under them. This
woman had a head, and arms, but nothing el se from the lower chest cavity down. Skinsed gleamed over
exposed edges of organs. | stumbled back when the patient opened her eyes. “Oh, God.”

“Please,” she said, her voice so hoarse it barely rose above agasp. “Makeit stop. Please.”

“Dhreen!” | turned and ran to the door, and grabbed histunic with my fists. “What have you
done to these people?’

“Nothing, nothing.” His eyes avoided mine, and he was nearly hyperventilating. “ Our doctors
couldn’'t help them. They tried-they tried everything-"



“Let himgo.” Squilyp came over and took my hands away. “ Y ou d better see the others.”

After making sure Qonjawas stable enough to spare us, we made rounds of the hospital ward.
Every bed contained a patient who had been horribly mutilated or injured in some way. Missing limbs,
heads, huge gaping woundsin their torsos. Burn victims with no festures | eft, and only charred, withered
appendages. All of them were Oenrdlian. Men, women, and children.

Worse, every sngle one of them was il dive, with normal body temperatures and strong, vital
heart rates.

The only trestment given evidently was sealant to whatever portion of their anatomy that had
been amputated or wounded. By thetime | madeit to the end of the ward, tears were running down my
face. The oneswho could talk pleaded and begged for usto help them. To end their pain. To stop
whatever was happening to them.

Theones| couldn’t bear were the bodies without heads. The ones who could never plead or beg
for anything again. And yet somehow they knew we were there. Thelir torsos moved. If they had hands,
they clutched at us.

“It'smedicaly impossible for every person hereto be dive,” | said to Squilyp as we made our
way back toward the entrance. Our Oenrallian pa was dumped down on the floor, hisface buried
againg hisarms. | took the wegpon out of hislimp hand. “Get up, Dhreen. Get up and explain thisto me,
right now.”

Heraised hisface, which waswet with tears. “Y ou' re the doctor. Y ou tell me.”

“These people should be dead. Why arethey Hill dive?’

“They won't die”

| yanked him up on hisfeet and snarled, “Why won't they die? What did your doctorsdo to
them?’

“Nothing. They put something on them to stop them from bleeding. That'sal.” He swallowed,
and wiped hisface on hisdeeve. “They never die”

“You arenot being clear,” Squilyp said. “They haveto die. These people cannot survive these
inuries”

“They want to die.” Dhreen’ s voice went soft. “\We want them to die, but they don't. They live.
They liveif they’ re chopped into pieces or burned or lose their heads. They never stop living, no matter
what happensto them.”

| let go of him asif I'd been scaded. “ That’ swhy you cdl it this Eternity Row.”

He nodded. “We don't die anymore, Doc. No one has died in over a hundred years. My people
have becomeimmortal.”

The operating room hadn’t been used in at least ahundred years, and prepping it to
accommodate Qonjatook time. Dhreen had retreated into silence, staring out at the ward, so Squilyp
and | did thework.

“I don't like thelook of the exit wound.” The Omorr checked our sojourn packs, pulling out
what we needed. “We must return to the ship.”

“Wedon't havetimeto wait for another launch,” | said. “Evenif we can find away to sgnd
them.”

Once we had established areasonably sterile field and the instruments we needed for surgery, we
transferred Qonjafrom the gurney to the procedure table. Squilyp scrubbed while | prepped the resident.

“Y our pardon for this, Healer.” Qonjamade awry gesture. “1 did not intend to make more work
for you.”

“Thank you for shidlding me from that blagt.”

He reached up suddenly and seized my wrist. “ The Captain is my Speaker. When hetellsyou-”

“Not going to happen. Y ou just concentrate on staying alive.” | adjusted hisinfuser line, then
initiated the anesthesia. “ Go to deep, pd.”

Hishand went limp and did away from my arm as Squilyp changed placeswith me. Whilel
scrubbed, | wondered just what the Captain would say, if Qonjadied on our table.



He' s not going to die.

Dhreen refused to leave, so | made him scrub and gown. After discovering the surgica unit's
power cells had died sometimein the last decade, | made do with the suture laser from my pack and
some antiquated scalpels.

“Y ou're very good with those,” Squilyp commented.

“I had to usethem on Terra” | examined the instrument with mild disgust. “Give me agood laser
rigany day.”

Once we opened his chest, things went from bad to worse. Hisliver, unlike Dhreen’s, had not
survived the blast. Jorenian physiology ensured he' d live for another twenty-four hours, but beyond that
was doubtful.

Playtime was over. “ Dhreen, | have to get this man up to the ship. As soon aswe close”

“Thereisno way to leave now.”

| left the table and went at him, my gloves up, covered with Qonja sblood. “He needsaliver
transplant. And | can’'t do that here. Signd the goddamn ship!”

“Y ou can usethis” He produced afamiliar container.

It was the Jorenian liver we' d brought down. He must have retrieved it from Mtulla s vehicle.

“I’'m not putting that into this patient!” | yanked down my mask. “It’ s part of an experiment, not a
viable trangplant organ!”

“Y ou're not going back to the ship,” he said. “If anyonein the city findsyou, they’ll turn you over
to Mtullaor the Bartermen.”

“Dhreen, he sgoing to die.”

“Thenyou' d better hurry up and useit.” He shoved the container in my hands.

Squilyp vetoed my ideaof using our scapels on Dhreen, and quietly performed atissue match.
Incredibly, the experimental liver was an acceptable replacement for Qonja’ s ruined organ.

“He Il need some antirgjection thergpy until we can clone another liver from hisown cells, but it
shouldn’t present atreatment problem.” The Omorr prepped the liver, then noticed my preoccupation.
“What isit?’

“This.” | turned Qonja s head to one side, and re-vealed what hishair had covered. A smdll
HouseClan symbol, one shaped like adagger.

“Itisoneof thar birthmarks, isn't it?’

“Uh-huh. But look.” | pointed to the mark on my own neck, which was shaped like the upswept
wingsof abird. “Thisisthe Torin symbol.”

“Wdl, that isn't.” Squilyp shook his head. “Why would the crew pretend Qonjawas a member
of their HouseClan?’

“To cover up what heredlly is” | checked the transplant site and changed my gloves. “Arewe
ready?’

“Yes.” Hebrought over the basin containing the liver. “ Cherijo, whatever is happening, you can
depend on me.”

“Good. Because | don't know who elseto trust.”

PART FOUR
Solutions

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A Pricefor Everything

Some six hours after we entered Eternity Row, | closed Qonja’ s chest with thelast inalong vee
of sutures, and stepped back from the table. “We Il need to run ablood series every fifteen minutes, and
watch for sgnsof rgection.” | saw Dhreen till standing againgt the entrance panel, watching us. “We're
done here. | need an isolated berth for him.”

“Thereare none. Leave him here”



| stripped out of my gown and went to cleanse. “Fine. | want to see the other patients being kept
here. Squilyp will stay with him.”

Dhreen took me through the first ten wards on Eternity Row. Every ward was interconnected
and crammed with Oenrdlians who should have died of their injuries, but evidently couldn'’t.

“How many more of them arethere?’ | asked, my voicetight after we' d walked through the
fourth.

“I don’'t know. There were hundreds of wards when | |eft. Now there may be thousands.”

As| continued my nightmare rounds, | saw living bodiesin conditions that defied description.
One ward had been stocked with rows and rows of open specimen containers, which held a gruesome
collection of severed limbs and detached heads. Since they were no longer connected to their bodies,
they couldn’t function, but the limbs reacted reflexively to any touch, and the decapitated heads watched
us, their eyesfollowing our every movement, their mouths forming soundless pless.

Along the way, Dhreen kept his eyes averted from the inhabitants of the wards, and described
what had happened a century before. “The first to come here were multiple amputees, involved in a
trangport crash-miracles, we thought-until it became apparent no one would ever die, no matter what
happened to them.”

“The decapitations would have doneit.” | felt adeep, aching sorrow creeping over me.

“When our doctors redized the head and body till functioned agpart from each other, then we
knew.” He cleared histhroat. “ Something terrible has happened to our people.”

“Why did you put them dl here?’

Helooked dightly defensive for amoment, then his shoulders dumped. “First they were given the
finest care. When there was still hope. Y ears passed. They didn’t die. They didn’t even age-none of us
do. No cure, no hope of finding one. There were so many of them, you see.”

“So you madethis Eternity Row.”

“Qur doctors gave up. Families couldn’t bear to see those they loved exigting like this. Now no
one comes here, unlessit isto bring someoneto stay.”

| looked through the door pandl viewer, and saw the next crowded ward waiting on the other
sde. “How many buildings are there?’

“Mtullatold methey cover three domains now.”

“How many people?’

“I’m not sure. Maybe ten thousand.”

With a population of two hillion, more than that should have died in any given revolution. “Andin
the other cities? Isit the same? Are they warehousing the bodies, too?’

“It isthe same everywhere on the planet.”

| did the math. If forty to eighty thousand people could have been expected to die each year,
then the number reached into the millions.

“You'vejust been stacking them up here, year after year. Thisisn't eternity, Dhreen. It' sHell.”

“They are given Sensblok once per cycle. Itisall the people can afford to do now.”

“Y our people could stop taking the drugs themselves and use them to put these poor bastards
out of their misery!” | shouted.

“We vetried.” Dhreen bowed hishead. “Nothing kills them.”

| took the syrinpress Squilyp had put in my tunic and strode out to the ward, stopping at the bed
of amangled Oenrallian male who was literally encased in sedlant. | broke the sedl over anintact blood
vessd and dided up afatal dose of narcotic that would kill him within ten seconds.

“It won't work,” Dhreen said behind me.

My hand fatered as | pressed the instrument againgt the vessdl. It's not murder. Not like this.
Something insde me snapped, and | administered the lethal dose.

Ten seconds went by. Then twenty. Then forty. The patient only stared at me with the one eye he
had |eft, and made |ow, moaning sounds through the open gaping hole in histhroat.

Shaking now, | infused him with asecond dose. Then athird. | was diding up the fourth when
Squilyp appeared at my side and took the instrument from my hand.



“Giveit back tome.” | swiped at it.

My bosshdld it out of my reach. “You'rewasting it, I’ ve dready tried it on another patient
mysdf. Hewon't die, Cherijo. Dhreen’sright. None of them will die”

“They haveto,” | said, and my voice cracked. “Oh, God, Squilyp, we can't leave them like this.
Not likethis”

“Now you know wheét | fedl, Doc.” Dhreen joined us, and took the hand of the patient in his. The
mangled man’stwo remaining fingers curled around his. “ Thisis Nojan. He and | grew up together on
Traders Row. His glidecar malfunctioned and crashed into another. It took them hoursto pull him out of
the crushed aloy.” Gently, he lowered Nojan's hand back down to the bed. “ He deserves better than
this. They dl do.”

Something struck me. “Thisiswhy you kept denying Ilond s pregnancy.”

“Yes. Even when | couldn’t remember they were mine, | knew | didn’t want them.”

“But it should have given you hope.”

“Hope? For my children to end like this?’ He gazed steadily at me. “Could you bear to see
Marel here? Strapped to some bed, suffering for eternity?’

“No.” | wiped the tears from my face. “We're not | etting these people suffer any longer, ether.
Let' sget started.”

Scanning the total inhabitants of Eternity Row was impossible, so we performed comprehensive
exams on patients showing avariety of termind conditions, dueto injury, disease, or old age.

Initid scansreveded completely normal readings, with one mgjor exception: None of theliving
dead showed any metabolic activity, which explained why their bodies no longer needed to befed. It
aso created anew problem-if they didn’t require caloric intake, what was keeping them dive?

“It' sasif they’rein somekind of stasis,” | said to the Omorr aswe finished with ayoung mae
who had been exposed to massive radiation. He' d been on Eternity Row for so long that hisblistered
body no longer contained any traces of the toxic heavy metdsthat should havekilled him. “No digestion,
no excretion. But they’ re sustained by something.”

“How often do you go without eating?’

| scowled. “Not years, that' sfor sure. And | ill loseweight if | skip medl intervas.”

“But not as much as before. I’ ve noticed that.” Squilyp hesitated, then added, “ This could
happen to you, couldn’t it?’

| started to deny it, but the potential wasthere. “1 hope my friends would make sure it never did.”

He nodded, and hopped away.

Squilyp’s comment haunted me for the rest of the day. As| went from bed to bed, | thought
about my own dilemma. My creator had engineered my body to withstand any biological assault, and
repair itself so perfectly that | never even scarred. I” d been subjected to repeated severe trauma, so |
knew something of my own physical limits.

Asfar as| knew, | had none.

Whatever Joseph Grey Vel had done to me, the process was dso getting faster. Right after | [eft
Terra, awound | sustained might take severa daysto heal. Now | could amost watch any injury |
received knit itself back together within an hour or two.

“Hep me” awoman’ s voice begged.

| went over to the next bed, and found an el derly female covered with cancerous tumors. “Here,
let metake alook.”

“Doc.” Dhreen came over, then quickly turned around. His voice choked as he asked, “ Anything
you need?’

“More of thissedlant.” | pedled back alayer to scan the surface of an enormous malignant tumor
that had erupted through the dermis over the old woman' s torso. The voracious mass was spreading over
her entire body, but seemed to be growing on top of her rather than consuming her own cells.

“I'll go get it for you.”

“Has Squilyp gone to check on Qonja?” When he nodded, | straightened and shut off my



scanner. “1 also need to know what’ s happened to Duncan and Xonea.”

Dhreen had the grace to look dightly ashamed as he brought me the topical sedlant applicator.
“They will be taken to the dave pens, and prepared for auction.”

“We need to get them back, Dhreen.” | glanced at him. “Can you find out exactly where they
ae?

“I will.” Hel€ft.

| moved to the next patient, asmall girl whose bones had been pulverized after aterrible fall from
the top of her row house. My hand shook as | drew back the linens, and saw the sedlant gleaming over
the jagged edges of the bones sticking through her flesh.

Someone had been caring for her, judging by the clean condition of her linens. A small vase of
fresh flowers sat on atable where the child could see them. Her hair had been carefully brushed, and her
face washed.

Amber eyes met mine, and what | saw in them made me swalow, hard. “Hi, I’'m Dr. Cherijo.
What' syour name?’

“Gerda” Shedidn’t grab at me, but lay quiet as| scanned her. “ Are you going to hurt me?’

“No, honey, I'mgoingto help if | can.”

That was when she latched on to me, crying as her broken hands grasped my arm. “ Can you give
me the medicine to make me deep? I’ ve been trying to wait for my mother, but it's been so long.”

| had dready tried different compounds on other patients, desperate to find something to ease
their pain. Nothing had worked. Then something my first-year Medtech instructor had lectured on came
back to me. “Swestie, | have avery powerful medicine here. If | giveit to you, | haveto be careful. It sa
hundred times more powerful than Sensblok.”

“Please.” Her shattered fingers dug into my arm. “Please, may | have some?”’

“All right. Assoon as| infuseit, you're going to fed very tired. Then you'll deep and you won't
wake up for along, long time.” | brushed her hair back from her face. “ Ready?’

She nodded, and | injected her. Squilyp came over to observe, and went still as my medicine
began to work.

“I fed it,” Gerdasad, her ruined voicein awe.

“It makesthe pain go away very fast, doesn't it?’ | watched as her eyelids drooped and she
yawned. ‘ Thereyou go. Don't fight it, just let the medicine work. That’smy girl. Go to deep now. “I
pulled the linens up over her, motioned to Squilyp, and returned to the research unit.

He shut the doors and secured them. “Y ou infused that child with sdline solution.”

“I know.” 1 went to the storage cabinet and began sorting through it. “ There are some other
syrinpressesin here. They'reold, but | think we can make them work.”

“Cherijo!” Squilyp jerked me around. “Y ou injected that child with salt water!”

“I said | know.” | pushed a syrinpressin hismembrane. “Y ou' re going to help me do the same
thingtodl of them.”

“Thisis sheer insanity.”

“No, it'saplacebo. Look.” | took out my scanner and switched it to display Gerdd sbrain
imaging. “Watch her chemoreceptors-they reacted immediately to the infusion. The st makesit sting,
likeared drug would. Aslong asthe patient believeswhat I’ m giving them will stop the pain, the brain
reacts accordingly.”

“But not in al cases. Placebos have only be shown to be effectivein less than seventy percent of
most humanoids.”

“That’ s better than nothing.”

Squilyp listened as| coached him on how to “talk” the patientsinto accepting the lie, then we
went back out to start treating the patients. An hour later, we had nearly everyonein the ward deeping.

“Better than ninety percent,” | said as we went to recharge the synrinpresses. “And all it takesis
ten cc’'sof dine”

“Doc.” Dhreen appeared. “I’ ve got aline on where they’ re holding Duncan and Xonea. How did
you do that?” He waved back at the silent ward.



Squilyp answered for me. “Itisahighly technical procedure that will take too long to explain. We
mugt retrieve the others and return to the ship as soon as possible.”

“But you have to stay, and help the others,” Dhreen said. “I'll find away to get Duncan and
Xonea back to the Sunlace.”

“We cannot help them without an analysis of our scans, and the equipment here no longer
functions. Will the Bartermen alow us access to the medica database?’

“Not without turning us over to davers.” Dhreen made aface. “They want their credits pretty

“Then either return usto the ship”-the Omorr hopped over to Dhreen, and smacked himin the
chest with a scanner-“or figure out what to do yourself.”

| slently applauded my boss. “We' d better take a couple of specimen containers along with us,
too. We' |l need the tissue samples.” | gathered up the dusty, ancient charts | eft behind by the Oenrallian
doctors. “And no heads, please.”

After we retrieved what we required, and moved Qonjaon alitter to the back of Mtulla's
vehicle, Dhreen drove us beyond the city to what appeared to be a secondary, abandoned Transport
ste. No Oenralians rushed toward us as we climbed out, but my skin prickled.

Someone was watching us.

“Where are Duncan and Xonea?’ | said aswe carried the resident’ slitter toward asmall pile of
junk partsleft beside the stripped-down hull of an archaic League starshuittle.

“WE re going to get them now.” Dhreen reached into the salvage heap and pulled. The parts
began rolling away, revealing asmal, battered launch beneeth. “ Get in.”

“That?’ | stepped back. “No. | don’t think so.”

“It'sal | could stedl on short notice.” A sound made Dhreen whirl around. “ Get in, or we' re not
making it out of here.”

| glanced at what had grabbed his attention and groaned. A cluster of glidecars were headed for
thelaunch area at full speed. “Will | ever leave a planet without being chased down by thelocas?’ | said
as | helped Squilyp carry Qonja up the docking ramp.

“Probably not,” the Omorr replied.

Dhreen got in behind the helm controls while Squilyp and | strapped our patient down and
climbed into the crude harnesses hanging from the interior wall panels. There were no seats, and from the
look of the rewired components powering the launch, we' d be lucky not to fry in aflash fire before the
Oenrdlian got us off the ground.

Shots smashed into the outer hull, making me throw a protective arm over Qonja. “ Dhreen!”

“Hangon!”

The launch shuddered violently, then lifted off. Shotsfired from below till smashed into the deck
under our feet, and Squilyp closed hiseyes.

“Going to hover over the auction pens,” Dhreen said as he flew back over Vasegas. “When
we rein position, dump the lower cargo container.”

“What'sinit?’ | said as| untangled mysdlf from the harness.

“ Something to distract the crowd.”

| went back to the cargo hold controls and manned them. Squilyp went up to the helm and took
over from Dhreen, who came back and strapped on some weapons. “If everyone on thisplanet is
immorta, thosewon't work,” | said.

“Thedaversaren’'t Oenrdlian.” He activated a pulserifle, then dung it over his shoulder before
facing me. “Don't worry, Doc, | won't kill anyone. I'll stun whoever getsin my way.” He checked the
viewport, then caled to Squilyp, “WEe re here. Assume hover position ten meters above the central
complex.”

“What about me?’ | jerked my chin toward the control panel.

“Assoon as| lower mysdlf out, dump the hold.” Dhreen wrapped ahoist cable around hiswaist
and secured it. “1I’ll signa you, then pull us back up. Be prepared to fly out of here fast, Senior Hedler.”



| wanted to jump on the cable, too, but someone had to handle the controls. | settled for reaching
out and touching hisarm. “Be careful ”

He grinned. “ Ceasdlesdy.”

| waited until the loading access pand did to one side, and Dhreen jumped out, then | dumped
the cargo hold. Whatever fell out made the launch jerk up, then back down into position. | ran over to
the edge of the access opening to look down.

In the streets below, Oenrdlians were scrambling and fighting with each other over hundreds of
small, sedled packages. Some ripped them open immediately and applied the coin-szeitemsinsdeto
their skin, then dumped over or fdl into astupor.

“Sendolok!” | forgot dl about how much | loved Dhreen. “He' s showering them with drugs?’

The diversion worked. Dhreen landed on the top of the building below us and went inside. A
short time later, he emerged with Duncan and Xonea, and fired ashot directly intheair. | ran back to the
controlsand initiated the hoit lift.

The launch bucked again asthe cable began reding in. | went over to the access opening and
reached down, grabbing the back of Reever’ stunic as he climbed hand over hand up the cable.

“Duncan.” | pulled until he got over the sde, then wrapped my arms around him. “Thank God
you're safe”

He kissed me, hard, then helped Xonea and Dhreen back in. More shots were fired, and one
burst up through the opening and exploded on the interior celling, showering us with sparks.

| rolled over and covered the resident’ s body with my own. “ Squilyp, go!”

My baoss gunned the controls, and the launch started avertica climb away from Vasegas City.

Squilyp switched places with Dhreen so he could watch over Qonjawhile | examined Reever
and Xonea.

“Stop complaining and let me have alook at you,” | told the Captain. “It'shere or in Medicd, as
soon as we get back.”

Xoneawanted afull report on what had happened since we' d been separated, so Squilyp filled
inthe detailswhile | ran the scans. Both my husband and the Captain had sustained some minor injuries,
mostly nasty contusions from fighting with the davers, but were otherwise unharmed.

“How many of these people are suffering in these death-hospitals?” my ClanBrother asked me.

| shut off my scanner and replaced it in my medica case before rdaing my estimates. “ Thisis
based on what Dhreen told me, and the natural desth rate among thisleve of civilization and population.
It could be millions, plus or minus afew hundred thousand, but even one person suffering like thisistoo

Reever brushed some hair out of my face. “Areyou al right?’

| nodded briskly. Thelast thing | wanted to do was get al weepy and helpless. | owed the
people on those wards more than that. “We can't leave Oenrdl until wetry to help them.” | turned to
Xonea. “I know Dhreen’ s abduction wasn't exactly the best way to get usthere, but | understand why he
didit”

The Captain wasn't convinced. “His people could have applied to their quadrant governorsfor
assistance.”

“Y ou’ ve seen how the League pursues me, and I’m just one person who may or may not be
immortal. Can you imagine how vauable an entire planet of people who can't diewould be? Thedave
traders aone would descend in hordes. The League' s scientists would have subjects they could
experiment on forever.”

“I regret they suffer as much asyou do, Cherijo.” Hisface grew stern. “However, serious harm
has been inflicted upon our House.”

“Please, Xonea Please don't retaliate against him or his people. If you’ d seen how they were...”
| stood up quickly and straightened my tunic. “1f the placebo worked, then the key isin the brain activity.
All we haveto do isfigure out how to shut it down. | can do this”

“I"'m not as convinced,” Squilyp admitted. “ There were numerous bodies disconnected from their



cerebra organs. They were asdive asthe others. More in-depth investigation of the condition is
required.”

“Oenralians have nerve clugters, al dong their vertebrae. I’ m betting those are doing the same
job asthe brainswould.” | sighed. “But you' re right-we need to do extensive analysis of our data, and
that’ sgoing to take sometime.” | turned to the Captain. “It’ sthe right thing to do, Xonea. That'sal | can
say to you. | hopeit’senough.”

He nodded. “ For now, it will be.”

Dhreen angled the launch to dock with the Sunlace, and set down inside the bay. The decrepit
hull seemed to tremble as he went through decon and opened the outer door. “We're clear to
disembark.”

On the deck below asmdll group of Command officerswaited, along with Squilyp’ sintended.
She was dressed in her usua gorgeous finery, and looked ready to throttle the first one who stepped
down.

Which was me. “ Gee, you didn’t have to come to meet us. I'm touched.”

“Y ou will be more than touched when | am finished with you, Terran.” She hopped up to meand
gave me alittle push with one of her membranes. “How dare you accost my adoren and force himto
remain on that wretched planet, with al those drug addicts! Have you no respect for the ingtitution of
contract marriage under negotiation?’

“I shieldyou,” | said quickly, to protect her from the Jorenians’ wrath. * Squilyp, come and put a
leash on your female, will you?’

“I am making asolicitation, you greedy, dishonorable woman! Y ou will submit yourself to my
challenge!”

“No, shewill not.” Squilyp hopped dowly down the docking ramp and over to us. “1 apologize
for Garphawayn’s behavior, Doctor. And you.” Heturned on hisfiancée. “Y ou will return to Omorr, as
soon as| can signa aship to come and get you.”

He hopped out of launch bay, leaving both me and his ex-fiancée garing after him.

“I refuse your solicitation,” | said, just to makeit officid. Despite my intense didike for the Omorr
femae, | felt awrenching pity as| watched her haughty face dissolveinto disbelief. “Maybe you should
gotak tohim.”

“Mind your own affairs” she snagpped, then ssomped out of the launch bay.

Our Senior Hedler might have been eager to dump hisgirlfriend, but it turned out not to be quite
so smple-as| found out when | reported for duty the next day.

Squilyp had finished rounds aready, and | found him sulking in his office. “Hey. Y ou could have
waited for me. I'm not even late thistime.”

“Sitdown.” Asl did, he handed me a stack of charts with Dhreen’son top. “I’ ve reassigned
your casesto the resident staff, so you and | can concentrate on researching the Oenrallian quandary.
Make your find notes and pass them over to Adaolaand Vlaav. I’ ve readmitted Dhreen as an inpatient.”

| switched on the chart. “ Problems with the Lok-Ted shunt?’

“No. | want to run comparison analysis between the specimens we brought back and his cdllular
composition and physiology. Whatever is happening to those people down there hasn't affected him, or
has worn off since heleft Oenrdl.”

Now that was something | hadn’t considered. “1t might be coming from something indigenous.”

“Exactly.” He sat back in hischair. “Thereis another problem: time.”

“Time?’ | frowned. “I know we want to work fast, but those patients on Eternity Row aren't
going anywhere.”

“I dgnded Omorr lagt night, to send aship for Lady Cestes. They refused.” He punched up a
relay on his screen, then turned it for meto see.

“We regret we are unable to enter an active war zone to pick up your passenger. Please relocate
your ship to an unconflicted areaand relay your coordinates.”

| stared at the dignified Omorr face on the screen. “We' re not in awar zone.”



“Keep ligening,” my boss said.

A second relay appeared. “We have received your inquiry. At this current time, afaction known
as ' Sadda s Jugtice’ have declared war on Oenrall. The Locias Quadrant forces have declined to take
part inthisaggression, asit involves theologica differences. They have additionaly refused to provide
protection to any ship which enters the specified war zone.”

| frowned. “Why have they declared war on Oenral?’

“According to what they told quadrant officias, removing Alunthri from their world gavethem
cause enough to reingtitute the use of their abandoned technology-and they know more about it than they
led usto believe. They tracked the Sunlace here, and tapped into quadrant databases to learn more
about the planet.”

| recalled their reaction to Dhreen. “ And the minute they saw what the Oenradlianslooked like,
they probably went nuts.” | watched the screen’ s sad image fade away. “ So that’ sit? They just announce
some holy war and we're cut off?’

“That’snot al.” Squilyp handed me adata pad, which displayed astar chart with acluster of
objects gpproaching the Oenral system. “ They haven't smply declared war. They’ re on their way to
invade the planet.”

With the ship on full dert, Squilyp and | prepared the staff and Medica for theworst. We
brought our contingency plansto the emergency meeting of department heads the next day, and reviewed
amultistage method by which we would be able to convert storage space and run triage stationsto
handle minor injury casesfrom each on four different levels of the ship.

The Captain approved of our strategy, and the others presented by various departments.
“Engineering isto be given priority on each level. Be prepared to initiate these proceduresimmediately
upon notification from the helm.” He cleared the center holoprojector and punched up anew image, one
of an immense Jorenian research vessd. “ The CloudWalk is en route to Oenrdl, asyou know, to meet
with us regarding the L eague/Hsktskt conflict. | notified ClanL eader Teulon yesterday and apprised him
of theintelligence the Omorr passed along to us. Thiswas hisresponse.”

A grong, intelligent blue face replaced the image of the ship. “ Our thanks to HouseClan Torin for
relaying news of the Taercal intentions within the quadrant. After consultation with the Ruling Council, it
has been decided to postpone first negotiations with the Allied League and Hsktskt Faction. Instead, we
will attempt to establish reasonabl e dia ogue between Taercaand Oenrdl.”

“He d better bring plenty of gunsand tranquilizers,” | said under my bresth.

The young ClanL eader continued. “Aswe remain severa days from our rendezvous point, the
Jado request that the Torin arrange ameeting between representatives from both worlds at aneutra site
agreeable to both. Please advise us of your status as soon as possible. Our thanks once more for your
assstance in this matter.” The head inclined, and the image disappeared.

Squilyp stroked his gildrelsin athoughtful way. “He doesn’t want much, does he?’

“Senior Hedler, what isHawk’ s status?” Xonea asked. “Will hebeableto assst usin
communicating with the Taercd ?’

“Not at thistime. Hawk Long Knifeis suffering from acute paranoid schizophrenia, and must
remain in deep suspension until we devise atreatment plan.” Squilyp didn’t have to say that the
occupants of Eternity Row took precedence over that. Xonea knew what we were dealing with.

The Captain turned to the end of onetable. “ Alunthri, these people equate you with the deity they
worship. Areyou willing to assist usin communication and negotiation with them?’

The Chakacat nodded, but it didn’'t look happy.

Xoneaturned his head. “ Ship’s Linguist, have you completed your surveys?’

“Yes,” my husband said. | smiled at him, then rolled my eyeswhen | saw who he had on hislap.
“Thereisaplanet in the solar system between Taercaand Oenrall which would suit our purposes.” He
removed adisc from Mardl’ s hand and placed it in the table console, producing a holoimage star chart.

“ Surface sweeps indicate the indigenous popul ation was exterminated by war many millenniabefore this
quadrant was colonized.”



“Freedars,” my daughter said, pointing.

The pretty stars dwindled as the imager zoomed in on the world. The heavily cratered surface ill
showed signs of multicolored zonesthat indicated something was till living oniit.

“Doesit have aname?’

“At present”-Duncan shifted Marel back away from the console-“it has only anumerical
designation. However, | beieve my wife knowsits name.”

“I do?

“Mama sdar,” my kid said, and smacked akey. The imager zoomed back out, and she crawled
up on thetableto stick her finger in some of the lights. *“ See? Two dars, one big dar, four widow dars.
Make afwower.”

“Honey, please get down, you...” | stopped and dowly roseto my feet. | didn't have to look at
my husband to know what he was thinking. “No, Duncan. Pick another planet.”

Hewas dready Sgnding someone. “Relay the dataup to here.” A moment later, another, very
familiar chart came up and superimposed itself over the origind.

“They match.” Xoneastudied the grids. “What say you, ClanSister?’

“I say, noway.” | took my daughter down from the console and tucked her on my hip. “So some
of the stars match. That doesn’t mean this planet isthe one.”

“Captain, thisisthe same world recorded on the discs given to Cherijo by thedien femae.”
Reever didn't look the least bit ashamed as he wrecked my whole day. “It is xinok.”

“Tell me something, swestie,” | said as| tucked Mard in for her ngp that afternoon. “How did
you know about that star chart your daddy showed us?’

“Free dars.” Sheblinked, and nestled down into her pillows. “Make fwower wid pree dars.”

| left her degping and went out to where my husband was manning the console, still studying
Maggi€ s star chart. | reached over, shut down thefile, and popped out the disc. “Why are you doing
thistome?’

“If we are ever to live free and unafraid, we must discover who Maggieis and what she wants.”

“She' saghost who' s stuck in my head and nothing else.”

“That’ swhat you want her to be.” He got up and tried to pull mein hisarms, but | was till too
angry to do the kiss-and-make-up thing. “ Cherijo, why are you so afraid of knowing the truth about
yoursdf?’

“I’'m not afraid. I’m amother now. It snot just methis affects.” | looked at Marel’ s room. “What
happensif wefind out everything Maggie has said istrue? That I’ m not human, that | can’t die, that
there’' s some other reason | was created? It s bad enough | can't tell her about her grandfather, the
sadistic bastard, or any of her uncles, until she's old enough to know what monsters are. How much
more do you want to dump on thiskid?’

“Mard isnot your clone, and she dso deservesthe truth.” He got up and walked away.

| followed him. “Why, so she can have abounty put on her head? So some scientist can wrap
her in nerve-web and see how much pain she can take? So she can watch people she loves dietrying to
protect her? Look a me, Duncan!” His eyeswent from blueto gray ashe met my gaze. “ Thisisn't your
decision to make, it never was. And yet you go right ahead and push aside my wishes so you can satisfy
your curiogity. That' sredly what thisis about-you can't stand it, not knowing. Wdll, | can.”

He stroked my cheek with hisfingers. “1f you wish, | will not go to Jxinok. Y ou never havetotel
me what you find there.”

“That was the only good argument | had,” | said through gritted teeth. “Thanksfor blowing it
away.”

“Thefirg thing | loved about you was your courage,” he said in avery soft voice. “Y ou would
crawl through fire to save another’ slife. | have seen you shot and stabbed and burned and beaten and
none of it stopped you. That iswhat Marel needs-her mother’ s courage, not her fear.”

| gavein, and stepped into hisarms. “Y ou’ re going with me. | need you to go with me.”

He rubbed his pam over my hair. “Always.”



After afew moments, | stepped back and handed him the disc. “Let’slook at it again.”

Duncan pulled the charts back up, and the data coming in from along-range probe he' d launched
the day before. “ The environment appears innocuous, and the atmosphere amenable for the Jorenians.
The higher nitrogen content may make you fed light-headed, until you adjust.”

“The Captain wants us to revive Hawk tonight, see how hereacts.” | looked at the ancient star
chart from Maggi€ sdisc as my hushand superimposed it on the more modern version from the ship's
database. “Why aren’t they identicad 7’

“Some of these stars are now novas, or black holes.” He tapped a couple of unmatched
pinpoints of light. “ Others have formed in the interim between surveys.”

“How long doesthat take?’

“I’'m not certain.” He stared at the console. “My best estimateis at least two million years.”

“How could she have a star chart that old?’

“Thereisonly oneway.” He met my gaze. " Her species, likeyou, isimmortal.”

“Don’'t start that with me again.” | grabbed my work tunic and shrugged it on.

“Cherijo, she'sdive”

“No.” | swiveled around. “ She' s not. | watched her die. | buried her. She’ sdecomposingina
holein theground on Terra”

“Why didn’t she choose to be cremated? That isthe standard funerary disposition of bodies on
Terranow.”

“How the hdll do | know?’ | threw up my hands. “ She was a strange woman. Practically
everything she did was socidly unacceptable!”

“And yet Joseph kept her on staff and allowed her to supervise you for eighteen years.” He
switched off the terminal. “ Joseph, who you will agree was more conservetive than most Terrans.”

“Shetold methey werelovers. Maybe he kept her because shewas good in bed.” | finished
fastening my tunic and headed for the corridor. “I’m going to work.”

“Wait.”

| waited. He came up behind me, and rested one hand on my neck. “What?’

“Don’t change your mind about going down to the surface.”

“I won't, but I’'m going to complain about it,” | said, and went out the door. * Frequently.”

In Medica, Squilyp and the nursing staff were prepping to remove Hawk from deep suspension.
| didn’'t say anything as| joined them, gill in knots over Duncan and Marel and Maggi€ s stupid discs.

“We' ve dready observed atolerance for rysperidyne,” the Senior Hedler said as he removed the
suspension shroud and deactivated the support unit. “ Given the serious prolactin € evation, conventiona
drug trestment is out of the question.”

“The obvious choice would be a dibenzodiazepine,” Qonjasaid. He had recovered in record
time from histransplant surgery, and showed no signs of rejecting the bioengineered organ. “ Clinica
studies on Joren have shown that drugs such as clozapyne increase delta and theta activity, and dows
dominant aphafrequencies. They aso exert potent anticholinergic, adrenolytic, antihistaminic, and
antiserotonergic activity.”

“Yeah?’ | turned on him, glad to have adirection to vent. “Last time | wasin Medtech,
clozapyne usewas gtrictly limited to totally nonresponsive or highly intolerant patients. Maybe because it
causes agranulocytos's, tachycardia, and seizure in mogt patients. Or did you forget to attend that class,
resdent?’

“The patient has been given two courses of chemicaly unrelated, conventiona antipsychotic
drugs and responded to neither.” Instead of being miffed, Qonja sounded amost amused. “What other
course of action remains unexplored, Doctor?”

“Why don’t we wake him up first and see what we' ve got to work with?’

“I agree,” Squilyp said, before the psych resident could protest. “Administer the neutralizer,
nurse.”

Savetka adminigtered the mild stimulant, which roused Hawk within minutes. His eyelids fluttered,
then opened as his drowsy eyestried to focus. “Patcher?’ he said, his voice raspy.



“Sofar so good,” | murmured to the Omorr as| moved in and checked Hawk’ svitals. “How are
you feding, hataali ?’

“Strange.” Helooked from meto Squilyp, and then turned his head toward Qonja. “What
happened to me?’

“You've beenill, so we ve had you in deep suspension for acouple of days.” His pulse jumped
under my fingertips, and | felt swest dampening his skin. “Easy, now. Everything isgoing to okay.”

“I want to go home.” He sounded like a scared little boy. “ Please take me home.”

The expression on his scarred face made me fold his hands between mine. “1 wish | could, pd.”

The next thing | knew Hawk had clamped his hands around my neck, dragging me acrossthe
berth, while Squilyp and Qonja struggled to free me.

“I am thelifeblood of theworld!” he screamed in my face as he choked me.

Qonjadid something fast with his hands. | heard bones snap, then Hawk howled with pain.

“Sedate him now!” the Omorr shouted, wrestling down one free arm and pulling me off the berth.
| fell to the deck, holding my throat and coughing, my eyesfixed on Hawk’ s spasming hand as my boss
stragpped hisarmin restraints.

All thefingers on one of Hawk’ s hands were broken.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Mirror of Confrontation

Qonjadidn’t bother to duck my signal when | came off duty. Nor did he raise any objectionsto
accompanying meto an environome.

| ignored him at firgt, warming up the way Wonlee had showed me afew days before-what he
caled “aquick start after along lull.” | wasn't sure what | was fedling, outside of adetermination to get to
thetruth, but I had no intentions of leaving that environome until | got what | wanted.

My target politdy refused to arm himsdlf againgt my goreu, and spent the next hour expertly
dodging my attacks.

“Thisserves no purpose he said, just like he had the last time,

“Y ou be sure and tel my husband that. | Sgnded him right before | cameto get you.”

The door panel did open behind us. “Cherijo.” It was Reever, and he didn’t sound happy.

“Héllo, honey. Qonja here was just getting ready to tell mewho heis. Aren't you, Qonja?’

The psych resident looked past me and his expression went from strained to relieved. “ Captain.”

Xonea gpproached us from the side, clearly upset himsdlf. “ ClanSister, what are you doing?’

| twirled my gaff. “I’m going to beat some answers out of thisman, if he ever holds till long
enough.”

“| shield the representative,” Qonjablurted out. “ Thiswas not her doing. I- | provoked her by
my actions, and | beg forgiveness of her for doing s0.”

Reever took the staff from my hand, and threw it across the room. “Does this satisfy you now,
Xonea? Or would you see her kill him?’

| ignored that, and stared hard at Qonja. “What representative? What are you talking about?’

He remained on his knees, until Xonea made an impatient gesture, then Qonjarose and gave me
aforma bow. “Y ou, representative. | was ordered not to reved thisinformation to you by our Captain,
until the Jado arrived.”

“What information?’ | turned to Xonea. “What is he babbling about?’

“A vote was taken some weeks ago, by the people.” My ClanBrother put abig hand on my
shoulder. “Qonjawas sent to guard you until we could transfer you to the CloudwWalk.”

“Why?" | shouted.

What he said then was something so bizarre it barely registered. *Y ou have been appointed to
serve on the Ruling Council, Cherijo. Y ou are now one of the leaders of Joren.”

Before | could say anything, my husband dragged me back away from Xonea. “You are
responsblefor this”



My ClanBrother dowly nodded. “I made the recommendation to the other ClanL eaders. She will
be taken back to Joren and kept safe from the League and the Hsktskt. No one would dare attack a
world leader.”

Which made sense out of the whole mess. Of course, Xoneawould think having me appointed to
the Council would protect me. He lived on a decent world, where people respected the rights of others.

| doubted my newly elected status would impress the League or the Hsktskt one bit.

“By doing this, you have attempted to violate the bond between me and my mate,” Reever said,
in flawless Jorenian.

“Wait.” Panic made me grab him. “No, Reever, Xoneadidn't violate anything.”

Hiseyes, which had lost dl color, shifted to my face. “He cages you with his palitics, the same
way Joseph caged you like aspecimen. | will not haveit.” To my ClanBrother, hesaid, “I challenge you.
Here, in one hour.”

“1 accept.” The Captain made an eloquent, terse gesture. “One hour.”

Somehow we had gone from me pretending to want Qonja dead to Reever and Xoneafighting
over my future. “No. | won't let you two do this”

“| protect what ismine, too,” Reever told me softly.

Qonjacame to stand beside me as both men strode out of the environome. “Healer, | gpologize.
Perhapsif | had been permitted to tell you sooner, this might not have happened.”

“No, Qonja.” | stared at the door panel. “I think this has been brewing for along time, and I'm
just now seeingit.”

| couldn’t track down Reever or Xonea, so | ended up in Medical, wandering around the
inpatient ward trying to figure out how to stop thetwo men | loved from killing each other. | was staring
blindly at a patient’s chart when | noticed a couple of the nurses having some trouble at the other end of
the ward, and went over to help.

Dhreen lay on the berth, laughing and swatting at them asthey attempted to take hisvitds. “I'm
fine, I'mfine.” He saw me, and sat up. “Hey, Doc! What say we get out of here and play some
whump-ba 1?1’ ve got credits burning in my pocket, just waiting for you, how about it?’

“Dhreen, cdm down.” | took out my scanner and passed it over him. His heart rate and blood
pressure were spiking.

“I told you, I'mfine” Hiseyes never stopped scanning our faces, and the nurses had to grab him
again ashetried to climb off the berth. “Come on, Doc, lighten up! Let’s have somefun, I’ll spot you
twenty points, what do you say?’

Hedidn't stop talking, but | tuned him out as| prepared a syrinpress. “How long has he been
likethis?" | asked one of the nurses.

“Mog of the day. One of the engineering staff brought him in when he was found toying with a
prep unitinthegdley.”

“Toying?" | injected Dhreen with amild tranquilizer.

“I believe the crewman said the pilot was offering to prepare traditiond Oenradlian dishesfor
everyone who wished to use the unit.”

| checked the time, and saw the hour was nearly up. “ All right, keep him quiet, and monitor his
vitalsclosdy.” As Dhreen settled down, | unfastened histunic to check the shunt, but the mold was gone.
“Put another Lok-Ted on him and strap him down, if the dose wears off before | get back.”

Squilyp caught up with mein the corridor. “1 heard the news. What provoked Reever into
chdlenging the Captain?’

“I’ve been éected to Joren’ s Ruling Council. Whether | likeit or not.”

The Omorr grimaced. “That would do it.”

| quickly briefed him on the latest development with Dhreen, while he updated me on Hawk. As
we entered the environome with a.crowd of crew members, Squilyp said, “ It seemsvisting their
homeworlds did neither of them any good.”

“You can't go home again,” | agreed, then stopped. Someone bumped into me and apologized,



but I smply waved them on. ‘ That’sit. That’sthe connection | was looking for.”

“I don't understand.”

“They both visited their homeworlds after an extended absence. Think about it.” | led my bossto
the gdlery seating, and pulled him down on achair beside me. “Hawk had never been to Taerca, and
Dhreen’ s been away for about the same amount of time. Their immune systems couldn’t cope.”

“The biodecon prior to landing on both worlds would have identified any bacteria detrimental to
them.”

“I don't think it' s bacterid. It'ssomething ese”

Squilyp’ sdark eyes narrowed. “We will have to obtain biosphere samplesto test-food, soil, air,
and water. | doubt, however, that either species shdl willingly provide uswith them.”

“Reever sent aremote probe to Jxinok. He could do the same thing again for Oenral and
Taerca.” | looked out at the warriors quad, where my husband and X onea stood facing each other.
“God, I've got to stop this.”

“Yes, youmust.” Salo came and sat down on the other side of me. When my browsrose, he
added, “ Qonja came to me and explained what has happened. | think | can help, if you'll allow meto do
30.” He placed an ancient Jorenian book in my hands. “ These are the very first laws created for our
people.”

| was afraid to openit, it was so fragile. “ And there' s something in here that will keep them from
killing each other?’

“Yes.” Heopened it to a centra passage, and pointed to a heading mark identical to the
pictoglyph Qonjawore on hisvocollar. “Listen, and | will trandate for you.”

It took afew minutes for Salo to interpret the symbolsfor me. As| listened, | watched both men
warming up. Xoneaseemed even more enormous than ever, hismuscles bulkier, hisentire frame
emanating sheer, animal power.

Reever, who would never be astall or muscular as the Captain, had other advantages-speed and
agility, which he demonstrated by going through anumber of those odd, inhuman moves the Hsktskt had
taught him.

Watching them made me redlize for once just how dangerous both of them were.

“That isdl that iswritten, but | believeit isenough,” Salo said when he finished trandating the
passage.

“| can’t do thisunless| say okay to thewholeded, right?” Which was going to make my
husband furious, but would keep him dive.

My friend made a cautious gesture. “Y ou must assume the appointment in order to take
advantage of the law.”

“An gppointment for life-alifefor two lives” My lipstwisted. “Not abad dedl, redly.”

“Areyou certain?’ Squilyp asked.

The gdlery fdl slent as Xoneaturned to address the crowd. “ Ship’s Linguist Reever has
challenged me, by theright of bond. I have fredly accepted, thus no retribution will be taken against
Reever, should he prevail ”

Reever only stood, silent and waiting. | nearly got out of my seet then, but Salo clamped ahand
on my arm. “Patience, ClanCousin. It must go to the point of death-strike, and only then can you act.”

“You' d better beright about this, Salo.”

Xoneareturned to his position in the quad, and nodded to Reever. An eerie silencefell over the
gdlery as both men entered the central quad, circling each other. They seemed to do that forever, until
Xoneafeinted to one sde and dammed into Reever from the other. My husband pivoted in the same
direction of the blow to his abdomen, and returned the favor.

Then the gdlery exploded with shouting voices, and the two began to literally besat the life out of
each other.

My chest tightened as | watched, and waited. | couldn’t help the sounds | made when either of
them took afist or kick to their body, couldn’t hel p the tears that welled in my eyesas| saw thefirst
splatters of red and green blood stain the quad’ s surface.



“I can't wait,” | said to Salo, my voice cracking.

“Youmust.” He put an arm around me. “Be strong for them now.”

The fight went on. At first it seemed Xoneahad agreater advantage, with his superior size and
strength, but dowly Reever began moving faster, working up to that blurry, frightening speed he had used
in the past. After fifteen minutes, both men were covered with bruises and contusions, and panting from
pain and exertion, but Reever seemed to be holding his own.

| kept flinching and jerking as each blow landed, dmost fedling them on my own body. Thetears
in my eyes now streamed down my face, and | couldn’t smother my sobs. Salo’'sarm tightened, and he
placed the book in my hands.

“Now it comes,” he murmured.

The crowd fell slent as Reever flipped down on his scomach, amost completely prone, then
vaulted up and back when Xoneatried to straddle him. Somehow he got the Captain facedown on the
quad, one strong arm locked around his blue neck. The Jorenian thrashed and writhed under my
husband, but it was obvious he wasn't going to get out of the hold.

“Now.” Sdo thrust the book into my hands, and | jumped up and ran for the quad.

“Ruling Council intercedes!” | shouted asloudly as | could, to be heard over the now-roaring
crowd. “ Stop the challenge and adhere to what | say now!”

Duncan looked up, his face a battered mask of blood. He frowned, asif not quite sureit wasme.
Reluctantly, he released Xonea, and got to hisfeet. “What are you doing?’

The Captain dowly rose, rubbing histhroat. “'Y ou cannot stop us.”

“I just did. According the First Laws of Joren”-1 held up Salo’ s book-*a member of the Ruling
Council can and will intercede in any matter pertaining to the welfare of the HouseClans. Xonea, you
yourself had me appointed to the Council, and know that | may speak for them in their absence.”

“That isonly during times of conflict, when the Council members are separated.”

| deliberately gazed around me. “I don’t see any Council members around here, do you?’

“They canbesgnded,” the Captain ingsted.

“Our communications array is not functioning, Captain.” Salo came down to stand beside me. “I
believeit will take severa daysto perform the necessary repairs.”

“Wearenot in the middle of aconflict,” Reever pointed out.

I’ d anticipated that, too. “HouseClan Jado goes to negotiate peace in the L eague/Hsktskt
conflict. By doing so, Joren enters the war and under those conditions, | am obliged to protect our
people.”

“Say what you will, wife,” Reever wiped some blood from hiseye. “Y ou are not joining their
Coundil.”

“By announcing theintercession, | dready have.” | shook my head a him when hewould have
responded, then turned to the crew, “ Duncan Reever has prevailed, and by doing so hastheright to
divert Clan-Leader Torin's path. However, our people must have a ClanL eader who understands the
war we have entered. Asthereisno Torin with more experience in dedling with the League and the
Hsktskt, X onea cannot be replaced. The law reads that the needs of the Clan are more important than
any one of the House, and by that law, | declare this challengeisended.”

Reever stared at me for amoment, then limped out of the environome.

“What would you have said if | had prevailed?’ Xonea asked me.

“The HouseClan dso needs dlieswilling to help them prevail over their enemies,” | said, and
handed the book to Salo before dipping my arm around the Captain. “In case you haven't noticed,
Reever isthe best dly we have.”

His pain-filled eyes met mine. “1 knew you would not wish to join the Council. Why did you do
this?’

“Y ou left me no choice, and we'll talk about it later. Let’sget you to Medica.”

“You will serve Joren well,” one of the crew said as he passed us.

| smiled, only alittle bitterly. “Now that | have no choice, | guess|’d better.”



| confined the Captain to amedica berth and adermal regenerator for the night. “Y ou’ re not
scaring my kid by letting her seeyou likethis,” | said when he objected. “ Seep. We can discussthe
hows and whys of thistomorrow, when you're gpologizing to me.”

Hetook my hand in his before | pulled the regenerator over him. “1 regret my actions provoked
your bondmate, ClanSigter.”

“Me, too.” | bent over and kissed him. “Good night, champ.”

| had the feding Reever wouldn't go back to our quarters looking theway he did, so | took my
medical case and went to his second-favorite place on the ship. It meant taking agyrlift dl theway down
tolevd thirty-five.

Benesath the transparent panels of the observation dome, alonefigure sat in the dark, staring at
the stars. He didn't turn around when | stepped of f thelift. “What are you doing here?’

“I cameto watch you sulk.” 1 switched on thelights, then sat down beside him to survey the
damage. “And bleed.” | pushed his head to one sideto get a better look at a nasty gash above hisear.
That and a dozen other small wounds were still 0ozing, so | opened my case. “Xonealooksworse, if that
heps”

“Xonealost.” There was some deep, primitive satisfaction in the way he said those two words.

“Y ou would have killed him out of jeaousy over me.”

“No. But | would have killed him for changing who you are.”

| stopped blotting up blood and sat back. “What?’

Helifted aswollen hand, and brushed a piece of hair from my face. “ Xoneaisawarrior. He
wishes you to become awarrior. To betruly Jorenian, like his people. He wants you to lead them, to
fight for them.”

| chuckled. “Boy, is he going to be disappointed, because | don’t have to-”

He pressed hisfinger against my mouth. “Hewill teach you to kill for them, beloved. That isthe
truth of why | chalenged him. That | cannot alow.”

It hurt me, oddly, to hear him say that. “ Don’'t you trust me to do the right thing?’

“When | was endaved by the Hsktskt, | tried to do the same. Each time | prevailed in the arena,
| refused to kill. The centurons forced me to watch as they executed my opponent, then they beat me for
defying them.” Helooked out at the stars. “ The Hsktskt do not encourage disobedience, and the beatings
became increasingly vicious. After severd bouts, | knew | would not be able to physicaly endure another
and prevail againinthe arena. | wanted to live. So | killed my next opponent, to save myself.” He closed
hiseyes. “| felt hisblood on my handsfor years.”

| wrapped his hand with a sterile dressing while | tried to conceal my horror and think of how to
reassure him. All | could come up with was, “I’ m not adave anymore, Duncan. I'm aphysician, and |
won't kill.”

“There are many types of endavement, and many waysto kill.” He got up and held out his
bandaged hand to me. “Let’sgo home.”

The Sunlace left Oenrall space and headed for the planet we now assumed was Jxinok. | didn’t
have much time to contempl ate what would happen when Reever and | went down to the surface during
that interval. Hawk’ s psychosis wasn't responding to dose-limiting him on antipsychotics, and Dhreen
had become so manic that restraints were required around the clock.

“The latest series of toxicologies show no sign of pathogenic infection,” Savetkasaid as she
handed me the lab results on our two patients. “No similarities between the cases have been identified,
ether.”

“There has to be something that triggered this. Something in the environments.” | thought for a
moment. “When do the probes get back?’

After | explained my theory, Reever had supervised sending off the remote dronesto Oenrall and
Taerca. Like Squilyp, hewasn't sure my environment theory was viable-biodecon awaystook care of
native bugs-but didn’t offer adebate. Neither did the Captain when | requested permission to launch the
probes. In the aftermath of the bout I’ d stopped, we were all trying to be extremely civilized.



“I believe they were programmed to return within the week.” Savetka stared at the chart in my
hands. “|s something amiss, Heder?”’

“No, why?’

She nodded & my hands. “Y ou are leaving marksin the casing.”

| glanced down and saw my fingers were digging into the chart so hard that | wasleaving nall
marksintheplas. “Sorry.” | handed it back to her. “I think I’ [l take abresk. Signal meinthegaley if I'm
needed.”

Walking down to get acup of tea-| wasn't hungry-didn’t seem to burn off the extraenergy | was
feding. Neither did three games of whump-ball or beeting the two administrative assstants who played
agang me.

| found mysdlf standing in front of an exterior viewer, watching as the ship assumed orbit above a
small, sandy-colored world.

Go home, Cherijo.

The server I d absently carried from the galey dipped from my fingers, and smashed on the
deck. My hands were up and pressing againgt the plas pand separating me from the cold, instant deeth
outsdethe ship, and till | heard my fingernails screech across the unyielding surface. A vague throbbing
garted in my temples as| pressed my brow harder and harder against the viewer.

Go home, just go home-

“Heder?’

| snapped out of my salf-induced-trance and looked to one side. “ Y es?’

Qonja, who now had no reason to hide hisred job as my persond advisor and al-around
bodyguard, bent down to pick up the pieces of my ruined server. “Y ou seem disturbed.”

“Impatient,” | corrected him, and knelt down to help. “I want to get to this over with as soon as
possble”

“The Jado will arrive shortly, aswill the representatives from Oenral and Taerca” Hetook the
shards from my hand and carried them over to anearby disposa unit. “We should discuss how it will go
for you, asa Council representative.”

“I thought dl 1 had to do wasligten.”

“Youwill be Joren’ sfind authority. An open relay with the remainder of the Council will be
maintained, of course, but thereis no guarantee any signal will go through without mishap.”

“Then | may get to decide the fate of two or threeworlds.” | went back to pressing my head
agang the viewer. “They didn’'t cover thisin Medtech.”

Helooked as upset as| fdlt. “We can review historic precedent, if it will make you fed more at
ease with your duties.”

“Narcotics wouldn't dent my discomfort at thispoint.” 1 eyed him. “How would you fedl about
doing some sparring with me?’

“Will you be using that saff of yours?’

| grinned. “Not if you give up your swords.”

Sparring with Qonja helped release some of the odd tension I” d been feding, and made me more
receptive to the news Duncan brought home from work that day.

“Sensor sweeps show no indications of past conflict on the planet’ ssurface,” hetold me as|
stepped out of the cleanser. “It isalso avery ancient world. More than six billion yearsin existence.”

| took the towel he handed me, and rubbed my facein it. “ So when we go down there, we won't
See some wasteland of blasted, lifeless rubble?’

“There are some very old ruinswhich gppear to be the last traces of whatever civilization
occupied theworld. They are dowly being reclaimed by the rising weter table.” He took another towel
and began to dry my hair. “Other than avariety of small mammals and benign botanicds, the planet is
uninhabited.”

“When do we go?’

“Tomorrow.“ He stopped rubbing and moved my hair to one side, away from a bruise on my



shoulder. Y ou’ ve been sparring again?’

“With Qonja. He knows almost as much as Wonlee does, and | don’t have to worry about
sumbling into him and getting spiked.” | turned in hisarms, and rubbed my cheek againgt his bare chest.
“He sonly teaching me sdf-defense.”

Hewas quiet for aminute, then he tossed the towel aside and lifted me up into hisarms.
“Someday | want to see dl these new moves of yours.”

We nearly madeit to the bed when the door panel chimed. By the time | was dressed enough to
answer it, Marel had woken up and gotten to the panel ahead of me. Garphawayn stood on the
threshold.

My daughter yawned as she pointed up at Lady Cestes s unhappy face. “Parkwy wady here,
Mama”

“Thanks, sweetie. Go back to bed for me, okay?’

Reever appeared, and led our kid back to her chamber.

“I do not wishto intrude.” Squilyp’s ex-fiancée swept her hand to the Side, making ornaments
jingle. “I will come back tomorrow.”

Normaly | wouldn't have argued with that, but something told me shewasin trouble. “No, that's
okay. Comein.”

She declined my offer of adrink, and sat down gingerly on the edge of my favorite chair. Snceit
was his, too, Jenner came over to sniff at her foot and give her the eye. Strangely, his close proximity
didn’'t make her sneeze.

| rubbed ahand over the back of my neck before sitting across from her. “What can | do for
you, Garphawayn?’

“Lord Maftuda has refused to reinitiate contract negotiations.” She adjusted one of her gildrell
rings. “I find I cannot bear to linger on thisvessel another day.”

“From what | understand, the Omorr can’t come and get you until we leave this quadrant.”

“They cannot. Thatiswhy... | would liketo know...” She paused as Reever came out of
Marel’ s bedroom, and moved to stand behind me. As he placed ahand on my shoulder, her expression
became even more miserable. “1 wish to accompany you and the sojourn team tomorrow. Would you
permit that, Council representative?’

Although she might prove more of a hindrance than anything, | didn’t have the heart to turn her
down. “Duncan, have we got room on the launch for one more?’

“We can accommodate severa passengers. Lady Cestesiswelcometo join us.”
| nodded. “There s one thing you should know- Alunthri, our Chakacat friend, will be going with
us”

“| shdl take another dose of antihistamine prior to launch.” Garphawayn rose mgjesticaly. “I
extend my gratitude to you both, and will intrude on your privacy no longer.”

| beat her to the door pandl. “Areyou dl right?’

She kept her head up and her spine straight. “In time, perhaps, | shdl be.” Shelooked down at
me. “Y our concern isunnecessary, Lady Torin. | do not believe | deserveit.”

“| disagree,” | said, smiled, and opened the pand for her. “Try to get somerest.”

After she'd gone, | noticed Reever was amiling, too. “What's so funny?’

“Y ou despise that femde, and il you offer her sympathy.”

“She may be the biggest pain in the posterior I ve ever met, but she' s hurting. And she took an
antihistamine before she came over.” | went to check on Mardl, then took Duncan to bed. “ She'sin love
with Squilyp, you know.”

Herolled me over on top of him and held me againgt his chest. “I know.”

| lifted my head. “We difficult femaes haveto stick together. Especialy when wefdl in love with
difficult males”

“I’'m easy,” Duncan assured me.

“If you only knew.” | bent down to kisshim.



From the moment the launch left the Sunlace, my nervous tension escalated, until | had to dip out
of my harness or start shrieking. Garphawayn watched me curioudy as| paced theinterior passenger
cabin.

“Areyouwell, Lady Torin?’

| knew she was paying me a compliment, addressing me as an equal, but | was no lady. “Cherijo,
please. I'mfine Just alittlejittery.”

The female Omorr looked down at the other end of the cabin, where Alunthri was sitting, and
sniffed. “As| have aready taken the required dosage of allergen medication, perhaps you could convince
your fdinefriendtojoin us”

“Alunthri.” 1 gestured, and pointed to a seat on the opposite Sde of the femae Omorr. “She's
taken medication, so it's safe. Come on over here.”

The Chakacat smiled asit dipped from its harness and joined us. “1 was hoping to have an
opportunity to speak with Lady Cestesregarding art on her homeworld.”

“You are an admirer of art?” Thiswas said with a certain amount of skepticism.

“| have devoted severa yearsto the study of it.” Alunthri went on to describe some of the
culturesand art formsit had collected photoscans, recordings, and other data on.

“I had no idea a-afdine entity would have such an awareness of the subtletiesinvolved with
sf-expresson,” Garphawayn said. “1 must tell you about the many forms of persona embellishment we
have cultivated on Omorr.”

That discussion would have put meto deep, but Duncan was busy caculating the proper
trgectory angle to enter the atmosphere, so | didn’t bug him. Something else was wrong, though. I'd
gotten to the point where | fdt like | might jump out of my skin.

“How much longer isthisgoing to take?’ | muttered.

“Itisaroutine planetary expedition, Doctor.” The female Omorr covered her facewith a
membrane, and sneezed. “ Forgive me, Alunthri, but due to the amount of dander intheair, | believel
must have another dose of medication.”

The Chakacat sniffed the air, then dipped out of its harness. “ That is not from me.” It tracked
whatever it was smelling to one of the lower storage containers, and opened it.

“Hi, Wundri!” My daughter crawled out, holding Juliet and two kittens. “ Surprise, Mamal”

“Marel.” My jaw sagged, then snapped closed. “How the hell did you get in here?’

“| wan comewid you.”

| swiveled toward the hdm. “Reever.”

Duncan looked over his shoulder, then made an abrupt turn. “1’m heading back to the ship.”

“Good.” | grabbed my kid and strapped her into aharness. “1 don’t know you managed this one.
Swesetie, what were you thinking? Do you know how dangerousthisis?’

“Daddy said room for more.”

| rubbed my brow. “Oh, boy.”

“She must have overheard us spesking last night.”

Garphawayn hopped over and sat down beside my daughter. “Y ou have frightened your parents,
child. Y ou should apologize for your impulsive behavior; it isnot good to distress those you love.”

My little girl dmost gave her The Pout, but Garphawayn only raised her brow ridges. Marel
bowed her small blond head. “ Sorry | noddy, Mama.”

“It'sokay.” | glanced a the Omorr. “ Teach me how you did that.”

“It has been my observation that children as precocious as your daughter respond well to firm
authority. Y ou would do better to establish that with her yoursdlf.” Garphawayn covered her face and
sneezed. “ Alunthri, if you would be so kind?’

The Chakacat took al three cats from Marel and secured them in a container at the back of the
launch. | went to the helm to see how far we had traveled.

“Fifteen minutes, and we' Il have her back on the ship.”

“And grounded for another week,” | said. “ Duncan, you performed a pre-launch inspection,
didn't you?’



“Ves”

“Then would you mind teling me how in blazes she got in here?’

“I have someideas.” Hedidn't look too happy about them, either. “We' Il discuss them with our
daughter after the sojourn.”

When | went back to the passenger cabin, Alunthri was still securing the cats' container, and the
femae Omorr was listening to Mard as she prattled on about the “pree dars” and “fwowers.” The launch
shook, then the engines made a strange sound.

“Watch her,” | said to Garphawayn, then returned to the helm.

Reever was struggling to stabilize the launch, so | strapped into the copilot’ s harness and
activated the board. “Duncan, we' relosing power to the engines.”

He performed another rolling manuever and turned the launch back toward the planet. “1I'll have
toland it on the surface. Signal Command.”

| tried to relay our status to the Sunlace, but the communications array had adso lost power.
“Transmitter’ sdown. | can't get through to them.”

Neither one of us said anything, but we were both thinking the samething: All these power
failures were way too convenient for mere coincidence.

“Prep for emergency landing.”

| went back to do what needed to be done in the passenger cabin. Therideinto the lower
atmosphere was bumpy, but Mard only giggled and bounced in her harness.

Garphawayn noticed my expression, and reached over to touch my hand with her membrane.

“Y our hushand isa skilled pilot, ishe not?’

“Yes, it'sjust-" | glanced down at the tiny blonde between us. “ She' stheonly kid I'll ever have.”

“I envy you her.” She sat back. “I doubt I will have any now.”

Theinterior of the launch turned dark as Duncan shut down power to al unnecessary systems, to
prevent flash fires. Findly the surface swelled up to fill the viewports, and we landed with aseries of jolts
and crashes beneath our feet.

Something crackled over our heads as we unstrapped oursalves and Mardl.

“Take her for me” | said as| ran to help Alunthri retrieve the cats and grab my medica pack. |
glanced back to see Garphawayn bounce out, holding Mard firmly clasped in her threearms. “Areyou
okay?’

“I amfine.” The Chakacat |ooked out through the hull doors. “We are stranded here?’

“For awhile. Let’ sget out of here before something blows.”

Duncan secured the helm, then met us at the docking ramp. “Any injuries?’

“I don't think s0.” | hurried down to make sure of that, then took a deep breeth of cool air and
finally noticed our surroundings. If the Sky had been green instead of bluish-white, we could have been
back on K-2. “So far so good. Duncan?’

My husband had ducked under the launch, and reappeared afew seconds later. “ Power conduits
to theengines are fused.”

Alunthri graightened. “ Can you signd the ship?’

He shook hishead. “ The transmitter isin the same shape. I'll get the surviva gear from the
cabin.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
From the Repository

Maggi€ sworld was, in fact, amilder verson of Kevarzangia Two, with thick forests
interspersed with rolling plains. None of the native botanicalslooked familiar, but none scanned as
poisonous to us, so we set up amakeshift camp in aclearing a short distance from the launch. The
temporary shelters would serve as our home away from home until the rescue team from the ship arrived.

“How long?’

“They won't be able to activate our receiver, so they’ |l assume the communications array has



been damaged.” Reever gazed up at the sky, then back at our disabled launch. “Xoneawill send arescue
team for usin two rotations.”

“With the negotiations between Taerca and Oenrall scheduled to begin, won't he come after us
any soonex?’

“Perhaps”

“Mama?’ Our daughter darted between us, and grabbed my leg. “ Caw Uncwip come down
see?’

“Not yet, honey. Daddy hasto fix the transmitter.”

Garphawayn declared she was famished, and Alunthri called Marel over to help it prepare an
impromptu picnic for dl of us.

| led Reever off ashort distance, and kept my voice low. “ There’ s nothing else we can do?’

“No.” Hekept staring at the launch. “ Thiswasintentional.” At my blank look, he explained, “The
power failures, the conduits fusing. And the transmitter. The only cause of that kind of damageisa
massve energy surge.”

“| don't remember an energy surge.”

“Therewasn't one. All sysemswere functioning a optimum levelsfrom the time we left launch
bay.”

| noticed some small eyes watching us from the ground cover and nodded in their direction.
“Someoneisinterested in us”

Reever took out a proximity device and swept the area. “ Four of them, six kilosin weight,
warm-blooded.” He knelt down and removed hiswristcom, rolling it so that the sunlight flashed off the
shiny surfaces. At the sametime, he made alow, whirring sound.

Sowly, adiminutive creature crept out of the foliage, and approached, its attention fixed on the
wristcom. Short brown fur covered its six-limbed body and long tail. The shape of its head reminded me
alittle of acat, with the pointed ears and danted eyes, but the body and mouth were completely dienin
structure. Three more near-cats of Smilar szesfollowed.

Onceit sniffed Reever’ shand, it looked up &t both of us and made an inquistive, chittering
sound.

So far Marel hadn’t noticed them, but she loved anything with fur. “Do you think they bite?’

“Let’sfind out.” Reever carefully stroked afinger under the near-cat’ s chin, and it made a
high-pitched squed and undulated with pleasure againgt his hand.

“Wook, Mama!” Marel toddled over, holding apair of her own. They crawled up onto her
shoulders, and licked her face while making more of the squedling, happy sounds. Alunthri followed,
holding acouple moreinitsarms. “New kiddies!”

More near-cats emerged from the forest, until there were nearly ahundred in our camp. Jxinok’s
only inhabitants proved too good-natured to resist, and we spent most of the afternoon watching them
play with Mardl, Alunthri, and each other. Garphawayn at first kept her distance, but their fur didn’'t seem
to aggravate her dlergies, and the near-cats ended up crawling al over her, too.

“They appear to be very hedthy,” | said after scanning the largest of the horde. “ Stomach
contentsindicate they’ re herbivores, and have at least six distinct gender variations. I’ d love to know
how they reproduce.”

“Perhapsthey arelikeme,” Alunthri said, stroking one smal near-kitten with its paw.

“Cherijo.” Thefemae Omorr divested her lap of felines and rose on her foot. “Would you care
to walk with me ashort distance? | fed in need of some exercise.”

Alunthri agreed to keep an eye on Mardl, so Garphawayn and | took atour of the bushes around
the clearing. She didn’t seem to notice the strange and beautiful varieties of flora, and only answered me
absently when | commented on them.

“That' s pretty much it for my supply of smadl talk,” | said after afew minutes. “Is something on
your mind?’

She plucked aflower and studied it intently. ‘ Thisisrather like the tafar blossoms we grow on
Omorr, but it istoo red.” Without skipping abesat, she added, "1 am not certain how to go about it, but |



would like to renegotiate my position with Lord Mafruda.”

“Okay.” | knew as much about Omorr marriage contracts as| did the flowers. “How can |
hep?”

She stopped hopping. “I rather expected you to persuade meto return to Omorr. Y ou have
made your opinion of meonly too plan.”

| spotted a couple of shiny pebbles and picked them up, Marel loved pretty rocks. “ Squilypis
my best friend. | wasn't sure you were good enough for him.”

“And now you do?’

| smiled. “When | first met Squilyp, he drove me nuts. He was so picky and snotty and thought
he was a better doctor than | was. We spent more time arguing than we did consulting. | couldn’t stand
him. And then | hed to fight him.”

“Hetold me about forcing you to make the solicitation. Heis not proud of what he did.”

“Neither am 1. Still, it changed things. We apologized to each other, and started over. We
learned to respect each other and becamefriends.” | glanced at her stiff expression. “Maybe you and |
could do the same.”

“I have never had aTerran friend.” She tossed the flower away. “1 have never had many friends
adl”

“Sowell practice”

She made a hmmmming sound. “That may work for friendship, but Squilyp isadifferent
meatter.”

“Therelationships may be different, but the same theory works both ways.”

“Y ou have an advantage that | do not. Y ou share your caling with Squilyp, while I know nothing
about medicine.”

“It doesn’t matter. Garphawayn, he’'sagood man. Y es, he's one of the best surgeons|’ve ever
seen. It was hisskill that saved many lives, including my daughter’s. But that’ snot al heis.” | met her
dark gaze. “He wantsto share hislife with someone. He wantsachild.”

Her rings clinked as her gildrells curled and uncurled. “I am well-acquainted with that feding.”

| turned to her. * Then you' re going to haveto fight, too. Fight for him. Don’t let him go.”

Her skin turned afaint purple. “He does not love me.”

“What have you done that would make him love you?’

She thought about that for amoment. “I seeyour point. Yet | fear it isaready too latefor meto
begin negotiations again.”

“Let metell you astory about me and my husband,” | said, as we headed back acrossthe
clearing.

When we arrived back in camp, Juliet and the kittens were yowling in their container.

“They wish to come out and play,” Alunthri said asit tried to soothe the Terran cats with some
dried saimon bits. Juliet, who had never been one to refuse food, only kicked them back out through the
screened pandl.

The near-cats were curious about them, to the point of crawling al over the container, but that
didn’t mean the two species would get along.

“Wecan't let them out, I'm afraid. If they take off into the forest, we might never find them
agan.”

My big mistake was not explaining any of that to my daughter. A few minutes later, as
Garphawayn and | were debating how to arrange the deeping pallets, | heard Marel shout.

“Juweeyed!”

Through the opening in the shelter tent, | watched the former stray female dart through the camp,
followed by her two kittens, and disappear into the forest. My daughter ran after them, caling for them to
come back.

“Oh, hdl, shelet them out. Alunthri, hep!” | ran after her.

Fallen branches snapped under my feet and leaves whipped my face as| ran through the forest.



The Chakacat ran much faster than | did, so | wasn't surprised to seeit flash by afew moments later.
Digantly, | heard Duncan and Garphawayn following me, but was too busy keeping my eyes on the smal
blond head bobbing through the foliage to pay attention to my back. Then | lost sight of her, and Started
ydling.

“Mard?Mard! Answer me! Mardl!”

By thetime | heard her little voice call back, | was deep in the forest. | found her sitting at the
base of atree, holding a panting Juliet in her arms.

“Mama, see?’ She held up Jenner’ s mate, making the two kittens Sitting at her feet meow. “I
caud her!”

| snatched the cat from her hands. “Don’'t you ever run away from melike that again!”

I’d never yelled at Marel before, and she looked asif I’ d dapped her. “Mama? Y ou mad ad
me?”

“Yed!” | took abreath. “No, no | wasjust scared.” Then, seeing how upset shewas, | caved in.
“I’'m sorry | shouted at you, baby.”

Sheflung hersdf into my arms. At the same time, something hit mein the side of the neck and
stung me. | dapped my hand up and came away with asmall, green insect squashed over my pam. “Ugh.
Let’sgo back now, honey.”

Going back proved to be more of achalengethan | thought, as| hadn’t paid attention to
landmarks or direction whileI’d been chasing down my kid. After afew minutes of yeling for Alunthri
and Reever and wandering around, | began to fed a strange, heavy lethargy creep over me.

| reached up and felt the small bite on my neck. It was starting to swell, which meant areaction.
My immune system would respond efficiently, but | might not be ableto stay consciousin the interim.

“Mard, ligentome.” | turned her face toward mewith my pam. “I’ ve been stung by something,
and it' smaking me sick. We need to find a place to wait for Daddy, and you have to stay by me. Even if
| fal adeep, okay?’

“Okay, Mama.” She curled her little hand in mine.

| looked for areatively safe place, but the forest was thick and my legs weren't working
properly. | staggered over something bumpy and tripped, faling forward into some moss. Under the
moss was something hard, cold and smooth, and | tried to roll away.

The ground seemed to open up, and | dropped down six inches. “Marel!”

My daughter leaned over the recess, her small face smiling. “ Seep now, Mama?’

| held up my arms, which felt like lead piping. “Come to me, baby. Take anap with me.”

She climbed down and curled up a my side, one arm across my stomach. “Daddy come soon?’

“Soon...” | pulled her up on top of me, and wrapped my arms around her. Juliet and the kittens
jumped down, and nestled around my legs.

| watched through bleary eyesas Marel fell adeep, dl the while trying desperately to stay awake
myself. Whatever poison wasin mewas having adirect effect on my brain, as| began to seeafaint, hazy
glow creeping up around us. | managed to turn my head, and saw a patch of stone through the moss, dso
glowing brightly.

Isit some kind of weapon?

Above us, something rustled. | blinked as dozens of the near-cats came to the edge of the recess,
and sat down. They were no longer making the funny chittering sound, and seemed to be waiting for
something.

Then the glow intengified, and something hurtled me, till clutching my deeping daughter, into an
abyss.

For atime | dreamed of nothing but darkness. Unfamiliar, weighted darkness that seemed to
drain the energy out of my entire body, making me a part of it.

Am| dead? Did she lieto me? Is this death?

There was no tunnel of light, no voiceto guide me. | fell deeper, growing weaker until | nearly
lost dl sense of mysdlf. Then an incredible warmth enveloped me, like a heated blanket, and life seeped



back into my limbs.

“You're not dead, Joey. Wake up.”

For once, | dmost happy to hear that voice. “Maggie?’

“Comeon, baby. Up and a ‘em.” Hands lifted me, touched my face, shook melightly.

| didn’t regain consciousness So much as| jerked back into it, feeing absolute panic. Light
blinded meas| opened my eyes. “Mard!”

“She'sright here.”

Asmy vison adjusted to the light, | saw | was ill holding my daughter’ s deeping body. “ Thank
God.” | rested my cheek against the top of her head, then looked around. “ Maggie?’

“Sothisisthelittle demon.”

My former materna influencer appeared in front of us, in the tailored gray-and-white uniform
Joseph Grey Vel had made her wear while she cared for me. It only emphasized the brassy blaze of her
red hair and hinted at the voluptuous curves underneath. Whenever we' d gone out in public, men had
practicaly tripped over their tongues, watching her saunter around.

As she stepped forward and reached toward Maredl, | stepped back. “Don't.”

“Jesus Chrigt, Cherijo, I'm not going to hurt thelittle rug rat. Wow.” Maggie smiled down at my
daughter. “ She' sredly cute. Much prettier than you were at this age. Must take after Dunkie.”

Everything was different than it had been before. | had no idea or even a sense of wherewe
were. It wasjust me and Maggie and Mardl, hanging in the midst of aglowing, soft whitelight.

Thiswasn't like any of the sublimina, implanted memory-whatevers she’ d sprung on me before.
“Where arewe? What isthis?’

“You'rein the planetary repository.” My former companion lifted a hand, and beyond the glow |
saw vague outlines of sonewals and huge machinery. “Giveit aminute; it's been quiteawhile sinceit
dtarted up.”

“Areweredly here, or isthisingde my heed?’

“We'reredly not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.” She looked down a my daughter. “Which
reminds me. Much as | would loveto hear dl your mom war stories, she' s got to go back for alittle
while” She snapped her fingers, and my arms jerked as Mardl vanished.

“No!” | whirled around, searching the now-solid stone chamber we stood in. | turned and lunged
at Maggie. “What did you do to her?’

| hit aninvisiblewall, and went down, hard. The weakness returned, and for severd seconds|
thought I’ d passed out again.

“Joey, Joey.” Strong arms lifted me up on my feet and held me steady. “ She' s perfectly safe. I've
made sure of it. The repogitory requires alevel of tolerance, and she needsto grow abit more before she
can vigt her GrandmaMaggie”

Her voice was louder, stronger. | opened my eyes, and focused on her face. “All right. I’'m here.
| did what you wanted. Now tell me everything-what you want, why you got me involved, everything.”

“And makeit snappy?’ Maggie chuckled. “I will, baby. Just let me dip into something more
comfortablefirg.”

She stepped away, leaving meto find my balance. The nearest wall was more than fifty yards
away, and covered with intricate panels of dloy and crystal unlike any mechanism or devicel’ d ever
seen. Some parts of the pandl seemed to vibrate, operating at a blur, while others gave off varying
degrees of the glow. There were no pictographs or aphabet to indicate the language of whoever had built
it, but from the shape of some of the partsit would take awide, dexterous hand to work them.

A hand with five articulated joints.

Maggi€ sform changed, blurring from athe voluptuous Terran redhead to another being
dtogether. Onewith gtraight, dark hair streaming from along, high skull with ditsinstead of ears.
Bgeweed ydlow ribbons hung in adiagond fringe over her danted, dark eyes. The companion’s
uniform lengthened to astrange gown made up of knotted folds. The fabric glowed, then brightened to
the same shade as the ribbons.

Unearthly serenity settled over her expression. “ Doesit disturb you to see thisform?”



“I’'m not crazy about the screaming-yellow ouitfit,” | said.

“AsMaggiewould say, thisisthered ded, so get used toit.” The dim, elegant dien moved her
hand an inch to the right, and thewall devices seemed to go into afrenzy. “ Physicd form hasits
limitations, but my kind have ways been enchanted with its possibilities.”

“Who are your kind?’

“Language dso hasitsredtrictions. To phraseit at your level of understanding, we were, are, and
will bethe Xin.”

“Congratulations.” | made adow circle. “And thisplace? Y ou cdled it arepository. Can you
phrasethat alittle better for the dumb Terran?’

“Wherever the xin dwell, we create Storage places. That isal thisis. Unfortunately, only
modified beings such as yoursalf can accessthem.” Before | could reply, she smiled. “Y ou want to know
what ‘modified” means and why you would access a place like thisand what is stored here. Perhapsiit
would be better to do thisin my Maggie persona.” An instant later, she had returned to the redheaded
Terran femdeform. “Better?”

| had the feding | was supposed to be in awe of these transformations. | wasn’t. “Nice magic
tricks, but could we move aong now?’

“Always anxious to cut to the chase, huh?” Maggie laughed. “Okay, baby. Herewe go.” She put
two fingersin her mouth, and let out aloud whistle.

The repository disappeared, replaced by the forests of Jxinok. Not the Jxinok | had cometo,
though. Huge trees sprang up around us, growing thick and lush from aprimordia black soil. Leafy
fernlike bushes asbig as star vessals hung in midair. FH owers crowded each other, growing in wild
disarray and studding everything from the tree canopy to the moss under our feet.

“Thisiswhat Jxinok looked when my kind moved in. Gorgeous, isn't it?” Shetook my arm and
led me forward, following anatural path through the dense trees. “ Thisisjust one of the great spots-you
should have seen the valey of waterfals over on the northeastern continent. Wefdl in love with this place
afirggght.”

“Y ou're not from this planet?”

“Um, no. We don’t know where we re from. Actually, we ve never exactly come from
anywhere. Existence is” She shook her head. “Let’ s skip that part for now. It’s one of those concepts
that takes afew centuriesto figure out.”

Weleft thetreelineand | nearly choked as a huge, towering city of pure crystal pushed up from
the earth, asif growing under the yellow sun.

“My placeisright over there,” Maggie said, pointing to a particularly beautiful transparent
column. Insde, severd other eegant dienswere occupied with various domestic chores. “| redly miss
the view. From there you can seethewholevalley.”

Light glittered through the trangparent structures, spinning moving rainbowsthrough theair. |
could smell flowers and hear laughter drifting on the air. “Must have been ared job, washing windows.”

Shelaughed. “We had alittle help.”

“Those machines | saw in the repository?’

“Something like that, only bigger, and in orbit. We used our... machines... to build acouple of
thousand cities here, like this one. The Jxin would have happily stayed here forever.”

“BUY

“Smart girl.” She rubbed a hand over my head. “We found out we couldn’t stay.” Shewalked
over and touched her hand to one outer wall, and an opening appeared. “Come on, you'll redlly like
this”

| followed her, gawking at the beautiful people and wondrous sightsingde. “Why would you
want to leave?’

She nodded toward a couple who were embracing each other. “Watch.”

The same glow that had envel oped me and Marel in the recess formed around the couple.
Sowly, their bodies fused together, then dwindled, leaving only apoal of light hanging intheair. A few
seconds | ater, that disappeared.



“It' swhat we cdlled transcending, but we only did it when we wanted to before we came here.
Something inthisredity triggersit. We re il trying to find out what.”

“What happened to those two people?’

“They're exigting in another dimension. At least, we think they are. We ve gotten pretty scattered
over time, and lost track of each other.”

Wheat could | say?*Oh, not good.”

“Redlly not good. Despite dl our efforts, remaining corporea became damn near impossible for
us. Wefound away to control the transcension, but we couldn’t stop it.” She frowned as she paused by
acryddlinefountain, and trailed her fingers through the water. “I sure liked being solid, too.”

“You'renot solid after that glow getsyou?’

“No, baby. We ve dways moved through different dimensiona incarnations, but none of them
could be permanent. Not even when we wanted to stay that way.”

| covered my head as something exploded nearby. “What isthat? What' s happening?’

“That? Just some raiders.” Maggie made a shoo-shoo gesture toward a group of vicious-looking
beings storming the structure. They shot down everyonein sight. “ They attacked us after we visited their
world and improved their technology. Happens all thetime with inferior life-forms-stop by, say hello, give
them some presents, and they think they can invade your planet.”

Acting oningtinct, | ranto aninjured femae, then jJumped back as my hands passed right through
her.

“Sweetheart, | should have explained-you’ re only seeing recorded memory patterns. Y ou can't
do anything for them.”

| watched the raiders taking captives and dragging them off to huge star vessels designed to hold
thousands of daves. “They’ re not even trying to escape.”

“Why should they? We wanted them to come and get us.” Maggie gently put ahand under my
chin and closed my mouth. “ Theraiders didn’t understand why we wouldn't fight back, but they got over
it fast enough. Never ook agift davein the mouth.”

| stopped watching theraid. Unred or not, | couldn’t stand seeing those brutes dragging the
not-so-helpless Jxin to their ships. “Why would you want to be daves?’

“Wedidn't fed like building our own ships. All the aloy and laying power conduit and cresting
light-speed propulsion-too boring for words.” She covered ayawn with her hand. “ They wanted daves,
we needed serious trangportation. Simple asthat.”

| was starting to get a headache. “ That makes absolutely no sense.”

“We had better thingsto do, Joey. Wherever we ve lived, we leave something behind.
Repositories, like the onel showed you. Sometimes only the structures that housed them-what you cal
ruins-with some interesting stuff chisaled in the stone. A couple of artifacts here and there-only our
garbage, redly, but it wouldn’t do to leave functiona itemswhere you kids could play with them.”

“What did you expect we d do with this stuff?’

“Wefigured if anyone ever evolved enough to tolerate exposure or decipher our graffiti, what we
left would hel p them with future changes. In the case of your redity, however, we knew we had to do a
little more than leave our trash behind.”

| gnawed my bottom lip. “Why do | get the feding you' releading up to what happened to me?’

“You'reabright girl.”

| wasn't so sure of that. “ Go back to the part where you became daves so you could travel. To
where?’

“Anywhere with a viable species to be devel oped-a species evolved enough to own daves. Lots
of those up there.” She gestured to the sky. “Being sold and taken to other worlds gave us the access we
needed. Once we had settled on a planet, we began our rea work.”

Putting it together didn't take agenius. A powerful, superior species, spreading themsalves
acrossagalaxy they couldn’t stay in. Why else would they waste their time?“Y ou seeded the native
DNA with your own.”

“Bingo.” She produced acigarette, lit it, and blew out some smoke before giving me asingularly



sweet smile. “But we went alittle further than that, baby. We created you.”

Hearing my darkest suspicion confirmed wasn't asbad as |’ d thought. | didn’t want to tear out
my hair and wail to the heavensfor being the result of an dien congpiracy.

| wanted to knock her on her ass.

Absently, | noticed we were back in the Jxin repository, and thewall deviceswere till whirring
and vibrating away. “ Then Joseph had nothing to do with my creation, and you only worked for him to
get access to the DNA you needed.”

“Actudly, | took advantage of his primitive progress, asit was convenient for my purposes.”

“What about my brothers?’

Shelifted abrow. “What about them?”

“Did you do them, too?’

“Ah, no. They weredl hiswork, not mine.” She smirked alittle. “Which iswhy they weredl
falures”

| let out abitter laugh. “Y ou weren't helping him at dl. Y ou were competing with him.”

“Please, Joseph? He never had achance. All | got from him were the raw materids, and the
equipment. You can't just diddle with aspecies DNA and not expect some flack from the origina
modedls, you know.”

I’d never redlized it before, but she was as arrogant as Joseph had been. “Why didn’t you just
skip the test tubes and breed with these species?’

“Do you have any ideawhat a crossbreed between amultidimensiond life-form and a corpores
would turn out like? Not that we even considered it.” She snorted. “No offense, Cherijo, but humanoids
to usarelike the Date from Hell That Never Ends.”

“Right.” | suppressed the urge to dap her. With effort. “So you put afew surprisesin the gene
pool. How did you manage to cross whatever barrier there is between our life-forms?’

“We discovered by experimenting with the raiders that we could dter the native DNA by
injecting salect chromosomes from our corpored selvesinto adeveloping fetus.” She went to one of the
walls, and tapped something. A three-dimensiona projection of aHsktskt soldier appeared between us.
“These guys are descendants of the original bus drivers we used to get off Jxinok.”

“Bravo.” Not even the Hsktskt had been safe from tampering. “ And you' re fill doing this?’

Maggie threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, honey. I’'m sorry, but the look on your faceis
just priceless. No, we're not ‘doing it” anymore. | wasthe last to leave. Therearen't any of usleft inthis
redity.”
| felt like tapping my foot. “ So how long until more super-physcians start popping up dl over the
gaaxy?”

“There salittle more of atimelineinvolved.” Maggiefiddied withthewal again. “Let me show
you what Terralooked like when | was captured by the pre-Hsktskt.”

The room around us melted away, and we returned to the darkness. Stars began popping out
around us, and in the distance | saw agtar in thefinad stages of formation.

“That's Sol,” she said, then turned and pointed to a swirling mass of dust solidifying in space.
“And that’ syour homeworld.”

“Y ou'retelling me you witnessed the formation of Terra”

“Uh-huh.”

| watched time speed up as the planet became whole. “Was Reever right about the subliminal
thing?’

She amiled. “ He does have some bright moments.”

“Y ou never implanted anything in my head. I’'m communicating interdimensiondly with you.” |
should have dapped her before, now | wanted to pound her head into something. “Where the hell are
you, anyway?’

“The place serioudy defies description, baby. Its pathways are very smilar in structure to the
synaptic thought patterns of your brain.” She patted my cheek. “We can talk any timeyou like, now.”



My headache swdlled to new, hammering intengity. “If you became adave when Terrawas
forming, then | know who you are.”
“Taa-daal” She stepped back and bowed low. “The one, the only, the fabled founding race.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN
Housekeepers

We returned to Jxinok, to walk through the forest around the now-smoldering ruins of the crystal
city. | had alot of questions, and for once, Maggie seemed only too happy to answer them.

“What about the blood disorder you supposedly died from?’

“Faked it.” She yawned and examined her fingernails. “Wdll, not redlly faked it. My cdllular
cohesion had deteriorated to the point that it realy looked like my blood wasrotting. Thered challenge
was dtering the tissue and blood samples so al those doctors your father made me see didn’t freak out.”

| wouldn't remind her what watching her die had put me through; my pridewouldn’t let me. Still,
superior life-form or not, Maggie needed some sengitivity training. “How many planetsdid you hitin my
gdaxy?”

“By the time the Tagbno-that’ swhat the Hsktskt used to call themselves-got through sdlling us,
we bounced around as much aswe could.” She started counting on her fingers by the hundreds, then
tossed up her hands. “1 don't know, three, four hundred thousand worlds. It was fun, spending all those
millenniamoving from planet to planet and discovering new species”

“I'll bet.” | did aquick mentd tally on the number of explored, populated quadrants within the
gaaxy. Adding what | estimated was still out there to be discovered, | concluded that she and her
DNA-happy species had likely meddled with most of the inhabited planetsin existence. “Y ou ended up
on Terrawhen?’

“I think it was the fifteenth-no, sixteenth century. | wasn't sold to your species. | escaped this
redly dreary little drift-colony asit passed by Terra” She made arude sound with her lips. “Then al |
had to do was sit back and wait for you to get over the Black Degath, the Renaissance, and the Industrial
Revolution.”

I’d aready seen afew holesin her story-epic and grandiose asit was-but decided to push her on
afew more points. “What about the other Jxin? No one had a problem with this plan? No one objected
toit? You weredl in agreement?’

“WEe re not like you, squabbling like mammals, honey. We knew we only had afew million years
to play with. What else was there to do, but modify what looked promising and watch them grow?’

| could think of afew things. “ So you picked Joseph Grey Vel asone of your victims.”

“One humanoid is as good as another. | needed the correct political Situation.” She shrugged.
“When | discovered Joseph was trying to crack the genetic limitations of your species, | knew he wasthe
Terran I’ d been waiting for.”

“So you came to work for him, and switched me for whatever he wasworking on.” | thought of
what Jericho had told me-that | had eight more clone-brothers scattered around the galaxy out there-and
wondered if she' d tampered with their development, too, no matter what she claimed. “Why did you
make mefemae?’

“Oh, that was hisidea. | only added some Jxin DNA to his experiment and corrected his
mistakes. Y ou were specid, littlegirl. | couldn’t let him muck it up.”

But she had no problem with watching him ruin the lives of eight little boys. “Why?Why am |
specid? Just because you and | share some cdllular materid that you couldn’t hold on to?”

“I worked with what | could get.” She shrugged. “My kind would have done alot moreif we'd
been ableto stick around another hundred billion years, but you know how time flieswhen you' retrying
to stay solid.”

“Yousadl can't die. Isthat true?

“For the mogt part. Oh, you can kill yoursdlf by tossing your body into a star, or staying
immersed in molecular acid, but aside from that, you’ reimmorta.”



Wewere finally getting to the part | needed to know. “There' sareason you needed meto live
forever, rignt?’

“Right.” She bent over, plucked a blue flower, and handed it to me. “Y ou’ re going to continue
the work.”

“Y our work?’

“Not exactly. It's more a housekeeping job.”

| laughed. “ A what?’

“We can't come back and fix anything that breaks, Joey. And given the possibilities with the
modified species, well”-she rolled her eyes-*“ somebody had to take the job. So while we were out there
founding dl these new species, we aso created some very specid kids, likeyou.”

Kids. Not kid. “To clean up your trash?’

“Sometimes. Mostly you' ve got to do what you were trained to be-a doctor. Make some house
cals, or rounds, or whatever you want to cal it. Y ou’ ve got to monitor what happens on these worlds.”

“That is't housekeeping. That' s baby-gitting.”

“Worksfor me. But if it makes you fed better, just think of how you hed the sick and injured,
and apply that on agdactic scae. Vaila, instead of one patient, you get to treat millions.”

“I can hardly wait.” | was nearly finished. | just needed alittle more information. “How do | do
that, exactly?’

“You'redready doing it, baby.” Shetucked another blue flower in my hair. “Identify problems
like the one Dhreen’ s people are having, go in, gently manipulate certain aspects of it-you’ Il know which
ones as you run into them-and preserve as many of our seeded species asyou can.”

“And that’ sit? That' sthe whole job?’

“Wadll, if any promising new species crops up out of some primordia dudge, you'll need to
introduce Jxin DNA to their gene pool.” She made a casua gesture with one hand. “ Just to keep dl the
humanoids on the same page.”

“Do | get any retirement? Or do | turn into abig glow somewhere down the road?’

“Y our native DNA assures you won't suffer our fate-it prevents you from making the fina
transcencion.” She kissed me on the brow. “Y ou’re going to do agrest job, | know it.”

“I’'m pogitivel would,” | assured her, “if | bought your sad little story.”

Superior life-formsdon’t rattle easly, | discovered.

“Swestie, what are you saying? Haven't | explained it right?’

“Oh, you explained it just fine. It' s certainly agrand plan, and my part init, to say theleadt, is
impressive.” | eyed her up and down. “Just how long did it take you to think up thiswaste?’

She gave me adightly pouty, sorrowful look. “Here | thought you were so bright.”

“What | can't figure out iswhy you wouldn’'t have pulled me to the side while we were both on
Terraand do the big revelation scene there. Would have saved me dl kinds of grief, not to mention
light-years of travel.”

“Why would | lieto you about something asimportant asthisis, Joey?’

“I can think of acouple of million reasons.” | watched her expression, but shedidn’t give
anything away. “I’'m sure some of it istrue-you definitely did something to my creator’ s experiment-but
the crystd cities, the benevolent superior life-form, the founding-race thing? Come on. If you had
idedized anything elseinthislittle fairy tae of yours, I’ d have dropped into ahypoglycemic coma.”

“Wall, this has been totally nonproductive.” Maggie made a carel ess gesture, and amoment later
we were back in space, with galaxies whizzing past us and stars exploding at distant points. “1’ ve given
you immortaity and the guardianship of thisgdaxy, and dl you can do iscling to your idiotic human
uspicions?’

“Guess you picked the wrong experimentd fetus.” Now | patted her cheek. “Better luck next
time”

“I’ve given you proof!”

“Y ou’ ve shown me exactly what | needed to see to believe you. Beauty and wonder on an epic



scae. Only the scaleisn’t balanced, Maggie. No superior speciesisgoing to livein crysta cities, or sdl
themsalvesto davers, or messwith inferior life-forms. That' sridiculous. If your kind is as powerful as
you say you are, you' d play volleybal with this galaxy first. We would mean zero to you becausewe' d
be nothing to you.”

“And now you're going to tell me your theory, | suppose.”

| had one, but | wasn't going to show her my cards. “No. | don’'t have oneand | don't care. |
don’t care about you, the Jxin, your plan, or anything else remotely connected with you. Now, if you're
done playing with me, I'd like to go back to my life. I'd dso like you to stay out of it. Forever. Any
questions?’

She gave me a speculative look. “No. But-"

“But nothing. Wave your wand, send me back, whatever you have to do to end this.” | rubbed
my aching brow. “1 thought finding out | was a clone was bad. Then finding out my
father/brother/whatever had made meto be hiswifewasworse. But this? Thisreally takesthe cake.”

“It’ sthetruth, Cherijo.”

| looked at her. “Why am | till here?’

“Thishasto bedone.” She changed her shape, transforming into the Jxin female again. Her voice
struck my earswith the full force of itsterrible beauty. “ There must be cohesion, order.”

Which confirmed part of my working theory. Thiswasn’'t about benevolence. It was about
control. “I know acouple of Terranswho would agree with you. Like Hitler. Or Hussein. Or my father.”

“Your rolein the order must be carried out.”

“I'm not faling for it. Go find someone e se. Y ou're not God, and you'll never convince me that
you are.”

Sheroseto her full height and extended her arms. Wind began to blow around us. “ The Xin are
your God.”

Now camethe celestid fireworks, gpparently. “Then | just became an athelst.”

The Jxin femde laughed. Thewind died, and | could hear the ghost of Maggie laughing with her.
“Of dl my specid ones, | have loved you the mogt, girl. Now | know why.”

Sheloved me, dl right. The way Joseph had loved me. For reasons that made me want to throw
up. “Yeah, wel, get over it, because | am not doing anything for you.”

“Don’t you see, child?’ Shesmiled. “You dready are.”

| didn’t have aclear memory of what happened after Maggie/Whoever smiled at me. One
minute, | was ready to scream, the next | sat up and groaned.

Sunlight filtered over my face, warm and gentle. My back fdt like someone had taken one of the
Taercals clubstome.

“Mama?’ Marel was perched on my legs, playing swat-the-grass-blade with some cats Sitting
overhead on the edge of the recess.

Both the Jxinok and Terran felines seemed determined to shred the thin green stalk into ribbons,
so | took it from her. “No, baby, they might claw you by accident.” | coughed and rubbed my throat-my
voice sounded terrible, like arusty drone's.

“Heder!” A terrified Omorr facefilled my vison. “Y ou are awake, thank the gods. | have been
attempting to revive you for more than an hour.”

“I'mfine” | checked my daughter over, but she seemed none the worse for wear. “How long
have | been out?”’

“Wefound you last night. Linguist Reever could not reviveyou at al.” Remembered fear clouded
her eyes. “ The child refused to leave you.”

“I’'msorry | scared everybody.” | set Marel aside and got to my knees. “ Did someone kick me?’

“It must be from deeping on the stone. Here, let me help you.” | handed Marel up to her, then
climbed up out of the recess.

Garphawayn hel ped by tugging with her three upper limbs. “1 cannot recdl atime | have been
more frightened. | would not want to undertake your professon for al the drell rings on Omorr.”



| thought of Maggie. “Thereareworsejobs.” | looked around. “Where' s Reever?’

“He and the Chakacat decided to return to the launch to retrieve some medica supplies and
repair the communications transmitter, if possble”

| scanned the skies, but there was no sign of anything but somefat, lazy clouds. “I guessif they’d
had any luck, we' d be rescued by now.”

“Y our spouse was quite concerned about someone he called Maggie having some manner of
hold over you,” she added. “| was not aware there were any inhabitants here to be concerned with.”

“Therearen’t, and it'salong story.”

| didn’t want to wait until my husband and the Chakacat returned, but the Omorr refused to go
anywhere.

“We are exactly where we are supposed to be, and | can’'t remember the way back to the
launch. Canyou?’

“No,” | had to admit. | paced around the recess, feding the uncontrollable desire to put as many
miles between me and Maggi€ sworld aswas possible. Ingtantly. “How long did he think it would take?’

“Ittook notimeat dl.”

| turned and ran to Reever, who caught mein afierce embrace. “Duncan.”

When he managed to wrench his mouth from mine, he cradled my face between his hands.
“What happened?| couldn’'t even link with you thistime.”

“It was Maggie. Or whoever Maggieis. What shetold me- well, you' re not going to believeit. |
certainly couldn’t.”

“Will you link with me?’

| opened up my mind, letting Reever see everything thet | had experienced while under Maggie's
trans-dimensiona spell. It fdt asif we werelinked closer than ever before, and he felt every one of my
emotions.

Finally there was nothing more to remember. Duncan, | don’t know why she tampered with
Joseph’ s experiment, but she created me for a reason. Just not the one she was trying to sell me
thistime. What | do know is, if she went to this much trouble to get me to believe this story, then
maybe it’ s better that | never know the truth. | have the feeling there aren’t any crystal citiesin
thereal story. | reached for him, with my hands and my thoughts. He was so quiet and still that it shook
me. Say something.

| love you.

We emerged from the link. “ Are you sure? | don’t think she will hurt anyone besides me, but |
don’t want to take chances with you and Mardl.”

“Wewill ded with Maggie together.”

| felt the invisble weight on my shoulders evaporate. “Then you'll stick by me, no matter what?’

All he had to say was one word. Lucky for me, it was“Yes.”

The rescue team was on the way to rendezvous with us a the launch site, so we gathered
everyone together and trekked back through the woods. A veritable herd of near-cats escorted us, and
seemed particularly drawn to Alunthri, who was carrying Juliet and the kittensinitsarms.

“I'll gpeak to Xoneawhen | get back to the ship,” | said to Reever. “I haveto resign from the
Council assoon as possible”

“Do you think that’ swise?

“Given thisnew turn of events, yeah, | do.” | looked back through the forest, and shuddered. “I
want to stay asfar away from positions of world domination as possible.”

“Perhapsthe Jorenians will assst usin getting a ship of our own.” My husband stopped for a
moment, ligening for something. “Wait.”

Garphawayn came up short behind us. “What isit?’

“Someoneisdready a the launch site”

“Xoned safast worker.” | started forward, but Reever held me back.

“The rescue team won't be here for another thirty minutes.” Reever turned to Alunthri. “Can you



identify their scent?’

“I have smelled them before, on Oenrdl and K-2.” The Chakacat stepped back into the foliage.
“Itisthe Bartermen.”

Weagpons suddenly appeared al around us. | took Marel from Reever and held her close, and
saw Alunthri vanish into the undergrowth.

A smadll, robed figure stepped out in front of us. He yanked back his cowl, displaying agaunt,
gray-skinned face that was as attractive as the odor coming from his dusty robe. “Bartermen have
appropriated thisvessd, and al its contents.”

“We have no quarrd with you. Takeit,” my husband said.

Theend of apulserifle nudged his chest. “All of its contents, including escaped daves.”

Aswe were forced inside the Bartermen’ s appropriated Oenrallian vessd, Garphawayn decided
to vent some of her pent-up frustrations.

“I refuse to believe that a sentient specieswho aso belongsto the Allied League of Worlds
would violate the treaty between the League and Omorr by selling my person to davers.” Sheturned to
the Barter-men’ s head trader, and rapped him on the arm with her sojourn pack. “1 am speaking to you,
gr. You will rescind this reckless decision and return us to the Sunlace immediately.”

“Bartermen not change trade agreement.” He pointed to a corridor. “Y ou go there.”

“I certainly will not!” The femae Omorr moved her head from right to l&ft, then back again.
“Who isin authority here? | demand to spesk to that person, a oncel”

“Bartermen speak for Bartermen.” Our escort jabbed his hand toward the corridor again. “Y ou
go there now.”

“I will not.”

Then Lady Cestes did something | never expected. She thumped down on the deck, folded her
handsin her lap, and refused to ook at the Bartermen.

“You get up and go there,” the Barterman said.

“I cannot hear you.” Gildrdls stiff, pink skin blazing with patches of purple color, the Omorr
turned her face away.

By unspoken agreement, Reever and | sat down on the deck with Marel between us.
Garphawayn thawed enough to give usacurt nod of approval.

The Barterman took out hiswegpon. “Y ou get up and go there or Barterman will shoot you.”

“Bartermen have atrade agreement for live, unharmed daves,” my husband said. “Understanding
your professiond reputation as| do, | serioudy doubt you will usethat on us. It would nullify the entire
ded, would it not?’

Our escort turned to me and Reever. “Y ou tel Omorr female to get up and go there.”

“No, | don’t think I’m going to do that. Reever?’ My husband shook his head. “ Sorry. Can’t
help you out.”

Clearly frudtrated, the Barterman grabbed Garphawayn by two of her arms, and tried to pull her
to her foot. She responded by screaming at the top of her lungs and besating him over the head with her
sojourn pack.

“How dareyou! | am thefirst daughter of the Cestesline! | will have you stripped and flogged
for daring to put your filthy hands on me!”

| tried to hold Marel close to me, but she was too fascinated by the spectacle of Garphawayn
pummeling the smaller Barterman with her pack.

Reever also got up, assuming that stance he used just before he began wiping up the deck with
someone. “ Release the Lady Cestes. Now.”

My daughter buried her facein my tunic. “Mama, Daddy’ s mad.”

“I know, honey.”

“| doan wike id when Daddy mad.”

| rubbed her back. “Me either.”

More Bartermen came back into the compartment, doubtless to see what al the racket was



about.

When more weapons appeared, | got up and held Mardl close. “That’ s enough, Lady Cestes.”

Startled into silence, the female Omorr let her sojourn pack sag. “What-"

“| gppreciate what you' retrying to do, but thisisn't thetime.” | looked straight into my husband's
eyes. “Or theway.” To our escort, | said, “We will cooperate aslong as you alow meto transmit a
sggnd to the Sunlace firg.”

“Y ou belong to Bartermen now,” | wastold.

“Whatever.” | mentaly crossed my fingers. “If | don't send them asignd, they will fireon this
vessel as soon as you enter the upper atmosphere.”

Our escort and the other Bartermen formed ahuddle and discussed my warning in their native
tongue. Reever came over and took Marel from me, to show her he wasn't mad anymore. She held on
to him with tight hands and, incredibly, fell adegpin hisarms.

He stroked the back of her head. “They will try to separate us.”

“WEe re not going to let that happen. | have aplan, but | need you to promise you won't
interfere”

Before he could say anything, one of the Bartermen came forward and spoke to me. “Bartermen
will permit abrief sgnd. Bartermen will punish deception harshly.”

| wasn't going to risk them taking out their ire on Mardl, so | suck with my story as| raised
Xoneaon the Bartermen’ stransmitter.

“WEe ve decided to take alittle trip with somefriends,” | said. “Y ou might want to stop by this
planet. Thereare dl kinds of cats down here. Big oneswho talk, asamatter of fact.”

His expression changed. “ Cherijo-”

“The Taercd and the Oenrdlianswill be herein aday, right?’ | spoke quickly, to keep him from
blurting out anything that might provoke the Bartermen further. “Make sure the Jado get themto call a
truce before they decide to blast Oenrall to smithereens. Duncan and | will take care of our friends as
well. Tak to you soon.”

Asthe Bartermen’ s vessel made the jaunt back to Oenrall, we were herded into a confined,
empty compartment and locked in. Reever immediately began looking for weapons and away out, while
| held my deeping daughter and spoke quietly with Garphawayn.

“They will do whatever they want to secure atrade agreement. In our case, we' ve aready been
sold to adaver on Oenral. In ther eyes, we redly are nothing more than misplaced property.”

“l was not sold to anyone.” The female Omorr stared with great indignation at the locked door.
“But ill, surdly | can pay theselittle creatures enough creditsto rdease us. My family is quite wedlthy.”

“Y ou can offer, but | don't think they’ |l accept anything but hard currency.” | thought of the
impending war. “ Also, no onewill jaunt into this system until the Jado get this peace treaty hammered

More unpleasant news arrived when our escort came back to inspect us.

“You.” He pointed askeleta finger in my direction. “ Bartermen remember you. Bartermen never
forget one who corruptsthe flow of trade.”

They’ d sworn never to forget the way I’ d shut down their brisk trade business during the Core
plague on K-2. Just my luck, they’ d stuck to their promise. “I’'m touched.”

“Bartermen will subgtitute the Omorr female for you to the Akkabarran daver on Oenrall. You
will bring much greater trade from the Allied League. The Hskt-skt adso wish to make trade for you.”

“So which one are you guys going to sal meto? Whoever makesthe best offer?’ | shook my
head sadly. “ The minute you offer me to one of them, the other Sdeis going to attack you.”

“Bartermen have trade agreements with both sides. Bartermen will be protected by them. You
edt, drink. Bartermen will transport you to the surface shortly.”

He dropped some ration packs on the deck, then departed, securing the door behind him.

“I hope the Hsktskt redly dam these guys.”

Garphawayn looked thoughtfully at the door panel. “I suspect what he dlaimsistrue.”



| rubbed circlesinto my throbbing temples. “If they try to play the League off the Hsktskt, or
vice-versa, someoneisgoing to blow up Oenrdl in the process.”

“They do not appear to be concerned with anything but trade,” the female Omorr said. 1t does
not matter to them what happensto any of us.”

“They have nearly drained Oenrall of dl itsassets,” my husband said as he joined us. “They must
be planning to abandon the planet as soon as they finish thistransaction for Cherijo. Sheisthe most
vauable item they possess.”

“I can give them something even more vauable.” | looked up at Duncan. “The ability to trade
forever.”

When the Bartermen escort came the next day to check on usagain, | made my radica offer.

“Y ou release my husband, my daughter, and the Omorr femae. In return, | will giveyou the
C.H.E.R.1.JO. experimentd data.”

The Barterman folded hishandsin his deeves. “Bartermen do not know of this experimental
data. Give Bartermen details”

| told him exactly why the L eague and Hsktskt were after me, skipping several key facts, but
leaving enough of thetruth in to makethe offer irresdtible.

After | finished, he nodded and held out ahand. “ Give Bartermen experimenta datato examine.”

| shook my head. “That’snot how it works. | don’'t haveit onme. | haveitin me.” When he
cameforward asif to search my body cavities, | held out my hands. “1 memorized it before | |eft Terra,
Everything” -1 tapped the sde of my head-“isup here.”

Heleft the compartment, only to return afew minuteslater with some of hisbuddies. “Bartermen
wish to see asample of the experimentd data. Y ou come with Bartermen.”

| wastaken to aterminal, where | entered the beginning sequences of anumber of genetically
engineered dterations, and identified what they dtered. | didn’t give them enough datato use for anything
but verification of my clam, then returned to the compartment.

“Cherijo, you must not do this,” Garphawayn said, as soon aswe were |eft done. “If you are as
you say, they shal auction you off to the highest bidder. Someone will take you to alaboratory and
experiment on you, or lock you up in it until you produce aclone like yourself.”

| fought agrin. “They’ ve already done that, twice. Reever and | are pretty good at escapes,
aren’t we, handsome?’

My husband was equally unenthusiastic. “1 will not be able to help you if you do this, Waenara.”

“I know.” | pretended not to seetheice crystals forming in hiseyes. “I know you trust me, and
you won't give me ahard time about it, and you'll take our kid back to the Sunlace, where she'll be
sae”

“Pleasereconsider,” the female Omorr said. “ These creatures may not adhere to the terms of
your trade agreement.”

“Oh, if it sonething | know about the Bartermen, it’ sthat they tick to their dedls.”

The Bartermen checked out the data with someone, then came to the compartment en masse.
“Bartermen accept your terms. Cherijo Torin will provide the experimenta data, in return for therelease
of hushand, daughter, and Omorr femae.”

| nodded. “ Agreed.”

“ThereisaJorenian vessd in orbit above Oenrdl. The male and femaeswill bereleased to this
vessH.”

Which was exactly what | wanted. “Nice doing business with you.”

Duncan couldn’t let it go at thet.

“I am not leaving you,” he said as the Bartermen docked with the CloudWalk. “ Garphawayn can
take Mard over. | will stay with you.”

“I need you to protect our daughter first and worry about me later.” Please, Duncan. Don't
make this more difficult than it already is. Trust me.



Hekissed me. “1 trust you. | would do anything for you.”

“Great. When thisis over, put me down for along vacation.” | lifted my daughter and held her
between us before handing her over to Duncan. “ Just you, me, and the kid.”

From the one viewport in my compartment, | watched the transfer take place, then wastaken to
atermind to receive confirmation from the Jado ClanL eader, Teulon.

“Your kin have arrived, and we will keep them safe, Council representative.” He looked ready to
use claws on someone. “ Allow my kin the honor of being of further assistanceto you.”

| took it that further assistance would arrive in the form of enraged warriorsto take the shuttle
by force and eviscerate every Barterman in sight. Also, Teulon had to get moving if he wanted to
negotiate peace between the Taerca and Oenrdl, who would soon be arriving on Jxinok.

“Thank you for the offer, ClanLeader, but | will take it from here. Please continue on your
assgnment, and may the Mother watch over you al.”

Since the Bartermen didn’t have the kind of medical database on board their vessel | would need
to handledl of the C.H.E.R.I.J.O. experimenta data, they took me down to the planet, where they had
plenty.

Their headquarters had been established on, fittingly enough, Bankers Row, where most of the
goods they had bilked out of the natives were being prepped for find shipment. | was taken to ahuge
room of medica diagnostic and database equipment, and shown to one of the largest and most
sophisticated computer consoles on the planet.

“Bartermen want the experimenta datanow.”

| pulled up achair. “I'll get right to work.”

Figuring they’ d be monitoring me closdly at first, | began to enter formulas from the experiment
that Joseph had used to create me.

“Oh, Joe.” Stringing together fragments of ateration procedures and formulas which would never
actually work was boring, and | yawned frequently. “If you could see me now.”

It would take weeks to finish entering the bogus data-if | went dowly enough-and even more
time for whoever bought the datato find out it wouldn’t do anything but mess up alot of lab equipment.

The Bartermen brought me food twice, and | was alowed a short rest period of severa hours. |
didn’t deep, though-thoughts of what had happened on Jxinok, and Maggi€ simprobable revelations
kept me saring at the cealling.

How much of it was true?

| sensed alot of truth in what she' d told me. Truth that had been ripped apart and strung back
together, like the phony formulas| was cregting for the Bartermen.

The Xin-certainly asuperior life-form, but if Maggie exemplified them, they weren't exactly
perfect. | didn't believe for amoment they'd lived on Jxinok in crystd cities, or had invited raidersto
endave them, but | suspected some elements of both had happened. Perhaps they’ d stopped there, and
had been captured.

Why would they need humanoids to do anything for them?

Maggi€ sepic tae of gaactic genesis might have worked, if the Xxin had stayed around to play
God to the morta s they’ d messed with. But why create their “specid children” and then wink out of our
dimension, never to return? No man or woman would have a child, knowing they would have to abandon
it beforeit grew to adulthood.

What was it she said? There must be something... cohesion... order...

That scared me more than anything else. A species who could cross dimensions wanting to
creste order wherever they went would go to grest lengthsto get rid of anything that threatened that goal.

Had Maggie created me not to be a guardian, but an enforcer? And how many other “ special
kids’ like me had she created, and where were they now?

| fell into alight doze, and dreamed of watching my homeworld swirl into being.

CHAPTER TWENTY
Last Rounds



Hands shaking me woke me up abruptly, and | opened my eyesto see Dhreen, Hawk, and llona
hovering over me. | blinked a couple of times, but they didn’t go away.

“What are you doing here?’ | asked the weaver, struggling with the sheet draped over me. “Why
arethese two out of Medica ?”’

“Wetook alaunch from the Sunlace as soon as the CloudWalk arrived at Jxinok,” llonasaid.
“Wewere ableto get in by trading with the Bartermen. Dhreen, give her thedisc.”

The Oenrdlian handed me adisc. “The Omorr wanted you to have this. | said you'd want a
good bottle of spicewine, but hewouldn’t listen to me.” Dhreen chuckled and then wandered away,
fiddling here and there with the medica equipment.

“Heisn't any better, ishe?’ | asked the Terran girl, who shook her head. “Why did Squilyp send
them to me here?’

“He sad only you would know how to cure them.”

Great to know my boss had so much faithin me. As| got up, Hawk backed away and began
restlesdy pacing around my pdlet. “The ya are everywhere,” | heard him muitter.

“How much tranquiilizer did he givethem?” | asked Ilona.

“Enough to keep them managesble for severd hours,” shesaid. “1 have more, if weneed it.”

“Squilyp, you redly owe me big-time now.” | got up and went over to the diagnostic console.
“Let’'sseewhat we ve got here.”

The disc contained Hawk’ s and Dhreen’ s medical files, aswell asthe results of tests performed
on water samples from both worlds. The lab had found no micro-organic contaminants. My
environmenta theory ingtantly and irrevocably collapsed.

“Thisiszero hep.” | could have screamed. “Okay, so there s nothing in the water, and only trace
readingsin the bloodstreams and-" Something Squilyp had noted in the summary paragraph below each
test made me Sit up and stare at the screen.

Unidentified mineral-based compound is present in both samples.

Now, the universeis made up of acertain number of minerals, and certainly there were plenty of
the same to be found on any two worlds, in various compounds. However, minera-based meant it was
something more than rock or meta, and the only thing I’ d seen in that category was the black tul
crystal/ships on Taerca. I’ d seen tul under a scope, back on Catopsa, and whatever this compound was,
itwasn't killer black crystd.

However, it contained traces of it.

| looked down at the floor, at the beautiful stark patterns of black against the white. “ Dhreen?” |
got up from my chair and knelt on the smooth surface as he wandered over. “ Dhreen, what’ sthis black
suff in thefloor covering?’

“Rock”

“I know that. What kind of rock?’

He shrugged. “Black rock from the craters.”

“Whét craters?’

“Impact craters. They're dl over the place. The city planners used them because they didn’'t have
to dig mines. Whatever hit way back then dug its own holes.” He laughed. “ Pretty convenient, huh?’

“Red convenient.” | grabbed a scanner. “Come here.”

“No poking now,” he said as he submitted to the scan. “Y ou want to go out? | could use some
chill-juice. The sound of that hummer is starting to bug me.”

“Ilona, | need moretranquilizer.” After recdibrating my scanner twice, | found moderate levels of
the mineral-based compound in Dhreen’ s bloodstream and, after dosing the Oenrallian, compared them
to an early scan from his data, taken prior to our sojourn to his homeworld.

No compound had been present until we had landed on this planet. Nor had Hawk shown any
sgnsof psychosis prior to hisvist to Taerca.

There were too many coincidences for thisto be two separate disorders. | raised my head. “I
need Hawk over here”



“I don't think he’ sgoing to help you, patcher.” Ilonadirected my attention to the hataali, who
was hovering by the entrance pand. “Not without more drugs.”

| grabbed a syrinpress and waked dowly over to the pandl. “Hey, pd. How are you feding?’

He only rocked back and forth on his hedls and watched me, like his namesake.

“Tell you what, why don’t you come over here and see what | found on the console?’ | edged to
one side, hoping to get aclean shot before he came at me. “ Y ou're not going to believe this, but | think
you and Dhreen may be suffering from different mutations of the same infection, and-"

The door panel opened, and agroup of Bartermen waked in. Hawk went berserk.

| tried to pull him off before they used their jolt-sticks, but both Hawk and | were sent flying
back through the air and hit one of the tables. Somehow | landed on top of him, my hands trapped
benegth. | felt blood pulsing againgt my hands, lifted off him, and rolled him over.

Then | saw what the dloy frame had done. “No!”

His belly was ripped wide open, and blood poured down the front of hislegslike awide curtain.

| made a makeshift pressure bandage, and had llonahold it in place as | went to prep the surgica
table. The Bartermen got in my way. “Y ou’ ve done enough. Leave.”

“Bartermen give you one hour to finish.”

“Fine. Go.”

| had everything | needed to operate on Hawk except one thing-blood. There were no perishable
suppliesin this warehouse, and without blood, he was going to die.

“I can’t transfuse himwithmine,” | said to llonaas | took ablood sample from her for anaysis.
“My immunities make it poisonous.” | ran the chem analysis and swore. “ And you' re incompatible.
Goddamnit.”

Dhreen ambled over and stuck out an arm. “ Take some of mine.”

“Knock it off, you' re not even half the same species.” | pushed his hand away, froze, then
grabbed it again. “Hold ill.”

| drew the sample and shoved it in the andyzer. Asthe data scrolled up, | forgot to blink. |
groped for the sample | had taken from Hawk, and ran acomparison.

“Can you use Dhreen’ s blood?’

“Y egh. They’redmogt identical in composition and the type matches perfectly.”

“But how can that be?’

“I don't know.” | faced one of my worgt nightmares, al over again. | looked up at the celling. “If
thisisyour ideaof ajoke,” | told God, who | was pretty sure hadn’t been my surrogate mother, “1 don't
think it' sfunny.”

Giving Hawk atransfusion of Dhreen’ s blood went against every singlething I’d learned asa
physician and from killing Kao with my own blood. Y et as | hooked the two men up, | dso knew | was
out of options.

“Start praying, llona” | initiated the transfusion, and began working on suturing the wound in
Hawk'sbelly.

Not only did the transfusion work, it saved Hawk’ slife. | had hiswound repaired and him resting
comfortably when the Bartermen returned.

“Your hour isup-”

“I need another one.”

“Y ou do not have trade for another one.”

“Here.” llonatook off the white quill collar she wore around her neck and tossed it to them.
“Indigenous body ornament, Terran, North American Navgo.”

The Barterman who caught it fingered the collar. “ Bartermen give you one more hour.” The
group withdrew.

| looked acrossthetable at Ilona. “ Thank you.”

“You'rewecome.”

Hawk’ s eyesfluttered open as| removed theinfuser line. “Cherijo?’ Hisvoice was hoarse, but



otherwise normal. “What happened?’

“Youtried to give yourself anew navel.” | bent over to check hisvitas, which were stabilizing at
normal levels. “ Still worried about the yai ?7”

Hefrowned. “Why would | be worried about some children’sfairy taes?’

With afew more questions, | confirmed that Hawk'’ s psychosis had abruptly disappeared. An
even more radical idea occurred to me as| drew asample of blood and turned to Dhreen.

“Ilona, hold hisarm till one moretime.”

When | transfused Dhreen with Hawk’ s blood, the Oenrdlian’ s hyperactivity aso quickly
disappeared.

The Terran girl Sghed with relief asarather bewildered Dhreen asked why we were sticking him
with needles. “It worked, patcher.”

“That' sthe problem-it shouldn’t have. They both have the same contaminant in their blood, so
crosstransfusing does't removeit.” | drew two more tubes of blood and went to the analyzer. “It's
something sel’m not seeing.”

| set the unit to run a complete spectrum anaysis on Dhreen and Hawk’ s samples, then returned
to the medical database.

“Identica hematologica profiles meansthe Taercaand the Oenrdlians are cross-fertile” | pulled
up afull physiological referencefile on Dhreen’ s species, then downloaded both men’smedicdl filesinto
the database. “Let’ sseeif it means something dse”

As| ran comparison basglines, Dhreen and llonaflanked me. “Y ou can’'t compare me to Hawk
that way, Doc. We' re different species.”

“Yes, you're supposed to be.” | watched the results scroll up on the display. “ Different species
who haveidentical blood cells, bone cdlls, tissue cells, nerve cdlls, and brain compositions.”

“But he has an independent heart,” Dhreen said, tapping the screen. “I don’t.”

“He got the heart from his Terran mother.” | asked the computer to extrapolate aconclusion I’d
already reached. Ten seconds later, it printed its response on the screen.

Oenrallian and Taercal life-forms are genetically mutated variations of the same
progenitor species.

Dhreen glanced back at Hawk. “We can’t be the same. He has feathers, and wings.”

“Hisrace probably developed them in response to the change in environment when they |eft the
planet. Yoursdidn’t have to, because they stayed behind.”

Hefrowned. “The Taercd lived on Oenrd|?”’

“A long time ago.” | pointed to his horng/ears. *“L.ong enough to change your peopleinto alegend
that they chisdled above the doorways.”

Dhreen till wasn't convinced. “1t doesn't seem likely.”

“Look at the two worlds-Taercal has barely one percent of the population of Oenrall, yet both
populations have equa technologica development. Or did, before Hawk’ s people abandoned theirs.
They’renot indigenousto Taerca. I'm betting they colonized it.”

“There salegend my mother told me when | was a boy, about a group of separatists who called
themsalves The Purists.” Dhreen went on to repest the story, in which radical Oenrallians had deserted
the planet in search of the perfect world to go dong with their rather demanding religion. “No one ever
heard from them again, and those left behind assumed they’ d been lost during the journey.”

“They called you a defiler and ablood polluter when we were captured, remember?” | started
running anew series of comparisons, thistime on matching interna organs. “Maybe they were persecuted
or driven off Oenrdl for their beliefs-that happensin alot of societies. Or maybe they left voluntarily.
However it happened, over time they might have villainized your people, just to keep future generations
from returning here.”

“We don't share the same sickness, though.”

“No, you seem to be complete oppositesin that.” | thought for amoment. “No one dieson
Oenrdl, and no onelives very long on Taerca”

llonadrew in astartled breath. “ That is opposite, too.”



| glanced at her. “1 beg your pardon?’

“How they die. Dhreen’ s people live forever. Hawk’ s people die too soon.” Sheturned to me.
“Why?

“Agingisanaturd process, dependent on anumber of factors. In some species, like ours,
genetics govern aging. The programmed senescence-the rate at which we grow old-determines how long
our cellsfunction and when they die. In others, the toxins produced and accumulated by cdlsduring a
lifetime cause the aging process. Disease and environment are dso mgjor factors, asisevident inthe
Teercd.”

“But if they come from the same planet, why arethey not dying at the sametime?’

“They evolved differently.” Or had they? 1 pulled up the geriatric files on Dhreen’ s people.
“Okay. Under normal conditions, Dhreen’ s people age as aresult of cellular deterioration, governed by
two hormones rel eased by theiydroth gland, located at the base of the brain.” | split the screen and
accessed Hawk' s neuro-anatomy file. “Which the Taercd aso have, only Hawk’sisalot smdler.”

| got up and went back to the blood analyzer.

“Hawk and Dhreen should both have iydrothpin and trioiydrothyrninein their bloodstreams.” |
checked lab stats on both prior to the transfusion. “What? That can’t beright.” | ran the blood series
agan

Dhreen came over to the analyzer. “What' swrong?’

“Before you swapped blood with Hawk, you didn’'t have any iydrothpin in your system.” |
waited for the scan to finish, then reread the results. “ And he didn’t have any trioiydrothyrnine.”

“What doesit mean?’

“Wait for it.” | went over to Hawk, and performed a systemic sweep. Sure enough, the
mysterious signs of deterioration in his organs had halted, and in some cases, had reversed. Then |
scanned Dhreen, and found atiny decreasein his organ outpui.

The only thing left to do was run an immersion Smulation on the minera-based compound, and
the two hormones. The anadyzer did that in afew seconds, and produced the same results. In Hawk's
blood, it destroyed the trioiydrothyrnine. In Dhreen's, it wiped out the iydrothpin.

Then | sat down and cradled my head in my hands until 1lonatouched my shoulder.

“Peatcher?’

“It'sokay.” | was scaring them, but then, I d just scared mysdif. “I know why the Oenrdlians
have become immortal and the Taerca are dying young.” | showed them the results on the andyzer. “The
mineral-based compound in the water on both worlds has gradudly destroyed hormona production.
Because it attacks different sides of the hormonal combination, it has opposite effects-the Taercal
experience accelerated cell deterioration, while the Oenrallians experience none.”

“But why doesn't it attack the same hormone?”

“Before the compound got into your water tables and your bodies, the genetic degradation of the
iydroth gland was aready in progress. The compound only accelerated the natural process. Because of
the separation, you' ve evolved into different races, but each developed the genetic flaw.

“A temporary solution would be to augment glandular production in both peoples with synthetic
hormonesto replace the onesthat aremissing,” | said thoughtfully. “But in the genetic long term, the
Taercd and the Oenrdlianswill have to get back together.”

Dhreen’ s orange brows rose. “ Interbreed? With them?”’

“If both races want to survive, yeah, that’ swhat you' re going to have to do.”

“Butwe'rederile”

| shook my head. ‘ The sterility is aby-product. Once the hormoneis reintroduced, your people
will be asfertile as bunny rabbitsagain.” | was betting psychosis was a by-product of Hawk’ s deficiency,
too.

He nodded dowly. “Doc, can you synthesi ze this stuff now?’

| knew why he asked that, and looked around at the equipment. “ Y eah. | can.”

“Will you do what hasto be done?’

“I'll need help getting out of here, and cover whilel’m gone.” | szed up llona “Y ou'retaler, but



if you stay parked at the console | don't think the Bartermen will notice. Just don’t leave Hawk aone,
not in hiscondition.” | told her how to keep close monitor on him, then turned to Dhreen. “I need you to
get back there, and do thisright.”

Pde-faced, he nodded.

[lonawent behind a stack of portable terminaswith me, and traded garments. Then | synthesized
enough hormone to do thejob.

“I'll be back soon.” | pulled on Ilona's cloak, and covered my head, then dipped out of the
complex behind Dhreen.

Thetrip took only afew minutes, but | would have been happy to stay on the road forever.

“I've hated death dll my life,” | said, watching Dhreen drive. “Fought it, like it was some kind of
private demon. And now I’'m going to work for it.”

“If there was another way, I’ d offer it to you.”

“Jugt help me get through this”

We left the glidecar Dhreen had stolen afew yards from the gap in thewall. | took off the cloak
and opened the case of vials as soon as we were behind the main security pand. “ Administering it
intravenoudy will take days. | need accessto that hygiene pump you showed me before.”

“You' regoing to pray them with it?’

“They’ll absorb it through their skin. We have to add it to the water supply, too. That'sal | can
do for thiscity. You'll haveto synthesize more and distribute it around the globe.”

Dhreen led me to the abandoned maintenance section and vaved off a supply line before prying
open an access port. After adding the synthetic hormone, | muttered a silent prayer under my bresth,
then stepped away from the water line.

“Sedl it and Start the pump.”

| 1eft him to monitor the unit while I went out to make my fina rounds of Eternity Row. I'd seen
thousands of people die; now | was going to kill thousands.

When the overhead hygiene sprayers sputtered into life, | went from bed to bed, making sure the
patients had enough dermaleft unsealed to absorb the hormone-laden moisture. | watched the first
patient’ s eyes glaze over, then flutter closed. A shdlow, sighed breath | eft the burned man’s scorched
lungs, then his chest never rose again.

Rest in peace.

| continued my rounds, becoming soaked mysdlf as| opened specimen containers and watched
dismembered limbs cease their century-long twitching. The worst part, or so | thought, was seeing the
decapitated heads die. | wasn't sureif it was water rolling down their cheeks, or tears.

Knowing | couldn’t walk the length of Eternity Row, | made my last stop at Gerdla s bedside.
Shewasn't done.

Mtulla held the dead child in her strong arms. She lifted her amber eyesto me, then kissed the
little girl on the brow.

“Shewas my daughter,” the Rgjanuka said as she carefully lowered the body to the bed, then
arranged Gerald s hair around her peaceful face. “1 sold you to the Bartermen to get enough credits for
her daily dose of Sensblok. I would have done anything to keep her from feding pain.”

| put my hand on her shoulder. “I’ m sorry, Rganuka.”

“Do you know, | came every day. | never missed aday. Not in seventy-three years.” The big
woman pulled the linens up over the still body. “ She once told me that knowing I’ d be here every day
was dl that kept her from screaming and crying like the others. She never wanted meto find her like that.
She didn’t want me to be ashamed of her.” She passed a hand over her eyes, and her shoulders shook.
“I never cried in front of her because | didn’t want her to be ashamed of me.”

Everything | wanted to say seemed usdless. “Shewas avery bravelittle girl. Bravelike her
mother.”

Mtulla covered her face with her big hands, and wept for along time. | put an arm around her
shoulders and listened to the tears and sobs she had never allowed Geralato suffer. Somehow, that



seemed right.

After she composed hersdlf, the Rganuka inssted on helping me finish my work. Other handlers
came and in afew hours, Eternity Row was completely slent.

Mtullajoined me on the last ward, and looked down the rows of beds. “Now we can put dearest
onesto therest they deserve. Thank you for that, Doctor. Whatever | can get for you, it isyours.”

The Rgjanukal kept her word. She not only hel ped arrange for Hawk to be transported back to
the Sunlace, but she bootlegged one of the medical consolesto transmit my own findingsto Squilyp. |
emphasized the need for discretion and urgency while administering the synthetic hormone to the Taercal.

Oddly, it wasthat illicit Sgnd that the Bartermen used to trace my location. They burst into
Mtulla’s house on Handler Row, and demanded | be turned over to them at once.

“Wewill not let them take you,” the furious Rgjanuka said. Then she shouted at the Bartermen,
“Don’'t you know what thiswoman has done for us? She' sfreed us of the Sensblok! Y ou will get nothing
more from our people!”

“Easy, Mtulla. There' s been enough death for one day.” | stepped up to the Bartermen. “ Just
what did you havein mind, boys?’

“Bartermen want the promised experimenta data.”

“No, I’'m not going to giveyou that.” | crossed my arms. “Next request?’

The Barterman who spoke for the group looked aghast. “Y ou agreed to trade.”

“I' know. | lied.”

“Bartermen will not wait for the Hsktskt and Leagueto arrive,” | wastold as a couple of
mercenaries flanked me. * Bartermen have too much trouble with Cherijo Torin. Bartermen sdll you to the
Akkabarran daver.”

| didn’t fight them, though | had to repeatedly tell Mtullato back off.

“Right now, there are two Jorenian ships headed thisway,” | reminded her. “ As soon asthey get
here, the Bartermen are going to have to hand me over, or face dl those claws.”

Mtulla shoved one of the mercenaries aside so she could clasp my arm. “If you ever need
anything, you sgna meand | will bring it to wherever you are.”

| felt fairly confident of being rescued, until | wasled outside and one of the Bartermen produced
ajolt-gtick.

“I’m being cooperative,” | said, eyeing the weapon. “Y ou don’t need that, now-

He zapped me, and | did into unconsciousness.

When | woke up, it wasin the oddest of circumstances. | was crammed into avery small space,
with my legstucked in and my shoulders pressing againgt what fdlt like atiny console. | opened my eyes
and found two small, dimy faces close to mine. “Who areyou?’

“Rilken.” One of the diminutive aliens reached out and prodded me with asticky finger. “You
Terran?

“Uh-huh.” | tried to St up, found | couldn’t, and swiveled onto my stomach instead. | wasinside
what had to be the smallest vessdl I'd ever seen. A lavatory on the Sunlace wasten timesbigger. “Why
am| here?’

“We purchase you from Bartermen.” One of the little guys went to an equdly tiny helm and
initiated some engines. “Prepare for launch.”

“Wait aminute.” | managed to hunch over and St up, and immediately felt like Gulliver. | filled up
half the passenger compartment, which had been designed for beingslessthan haf ameter in height.
“Wherearewe going?’

“Weareleaving Oenral,” the other pipsquesk said. “We are mercenaries. Y ou will be returned
to the Hsktskt for blood-bounty.”

Midget mercenaries. Well, why not?*“Y ou' re friends with the lizards?”

He shrugged histiny shoulders. “ The Hsktskt offer more creditsfor you.”

Thetiny vessd lifted off and entered the upper amosphere. Before the mercenaries could initiate
ther flightshield, something struck us.



“What isit?’ The one guarding meran up to the hem.

“A Jorenian ship, firingon us.” Fear ran through the Rilken’ s voice. “They have disabled our
dardrive”

Consdering the size of the ship, Xoneamust have used a peashooter. | crawled up behind both
of them, and fdlt for the syrinpress |’ d been carrying in my tunic pocket. It was gone, so I’d haveto use
more crestive measures.

“Nighty-night, boys.” | knocked their skulls together once, then watched them dideto thefloor. |
looked around me. “ That’sit? | don’t get shot, stabbed, poisoned, whipped, burned, or anything else?’

The Rilken didn’t make aresponse.

Clunking them was certainly easier than using their communicationsarray. | had to use one of my
fingernailsto operate the control pand. At last | raised the CloudWalk to let them know | wasin control
anddl right.

“It isgood to see you, Council representative,” the Jado ClanLeader said, and smiled. “There are
two others herewho wish to relay their happiness, aswell.”

He stepped aside, and the welcome sight of my husband and daughter appeared on the vid
screen.

“Cherijo.” My husband looked very relieved. “Y ou escaped the Bartermen by yoursef?’

“Mtullaheped. By theway, if you ever want to get kidnapped, pick Rilkens. Very easy species
to overpower. Mardl could doit.” | thought of the peacetaks. “Havel ruined everything for Captain
Teulon?

“No, it gppearsthe negotiations are asuccess. The Torinsretrieved Alunthri from Jxinok, and it
has convinced the Taercal that your cureisadivineintervention, and that their god refusesto alow them
to suffer, aswas prophesied.”

“About time.” | moved one of the deeping Rilken out of my way and sat back againgt the interior
hull wall. “Wdll, | think that wrapsit up here. I’d redly like that vacation, now, please.”

“Comeand get us”

Reever told me how to fly the Rilken vessdl to rendezvous with the Jado ship, then touched the
screen with hishand. “I’ll be waiting for you, Waenara.”

| matched my fingertipsto his. “Not for long, Osepeke.”



