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PART ONE: Initiation

CHAPTER ONE
Terra

Contents - Prev / Next

Into whatever houses| enter, | will go into them for the benefit of the sick.
Hippocrates (460?-377?B.C.)
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At that moment | was deep in the labyrinth of back streetsin the worst section of New Angeles. |
was also thoroughly disgusted, scared, and ready to give up. Earlier stops at four crowded taverns had
produced no results. Oh, I'd gotten plenty of propositions, some even a sexdrone would find chalenging.
Credit-jammers till watched me from the shadows, remote scanners ready, hoping I'd access apublic
bank console. Glide snatchers had tried twice in the last hour to swoop down and grab the case | was
carrying. In broad daylight, the vultures.

Now | paused outside the fifth and |ast deaze pit on Tavern Row. Above the entrance the words
"SLOW LAZY SAX" were projected in foot-high, bright blue dimensiona |ettering. Charming name. The
only good thing about the place was it was nearly deserted. | wouldn't have to push through another
gauntlet of drunksto have alook around.

I counted two hulking figures at the end of the counter, arguing in low growlswhile steedily draining
their drinks. The proprietor ignored them, his attention fixed on avidisplay screen overhead. A rusted
comdrone unit clutching a saxophone was huddled in one corner, deactivated and badly in need of
maintenance. Farther back in the tavern was a third patron, seated aone, wearing what could have been
apilot'sflight suit.

That got my attention. | took another step and crossed the threshold. The sour bouquet of unwashed
bodies, spilled drinks, and burnt tobacco greeted my nose. A fat roach scuttled past my right foot to join
some of his pas cregping around the tables. My skin wanted to shrink from the smoke, filth, and
hopel essness.

Time had dmost run out, | was desperate. What choice did | have? | walked in.

| started with the stocky man working behind the bar. Hewasidly rinsing out plas servers beneath a
sputtering biodecon unit. His eyes were riveted to the screen asiit televised the near-electrocution of two
pendized runbacks.

He swore fluently when both shockball players had to be carried off the field by medevac. "Devoids.
Miavana Finswasted that 'un sure.” He examined me with mild surprise. "Ay-lo — get yaaswig, Fem?'

| was glad I'd researched the inner city dialect before coming down here. In his crude patois, the guy
was trying to be polite and ask what | wanted to drink.

"No, grats. Eyein' to get an offjauntin ablip. Yaspill ataker?'

"That 'un,” the bartender jutted his chin toward the loner. " Ship's the Bestshot. Jaunts the trades.”

| squinted once more & the pilot. At thisdistance | easily made out the details of his countenance. He
looked like he was ready to go through puberty, not an interstellar flight.

One of the hulks at the bar snorted, catching my attention. A thin rivulet of bitterale foam ran down his
stubbly chin as he bared his chipped teeth at me.

"Ay-ay-ay, Fem," he said, and went on to make the usua lewd proposition. At thisrate I'd be an
expert in pornographic dang before the day was over.

"Grats, redder lip ajunker,” | replied. Thank you, but 1'd rather kiss a drone.

| debated whether to approach the man or move on to tavern number six. Bestshot wasn't an
ingpiring namefor an interstellar passenger shuttle. Not to mention the painfully juvenile gppearance of my
potential escort, and the lack of taste he had in patronizing this waste station.

"Gottagripe, Fem?' The bartender wanted to know what was wrong.

"That 'un eyesraw," | said. He looks too young.

"Cap's Oenrallian” the man told me. "Those 'uns eye plenty raw'til mid-doin’.” The pilot was an
alien, whose species didn't appear to mature until middle age. "Jaunt much, Fem?"

| didn't jaunt, period, one reason why | hadn't realized the pilot was an offworlder. Embarrassed, |
smiled my thanks and started toward the pilot.

Lanky, pallid-skinned, and sporting athick thatch of orange hair, the Oenrallian still appeared more
like akid who had swiped his dad's glidecar than an experienced starshuttle pilot. The guileless amber
eyeshelifted toward me only iced the cake.



"Yapard, eggin—"

"1 speak standard English,” heinterrupted in aoddly pitched voice.

"Oh. Good." It was arelief to abandon thelocd jargon. "May | have amoment of your time?" |
decided not to offer my hand, it might be consdered offensve. "My nameis Cherijo Grey Veil."

"Dhreen, of Oenrdl," he said as helifted his plas server to histhin lips. With hisfree hand he gestured
to the empty chair opposite hisown. | saw five digits, but they were splayed at the ends and had no nails.
Spoon-fingers, | thought absently. | bet he didn't have to bother much with standard Terran utensils.

| sat down, took a breath. What were those things on top of his head?"How did you know | spoke
gandard?"

"Y ou'retoo sanitary to be local." Hiseyes made a brief survey. "What's a pretty Fem like you doing
inthispart of thecity?'

"l need transport to the Pmoc Quadrant.”

"I've been trandferred to Kevarzangia Two." Opening my case, | extracted the datadiscsfor his
examination. It was becoming impossible to take my eyes from the two round red nubs that poked up
beneath his hair. Horns, maybe?

"Why not get space on one of the Terran transports?”’

| was ready for that. "There's no space available, and | need to leave today if I'm going to make my
ariva dot." | madea"slly me' face. "There was so much to do before left. Y ou know how itis. |
samply forgot to make areservation.” Sure, and if he checked it out, hedd learn | could lie through my
teeth, too. | was counting on his greed to prevent that. "How much to make the trip?"

"Ten thousand, if | decideto take you." Histone was definitely not Terran, despite hisfamiliar use of
the language. He sounded like asterilizer duct beginning to clog. There was an odor coming from him as
well, something like pineapple mixed with chocolate. The smell wasn't bad, just weird.

"That'sfing" | answered, and quickly put the necessary credit chip next to the transfer data. | thought
the sght of dl that currency would settle the dedl. Dhreen only douched back in hischair.

"Why transfer to the border, Fem?" His curiosity was casua, dangerous. "Not a spot you Terrans
usudly pick."

"I've been assigned to the colony asamedica physician.” | pulled out two more discs that would
verify my identity and contract. The table was getting crowded.

"A doctor?' Dhreen frowned at me from under thick brows. "A neonéte like you?'

It was the usud reaction.

| looked older than the Oenrdlian, but not by much. | was short for a Terran female, too, just under
fivefeet tal. It had earned me ddightful nicknames at Medtech, like"Igor” and "Haf-CC." My weight
seesawed between dender and skinny, depending on my surgery schedule. | liked to est, | just didn't
adwayshavethetime.

| wasn't homely. | had asmaller version of Dad's prominent nose and the sametilted dark blue eyes.
Thefirst was dightly beaky, thelast vaguely exctic. My long black hair reflected asilver sheen (inherited
from adistant Native American ancestor, my father claimed, with the same"grey vell™"), and was braided
s0 it stayed out of my face. | wore a shabby, neutral-shaded jumper with no accessories. My physician's
tunic was much more dignified, but wearing it here would have put asign around my neck that said rob
me, immediately.

"I'mafully quaified practitioner.”

Helifted ashoulder. "If you say so, Fem."

| pushed my 1D disc acrossthetable. "Check the data, if you don't believe me.”

"Data can berigged by any kid with half aneura center," he said.

"So can adarshuttle” | retdiated without thinking, then inhded sharply. Had | insulted him? Dhreen
made an odd, hiccuping sound and dapped his spoon-shaped fingers againgt the table.



He was either laughing, or having aseizure. While | wastrying to decide which, the Oenrdlian
swiveled his head to one sde. Whatever he saw made his mirth come to an abrupt halt.

"Look out." He scooped up hisflask and server, and | glanced back at the counter. A plas bottle
missed my nose by inches asit flew past and hit thewall beyond us. | grabbed my discs and shoved them
back in my case.

The two burly Terran patrons who had been arguing before were now trying to besat the brains out of
each other's skulls.

"Larian Scum-sucker!" one shouted, knocking over his stool as he staggered back on unsteady legs.

"Eat my waste!" the other responded, just as cleverly.

Plas containers, | soon discovered, were effective projectiles. | ducked behind my chair to avoid a
particularly dangerous volley that shattered when it dammed into our table. Dhreen lifted hisdrink to me
indlent sdute.

No doubt he consdered thisidiocy asimpromptu entertainment.

The drunken pair began pummeling each other in earnest, knocking over tables, trashing the counter,
generaly making amess. Snarled obscenities punctuated the thuds of fists and limbs as they battled. The
bartender displayed no inclination toward stopping them.

"Can't someone do something?" | demanded, and cringed as pieces of abroken stool flew overhead.
Another one crashed into the comdrone, which abruptly activated and began trying to play "A Love
Supreme” through the dented saxophone.

"They're just emitting some condensation,” Dhreen said.

Blowing off steam was one thing, but thiswas getting out of hand. | scrambled to my feet the moment
| heard the unmistakable sound of abone snap over the blaring music. Dhreen reached out and caught
my am.

"Y ou better stay out of it," he said, but | tugged free.

"You!" | pointed to the bartender as| approached. "Get over here and help me, or I'll signd Area
Security mysdf!”

He reluctantly moved from his display to separate the two, which proved smple, given their level of
intoxication. | pushed, he pushed, they fell over. Thefirst was groaning miserably as| crouched down
next to him.

Up close, he was the most unhygienic specimen of humanity 1'd ever encountered. His garments were
beyond filthy, and from the thick envelope of body odor, | gathered he hadn't personaly deconned in
months. No wonder it stank in here. The moment | put ahand on him, he howled and bared histeeth at
me again. Thistime hewasn't leering.

"Mitts off, ya—""

"I'm aphysician. A paicher. Turn looseyaarm.”

He actudly tried to hit me, theingrate. "Off me! Y apuny back hacker—"

"Clammit," | said, and shoved hisflailing fist away from my face. When he kept struggling, | pinned
him in aprone position with my knees. A swift, ample dose of sedatives rendered him unconsciousin
seconds.

My scanner confirmed the bregk was atransverse fracture of the ulna. | immobilized hisarm with a
bonesetter from my case and scanned him for interna injuries. Filthy but lucky. Despite the ferocious
tusde, hewasfine. The comdrone's damaged audio was steadily getting louder, and | scowled.

"Fuse that junker, will ya?' | shouted at the bartender as | went to look at the other man. The
discordant version of the Coltrane masterpiece was cut off amoment later.

The second oaf had anumber of minor contusions, but otherwise was just asdirty and hedlthy ashis
opponent. After abrief examination, | closed my case.

"Done?’ | demanded. "Or ya crave anap-gtick, ditto?"

The undamaged brawler muttered something uncomplimentary to the femae gender, got to hisfeet,



and returned to his stoal. In amoment he was drinking again, as though nothing had happened.

"No one has ashorter conscience than adrunk,” Maggie used to tell me. "Except your old man.”

After I'd sent the bartender to contact areamedevac, | rolled the sedated male to hisuninjured side,
and tagged him with an MDID for transport. | used achip I'd filched from a colleague in my building. The
last thing | needed was this sort of incident on my records. When that was done, | returned to Dhreen's
table.

The pilot watched me sit down as he took a considerable gulp of spicewine. | opened my case and
held out the price of my passage again.

"l like you, Fem." He palmed the disc, eyed the credit balance, then pocketed it. " Okay, I'm your
jaunt."

"We haveto leavetoday,” | reminded him as| smoothed aloose bit of hair behind my ear, then
replaced the stack of transfer discsin front of him. "All my authorizations are here, and in order. They
are not rigged.”

"Sure, Fem, no heat." He grimaced at the discs.

"Cdl meDoc," | said. "May | ask you apersond question?' He nodded. Good, | smply had to
know. "What are those two things beneath your hair?'

"They're not horns." Dhreen grinned, rubbing his spatul ate fingers over the protuberances | found so
fascinating. "They're close to what you call ears”

I checked with adiscreet glance. He didn't have ears.

"Sorry." | decided to risk one more question. "How much have you had to drink?’

"This stuff?' Dhreen hiccuped again as heraised his plas. " Syntoxicants don't dter my internals, Doc."

"If they don't, what's the point of coming to atavern?

"Only placeto get work," he said after he'd swallowed. "New Angeles doesn't permit non-Terransto
solicit on Main Trangport premises.”

| was mydtified. "Why not?'

He shrugged again. ™Y our world, not mine."

"You must pick up some... colorful clients.”

"Oh, sure. Lagt trip | made was for aTerran | met here. Seems he had to transfer because of these
three girlfriends. Only one was Terran, you see, and when she found out about the other two being
non-Terrans, shetried to amputate his—" Those golden eyes squinted a my expression. "Maybe I'll save
that onefor thejaunt.”

"Yes, please” | brushed some fragments of shattered plas from my jumper. My father would have
been horrified to see me here. Correction. My father would have goneinto full arrest, and expired on the
Spot.

"Y ou've got good reflexes,” Dhreen said.

Yeah, | wasared pro at dodging things. Too bad | couldn't find away around my present quandary
s0 | could stay on Terra,

"Never been in atavern before, have you?'

| thought of Maggie, who had managed the |ast eighteen years of my homelife. She had died afew
months ago, of adisease my father and every other physician she'd seen couldn't cure. My "materna
influencer," as Dad caled her, had once been atavern waitress. She had been agreat mom, athough
sheld never gotten rid of her saucy tavern waitress mouth. My father blamed Maggie for my irreverent
humor and irritating speech patterns, among other things.

"No." | gazed around me without bothering to hide my disgust. "Slow Lazy Sax" indeed. The city
code enforcers should run afull structure decontamination on this pigsty, | thought. Then again, maybe
thefilth was the only thing holding the plasted wallstogether. "My first, and hopefully lagt, experience.”

"Y ou handled that scrapper like you knew what you were doing," Dhreen said. | acknowledged the
compliment with asmile. He continued with acasud air, "' So, who are you running from?"



My smiledidnt waver — did it?"I'm not running from anyone,” | lied. "Check out the data. I'm not
wanted for questioning or detainment.” Yet.

Dhreen didn't pressthe issue.

"Look, Doc, I'm firing the enginesin exactly four stanhours. Y ou want space, you got it. Just don't
change your mind halfway to K-2. I'm not back-jaunting if you get chilled appendages.”

"Cold fest," | corrected him while mentally reviewing what | could accomplish in the short interval
before launch. If | drove like amadwoman, and no onetried to slop me, | would just makeit. "That's
fine"" A thought occurred to me. "How many other passengerswill be on thisflight?!

"Just you and me, Doc."

Just me and him? Great. Just grest.

Dhreen'sthin lips quirked. "Don't get your scannersin overload. Y ou'll be perfectly safe.”

I had good reason to be cautious. Like everyone, I'd heard the horror stories about unsuspecting
passengers being abducted and sold off to daversin distant sectors. Still, even independent shuttle pilots
were required to put up guarantee collateral to earn trade routes from Terra It took hefty credits, too. A
lot more than Dhreen could earn by selling a dozen young Terran females.

Looking a him, my instincts told me he was harmless. Should Dhreen forget to behave himsdlf,
however, | could quickly disable him — another of Maggie'slegacies.

I'll only have to find out where his genitaliaare located, | thought. If he has any of the externa variety,
thet is.

The Oenrdlian broke into my musings when he asked, "What's your cargo look like?'

"It's below the standard weight limits. Some persond belongings, medica gear, and acat.”

"A cat?' Dhreenfrowned. "Legd or illegd? Wait"— he held up his hand—"Don' tdl me. Just put the
thing in acarrier, and make sureit doesn't get loose."

"1 will. Thank you, Captain Dhreen.”

"Dhreen, Doc. Just Dhreen." Helifted hisdrink in another mocking salute. "See you at Trangport in
four hours.”

"Where, exactly, will your ship be?'

Dhreen'sthick eyebrows rose.

"Launch Position S-17. Can't miss her. She'sthe ugliest hunk of spacewarein dock.”

Days before | had found Dhreen, 1'd begun to quietly move my possessions out of my father's house.
Now al | had to do was get Jenner and my last case, retrieve and load my hidden cache into my
glidecar, and get down to Transport.

Piece of cake.

| trotted back to the hoverlot where I'd left my glidecar. Since it was il there, | paid the attendant
the last half of the subgtantia bribe I'd promised him for watching it.

"Zap back quick, Fem," he said, and grinned. Come back soon. | didn't bother to tell him that I'd
never come back here— or anywhere else on Terra.

No, | just smiled back, waved, and hit the accelerator. Hard.

Dad had commissioned apalatid estate just outside the city, after the New Angeles Corps of
Engineers had permanently stabilized the San Andreasfault. I'd been born on the grounds and had lived
there ever since.

The house itsdlf was four stories and thirty thousand square feet of marble and glassthat rivaled the
Allied League Headquartersin Paris. Architectura students often came out to study the unique symmetry
of the roof gables. Furnishings and decor were changed at least twice ayear, and exclusve designers
regularly made tour gppointments so they could photoscan and copy theinterior for their clients.

| hated it.

Once| returned from the tavern, it took only momentsto collect my things from the estate. Leaving
the mansion was not quite as smple. The drone staff were ever-vigilant, and one intercepted me as| was



sneaking Jenner out through the side entrance pand.

"Dr. Cherijo." The automated housekeeper did to astop behind me. "Inquiry?’

"Proceed,” | said, trying to sound like Dad when hewasin ahurry.

"Reason Jenner is being removed?”

"Routine veterinarian treatment,” | lied, hiding the case behind my legs.

The housekeeper couldn't sense deception by intonation, asfar as| knew, but it didn't withdraw.
"Item is not annotated on the daily household schedule.”

"Anemergency,” | said, improvising quickly. "Non-life-threatening,” | added for good measure, just in
case the drone became too helpful and volunteered to chauffeur me.

"Understood. Expected time of return?"

"A few hours, maybe more.”

"Will you require ass stance?'

"No." | peered at the drone's display and saw the entry being saved. "Y ou may erasethisentry.”

"Last command disregarded. Dr. Joseph ordered staff record al of Dr. Cherijo's activities.”

Yeah, | bet he had. Dad was nothing if not eternaly obsessed with my activities.

"Confirmed. I'm leaving now. Tell my father—" | sopped. Bad move. The drone would question the
message, since | was supposed to return before Dad. "Never mind.”

"Acknowledged, Dr. Cherijo."

From the house | drove like amadwoman to my office. There| retrieved my cache of casesfrom the
lower-level storage facility. Ducking afew curious glances while | used the hover lifts, | loaded up
everything that wasimportant to me.

It wasn't much, | thought, looking at the pathetic little pile, then at Jenner's carrier. | had packed more
when | went to Asafor spring break during my Medtech freshman year.

| dammed down the hatch and broke speed records getting to Main New Angeles Transport. No
fatalities, but | did put agood dent in my passenger pand when | glanced off the front thruster of a
glidetaxi. | even learned afew phrasesthey never taught in Medtech, courtesy of the extremely irate
cabbie.

Lessthan four hours after 1'd entered the tavern, | stood in front of the starshuttle Bestshot. | put my
cases down and rubbed ahand over my eyes, just to be sure | wasn't halucinating.

"That isagarshuttle?'

Dhreen's ship resembled arefuse heap. Okay, maybe | was being uncharitable. An organized refuse
heap.

In comparison to the streamlined vessals crowding the shuttle docks, the Bestshot was atowering
mass of mismatched aloys and energy-scarred panels. The viewports were covered with stregks of
reentry carbon. Something was rattling and sparking beneath the booster section. Something that looked
important. | spotted the bottom haf of the Oenrdlian hanging out of the discharge vent of what could
have been the starboard engine, or arecycled glidebus chassis. Or both.

"Dhreen?' | called out as| marched over.

His bright head popped up, and he waved agreasy arm a me. "Jumpin, Doc, I'll joinyou inablip.”

This iswhat happens when you dump your entire life and go racing off to the other end of the galaxy,
an inner voice intoned with dark glee. Y ou end up on aship called the Bestshot.

| located the entrance ramp, squared my shoulders, and entered the shuttle. The main cabin inside
appeared little better than the exterior. The decor was basic junk. A conglomeration of navigation and
control equipment crowded the deck, most of it salvage goods. The scent of burnt wiring lingered. |
wondered if Dhreen was serious about piloting this heap through fourteen light-years of unforgiving
space.

"Shewon't win any gppearance competitions,” said avoice behind me, and | glanced back. Dhreen
patted an externd sensor display. "But she's stable, dependable, and delivers me where I'm routed.” A



grin appeared as he noted my expression. "In the same basic physical condition | sarted.”

"That'sreassuring.” No, it wasn't. | indicated my casesand animd carrier. "Where can | secure my
quff?'

"I'll show you to your quarters.”

Dhreen led me through an untidy gauntlet of tangled cables and various unidentifiable gpparatusto the
back of the shuttle. With agrunt and a push, he opened adoor to asmall, tidier section. My spirits began
to elevate an inch or two. There were comfortable-looking rest dings positioned above the lower deck,
which provided tables, chairs, and even asmal viewport. It even smelled clean.

"Home for the next week, Doc." He pointed to a corner sectioned off by hastily rigged plaspanels
with inhibitor webs to keep something smal confined. "I fixed up a gpace for you to put your cat."

Jenner would loatheit. "That was nice of you."

"Just keep it out of the main cabin. Y ou know how to strap in before we take of f?*

I nodded. Now was not thetimeto mention I'd only been on one starshuttlein my entirelife. "Y ou'd
better secure your animd's carrier, t0o," Dhreen said. "Usetherigging on that wall over there.”

At thisreminder | put down my cases and peered into the carrier. Huge eyes glared back at me.
Uh-oh, now | wasinfor it. | felt Dhreen hovering behind my shoulder.

"Anything dsel need to do?' | asked.

"No, unless you're going to change your mind."

| straightened, and gave him my best imitation of my dad's norma demeanor. A blast-freeze unit on
rollers, with lips, nose, eyes, and some hair added. That was Dad.

"Thank you for your concern, Dhreen, but I'm absolutely certain of my decision.” Even to my own
ears, | sounded authoritative.

"Well said." Wasthat asmirk of respect, or amusement?"I'll leave you to settlein.” With that, Dhreen
withdrew.

| waited until the door closed before | sagged into achair, and ran ahand over my perspiring face. |
waan't certain of anything.

At that moment Jenner made his presence known from the depths of the carrier. It wasasingle yowl
of feline indignation blended with imperious command.

Let me out!

"Sorry, pa." | released the pand latch and offered a comforting hand, which was summarily ignored.
My cat stalked from the carrier, tail high and head erect. Sleek and well shaped, His Royal Highness
undulated with each step, sivery fur bristling.

Hell hath no fury like aconfined fdine.

"Comeon."

| scooped him up and placed him in the makeshift space Dhreen had prepared. He sniffed at the
plas-panels, and eyed the distance an escape attempt would require him to jump. After he tested the web
that prevented such afeat with one paw, he regarded me with irate blue eyes.

You've got to be kidding.

"Don't start,” | said, and held out a peace offering of dried mackerel bits. He ignored them, and me,
and crossed to the farthest corner. Presenting his back to me, he began to sulk.

Jenner and | had been together since I'd found him eight years ago. Maggie and | had gone out for a
rare shopping trip, and I'd spied the wet, bedraggled kitten crouched in agutter. When | had held out a
hand to him, he hadn't cringed away, as I'd expected. Instead held pulled himsalf up into aregal pose of
absolute disdain.

You may now rescue me, he'd seemed to convey.

"What in God's name isthat?' had been Maggi€'s reaction to the dripping bal of fur cradled againgt
my chest.

"It'sacat."



"Il sgnd Area Anima Control." Maggie had wrinkled her nose, then caught my reaction and shook
her head. "'Oh, no, kiddo, you can't bring that into the old man's house."

At thetime | wasin my third phase a Medtech, and when | wasn't studying, | waslistening to Dad
lecture me at length about his cases. Other than that, | ate and dept. That wasmy life.

"I'm taking him home," I'd said.

" Joey — "

I'd gazed at her once, the way my father did when she got overly verba. That wasdl it took.

Later, | wasinformed by our vet that Jenner was a Tibetan temple cat, arare breed with royal
bloodlines. That wasthe only thing that impressed my father, who rductantly alowed meto keep him.

"At leadt," held said with faint distaste, "it isnot a dog."”

At the same time my new kitten had stared back at the great Joseph Grey Veil without blinking, the
hair dong hisneck rising siffly. Hed even hissed.

I'd lost my heart to Jenner on the spot. Since Maggie died, he wasthe only friend | had lft.

"Go ahead and pout,” | told him. ™Y ou'll get hungry, eventualy. Then what are you going to do, Y our
Maesty?"

Jenner shot me abrief look that promised extensive, painful retribution.

"I'm sorry." | Sghed, crouching down next to the plas-panels. "1 know thiswasn't your idea. But |
need you, pa."

Jenner pondered thisfor amoment, and decided not to argue with me. He rose, stretched gracefully,
and padded over to me. Planting himsdf next to thewall, helifted his chin.

You may now beg forgiveness.

| was careful not to laugh — Jenner had definite ideas about who was the boss, and it wasn't me. It
took two handfuls of dehydrated fish trests and much scratching and stroking, but he findly calmed down
and settled in for anap. | wondered what he was thinking as he blinked his lapis eyes closed.

Probably scheming how to acquire alarger portion of treats next time, | decided.

Asfor me, despite my affirmation to Dhreen, | wondered if | could redlly go through with this—
transferring to an dien world so far from everything | knew. | had no ideahow | would be employed by
the FreeClinic. The contract I'd signed had no specific duties outlined other than "medical doctor.” Those
two words covered alot of territory.

The dternatives? There were none.

"Hey, Doc," Dhreen'svoice startled me. | looked over at the wall display and saw hisface on the
screen. "Strap in— we're preparing to launch.” The display went blank, and | heard the engines rumble
into life. Jenner woke up as | dipped him back into the carrier, and objected loudly as | secured it to the
wall. Then| strapped mysdf in. My fingers felt numb, and trembled morethan | liked.

"I'mgoing to lovethis," | said out loud as| tightened my harness. Sure, my inner voice agreed. About
as much as finding out what your father's been doing for the last thirty years.

How had | gotten into this Stuation? So many decisions to be made, risksto be taken. All by me,
whose life had previoudy been planned out to the minute. And | hadn't even done the planning.

My father had always decided everything: what | did, where went, and who | saw. Asaresult, | had
studied to be asurgeon. | had gone to Medtech. I'd never had friends.

After I'd completed my training courses, Dad had me intern in the busiest trauma center on the New
West Coast. The first months had been afrantic blur. Snarling senior residents. Endless screens of
diagnostic theory. Double shiftsin assessment, pre-op, and surgery. When | wasn't working, | was nearly
comatose.

"Sure, shelll make one hell of asurgeon,” | recalled Maggie once snapped a my father, sartling me
fromadozel'dfalenin over dinner. "If you don't kill her first."

| survived. | didn't dare do anything else. The few doubts I'd had eventually evaporated. True,
dedicating my life to medicine had been Dad's idea, not mine. In spite of that, each time| held alascalpe



in my fingers, it became more obvious. My colleagues and superiors agreed: | was born to be a surgeon.
| knew exactly what they'd say when they learned of my transfer.

"I never knew Grey Vel was a ssmpleton.”

" An absolute waste of a promising career."

"Has she gone compl etely insane?"

The lure of the unknown held no attraction for Terrans. Only incompetents or reckless adventurers
transferred from the homeworld. What sensible Terran physician would trade a profitable career for the
perilslurking on dl those disgusting dien worlds?

Widll, here | was.

| didn't even know why | had been accepted for transfer. | had no alien experience, and I'd never
shuttled past Luna Colony before.

Then again, rumors about the shortage of medica professionals on the border indicated it wasa
serious problem. The generous transfer incentives were being completely ignored. There was even some
talk going around about a possible Conscription Act by League Worlds. | suspected PQSGO was so
desperate, they'd take anyone who knew which end of a suture laser to point at the patient.

Hardly flattering, but | didn't have time to be offended. | had to get off Terra. | accepted the contract.

The data provided about my assgnment was minima. | would beworking in a Trauma FreeClinic
physician dot on K-2. Apparently these FreeClinics were set up to treat incoming and settled colonidts,
shuttle crews, and anyone e se who needed emergency medicd attention. 1'd be all ocated standard
housing quarters— whatever that meant. That wasit.

The data about my compensation was equally sparse. I'd be paid directly from K-2's Treasury. How
much and with what wasn't clearly specified. I'd heard new colonies were usualy poor in resources,
unlessthey were part of mining or other lucrative projects. K-2 was located in adensdly populated
region of space, and they were developing botanica exports. That, combined with a sophisticated barter
system, apparently kept the colony operationd. So far.

The topic had come up while | was scrubbing for surgery one day. One of the nurses began
speculating about transfer incentives.

"Hah! That'sagood joke," the anesthesiologist beside me said as he passed his hands under the
biodecon unit. "1 heard they can't even mest their existing contract obligations. Bet they end up paying the
med prosin Cfaric poultry.”

| was being forced to abandon nearly everything | owned for ajob and aplaceto liveonan dien
world. Anyone else would have been throwing tantrums.

But getting paid with dien chickens?

Therewas no choicein the matter. | had to leave. | wouldn't be leaving behind many emotiond ties.
Orphaned himsdlf, my bachelor father decided to have a child, and engaged aprofessiond surrogate. |
was the result. Evidently the experience proved to satisfy Dad's urge for kids, too. | had no brothers or
gges

My father's work kept him busy, so | was raised by a succession of domestic supervisors, drone
monitors, and hired companions. He'd made sure I'd had no time for friends. Maggie was dead. That
should have made leaving the planet dl very smple. There was only one problem.

| couldn't tell Dad | wasleaving.

Shortly after Maggie died, | had made an gppalling discovery, something | was never supposed to
know about. After the shock wore off, I'd gone to the nearest waste disposal unit, and thrown up what
seemed like everything I'd digested for amonth. Only one person could possibly be responsible for what
I'd learned.

Dr. Joseph Grey Veil. My dad.

If he was capable of what I'd discovered, what would he do when he learned | knew every last
detail?| knew my father. | could imagine what he'd resort to. Drone surveillance. Forged psych-evas.



Persondity dectra-rehab. Anything to shut me up.

If that didn't work, well, M edtechs were ways |ooking for fresh cadavers, weren't they?1'd end up
ahunk of practice mesat for some green cutters. Dad would be hailed for his unselfish act of charity under
devadtating circumstances.

My life wasn't worth ajammed credit.

| waited until he attended the annual System Medical Association Convention on Jupiter's fourth
moon (he was the guest speaker), then began my search for transport.

Dad had influence at so many levelsthat making the usud arrangements was out of the question. Thus
my visgt to the tavern digtrict, where I'd met Dhreen and contracted his services.

Therewas only one problem | had |eft to face. Kevarzangia Two was inhabited by over two hundred
different species. Lessthan one percent were Terran. Even more alien racesinhabited other nearby
worlds and traveled regularly through the sector.

Despite seven years as a practicing surgeon, 1'd never provided medicd treatment for an offworlder.
Ever.

CHAPTER TWO
K-2

Contents - Prev / Next

Fourteen light-years sailed past the Bestshot in ablur of color and form. Since the pioneer days of
interstellar travel, scientific advances had made the enormous distances between star systems as easily
traversed as from one city to another.

"We don't jaunt astraight track through physical space, Doc,” Dhreen said after | admitted my
ignorance of the basic mechanicsinvolved in light-speed travel. "No way to compensate for tangibletime
loss™

"Tangibletime?'

"Actual duration of physica space— where you, me, the Bestshot, and anything with mass, resde.”
Dhreen made aminor course adjustment and indicated the ship's central chronometer. It appeared frozen
at launch point. "The stuff that makesthisturn, in short.”

"So we don't occupy tangibletime?' | tried to reason it out, but it still wasn't making any senseto me.
| was better with practica things like bowel resections and kidney transplants.

"No. The ship'smolecular structure is modified by the shuttl€s flightshield, and the engine drive
propels us through — or between might be a better word — real physica space. Asaresult, we don't
experience dgnificant tangibletimeloss.”

"The molecular structure modification, doesthat include us?' | asked, sending a panicked glance
down a my body.

Dhreen grinned. "That's right. For the entire flight, you don't occupy rea space.”

"Hey, | likered space. | like occupyingit, too,” | said.

"Nothing the ship accommodates can remain unaltered.”

| tentatively touched my arm. It didn't fed intangible. It flt like an arm. "Why not?'

"Oncetheflightshield wasinitiated, the ship's dtered structure would dip around you." Hisinculpable
eyesgleamed. "Y ou'd beleft hanging in orbit.”
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Great. | should have paid more attention during my courses in astrophysics, too.

Despite the ship's altered composition, there was still visual contact with real space. | watched aswe
passed through one system after another, the planets swelling mgjestically aswe drew near, then
dwindling to mere specks. Stars that shimmered burgeoning crimson, placid gold, and fierce cerulean
soon faded into anonymous luminary fields.

The universe was God's trinket box, Maggie once told me. We used to dip out of the house at night
and st on the precisaly manicured lawn, just watching the stars. He had a great collection, she added, but
needed to work on straightening it up.

One day the shuttle skirted the edge of asupernova, and | gazed out at the tattered luminescence,
wigps of jeweed brilliancy dl that remained from an epic stellar explosion. It reminded me of twilight on
Terra. My appreciation dimmed as | redlized | could never seethat sky again.

No more Maggie, sunsets, or nightslooking at Terran star vistas. Never again.

My interest in the exotic panorama around the ship subsided. It was exceptiondly pretty, but
ultimately there was only oneworld | was concerned with. Kevarzangia Two.

By the time I'd been on board the Bestshot for afew days, salf-induced claustrophobiawas setting
in. After aweek, | knew alot more about the Oenrdlian. At first | kept my distance, but the crowded
confines of the vessdl made it inevitable that we spend more time together. | didn't object. Without his
friendly overtures, | would have driven mysdf crazy. Dhreen was curious about the life of a Terran
surgeon, for which he swapped stories of his adventures asapilot.

"So after two weeksin orbit, | decided to go down and see what the delay was— dtrictly a
humanitarian visit, you understand,” Dhreen said on thelast day of thetrip.

"In other words, you violated Nbrekkian space without officid sanction,” 1 said. He hiccuped without
remorse and continued.

"Good thing | did, Doc. The whole colony was pulverized. Some witless citizen studying dien cultures
decided to ferment a shipment of offworld grain. Seems he sampled it, thought it was tasty, and passed it
around." Dhreen shook his head sadly. "It must have been some festival whileit lasted.”

"Then the Nbrekkians found out they had no meansto digest the acohol,” | guessed.

"Y ou can't believe how much gratitude some hemotoxin neutraizer can buy you."

"Y ou are ablatant opportunist, Dhreen," | said, then chuckled when he assumed his usual innocent
demeanor.

Dhreen took alarge portion of the medl 1'd prepared, and tasted it with agrin. "Did | mention thisis
orifice-divating, Doc?'

"Mouthwatering," | corrected. To repay Dhreen's undemanding hospitdity, I'd coaxed some more
sophisticated dishes from hislimited food supplies over the past week. The preparation unit he possessed
was, like everything else on the Bestshot, aconglomeration of savaged parts. Y et with alittleinventive
programming, | was able to produce some appetizing fare.

It also helped to keep me occupied. The closer we cameto K-2, the larger the mistake | might be
making seemed to grow. By thelast day, it was nearing the dimensions of Jupiter.

It didn't dways help, | thought ruefully, to keep busy. | had no appetite |eft, and declined to eat my
full share of the medl. Dhreen happily polished off the last of the spicy vegetable and synpro stew.

"If you ever decideto give up medicine, you should open arestaurant,” he said, Sighed, and glanced
down at himsdlf. "I've put on at least a couple of kiloswith you on board.”

"You'rewelcome," | replied, trying not to sound too ironic as| added, "it'sniceto know | have
something to fal back on. So tell me, where are you headed after K-27'

"Plenty of traders around the border looking for cargo space,” Dhreen said, rubbing one of his
amost-ears. | had learned that gesture was the Oenrdlian equivaent of asmirk. "Lots of newlies pay
hefty creditsfor return passage to their homeworlds, too.”

"Newlies?'



"Newly established traders... newly indalled jaunt routers... newly transferred physicians...”

"Not achance, friend,” | said. "Y ou've gained your last credit from my account.”

"Listen, Doc..." Dhreen's good-natured features sobered. "1 haven't grilled about your plans, like
said, none of my business. But you should know theterritories... wdll, they aren't like your homeworld.”

| was counting on it. "Don't worry, Dhreen. I'll befine."

"If you say s0." He checked hiswristcom, which reflected the helm status. "L ooks like well be
ariving in 2.5 Terran stanhours. Time enough to take anap, if you'd like."

Seep. Right. Was he kidding?

| spent the last hour pacing my cabin, checking the viewport every five minutes. At last | forced
myself to St down and try to relax. Sleep, however, was out. Music, | thought, and opened one of my
Cases.

Asl| sorted through my collection, | recaled how much it had irritated my father that | didn't share his
tasteinmusic. | liked alittle of everything, and alot of jazz. He preferred more conservative
compositions by ancients like Wagner and Beethoven.

| frowned at one disc without alabel. What's this? | was about to load it in my player when Dhreen
announced that we werein orbit. | dropped the headset and casg, tripping over my own feet in my dash
to the viewport.

Below the ship loomed amassive, grayish-green orb surrounded by an asymmetrica ring of some
twenty moons.

Kevarzangia Two.

Thin swirls of pale green clouds softened the atmosphere of the enormous globe. Beyond K-2's outer
curve, | spotted the distant, twin suns, glowing with amber-orange light. Two blazing giants caught
forever in each other's magnetic dlure.

"Suns,” | murmured softly. Now | understood why that word was used as an expletive out here.

According to the data, Kevarzangia Two was somewhat larger than Terraby adifference of three
thousand kilometers. Somewhat larger? Who were they trying to fool ? It was enormous. The length of a
standard day was dmogt identical to Terra, due to the increased rotational speed of the planet. There
were two distinct continents, immense land masses, and the colony was located in the northwest region of
thelargest.

| knew | couldn't seeit from here. | ill tried to seeif | could pick it out.

K-2, like Terra, was awater world. The highest order of native life-forms were once aquatic beings
who had evolved into an amphibious, intelligent civilization. It had been noted that the natives had no
objection to their world being colonized. It would be interesting to find out how the "Zangian aborigines
redly felt about offworlders.

Maybe they would be more friendly than Terrans were. Which meant they wouldn't spit on the
ground when | walked by.

"Preparefor final approach, Doc," Dhreen called back through the shuttle€s display.

Slight turbulence from entering into the upper atmosphere shuddered through the hull of the Bestshot,
but I didn't react to it. | wasn't afraid. | was athoracic surgeon, atrained professiond. If working asa
physician on K-2 proved to be adisaster, I'd survive. Like Dhreen said, | could aways open a
restaurant.

| was not going to beg the Oenrallian to jaunt me back, no matter how many knots formed in my
stomeach. | was much more afraid of what waited for meif | returned to Terra.

It took an intolerable amount of time for Dhreen to land, dock, and secure the shuttle. | didn't
remember launch taking thislong, why al the delay? Once on the ground, requisite procedures dictated
full biodecon of the ship, cargo, and both of us before we could step foot on the surface.

| was at the about-to-scream stage by the time Dhreen reported to Colonid Trangport. "Scans are

negative.”



Permission to disembark was given by atransdrone after clearance was confirmed. Thank God for
efficient automation. | gathered up my cases, Jenner's carrier, and hurried out to the main cabin.

Dhreen stood next to me as he pressed a panel rel ease and the outer hull doors parted. "Doc, meet
KevarzangiaTwo."

Therecruit sation had given methe usua planetary survey vids and Satisticd facts adong with my
assignment contract. Dry, dull facts. None of that prepared me for the breathtaking vistathat sprawled
out like aprimitive Eden dl around the ship.

"Oh, my." If | looked and sounded like an awed kid, | didn't care. Around me, K-2 flourished with a
bewildering profusion of life. Towering groves soared hundreds of feet in the air, making Terran forests
look like abunch of leafy twigs. The planet was an enormous ocean of vegetation upon which the
colony's structures floated. My homeworld might have been like this hundreds of centuries before
Terrans began manipulating the environmen.

| looked up. Above my head lacy swirls of cloud drifted peacefully acrossthe bright emerald sky.
Theunusud color effect, | understood, was attributed to a harmless biochemica substancein the
amaosphere reacting with the strong radiant light coming from the suns. A verdant world, mirrored in the
sky, aseamless envelope of life.

| knew the atmosphere was dmost identica to that of my homeworld, with arather heavier content of
nitrogen. My first bresth was crisp and oddly invigorating.

"Fair place, isnt it?' Dhreen said, noticing my rapt interest. "Y ou'll do well here, Doc.”

| turned to him. "I plan onit." My hand, | was glad to see, didn't tremble as| held it out.

The Oenrdlian pressed hiswedge-shaped palm to mine. "If you ever need thishand again, sgnal me."

"Thank you, Dhreen." There were athousand things more | wanted to say, but my throat was
suspicioudy tight. Acting like an awed kid wasfine, crying my eyes out and getting Dhreen'sflight suit all
damp wasn't. | smiled instead, picked up my cases, and strode down the gently swaying ramp.

It took a moment to register that | had walked straight into chaos.

The Bestshot was docked in the center of anoticeably improvised Transport zone. Ships of myriad
shapes, sizes, and origins hovered, landed, and took off al around me. | thought of bees, racing back and
forth to the hive. There was an incredible amount of beings milling back and forth to the stationary
shuttles, and an even greater amount of cargo being off-loaded by huge automated conveyors. Beyond
the shuttle docks stretched a chain of structures, more oversized building blocks drifting on green waves.

| spotted Trangport Administration and made my path toward thet first indicator of civilization. It was
housed in a sprawling bunker that had been patched together from an assortment of emergency site
shdlters.

Thiswas not anything like the beautifully designed edifices of my homeworld. Terrans demanded
perfection, and got it. K-2's congtruction crews were obvioudy forced to make do with limited materials.
Stll, evento my Terran-acclimated view, it had a certain unaffected charm.

Trangport Admin's designation was posted above the main entrance in severd distinct pictographs
and languages, and | was surprised to see my own native a phabet as well. Less than one percent of the
population, and Terrans still merited a share of the Signs? Someone must have complained. Terrans took
pride in being the most obstinant race in our Quadrant. They sure didn't leave their attitudes at home
when they traveled.

Through unseen audiocoms, | heard automated voices speaking in different tongues, for those species
which had no written language. The building itsalf was the second largest next to Cargo
Dispatch/Receiving.

"GfiRidhety juil Topp!" someone barked out behind me, and | turned as a huge, grey-furred creature
jostled by.

"Sorry," | said, then had to avoid another colonist who dithered around me from the opposite side.

Now | focused on the steady stream of colonists and visitors who poured in and out of the structure's



threshold around me. There was abewildering variety of life-forms. Humanoids of every color and
appendage count. Beingsin self-contained envirosuits, some with fantastic garments, others pelted or
scaled. A smal group appeared to be walking jellyfish. Another had prismatic bodies that created
iridescent rainbow haloesin thetwin suns light. | forgot about trying not to gawk and smply drank them
inwith my eyes. So many differences. So much life. It astounded me. Then the unexpected outrage
struck hard, and fast.

My father's prejudices had denied me dl of this.

"What were you 0 afraid of, Dad?" Saying that out loud earned me afew curious|ooks. Y eah,
watch the Terran femaetak to hersdlf, | thought, ducking my head in embarrassment. I'd have timeto be
mad at my father later. | joined the queue entering the facility.

Theinterior of the Administration Building was even more crowded. Over the heads of dozens of
marvelous beings, | searched for the station | needed. It was smple to find; no one was crowding around
that termind. On either Side, however, | saw an extended line of newly transferred workers waiting to
check in for Habitat Subsistence and Colonia Security.

I knew there was a shortage of med pros, but | couldn't possibly be the only incoming transfer. The
others must have arrived sometime before me.

| put down my cases and addressed the blank display marked "FreeClinic Services." Incredibly, | had
to wait afew moments before it blinked into duggish operation.

"Wecometo Kevarzangia Two, FreeClinic Servicestermind,” the antiquated panel blared. "Please
identify aid required."

It thought | was hurt? " Cherijo Grey Vell, Physcian, transfer arriva." The screen blipped for an
instant, and then | saw ared face staring out a me.

It was dusky vermilion in hue, glistening, and had three olfactory orifices below a quartet of
enormous, brilliantly faceted eyes. Exactly like agigantic, four-eyed preying mantis.

The face moved, and rapid-fire speech rattled over the audio. "T-tche-tcher juro-etterche—"
Bdatedly | activated my wristcom, and the chattering became trandated language. "— To K-2, Dr. Grey
Vell. I'm T'Nliginara, the charge nurse on duty. Dr. Mayer will be there to meet you directly.”

"Thank you." | gazed around, but | was till standing alone. "Where are the others?”'

The nurse assumed asurprised air, if | wasreading itsfacia musculature correctly. "What others,
Doctor?'

| was the only med pro expected. "Never mind. I'll be here."

After the sgnd terminated, | spent afew minutes downloading my transfer discsinto the termind.
Oncetheformalitieswere over, | took a position by the exterior viewers and watched the shuttlesland
and take off.

| tried not to look for Dhreen.

"Cherijo Grey Vel ?!

| started at the sound of ahuman voice — | hadn't seen one Terran so far — and turned around.

One glancetook in the tdler, stern-faced man. Craggy features below athin wreeth of white hair.
Sharp dark eyesthat glinted like the beam of alascapel. Animmaculate physicians tunic, meticulously
taillored over aspare, disciplined frame. Lean, beautiful hands.

A powerful man, | thought a once. One | do not want to aggravate. "Yes, I'm Dr. Grey Vel "

"Dr. William Mayer," he said. His voice was low-pitched and even, but gave no indication of
welcome. The automated terminal had been cordiad compared to thisguy.

"How do you do?' | said, and offered my hand. Dr. Mayer's grasp was brief and indifferent.

"I'll escort you to your living quarters, Dr. Grey Vell," he said. "After you check in, well continue on
tothefadility.”

Bedill my heart. "Thank you." | wasn't imagining the tenson; hewas practicdly hitting me over the
head with it. Since he didn't ook the type to volunteer as a porter, | picked up my belongings.



"Thisway." He abruptly gestured for meto follow him as he turned and strode off. Fedling likea
chastised medica student, | followed.

My quarters were located about half akilometer from Transport. Dr. Mayer's glidecar provided a
scenic, if dlent rideto Main Housing. Mayer himsdlf said nothing, nor did he respond to my one attempt
at conversation.

After that rebuff, | ignored him and concentrated on my surroundings.

According to the data l'd studied before my transfer, many of the indigenous vegetation were
biologicaly smilar to that of preindustrial Terra. Y et there waslittle | could recognize asremotely
comparable to the carefully sculptured landscapes of my homeworld.

Green, blue, and gold foliage crowded each other, greedy for the twin suns abundant light. Flora
hemmed alacy tangle around the large open tracts of cleared land. Everywhere were bursts of color,
from dazzling red crystaline flowersto towering growths of something like fern, which cascaded showers
of thin, dongated ydlow fronds for dozens of metersto the soil.

A green sea, spangled with arainbow of life.

| was startled to see what seemed to be atrundling mass of thick spiny shrub dowly moving paralld
to the glidecar path.

"What is that ?"

Dr. Mayer didn't answer. | belatedly recalled that severd native plants were nomadic in nature,
moving from one pot to the next in order to take advantage of nutrientsin the soil. He could havetold
methat. It wouldn't havekilled him.

The colony appeared to have had little impact on the natura biosphere. What structures had been
erected were aready becoming assmilated by the environment; wild green runners embraced the artificia
dwellings, incorporating them.

| compared thisto the geometric { lawlessness | was used to, and found the contrast dmost comical.
Terrawas coldly shaped by human hands. K-2 embraced its colonists with awarm, fragrant hug. Dr.
Mayer was living on the wrong planet.

The glidecar drew to a stop outside a structure centrally located within the housing area.

"Your transfer data, Dr. Grey Veil?'

My eyebrows elevated, but | brought out the discs and handed them over. He stared at them, and
then again a me, thistime with unconcedled aversion.

Theman definitely did not like me. But why?"'Is something wrong, Dr. Mayer?'

Heignored the question. "I will expect you in one hdf hour."

Therewas no judtification for hisattitude, so | had to hope it was a personality defect. When you
worked in the medicd field, you ran into alot of egos. Waking brick walls of egos. Impenetrable,
aggressive, often unconscioudy offensive. To be hones, there weretimes | was no diplomat mysdlf.

| collected my cases, Jenner's carrier, and left without another word.

Insde Main Housing, | checked in with the drone custodian and was directed to my quarters. A short
wak down aside corridor brought me to the West Wing, and my new home. | keyed open the door and
found three large rooms had been alocated to me, with plenty of space for both aphysician and afeline.
Furnishings were stanissue, dull and boring, but | doubted | would be spending agreat ded of time at
home.

That was the only assumption about K-2 | had figured right.

I dumped my cases, then fed and watered Jenner as quickly as His Roya Highnesswould dlow me
to before putting him back in his carrier. | had to jog to make it back intime to Mayer's glidecar, but |
refused to be late. He stood waiting anyway, with the same taciturn set to hisface.

"I'm sorry if | kept—" | broke off in amazement as he brusgquely turned his back on me and got back
inthe vehicle. For amoment | stood there with my mouth hanging open, then collected mysdlf and
climbed in after him. The door sngpped shut too fast under my tight fingers, and that earned me afrown.



Too bad, | thought mutinoudy. Y ou started it.

Thetrip to the FreeClinic took us back in the direction of Transport. The facility was closeto the
shuttle docks, dangeroudy <0, it seemed to me. As| studied thefacility, Dr. Mayer stopped the glidecar
abruptly and turned to me. Hisintelligent eyes were blazing.

All this, because | dammed the door? Maybe it wastimeto exit the vehicle.

"Just aminute, Doctor. | want to talk to you.”

Did he know? Had my father aready tracked me down?

"Before you enter my FreeClinic, understand this," he said, underlining each word with ddliberate
threat, "1 will not tolerate any excuse for incompetence. | don't care what you did to get thisdot. If you
cannot perform the duties required of your position, you will be discharged.”

"l see" Hedidn't know! Despite my relief, instant resentment sprang up. Incompetence?1'd be
discharged? Who did he think hewas? My FreeClinic, he said. Like he owned it. "May | ask what your
position iswith thisfacility, Doctor?*

William Mayer regarded me with open contempt. "Chief of staff.” With that, he exited the glidecar
and marched off into thefacility.

Well, I'd redlly impressed my new boss.

When | waked into the FreeClinic afew minutes |ater, | spied the same insect-like charge nurse who
hed greeted meviadisplay at Transport. The cut of the uniform indicated a senior professona, and that
T'Nliginarawas afemale. As| approached, she looked up and ceased entering data on the console
benesth her single-clawed appendage.

"Dr. Grey Vell." Theangular set of her features sharpened. "Welcometo the FreeClinic."

"Thank you." | resisted the urge to cross my fingers behind my back. "It's a pleasure to be here.”

She consulted adata pad to one side. "'l just received asigna for you. Y ou're expected at HQ
Adminigration in one hour for orientation.”

I grimaced. All doctors hated adminwork, and | was no exception. Thelast thing | wanted to do on
my first day wasto st through and acknowledge a heap of bureaucratic data, then listen to some clerk
go on for hours about the rules and regulations. Surely my time could be put to better use. Like showing
Dr. Mayer exactly how wrong hewas.

"Any chance| can check in with Traumafirst?' | knew what Traumaunitswerelike. I'd look in, meet
an overworked staff, and be up to my elbowsin charts within minutes.

"Of course." The eegant skeleta figure rose ominoudy from her position behind the reception desk.
T'Nliginaratowered over me by at least ameter, | wasreminded again of avery large preying mantis as
she crooked one of her multi-jointed armsin a sweeping gesture. | wondered if she meant, come this
way, or, I'd like to eat you as an afternoon snack.

"I'll giveyou the usud tour dong theway.”

Doctors were not squeamish by nature, especidly surgeons. When you'd been up to your elbowsin
someone's abdomen, cutting and patching together the squishy contents, it tended to give you a certain
toleranceleve. | could handle T'Nliginara. | just didn't want to be around when she did get hungry.

A few steps down the corridor, and | forgot about the tall nurse atogether.

During my surgical practiceon Terra, | could send my patients to a dozen different facilitiesthat
provided every possible service adoctor might need. All within afew minutes travel from my office.

As| waked adongsde the lumbering charge nurse, | saw the clinic bardly resembled those efficient
ingtitutions. Resembled? The tavern where I'd met Dhreen would have been an improvement. The
structure housing inpatient wards, clinica services, and the trauma center was origindly a series of cargo
storage bays. Incredibly old and shabby storage bays at that.

"FreeClinics are dways close to wherever the Trangport is," T'Nliginarasaid as we made our way
through the facility. "Convenient both for incoming transfer medevals and the prime zone of accidentdl
injuriesin newly established colonies. And if anything crashes, we havefirg salvagerights.”



"Effective,” | murmured. Not to mention rather macabre.

"Itis," the nurse said. " Staffing creates difficulties, but we've handled patient load so far. Traumagets
the mgjor portion of the available medical equipment.”

"Available medical equipment?’ | echoed.

"We barter for whatever we can to supplement, which isn't much out here. On each shift, three
physicians rotate the two medsysbanks we have. Have to roll them on cartsin and out of exam rooms.”

Diagnogtic equipment on carts? What would be next? Fabric bandages? "Wonderful."

T'Nliginara snorted with what | guessed was contempt. "Half the instruments and non-disposables
should have been replaced before | was hatched. The other half invariably break or disappear.
Bartermen will acquire anything if it'snot secured.”

"Bartermen?”

The dien nurse directed another snort at me. "Oh, you'll get to meet them very soon, Doctor."

There was no moretime for discussion as we entered the Trauma Unit. Like any other emergency
center in the universe, it was in astate of near-bedlam. A handful of serious cases were separated from
the generd waiting area, while three nurses and an orderly scurried around them performing triage evals.
The remainder of the patientswaited, in states that ran the gamut from silent acceptance to vocal
indignation. In one corner acouple of kidswith discernible flippers played while two larger parenta
versions bickered with each other in squeaking tones.

| smiled. For thefirst time since I'd stepped on K-2 soil, | felt at home.

"Dr. mu Cheft ison leave until tomorrow, and Dr. Dloh is probably on arestinterval,” T'Nliginara
said as sheled me past Assessment and into Examination and Treatment. "I'll take you to Dr. Rogan, he's
primary for this shift."

Terran? | found myself speculating on the name as| rounded the corner and followed the nurse back
into the exam rooms. So far | hadn't met anyone (with the disagreeabl e exception of Dr. Mayer) from the
home-world. | chided mysdlf. Why transfer fourteen light-yearsfrom Terraif | wanted to see another
human being?

Inside an unoccupied treatment room, an average-sized, rather overweight humanoid male sat with his
back toward the door, fiddling with the controls of an aging medsysbank propped on a portable cart.
The tunic he wore was white and blue, identical to the oneworn by Dr. Mayer. It was not, however, as
spotlesdy neat. Splattered blood, bile, and other unidentifiable fluids soiled the fabric. The wrinkle pattern
suggested held worn the same tunic for days without bothering to serilize, the dob.

When heturned, | flinched dightly. His head was shaped like mine, but there ended the resemblance.
Lidless, protruding eyes did to the nurse, then over mewith adick eagerness. Around these two bulging
orbs, hisface was deeply scored with long, parallel grooves. Each e ongated pit was edged with
thousands of tiny, undulating grey polyps.

Ugh, | thought. My repugnance tolerance level just dropped a dozen notches.

Rogan's skin was ajaundice-yellow in tone, but ahedthy amount of human-looking dark hair grew on
the back and top of his skull. He even affected a patchy growth above hisfour lips. This sparse mustache
neetly parted as his mouth flowered open over pegged, yellowish teeth.

"T'Nlig!" hesaid in such an ordinary Terran voicethat | recoiled again. "This damn thing isworthless.
Can't see what the suns iswrong with the sensor ports.”

"Dr. Phorap Rogan, Dr. Cherijo Grey Vel." The nurse made another of her sweeping moves.

He nodded toward me. "Hey, Doctor. Who did you spit on to get thisdot?"

T'Nliginaralooked more than dightly peeved at Rogan. "Have you notified Facility Maintenance
about the medsysbank, Dr. Rogan?"

"Those dackers?' Rogan's teeth snapped together audibly. "They'd take at |east arotation to get
here"

"Then, you must make do," the nurse said with another of her snorts. "Excuse me, | have work to



complete.” She turned and ducked benesth the entrance molding as she lft the room. Dr. Rogan turned
back to the diagnostic console.

"Know anything about thiskind of tech?" heinquired, his hdfhearted efforts ineffective after severd
minutes had passed.

"Probably as much asyou do." | had dready taken the top chart from the tall stack waiting for his
attention and switched it to display. Clearly Dr. Rogan wasn't in ahurry to treat any patients. "Quite a
crowd out therein Assessment,” | said, deliberately casudl.

"They'll wait. They dways do," Rogan said. He didn't sound especialy concerned. He stood, and
suddenly gavethe cart aswift kick. A static whine snapped, and the equipment hummed asit came back
on line. He danced around it, chortling with glee. "'l gotiit! | got it!"

I ignored hislessthan graceful frolicking. Theinitial eval displayed on the next scheduled case had my
full attention.

"Good for you." | shrugged off my outer jacket. "Seeif it will profile diagnostics on an adult Orgemich
fema e with moderate abdomina distress.” | gazed around the interior of the room and located the central
digplay. Timeto get to work.

"Hey, thereésno hurry!" he said. "Don't you want to take alook around first, see the rest of the
'dinic?’

"Sure. After we clear these cases.”

"l sad they'll wait." Dr. Rogan's voice took on adistinct whine: | don't want to and you can't make
me

Stifling asigh, | removed a platinum dide from my tunic pocket and secured my braid with a practiced
twig.
"I know," | said. "l won't."

CHAPTER THREE
First Shift

Contents - Prev / Next

Dr. Rogan capitulated to my desire to start working, but not without attitude.

"You're not scheduled for duty today,” he said asthe patient | had caled for trudged in. "New
arrivals have to report for Orientation—"

Gripe, gripe, gripe. Wasthat al Rogan could do, besides dancing badly and kicking sensitive medica
equipment? No wonder Assessment was packed. "Let's bend the rules, and they might giveusaraise,” |
sad.

The Orgemich femal e with moderate abdomina distress turned out to be an ursine creature with a
wide, powerful set of jawslined with row upon row of equaly impressive, serrated teeth. This patient
a so sported amassive digestive paunch, which she held with her stubby pawsin evident discomfort.
Tiny, close-set pink eyes glared a me and Rogan.

"Hurtsit doed" the Orgemich said. "Dying | am!™

"On the exam pad you get," Rogan growled back at her. The patient reluctantly complied, groaning as
she eased her bulk onto the table. "Still now hold!" Using an antiquated scanner, my colleague made a
quick sweep of the swollen abdomina expanse.


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\

| prudently stood aside to observe while Dr. Rogan examined the patient. It didn't take him long to
complete his scan. By thetime | blinked twice, he was done. He skipped the usud patient interview, and
merely waited for the medsysbank to extrapolate adiagnoss from his scanner'sinitia input. | reviewed
the chart once more while | waited.

"Herewe are,” Phorap Rogan said as he read the consol€'s displayed recommendation. " Just as |l
thought." He withdrew a syrinpress from a supply chest, and calibrated it for application.

| frowned dightly as| surveyed the trestment schedule mysdlf, which called for apowerful digestive
ad. "Severe gastroenteritis?' | read the diagnosisaoud.

"Orgemichsare gluttons, suns only knowswhat she ae,” Dr. Rogan. replied rudely as he
administered the infusion. He shook the patient's upper pectord area, and addressed her in harsh tones.
"Take care of it thiswill. No more than single rations for the next week you must consume. Understand
doyou?'

While the patient grumbled out her acknowledgment, | shifted my gaze again to the medsysbank.
Rogan hadn't bothered to run asingle organ scan. True, the pain wastypica of smple gagtric distress,
but why accept the obvious?

"Do you want to run an organs sequence?’ | asked, and got abaleful glarein return.

"What for? The medsyshank established the cause.”

"Equipment can often beinaccurate.” | tried to be palitic. "Another series of scanswould rule out—"

"No, Doctor,” he said, dl offended dignity. "I'm finished here.” He signed off the chart and released
the Orgemich.

"Dr. Rogan—"

"In here." He gestured for me to accompany him to the adjoining room. Playing the cooperétive
consultant, | followed.

From the clutter, | guessed it was an improvised lounge and break area. The untidy space was littered
with old charts, supplies, and the remnants of at |east three or four meals. Was there no regular sanitation
crew? | noticed the outline of amultiple-limbed form huddled under ametallic thermd sheet. The Dr.
Dloh mentioned by the charge nurse, no doubt. It was snoring.

"You're new, so I'll overlook your interference,”" Phorap Rogan said.

| smiled. | could do this. "On Terra, we call it consultation.”

"I've got some advice for you, Doctor. Y ou'd better lose that attitude, if you want to stay herelong
enough to unpack.”

A disagreeable odor now seemed to be coming from Rogan. Did his species possess noxious
glandular spraystriggered by strong emotions? | wondered. | tried to step back discrestly.

Naturaly, Rogan stepped forward to compensate. "My father was Terran," he said, hisvoicerich
with scathing condescension. "He raved about al the endless resources, easy credits, and specidized
treatment centers on your planet.”

"Redly?' | tried not to wonder what the father had ever seen in Rogan's mother. Perhapsit had been
atragic case, involving blindness, or dementia. "How — flattering."

"Y ou know what | think? Terran doctors can't clean their anuses without a consult.”

That wasfairly direct. It was becoming harder by the moment to ded with thisjerk. "I've managed to,
ofar.”

"You aren't on Terraanymore,” Rogan said.

“No, I'm not."

"Thisisfrontier territory, Doctor. Do you have any idea of where you are? Don't you think you'd
better rely on those with experience?'

Sure, | agreed silently. As soon as | meet someone who actualy usesiit.

"I'm willing to help you, once you understand the way it is." Rogan leaned forward in emphasis. | held
my breath. "Don't comein here, trying to change everything. FreeClinic duty is set up just theway welike



it here"

| risked agulp of ar. "Thank you for your recommendations, Doctor. I'll et you know if | need your
assistance.” Specifying that thiswould occur only during afrosty day on the surface of the twin sunswas
unnecessary. My new colleague wasn't that thick-headed.

"You do that, Dr. Grey Veil." With that, he stalked out of the lounge.

Okay, | thought, | was not going to win apopularity contest with my boss or Rogan. I'd have to tread
carefully where Dr. Mayer was concerned, but how much harm could one odious, rather smelly
haf-Terran colleague do?

Enough, it turned out.

After that confrontation, Phorap Rogan was as good as hisword. | was on my own. Back insde the
exam room, | spent afew moments familiarizing mysdf with the location of supplies and equipment. The
medsysbank was gone. What instruments | did find were either outmoded or barely functiona.

| thought about what | had |eft behind. Back on Terra, my father had supervised every detail when |
opened my private practice, and spared no expense. Only the best for Cherijo. His handpicked assistants
welcomed patients into atastefully decorated reception area. In my treatment rooms, 1'd worked with the
finest of instrumentation, while my patients reclined on luxurious cradles of antistress foam and listened to
old-world masters like Count Basic and Harry Connick, Jr.

Asacrowning touch, Dad had persondly directed the installation of a massive diagnogtic database
unit, which took up haf of my office. That had provided precise information on every known aspect of
the Terran medicd fidd.

Highly skilled assstants, plenty of cases, and top of the line equipment. It had been Physician
Paradise. Just the thought of dl that efficient, pristine gear I'd |eft behind made me grumble as|
inventoried the equipment. If it could be cdled that.

"Thisstuff belongsinamuseum,” | muttered.

There were scanners with components rewired so haphazardly that | was afraid to activate them.

Ol d-fashioned compression injectors to supplement the meager stock of newer syrinpresses and infusers.
An emergency kit with tubes and bottles of medicines, and curious metalic devicesto measure vitd gats.

And yes, even severd rollsof red fabric bandages. At best, it was a motley assortment. At worst, |
might kill someone using thisjunk. I went to the room console and Sgnaed Assessment.

"Nurse?' | picked up the next chart in sequence. " Send back the cases from pKotma VIl now."

The chart display reflected scant assessment data on two colonists, recent immigrantsfrom a
neighboring system. They were Sgters, and complaints listed were pain, unremitting vertigo, and
impairment of most of their nine senses. They'd been isolated away from Assessment for some
unspecified reason.

| quickly discovered why.

Two hysterica beings burst through the doorway. They appeared exactly like huge, bright red sea
anemones. On the pocked surface of their forms, hundreds of smdl dotsweretrying very hard to
communicate,

They wered| screaming.

"Youmust hdp us—"

"We are suffering so—"

"Please, Doctor, the pain—"

"Unbearable—"

| was deafened by the swarm of pleas, howls, and criesfor help. None of the mouths spoke
collectively, which made it impossible for my wristcom to continue to trandate. The subsequent feedback
from my trand ation device harmonized with the Ssters astheir wailing rose to painful octaves.

"Cam down!" | had to yell to be heard, but the p'K otmans ignored me, and squashed their pulpy
bodies against each other asthey writhed in agony.



| separated them, and thrust each on either side of the exam pad. By now my earswereringing. | had
to wrench mysdf away from the clutch of their imploring tendrilsto hit the display consolewith a
clenched fig.

"Get anurse back here, stat!"

Within moments, T'Nliginara hovered just outside the door. | was busy adjusting my wristcom to
follow what my patientsweretrying to tel me.

"T-jher recher attech?' she shouted.

"How can | get them to quiet down?' | demanded to know at the top of my lungs. The
sponge-shaped sisters screamed even louder.

The nurse shook her head, unable to understand me or communicate in return.

"Medsysbank!" | pantomimed pushing acart.

The charge nurse glowered at me with censure. | stepped toward the door, and my wristcom began
towork at last.

"Not availablel" T'Nliginarabellowed, then snorted at the patients as their cacophony reached a shrill
crescendo. Shetook a deep breath, and barely managed to relay the next words through the din. "Dr.
Rogan said you wouldn't need it!"

Touche, Phorap, | thought furioudly.

The nurse leaned down and put her mouth next to my wristcom in order to be heard. "I'll get help!”

I shook my head. T'Nliginaramade an impatient sweep of her elongated limbs, but waited for my
next direction.

Mentally blocking out the noise, | tried to connect the symptoms with aviable cause. | was good at
this, after years of Dad's lectures.

Vertigo and sensory impairment, obvioudy related to the excruciating pain. Why? No injury or
disease was apparent. It wasn't possible to interview them, the symptoms only worsened when | — Hold
on, | thought. They went crazy when | spoke, at the whine from my wristcom, when the nurse yelled.
Sound. Wasit an exposure reaction? Too much input could theoretically do as much damage asan
injury. My own ears could attest to that.

| flapped my hands at T'Nliginara, gesturing for her to leave us. The nurse was only too happy to
escape the commotion. | ignored my vociferous patients completely as| checked over their chart once
more. That had to beit, | told mysdf.

| activated the exam room's quarantine sedl's, and set the room envirocontrolsto discharge al sound
waves. It was atactic usudly employed when performing neurorepairsin open crania surgery. We were
al going to be very, very quiet.

Slowly the lack of sound penetrated the p'Kotmans hysteria. They in turn began to settle down. The
voicesdied, one by one, until the three of us sat in avacuum of silence.

It worked.

We handled most of the treatment in that manner. | used achart screen to communicate with them,
Setting it to trandate what | typed into their native written language. They did the same. Incredibly, |
learned the Sters dready knew they were having an dlergic reaction to alien sonics. The problem had
been that they couldn't escape the unbearable exposure and become coherent long enough to tell anyone
about it.

| provided a solution by offering atemporary acoustic-dampening agent. | had to ask them to specify
what chemical compoundswould be most compatible with their physiology, but luck waswith me again.
They knew exactly what they needed. Permanent full-body shields, | wastold, were required for
long-term dleviation of symptoms.

"Weve sent for them," one of the p'K otmans whispered once the injection had taken effect. She
explained these shidds were readily obtainable on their home-world, given the susceptible nature of their
physiques. Unfortunately, the origina onesthey'd packed to bring with them had been somehow lost in



trangt. "Until they arrive, can you provide more medicing?"

| scheduled them for follow-up vists at the Primary Care Clinic, then — my ears till buzzing — |
requested the next patient. | assumed after handling the p'Kotmans, | was prepared for theworst. N

| waswrong.

One patient, ahumanoid mae with multiple lacerations from atangling with amafunctioning cargo
loader, jerked when | began to repair one of hiswounds. | hadn't anticipated the movement, and burned
my wrist with the suture laser. | was gppdlled. I'd never fumbled instruments before, not evenin my
student days.

"You're hurting mel" he said.

"Of courseI'm not hurting you. Try to remain till," | said through gritted teeth as| ignored my own
minor burn and repositioned the laser.

"l canthelpit. | canfed it! It's searing hot!" the patient said.

After aquick neuroscan, | was horrified to discover | had been burning him. The anesthetic agent I'd
given him had not taken effect, asit wasincompatible with his neural system. | had to test three other
compounds before finding something that would actualy work.

Suffice to say, he didn't thank me when we were done. He did, however, teach me what his species
cal incompetent Terrans. At length.

Another case involved an adolescent who seemed to be suffering from an acute surface response to
some unknown substance. Since the boy had immature vocal organs, and no written form of hislanguage
existed, he couldn't tell me what was wrong.

| didn't need him to tell me. His hide was doughing off in gigantic sheets, literaly peding athick layer
of flesh from hislimbs. When | attempted to repair the damaged tissues, he fought me wildly, poor kid.
We were wrestling with adermal regenerator between us when his parents entered the exam room.

"We were concerned because it was taking so long,” the mother said, then nervoudy stepped
forward. "Excuse me, Doctor, but why are you trying to stop Sodro's process?”

"What process?’ | asked, halting my frantic effortsto keep hisouter hidein place.

"He'sin seasond trangtion,” the father informed me blandly. "He reported to get an emollient for the
itching. The new dermaisvery sendtive.”

My young patient was molting.

After severa hours | muddled through another half-dozen cases. | had not seen one Terran patient, |
was amost thoroughly unnerved, and despite severd requests, the two medsysbanksin the FreeClinic
had yet to be made available for my use.

That was when Dr. Dloh decided to stop by and introduce himsdlf. | didn't even flinch at his
appearance, which was exactly like that of agigantic, well-fed spider. One positive aspect of dien
medica experience wasthat nothing shocked you after acouple of hoursin FreeClinic Trauma.

Dr. Dloh wore amodified physician'stunic over his exoskeleton. His carapace appeared as shiny and
hard as obsidian, and was mottled with irregular green markings. A lustrous cluster of bead-sized eyes
gleamed at me over a U-shaped orifice that could have been an ear, nose, or mouith.

"Dr. Grey Velil, delighted to meet you." Dr. Dloh uncurled three of his gppendagestoward meina
sort of wave. | diminated the U as amouth — his voice came from the vicinity of histhorax. | was
dartled by the fact that my colleague spokein my native language without the assistance of awristcom.
But then, he didn't have wrigts. "Zo zorry to have delayed making your acquaintanze.”

"It'sgood to meet you, too, Dr. DIoh,” | said, and decided to capitalize on the friendly reception. So
far, it was the only one I'd gotten. " Perhaps you can help me. | need regular accessto one of the clinic's
medsysbanks.”

The appendages moved in harmonious agitation. "But Dr. Rogan told me—"

"Dr. Rogan is'— oh, the words that came to mind—"mistaken."

Dr. Dloh apologized, and generoudy promised to provide any assistance | might need. | decided |



preferred giant spidersto Terrans and haf-Terrans, hands down.

"I'm zurprized you choze K-2 for your tranzfer,” Dloh said. He rotated his eye cluster downward.
"My natura gppearanze requirez my azzignment to a, zhal we zay, highly diverzified, culturaly
zophizticated population.”

| could understand that. On Terra, if held ever attempted to work asamedica practitioner, my
specieswould have retdiated with conservative resstance. Which meant reviving public stonings and
lynch mobs.

Dr. Dloh continued. "But you are quite the ztandard humanoid, Dr. Grey Vell. Y ou could have chozen
more familiar zurroundingz clozer to your home.”

He may have looked like abig bug, but he was obvioudy intelligent and perceptive.

"| liked the idea of treating many different species, Doctor."

"And prove yourzdf to be more than zimply a Terran zpezidizt? Or provide ameanz of ezcaping
other limitationz?'

Uncomfortably perceptive.

"I'm satisfied that | can be of use here, Dr. Dloh. Hard asthat may beto believe."

That seemed to placate his curiosity. "Good luck, Doctor. | will offer aword of caution, if | may.
Rumor haz it that Dr. Mayer, our ezteemed chief of ztaff, waz, zhdl we zay, dizturbed after meeting you."

"Didurbed?’

"Affronted may be a more appropriate term.”

"l see”" W, | didn't like him, ether.

"Dr. Rogan, our lezz ezteemed colleague, haz acquired an equally negative feding toward you.”

"Dr. Rogan needsto get ajob,” | said flatly.

"| agree. Unfortunately, hiz main preoccupation iz to avoid the one he haz at dl cozt." Dr. Dloh
shuffled to the door. "Dr. Grey Vell, az Terranz zay, watch your back." After an degant, shuffling sort of
dip, the arachnid physician departed.

Dloh was pretty nice. The nurses must have told him about my blunders, but he hadn't said aword
about them. Maybe I'd found an aly. And | needed one, badly. | was tempted to leave Traumabefore |
further embarrassed mysdlf, but | forced myself to stay until shift change. | wasn't acoward, and Mayer
was wrong.

For the rest of my voluntary shift, Dr. Dloh shared the medsyshank he used. That hel ped me get
through the remaining cases without any more disagters, dthough | still had problems when the datadidn't
seem to corrdlate with my persona diagnosis. A few times| had to rely on ingtinct and theory, and make
an educated guess.

The patients were at times shocking in appearance, but most were humanoid, or closetoiit. | began to
see an anatomica standard among my fellow colonists— a superior crania-sensory case, main torso,
and regular appendages. They also had the usua complaints requiring emergency care. Infantsand
children generaly had infectionsin every possible orifice (and afew I'd never dreamed of). Older siblings
and young adults comprised most of the accidenta injury cases. Minor lacerations, sprains, and broken
bones were common among the construction workers, transport officers, or those assigned to agricultura
projects.

Sincethe elderly or diseased were uniformly barred from immigration, there weren't any cases of
chronic or degenerative disorders. No upwardly mobile colony wants aging dependents on their hands. |
noted the universal reluctance to discuss family history, too. Who wanted to have their resident status
revoked due to genetic handicaps?

Inturn, | seemed to fascinate my patients.

"Y ou have a pretty coat." Onefurry child tentatively touched my coiled braid as | extracted a spiny
burr from her flank. "Why have you removed therest of it?' | explained the (to her) bizarre fact that
Terransgrew most of their hair on their scalps. "Don't you get cold?!



"Terrans have smooth skin," another patient said when | cautioudy checked his damaged femora
muscles.

Hisleg was covered in thick octagona plates of thorny exocartilage. "Reminds me of some of the
hides we use for garments on my world." He eyed me asif Sizing me up asajacket.

"I've never met a Terran femae before,” asmdl, ornithic man chirped. Histhroat was inflamed from
his unsuccessful effortsto capture aconsort. | prescribed a soothing syrup and less singing to the ladies
of his species. He gave astrained warble and tried to put awing around my shoulders. "I don't suppose
you'd beinterested in cross-species mating?' Thanks, | replied, but no thanks.

Others weren't exactly enchanted.

"Areyou immature?' One towering, heavily bosomed matron with postpartum cramps demanded to
know.

"Not that I'm aware of," | said, my lipsquirking as| added, "I'm sure | can be patronizing at times."

She peered at me suspicioudy. Severa of her five chins quaked when she said, "My newest litter's
runt istwiceyour Sze!"

Two of my potential patients took onelook a me, made an abrupt turn, and walked out. | signaled
the charge nurse each time, who informed me the patients had requested to see another physician. A
non-Terran physician, wasthe implication.

Thanksto men like my father, there were going to be instant prejudices against me. Maybe they were
afraid | was going to spit on the exam floor in traditiona Terran fashion.

"That takes care of thelast chart,” | told the charge nurse thirteen hourslater. | was bone-tired, itching
from amishap with adermal applicator, and convinced I'd made the stupidest decision of my life. "Any
objectionsif | takethe rest of the day off?"

"Y ou're to report to HQ for orientation tomorrow, then work Beta Shift here," the centrd display
audio snapped back at me. Then, on asomewhat softer note, T'Nliginara added, " Go get some deep,
Doctor."

Dr. Rogan intercepted me just before | reached the main entrance. He smiled hatefully, while his
skunklike odor reached new levels of offensiveness. | bresthed through my mouth to keep from retching
on hisfootgear.

"Shift over? Did you find you need anything now?" Sneering poiled the phony concern.

| shrugged. A list cameto mind: an explanation for my father's activities, ahot water bath, three days
of deep, agdlon of hot fudge poured over avat of vanillaice cream. | said none of thosethings. |
suspected Phorap Rogan had absolutely no sense of humor.

Therewas gtill alot medical science couldn't cure.

"l can handleit, Doctor."

"Canyou?'

I nodded, too tired to continue the useless verba sparring, and despite my efforts, about to vomit
from the stink.

"But thanksfor asking," | said as| brushed past him.

Outside the main entrance, | strolled past along line of unoccupied glidecars and followed a path
toward the Housing Transport 1'd spied while with Dr. Mayer. Until | requisitioned my own persond
conveyance, it was public transport for me.

I climbed on board the glidebus and stood in the crowded aide asthe big vehicle started moving. My
new world beckoned to me asit swept past. Come on, Cherijo, it isn't that bad, it said. The green
dillnesswas enticing, and | looked forward to off-duty hours, when | could explore. The horizon began
to darken, and stars appeared above the horizon to the east of the colony perimeter. The darkening
green parted as an erratic stream of glowing moons caught the last rays of the suns and divided the sky.
Wow. My eyes widened at the sheer radiance of the cdlestial show. Compared to this, Terran night skies
were downright barren.



"Maybe | won't miss Terra, after dl," | murmured to mysdif.

| disembarked at housing with atide of passengers, and watched as they departed, paired off or in
larger groups. Everybody knew everybody — except me. A few

I curious glances came my way, but no one approached. |

didn't make any overtures, ether. Intime, | promised mysdlf, | would get to know them.

Right now | was ready to drop with exhaustion.

Sixteen hours after 1'd stepped foot on K-2 soil for thefirst time, | crawled onto my deeping
platform. | wasin no mood to unpack, eat, or even gppreciate the comfort of the biomalleable mattress
asit adjusted under my weight. Alone at last in the darkness of my new quarters, | pressed the hedl's of
both hands over my burning, swollen eydlids.

"Congratulations, Dr. Grey Velil," | sad. "A memorable beginning. Y ou dimwit."

Thefiery sting of my eyeswasn't dueto tears, or lack of them. The cause was from aridiculous
accident with the last patient 1'd treated that day. How | managed to turn aderma applicator backward
and spray myself with topica anesthetic was till amystery. There was no permanent damage. Just a
lingering irritation to remind me of what had been, | had to faceit, adepressing ordedl.

| was beginning to enjoy torturing mysdlf. | couldn't have made aworse start if I'd tried. Laying there
inthedark, | mentaly rdived every single miserableincident, highlighted by Mayer's belligerence,
Rogan's hogtility, and Dloh's warning about both of them.

"ldiot,” | muttered. Whether | was referring to myself, or Phorap Rogan at that moment was
debatable. No doubt asimilar term could be used by the FreeClinic staff to describe me.

| accepted my humble status asanew arrival, and | could swallow my badly battered pride until |
gained some experience; everyone had to start somewhere. What troubled me the most were the
conflictswith my supervisor and colleague. I'd never handled that kind of naked animosity before, except
sometimes from —

"Jenner.”

| rolled off the bed as soon as| spied his carrier. The latch was uncoupled, the small door flung open.
Empty. Damn, damn. | kept swearing under my bregth as| searched my quarters.

"Jenner? I'm here now. Come out, pa."

Not asound in reply, no sign of him at al. Where could he be? As | hunted through my rooms, tears
finaly stung my reddened eyes at thislast confirmation of my inadequacy .

Nice going, Cherijo, | thought. Run away from home, screw up first day on the job, now you lost the
cat.

The chime of my door pand rang, interrupting my search, and | reluctantly went to answer it. When
the door did open, | saw the lustrous form of adim, slvery being holding one equaly slvery, disgruntled
fdine

"Yours?' | was asked. | wastoo relieved to do more than nod. | held out my arms, and Jenner |egpt
gracefully into them. He butted urgently againgt my fingerswhile | stroked his heed.

"Jenner.” | buried my face in hisfur. "Oh, thank God. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

"All the doors are keyed to rel ease domesticates upon any audible sgnd, unless you modify the
Setting." The husky voice was pleasant and even. "'l found him wandering around the corridors.”

"Thank you so much.”

"| tried to communicate, but | was unsuccessful, | tracked his scent path to this dwelling.”

"Jenner isjust acat. | mean, hesnonverbd.”

"Hewas distressed, | believe, from the sounds he was making.”

"Suns." | hugged him closer, feding even worse. "'l just arrived today, and reported immediately to
work. | forgot al about him."

"l understand.” This acknowledgment was rich with irony, and drew my attention from my precious

pet.



Jenner's rescuer was dightly taller than me, but much leaner. | couldn't tdll if it wasfemale or male—
or androgynous, as some dien races are. The thin torso, limbs, and bullet-shaped skull were dl covered
with ashort, platinum pelt. Delicate, pointed ears flickered whenever | spoke. It wore an intriguing series
of folded strips of metdlic fabric, attached to afiligree necklace studded with smal multicolored gems.
Two mild, colorlesseyes studied meinturn. 't

“I'm Alunthri," it said.

"|sthat your name, species, or planet of origin?'

"Itismy name. You'refrom Terra?'

"Yes. Dr. Cherijo Grey Veil." Suddenly conscious of my impolite behavior, | stepped back. "Won't
you comein, please?"

"Perhaps another time." Alunthri nodded toward Jenner. ™Y our companion needs your attention at
present. Welcome to the colony."

"Thank you. Are we neighbors?" Alunthri's tapered head tilted to one Sde, whilethe smal earsflared.
Something wasn't trandating. "Y our quarters,” | said. "Arethey close by?’

"My owner's quarters are located in aparald wing."

"Y our owner?' Now | was confused.

"I, too, am acompanion. Like your Jenner."

All a oncel redized the necklace Alunthri wore was a collar, bearing standard animal inoculant and
license chips.

Alunthri wasa pet. A giant, talking, dien kitty cat.

"Well, | appreciate you finding him." | was very uncomfortable. It was understandable. | was used to
speaking to acat, not getting answers back from one.

"Y ou are welcome. Please remember to adjust your pand settings.” Alunthri stepped back and
twitched its nearly invisblewhiskers. "Fareyou wdl.”

Jenner shuddered in my arms as the door did shut, and | rubbed my face once more againgt his soft
coat.

"Whew! That wasvery weird." | felt arenewed sense of guilt. "Pdl, you've got to be hungry.”

The mention of Jenner's favorite subject made him legp from my arms and prowl restlesdy around my
feet. Once I'd arranged afeast for him, | reprogrammed the door controls as Alunthri had advised.

Drained of the last of my energy stores, | sank down on the bed and watched my hungry cat devour
hisfood. /'// only lay my head down for a moment, was my last thought.

It was aghrill sound from my display panel that finaly woke me up. | staggered over to the console,
Theinterval indicator told me I'd dept almost saven hours straight. | tapped the response key.

"Incoming message from HQ Adminidration.”

"ThisisDr. Grey Vell," | said after ahuge yawn. The metalic features of acomdrone gppeared on the
vid. "Please report to the Adminigtration Building in two hoursfor arriva orientetion.”

"Confirmed," | replied, reaching for the disconnect key.

But the drone wasn't through yet. "One message remaining.”

Uh-oh. "Inquiry — point of origin?"

"Direct interstellar relay. Sol Quadrant.” From my homeworld system. Well, it didn't take ageniusto
figure out who was sending it.

My father, Joseph Grey Vell, was revered for his pioneering work in Terran trangplant technology.
One of his numerous contributions to mankind had been to make mgor organ transplants available to
anyone who needed them. Anyone, regardless of credit status or socia ranking. Dad had devised a
method of cloning the patient's own diseased organ, destroying invasive cells during the process, thus
creeting a custom-designed, hedlthy replacement. Millions of people owed him their lives.

"My philosophy has aways been to restore genetic integrity,” Dad said once when addressing a
Medtech graduation. He was invited to al of them, every year. "' Cleanse the cdlls of aberrant or mutant



DNA, and you can re-create the organ as it was meant to be."

It was unfortunate that Dad felt the same way about people as he did mutant DNA. A decade before
| was born, he and alarge number of his colleagues had ingtigated the Genetic Exclusivity Act. The
legidation, unanimoudy supported by the World Government, had effectively barred dl dienimmigrants
from settling on our world.

They should have just hung abig signin orbit above Terra: Aliens, Go Home.

Dad's speech before the Unified National Assembly was considered one of the most powerful ever
made. His opening statement had said it dl: "Theinflux of dien speciesto Terramust be seen asadirect
threat to the future genetic integrity of the human race.”

Steadfast, compelling, bigoted to the toenails. That was my dad.

Despitethelure of palitics, it wasthe only time Joseph Grey Vel ever bothered to involve himsdf in
Terras complex system of government. His place in history would be defined by what he accomplished
asascientist and surgeon, not asapublic figure.

In the ensuing years, my father changed the way Terran internal medicine was practiced forever.
Oncologists, surgeons, and hematol ogists worshiped him.

| didn't. | never had. Legends made lousy fathers.

Now it wastimeto deal with the unpleasantries. | tapped the panel and watched asthe familiar face
coalesced onto my screen.

Dad could have been considered attractive, in aremote sense. Silvered-black hair. Austere features.
Short in stature, likeme. A mild obsession with exercising, which had built up his physique. Women
found him interesting, until he opened his mouth. | stopped wondering why he had to pay someoneto be
my mother along time ago. To Dad, you were either a colleague or apotentia patient. That'sall.

When he was severely agitated, he tended to curl hisupper lip alittle. At that precise moment, he
looked like he was sneering a me.

"Daughter," he said with atrace of outrage and reproach coloring hisvoice, "I have been attempting
to contact you for more than ten Terran stanhours." And he was none too pleased about being put on the
equivaent of interstellar hold, | saw that right away. "I cannot fathom this reckless decision to transfer
without my consent.”

"Hi, Dad. I'm fine. How areyou?'

"1 am currently revising my estimation of your maturity level," he said. The scornful upper lip
practicaly folded over on itsdlf.

"I'm sorry | left without informing you of my plans.”

"Y our gpology isaccepted.” Uh-huh, | thought. Right. About as much as my escape. "The journey
was uneventful ?"

"Of course. Interstellar travel isquite safe now."

"Yes, regular transport vessals are.” He abandoned the politeline of inquiry at once. "Y ou, however,
were not booked on any of them.”

"| obtained passage on an independent starshuttle.”

"The name of thisindependent vesd ... 7"

"If you redlly want to know, Dad, you'l find out.” | wasn't going to help him bar Dhreen from Terra
"Don't take your anger out on an innocent bystander.”

"l did not say | was angry, daughter.”

"Dad, you look like you're ready to detonate.”

My observation seemed to force him to forego whatever tactful entreaties he had |eft to make.
"Cherijo, youwill return to Terraimmediately.”

Here wasthe fun part. For thefirst timein my life, | was going to stand up to Joseph Grey Vell:
Tyrant. Genius. Demi-god of Terran medicine. It redly wasn't that hard. After dl, he wasfourteen
light-years away. "No, Dad."



Hedidn't likethat. At dl. "What did you say to me?"

"You heard me. I'm staying."

The dark blue eyes became dits. "1 will have you brought back."

"I'm over the age for consent to transfer, Dad. Y ou can't." Thiswas beginning to fed pretty good, if |
ignored the fact my ssomach wasturning into acdcified lump.

"Y ou were not trained in the finest medica ingtitution on Terrato waste your talents on some
anonymous multispecies border colony."”

My father carried around about five thousand years of nearly undiluted Native American DNA in his
cells, one reason for hisarrogance. | ought to have known — | was capable of the same behavior, on
occason.

"How | chooseto practice medicineismy decision, Dad."

"Y our decision?' The Great Man hissed. Actudly hissed. "Who brought you into existence? Who
assured you had the finest education? Who—"

"Y ou chose my career for me. Y ou decided that | would become a surgeon. Y ou decided how |
should practice. You set up my practice” Y ou, you, you.

"A father doesnolessfor hisonly child," Dad said, regaining amargin of stoic dignity.

"Y ou did alot more than that. Take my patients, for example. Y ou might have mentioned that you
personaly examined every single case before | saw them.”

"Areyou implying—"

| didn't haveto fake the sigh. "Did you think | wouldn't find out?"

"Itistruethat | prescreened your cases." He conceded that much, taking the "it was for your own
good" gpproach. "Junior practitioners benefit from close guidance.”

"Junior practitioners,”" | echoed. "Hello? Dad? I've been a surgeon for more than seven years now.”

"That is no reason to resent my supervision, Cherijo. | have five times your experience.”

In hisopinion he was Dr. God, and | wasn't worthy to kiss his footgear. Dad was beginning to sound
very much like Phorgp Rogan.

"Please." | squeezed my eyes shut, shoving back the need to lash out. Not now. " Spare methe
excuses”

"When you return, | will dlow you—"

"You arent listening. Y ou aren't in charge of me any more. I'm an adult, and I'll do exactly as|
please"

"On an dienworld, in aprimitive settlement? 1 cannot begin to imagine the hazards, the possibilities
for disease. It cannot compare to Terrain the dightest degree.”

"For your information, Kevarzangia Twao's colony is not a collection of scavenged plasbrick huts.”
Wedl, mostly, | guessed. "Thefacility isquite... innovative.”

"A FreeClinic!" He spat the word out. "I cannot believe you wish to exchange a prestigious surgical
position to bea— acolonid dien practitioner!”

"Yeah, well, surprise, surprise.”

He practicaly choked on hisnext words. "It is an insult to my name.”

"No, Dad, it'swhat | want to do,” | said. | wouldn't have called my father asnob, or afanatic; it
would have insulted those groups. | was sure someone would eventudly invent aworse term. "Don't
worry, I'll befine."

My father considered thisfor along moment. Then he attacked. ""Consider the patients. Y ou have no
experience with nonhuman races.” You don't know what you're doing, and you're going to kill
someone in the process.

"I'll continue my education,” | said through clenched teeth.

"Y our assignment could be revoked," my father said. Would he try to use hisinfluence to get me
back? | wouldn't put it past him. "New colonies cannot devote more than arudimentary effort to retrain



their physcians™

"So I'll get fired." Exagperation was turning into bravado. "Maybe I'll open arestaurant.”

I must have rattled him with that, he gppeared horrified. “ That is asolutely unacceptable, Cherijo!™

Wasthat my Father, shouting?"Dad.” | wastired, and getting depressed. "I appreciate your concern.
| know how much you — love me." Ancther lie. | knew exactly how hefet about me, and love wasn't
involved.

"Y ou will not listen to reason,” my father said as he ingpected me onelast time.

| couldn't stop mysdlf from saying whet | did next. "I'm sorry. Dad." He was dready turning avay
from the screen. "Bye, Dad." The sgnd terminated.

It hadn't been too terrible. Having open-heart surgery minus anesthetic would have hurt more.
Maybe. | stood under the heated port of the cleanser unit for along time before | hauled mysalf out and
got dressed. | trudged over to my food station.

"Breakfast." My sdlection of bread, tea, an omeet, and fruit preserves appeared paatable. The only
problem was my appetite, which my conversation with Dad had killed. He usudly had that effect on me.
So did the prospect of my next shift at the FreeClinic.

"What if I'mwrong?" | asked.

It wasn't going to be difficult to adapt to thisworld, the job, my colleagues, and the patients. It was
going to be damn near impossible. On Terral'd been at the top of my field. Here I'd have to work hard
just to avoid malpractice.

| could resign from my contract. There was always an open-return clause, in case someone changed
their mind. My father could never be sure I'd discovered his secret, especidly if | destroyed the evidence.

My food cooled, then congedled. Jenner appeared and sniffed at the rim of my tray, then regarded
me patiently. My cat lovesme, | told mysdlf. Eveniif it's only for my food.

"By dl means." | indicated the plate, even though | knew held gorged himsdlf last night. "Help
yourself." He delicately devoured the medl, then curled in my lap and dlowed meto stroke him absently
with my pams.

"Dad cdled,” | told him, and hiswide blue eyes blinked warily. "He wants us to come home." It
sounded amost beguiling as| said it doud. Home.

My cat yawned, leapt from my lap, and crept under the sofafor a nap. Obvioudy the suspense wasn't
killing him. | glanced at the display, then jumped to my fedt.

"No! | don't believeit!"

| was abouit to be late for arrival orientation.

CHAPTER FOUR
Taboos, Duty, Chickens

Contents - Prev / Next

| reached HQ Adminigtration just in time to make an extremdly late entrance into the orientation
auditorium. My arrival was observed by every one of the three hundred new transfers, who watched as|
walked through the doors.

The wrong doors.
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| discovered | was standing behind the presentation platform, directly in front of the audience. | did
what anyone would do: pretended | wasinvisible, and hurried around the podium to find an empty sest.

The spesker of the moment, awillowy Terran woman, paused in mid-sentence, then waited patiently
until | dropped into aspace in the front row. She smoothly continued her speech whilel tried to tell
mysaf my face wasn't asred asit fdlt.

"The Colonid Militiawill take into account your newly arrived status when enforcing minor
ordinances, but al inhabitants are required to adhere to the Colonia Charter without exception.”

| wondered why the huge room was so quiet. There were additiona administrators positioned at
satdllite points around the speaker, trandating her speech in different nonverba forms. Y et the only sound
| heard was the blond woman's voice. Why wasn't anyone using their wristcoms?

"My empathic sensetellsmeyou're al eager to get started with your group orientation.” She could
read minds? That was arare ability among Terrans. "Please remember, our origins may be different, but
asacommunity we can achieve success." Her bright gaze swept the room. "The key isnot in our
diversity, but in our united strength. Thank you for your attention.”

As she stepped down from the platform, | watched her. Had to admire the way she had delivered her
remarks. Firm but cordial. The lady knew how to talk.

More administrators descended from the Sidelines, separating the audience into smaller groups they
subsequently escorted from the meeting. The only other Terran | saw present was the blondhaired
speaker. Shewove agraceful, steedy path toward me through the thinning crowd. My interest was met
by adirect amile.

"Dr. Grey Vél, welcometo Kevarzangia Two. I'm Administrator Hansen." Up close, | saw shewas
my senior by perhapstwenty years. Big dedl, shelooked great. Careful grooming gave her an unshakable
sophigticated air. Hair, makeup, fingernails, dl perfect. The amber tunic she wore was superbly tailored.
My own hastily donned garments, still creased from packing, looked grubby by comparison.

"Sorry I'm late, Adminigtrator,” | said as| roseto my feet. "I missed the general transport, and had to
walk over from housing." Actudly, I'd sprinted most of the way, but she didn't need to read my mind to
figurethat out.

"Please, cdl me Ana. Our first priority will beto requistion aglidecar for you, after the orientation.”
She frowned a my damp brow. "Unlessyou'd prefer the exercise.”

"No, thank you. And it's Cherijo." | enjoyed physica exertion, but not that much. "Wheredo | report
from here?'

"I'll be your escort, and review the entire program with you,” Anasaid. "l pulled rank on my assistant
when | saw you were listed for thissesson.”

"Redly?Why?"'

"l was originaly assgned asliaison for alarge group of Rilken congtruction workers." She smoothed
along-fingered hand over her hair, then her voice dropped to a conspiratorid murmur. "They are hdf a
meter tall, have viscous skins, and invariably try to look up my skirt."

Imagining this refined woman surrounded by ahoard of small, over-inquigtive diens made me laugh.
She chuckled, too. Maybe under al that exquisite poise was someone | could relate to, after all.

One of the other administrators passed us, followed by a queue of gangly creatures draped in heavy
sheets of thermal insulation. The new arrivals ogled uswith arching, curious eye slems. | could imagine
what they werethinking. Hey, everybody, look — a couple of Terrans! Hideous little things, aren't
they? Be careful not to get too close — they have a tendency to spit.

An odd smile curved Anas lips before she resumed her formal expression. "Here." She held out her
hand. Sitting on her pdm was atiny, flesh-colored lump. ™Y ou'll need to wear thistympanic insert at dl
times outside your persona quarters.”

"What'sit for?' | asked as| retrieved it. Tympanic meant | had to stick it in my ear. | wasn't
overjoyed at the prospect.

"Your Tl trandates al languages on record with our database, and provides the meansto trace you to



any location on the planet.”

"Quite an improvement over thewristcom.” | admired the small device beforeinsarting it. No wonder
the auditorium had been so quiet. It fit comfortably, and in amoment | wasn't aware of it at dl. "Why
don't we have these on Terra?'

"No demand.” A moment of mutua silence acknowledged the absurdity of that fact. " So tell me, how
was your first day on K-27"

Awful. Depressng. Exhaugtive. "Fine," | told her instead.

Anas cheeksdimpled. "Y our thoughts aren't exactly what 1'd call fine.™

| supplied ashrug. "It was... difficult.”

"It can be. My first day on planet was just short of adisaster, too." Aware we were drawing even
more attention, Anaadded, "L et's continue thisin my office. Follow me, please.”

Aswe walked through the building, | answered her polite inquiries about my trip, refraining from
making any unfavorable comments about the previous day. That kept me busy blocking thoughts about,
oh, nearly every experience I'd had since walking down the docking ramp from the Bestshot. Being
around an empath was apain. In afew minutes we arrived in the central adminigtrative unit.

Anas officewas large and attractively furnished. Antique chairs and side tables were an inviting note,
especialy the genuine fabric upholstery. The overal feding was warmth and comfort. She had asmall
collection of ancient statuettes from our homeworld. The displayed artifacts reminded me of my father's
collection of Navgo pottery. He wasthe officid shaman for the Native Nations of North America. One
of azillion honorary positionshe held. It got him alot of pottery for nothing.

"They'refrom Hopi, Anasazi, and other triba civilizations” Anasaid. "l wasborn and raised in
Colorado, but | traveled al over the old Southwest region to acquire them.”

| admired asmall sculptured version of Kokopelli, then gestured around me. "'Y ou have a gift for
desgn.”

"Thisismy home away from housing.” She smiled with satisfied pride. "I contracted shipment of every
singleitem | possessed before | transferred.” Her eyes were expressive as she added, "Pmoc Quadrant is
not known for its conveniences."

"l wish I'd thought of that," | said, recalling the regulation stanissue furnishing my own quarters. Not
that | could have smuggled more of my own stuff out of Dad's house without aerting the drone staff.

"Please, make yoursdf comfortable.” | sank into a cozy, beige armchair as Anawent around her
desk. She pressed a button on her central display and requested coffee, glancing at me for my
preference.

"Teg, if you haveit," | said. I'd never developed ataste for the bitter brew so many Terransloved.
She added that to her order, then sat back. Her survey was calm and unhurried.

"Since you skipped this session yesterday, | gather you've found the FreeClinic and living quarters.”
Anawaited as adim humanoid subordinate entered and served atray of steaming beveragesto us.
"Thank you, Negilg."

"Herba?' | asked, and Ananodded. | savored the flavors of cinnamon and rose hip teawhile the
adminigtrator spped her dark brew. How had she managed to get homeworld provisions?

"| bartered for akilo of real Columbian beans, anong other Terran ddlights,” she said answering my
unspoken question. "It was worth amonth's supply of floral concentrate.”

"Perfumefor coffee.” | considered this absently.

"The Rilkens don't need any more stimuli than | already givethem,” shesaid, her lipscurving dyly.
"They aren't anong those who consider Terrans hideous, and likely to spit.”

Served meright, | thought, and chuckled. "touche.” | set down my server and asked the most
obvious question. "How did you end up here—"

"— o far from Terra?' Anafinished for me. She reached across her desk and turned around asmall
photoscan, which showed her in awedding tunic standing next to her husband. He was smiling and



handsome, and not entirely human. "My mate, Elars, was refused permanent resident status.”

There was ashade of old painin her voice as she added, "He was killed ten years ago, during a
trangport accident at the colony where we lived, on Trunock.” She smiled sadly. "After Elarsdied, |
couldn't imagine returning to Terra, and Trunock held too many memories. So herel am.”

"I'm sorry for your loss" Damn my father.

"It was along time ago.” With both hands she lifted a bulging disc holder and passed it over the desk
to me. "On to happier subjects. Here's al the hard data you'll need to familiarize yourself with as quickly
aspossible. Sociopolitica structures, historical overview, community service criteria, thelot.”

"Youdid say happier ?'

She grimaced a my gentle quip. "I know, but it's mandatory for new arrivals. Please pay specific
attention to the Charter outling; it'sapriority asyou can't claim ignorance of Colonid law after one-fifth
revolution. Dull and boring, I'm told, but in your line of work you're probably used to that sort of data."

| sighed. "We doctorslivefor it."

"Splendid. Now, let's address your status.” Sheinserted adisc into her desk termindl. "You're
contracted asamedica physician to the colony, assigned to the FreeClinic Trauma Center." Anastudied
the diplay for afew moments. "Y ou have quite an impressive background, Doctor."

"Cherijo. If you cal me Doctor, | have to make a chart notation.”

"Of course. She skimmed through my transcripts. " Test scores and educational records consstently
off the scale. Graduated first in al your classes. A distinguished practice on the homeworld. Honors and
awardsin educationa and professiond areas.” Her curious gaze made me squirm alittle. "Y ou're quite
the prodigy.”

"I waslucky, my father isalso aphysician.” My hands were clenched, and | forced themto relax as|
kept my thoughtsinnocuous. "His guidance was responsible for most of my achievements.” If you could
cal what hed done to me guidance.

She frowned. "I see you'rethe only new transfer welve been able to procure for the FreeClinic in this
position for over two revolutions. | had no idea staffing was so low." She gave me an gpol ogetic glance.
"I'm afraid you're the first physician I've ever in-processed. I'll haveto follow up on this" Shemadea
note on a data pad.

"Two years?' | said, then muttered, "No wonder therésnolineat Arrivals.”

"Thiscan't beright." She stared at the screen. "According to my data, Drs. Mayer, Rogan, Dloh,
Crhm, and mu Cheft condtitute the entire resident physician saff a thistime.”

"Who's gaffing your clinica positions?!

She checked. "Nurse practitioners, interns, and one Omorr healer who takes care of the more...
uperdtitious patients.”

| shook my head. It couldn't even be called a skeleton crew.

"What's the current population level?' | was afraid to hear the answer.

Anaaccessed her data base again. "As of today — 74,014."

A slent indicator flashed on her desk console, and she excused hersdlf for amoment. While she
spoketo her caller, | worked it out. It was astaggering figure. | put down my tea and waited until she
wasfinished with her cdl.

"Y ou know what thismeansif you have any sort of serious emergency. Crisisdlotment would be
more than twelve thousand per doctor.” | didn't know whether to be outraged, terrified, or try to sgnal
Dhreento get methe hell off this planet. "Ana, if there was an epidemic—"

"Wed be hepless, | know." She deactivated her terminal and proceeded briskly. "I'll make a point of
bringing thisto the attention of the Council. Until we procure more physicians, well manage.” She
popped the disc out, and inserted another. "I've dso given you an annual projection for your schedule.
Except for today, you're on Alpha shift thisweek."

"Days?"



"Y es. Betais mids, Cappaswings. Youll be given time off in direct relation to patient caseload.
Probably four on, one off, but | can't promise you'll dways get your off days. Insufficient staffing makes
schedules subject to change.”

"l understand.” | really couldn't demand more. "Y ou said you'll see about persona transport for me.
Whodo | seeif | need anything ese?'

"Each housing facility has aresource manager — you'll be meeting yours today, when we stop by
your building. All requests are customarily handled by them. Thereisthe Bartermen Association, aswell.”

"I've heard these Bartermen mentioned. Who are they?!

"Many races prefer barter to monetary systems. A group of beings formed an organi zation to meet
thisneed." A faint expression of distaste touched her features. "The organi zation isn't officidly sanctioned,
but the Militia have enough to do without chasing down unauthorized traders.” Anagazed at her coffee,
now wistful. "To think, I'll have to sacrifice another liter of scent for my addiction to this. Ah, well. Now,
there are other mattersto discuss."

"Why do | get the feding you've told me al the good newsfirst?" | asked.

"Y ou must be empathic yourself, Cherijo. There are, of course, issues| must address regarding
persond conduct, community service, and the much-talked about and ever-popular subject of
contractua compensztion.”

"Taboos, duty, and income," | said.

"Exactly. Firg item: All colonists persona conduct is subject to chartered ordinance including specific
guidelines againg cross-cultura transgressons.”

Liveand let live, | thought to myself.

"Y ou've transferred to a colony inhabited by beings from many different worlds. Aswith any
community, neighbors and coworkers often find themsalves at cross-purposes. An Irdoffa security
officer, for example, may want to praise his Six thousand spiritua essences at thetop of hislungs.”

"That'sfinewithme"

"Not if it happensin the adjacent quartersto yours, say, inthe middle of your rest intervd. If he
refuses to stop, you can't go over and get into a physical dtercation with him.”

"l just 9t there and listen to dl six thousand praises?' | was skeptica. Rest intervals were scarce
enough in my line of work. | was persondly in favor of Live and Let Seep.

"No. Y ou file animmediate grievance with your assigned adminidgirative officer — that's me, by the
way. No matter what time of occurrence, day or night. | then personaly contact the Irdoffan and charge
him to cease and desist.”

"If he doesn't?"

"l contact the Militia, and have him removed and charged with a Charter violation."

Theresadwaysthe accidenta collison with asyrinpressfull of sedatives, too, | thought. "What if he
does agree to stop?"

"| direct that in the future he practice his praising in one of the soundproof rooms at the Cultura
Center."

"Good system,” | said, "but | bet it doesn't work al thetime.”

"No, it doesn't. We then go to the Council, and fileaforma protest. Should their ruling not be heeded
— and this has only occurred twice during my time here— the transgressor's permanent residence status
isrevoked. Compulsory escort offplanet, etc.”

"Y ou deport them?"'

"Yes. No exceptions.”

"Whew!" | let out awhistle.

Anatook asip of her coffee before continuing. "It may not seem equitable compared to the lega
system on Terra, but the ordinance has virtudly eiminated disputes between inhabitants.”

"Who is on the Council ?*



"Members are chosen at random from the population — and service is mandatory, just to note, in the
event you're called to serve. Length of serviceis set a one cycle, about four monthsin Terran terms.”

"No one can clam prgudice.” | saw the wisdom of it.

"None have as of yet. Appeals are alowed, under extreme or extenuating circumstances. However, |
have yet to see an apped granted.”

| could understand the value of smplicity with such an eclectic population. At least there was no room
for corruption or misinterpretation. Y ou broke the law enough times, you had to go. "What about my
obligationsasacolonist?"

"Community service provides dedicated, noncontractua stanhours and labor for the improvement and
maintenance of the colony. All inhabitants are required to contribute one hundred hours per cycle.”

That would roughly be afew hoursaweek, | calculated. "No exceptions,” | said automaticaly, and
Anasmiled.

"| think you'll enjoy thisfeature of life on K-2. We have awide range of ongoing projects, from
instructor positions at our academy to experimenta horticultura ventures. Y ou are allowed to choose
when and how you serve your quotahours." Anaglanced at her carefully manicured hands and flexed her
fingers. "l breek at least two nails per service at the botanica gardens.”

Somehow | couldn't envision myself doing the same. Working in gardens, not breaking nails. Doctors
were incapable of maintaining amanicure for more than aday. " Soundsinteresting.”

"Itis. Just remember to watch out for avariety of the ambulatory plants called cryscacti. They tend to
bump into you without warning, and the needles can |leave some nasty wounds.”

So can some of the colonists, | thought, remembering the spiny patient I'd treated the day before.
"Duly noted."

"Which leaves the subject of persona compensation.”

Good. | gill had very littleideaof how | was going to be paid. | involuntarily pictured an
ever-increasing flock of small, feethered dien birdsin my quarters, and Anaburst into laughter.

"Oh, no, my dear Cherijo, we won't compensate you with live animals" she said after regaining
control. "I promiseyou that."

"Now | know I'll deep wdll tonight.”

Anawiped her eyesand sighed. "I can't recall when I've enjoyed asesson more,” shesaid. "Onthe
matter of compensation, however, | will be frank with you. The colony is4till in firs-stage settlement.
Revenuein offworld export, the sole source of incomefor the Treasury, islimited, but developing.”

"What about taxation?"

"Thereisnone. The originators of this colony were unyielding on that subject. Excise Actsof any kind
are prohibited by the Charter." Anaselected adisc and handed it to me. "Hereisacopy of your salary
schedule.” She named an annual sum that wasn't going to make me the richest physician in the Quadrarnt,
but would kegp me from having to moonlight. ™Y ou will be paid in accordance with the terms of your
contract, although | admit we do sometimesissue delay vouchers. The colony will exchange them a any
time upon request.” Her eyes gleamed merrily. "In standard credits, not poultry.”

| tucked the discin with therest of them. "Just let me know if the policy changes.”

"Absolutely." She got to her feet. "Were nearly at lunchinterva, are you hungry?!

Due to the appetite-murdering confrontation with Dad, my breskfast had ended up in Jenner's belly. |
nodded. | was starved.

"WEéll stop at the Trading Center on the way over to your housing unit,” she said. "Y ou haveto try
Cafe Lisette"

"Soundsintriguing.”

"A former administrator's concept, teaching people to gppreciate a proper croissant.”

The Adminigtration Building and adjacent structures were strategicaly arranged around a cultivated
expanse of ground. Inventive landscaping produced a natura maze of gardens and flower beds, which



encompassed awidering of trade establishments. The various enterprises offered everything from exotic
medlsto commodities from a dozen different worlds.

"The Trading Center began as an experiment, like most of our projects,” Anasaid. "Some of the
colonigts prefer saf-employment, others wanted to import nonessentials from their homeworlds™” She
nodded to a passing group of colonists, who were enjoying what appeared to be chunks of glowing
black ice cream.

We halted at an authentic-looking Sdewak cafe, where anumber of Terran cussomersweredining a
fresco.

"Hereweare" Anasaid. "Lisette Dubois fogter family owned arestaurant in Paris.” | smiled at the
group from my homeworld, until my attention was drawn to aparticular pair of eyes.

The Terran male sat done. Unlike the others, he didn't wear a professona garment, but instead was
attired completely in black. Histhick, light hair was long, framing features that were handsome but oddly
inanimate. It was weird, the way he was|ooking a me so intently. What color were his eyes? Blue— no,
grey. Or werethey green?

| became distracted by asort of daydreamlikeimagein my mind. | could picture that man standing
beneath atowering, purple-lesfed tree. A nimbus of white light surrounded him that seemed dmost
magnetic. Hisglacier eyesflared as his handstightened over someoneswrids. Ddlicate, femininewrists
he held before hisface...

I blinked once, twice. Theimages were gone. What the hell wasthat?

The man continued to Stare at me. | wondered if | had abig dirt smudge on me somewhere and didn't
know it. My attention veered away from him as Anacaled over the cafe's service counter.

"Lisette? Come out and meet someone.”

An Amazon walked out and planted herself before us. Shewas at least i feet tdl, with along mane
of platinum curlsfaling around her like agleaming curtain. Bgeweled gold glittered a her ears, throat,
wrigts, and fingers. Shewas big, blond, and beautiful, which gave me every right to hate her a once.

Like other merchants, she wore dark red, and it complimented her fair coloring. Her face was an
atig'sdream, full of smoldering mystery. Anasimpeccable style may have made mefed untidy, but
compared to thiswoman | resembled askinny boy.

"ThisisDr. Cherijo Grey Veil. Doctor, Lisette Dubois."

"Helo," | greeted her politely.

"A doctor?' Her dark eyes swept over me with skepticism.

| nodded.

"Youwork at the FreeClinic?' She madeit sound like | recycled waste for aliving.

"Dr. Grey Vel wasasurgeon back onthe Terra," Anasaid.

"Yes, it'ssafeto give meaknife." | gathered from Lisette's darkening countenance she wished that |
and my sense of humor had stayed on the homeworld.

"l wastelling Dr. Grey Vel about your incomparable croissant,” Ana hurried to compliment her,
evidently aware of the smmering animaosity the woman projected.

"Has the Council ingtituted a Hedlth Board?' amasculine voiceinquired, and | saw thetal, lean
owner of the unsettling eyes had joined us.

"No, Duncan, Dr. Grey Veil isanewly trandferred physician. Cherijo Grey Vell, thisis Duncan
Reever, our chief linguidt.”

Lisette was not amused at the implication that her culinary skills were suspect. Combined with
whatever was going on behind Reever's shuttered countenance and my own growing discomfort, Ana
was receiving a bewildering crossfire of emotions. Her reaction reminded me of ahomeworld transdrone
during downtown rush hour.

"Duncan, go away." Lisette turned to Ana, ignoring me entirdly. "Sit down, | will bring you a croissant
and cafe au lait." She didn't spare me another word as she flounced back to her work space.



"Don't mind Lisette," Reever said. Hisvoice, like hiseyes, was asflat asa sheet of ice. "Shedidikes
competition.”

"Competition?' Anasaid, il confused.

| studied the arrangement of flora surrounding the cafe. | had no interest in persona dramas or
obscure agendas. The flowers were pretty, though.

"Lisette consders any woman under thirty and bresthing competition, Ana," he replied. "Doctor,
when do you estimate you'l return to Terra?!

The man was beginning to serioudy annoy me. "I don't. Shal we st down, Ana?’

Hefollowed and joined us at the table without invitation. Since Ana till appeared to beinamuddle, |
decided to dedl with him mysdlf.

"Chief Linguist Reever, apleasureto meet you." | smiled. Thin civility frosted each word. "Please
excuse us”

"Cdl me Duncan." He was unperturbed and definitely not in ahurry to go. "You're not Asan, are
you?"

"My patriarcha genealogy isendemic to North America," | said. "Apache, some Navgo, aswel. My
matriarchd lineageislisted as Caucasian.”

Hejumped right on that. "Listed as?"

"My father contracted a professiona surrogate.” It was an accepted practice on Terra; | had no
reservations about reveding it. It was the direction of his questioning that made me uneasy. Just what was
he getting &?

"A pity your matriarchd lineisundefined.”

Now | was completely lost. "My maternal ancestry — and my lack of knowledge about it — hasno
effect on my life" | said. "It doesn't matter.”

"Onthisworld," hesad.

"l don't understand what you mean.” Which was better than telling him it was none of hisdamn
business, and to stop bothering me.

"Duncan, we do have alimited interval here..." Anasaid. | was puzzled by her subtle deferenceto
him. Was Reever's position so superior to her own?

The chief linguist kept staring at me. "On the fifth planet of a system two light-years away, you'd be
ritudly sacrificed for having those eyes.”

"Redly?" | faked adry tone. "How... interesting.”

"Yes." His countenance reflected aflicker of what might have been humor. Whatever it was, it faded
quickly as he stood. "Excuse my intruson, Ana. Doctor Grey Veil."

Lisette intersected his path as he departed, and said something inaudible. Helifted adim, badly
scarred hand and pressed it to her cheek briefly. It was atender gesture, completely at odds with the
stone-faced man. After amoment Lisette returned to her counter, and Reever gazed back at me.

What was his problem? | wondered. And why was he looking a me like that? The professional side
of my brain wasintrigued, aswell. What had caused such severe woundsto his hands? Why hadn't the
injuries been treated properly? Such scarring was virtudly unknown in Terrans, due to the advancesin
dermal regeneration.

| barely noticed as aplate heaped with flaky pastry and asteaming server were thumped down
before me. | wastoo busy watching thetal, silent form of the chief linguist as he turned abruptly and
walked away.

"What an amazingly obnoxious man,” | said once Lisette had departed. Discretion required that | not
make the same observation about the owner of the cafe.

"I've never seen him ... confrontational,” Anamurmured, then seemed to remember | was new
here. "I'm sorry. Duncan is an eccentric, and usualy makes aterrible first impression. Especialy on other
humans”



"That charmer?' | smirked. "Y ou're kidding."

Her eyesreproached me. "It isn't hisfault. He doesn't spend much time around his own species. He
wasn't even born on Terra”

"Oh?" That was peculiar, given my estimation of hisage. At thetime of hisbirth, Terranswere not yet
transferring to dlien worlds. | took asip from my server, and made aface. I'd forgotten that cafe au lait
was coffee. "That's pretty unusud.”

"His parentswere two of thefirgt Terran intergaactic anthropologists," Anasaid. "Duncan was born
on anon-League world in some distant system.”

That judtified his odd interest in my ethnic ancestry. Maybe.

"According to his personnd data, he traveled extensively during his childhood, until his parents
discovered hislinguigtic talent, and sent him back to be educated on the homeworld. He was ill in
school when they were killed during some intersystem hodtilities.”

| had to admit, it was atragic tde. | thought of my own father's manipulation, recent revelations, and
gpoke without thinking. "He must have been londly."

"Perhaps." Anas awkward tone made me realize the rather persona dant to my observation. "None
of usknow him very well. The colony was very fortunate to contract someone with his expertise.”

"Why haveachief linguigt a al?" It didn't make much senseto me. "Y ou dready have dl the native
languages of the inhabitants loaded into your data base, don't you?"

"He'sateepathic linguist. Sometraders and afew new arrivals do use languagesthat arent in the
system. Duncan isinvauablein those stuations. After he establishesamentd link, he can easily absorb
the language, then interpret until he programsthe system trandators.”

"He programs your syslem?' | said, incredulous. That type of work required some serioustraining in
itsdf.

"Of course. He created the linguistic data core himsdlf."

Conceited, too, | bet, | thought before | could stop mysdlf, then grimaced a Ana.

"He can berather imperious,” she said.

"Ishe ableto read thoughts, like you?" After meeting him, mine hadn't been very friendly. Maybe that
waswhy he'd acted like that.

"Not according to hisrecords, but | suspect he has more talent than he admitsto. | can't read minds
most of thetime, you know. Merely thought fragments, and intense emotions.” She picked up her
croissant and bit intoit. "Thisisdelicious, try yourd!™

Eager to change the subject, Anawent on to describe some of Lisette's other speciaties. She even
ordered me a server of teawhen sheredlized | wasn't drinking the cafe.

Thelight repast was enjoyable, and the administrator refused to let me pay for the medl. At the
counter Lisette stubbornly declined Ana's crediits, too.

"It isn't worth my timeto debit,” she said, then her scowl softened. ™Y ou are good for my business.”
She eyed me belligerently as| offered my thanks. All 1 got in return was aregd nod.

"Lisette should meet my cat,” | said to Anaaswe waked from the cafe. "They'd love each other.”

"You haveacat?' the other woman asked. "From Terra?'

I chuckled. "I'll haveto introduce you to His Roya Highness."

Anaescorted meto the glidecar she had requisitioned for me, and we rode over to my housing unit.
On the way she pointed out several aspects of the colony's outlay, conveniences, and projects.

Onceingde my building, she reviewed the use of the centra manageria unit, available for generd
purposes like nonemergency repair requests and individua climate control. Good to know where to input
complaintsif something broke. She then introduced me to the unit resource manager, a cheerful,
corpulent aien named L or-Etsel ock.

"Goodtomeetyou.” He raced through hiswords dmost faster than my T1 could follow.

"L etmeknowiflcan-hel pyou.”



Anathen stopped by my quarters so | could check on Jenner, and admired my pet so much that he
deigned to alow her to stroke him afew times.

"He'sgorgeous,” she said. Jenner closed hiseyesin slent ecstasy as Anaslong nailstrailed through
hisfur. Kitty cat Heaven. "Y ou know, we've discussed using the image of a pet as the colony mascot —
asymbol to represent K-2. He'sjust what we've been looking for."

"No, please.”" | groaned. "He's egotistical enough dready. If you start posting hisimage everywhere,
I'll never be ableto livewith him."

Analaughed, while Jenner trested meto adisdainful glare.

"You'll have to take him over to the enclosed habitat areaweve set up for pet ownersto use. Since
he can't be alowed to run wild, it would give him a chance for some exercise. Maybe helll make friends
with some of the other colonists pets.”

"l met someone's pet last night,” | said later aswe left the building. "It caled itsalf Alunthri. | wonder if
Jenner would bethat polite, if he could talk.”

Anadipped into the passenger's Sde of my glidecar. "Y ou met one of the Chakacats. They are very
congenial.” She stared out at the road, and her lips thinned.

There was more she wanted to say, | guessed, and decided to probe alittle farther. "How isit that
such an obvious sentient is someone's pet!”

"They'referd on Chakara, the owners homeworld. Once captured and trained, they are sold as
domesticates. They're exported to other worlds, too.”

| was shocked. "That'sdavery!"

"Thereis some controversy about their classfication.”

Anasad, her featurestaut. "Efforts by Council petition to have them recognized as sentient life-forms
have been consgtently denied.”

"How many times have you petitioned the Council, Adminigtrator?' | asked.

Anasmiled with self-mockery. "Twenty-four at last count.” | stopped the glidecar at HQ
Adminigtration to let her off. "Weve reviewed dl items on the orientation agenda. Do you have any
quedtions?'

"Not at the moment. I'm sure |l will."

"Then, | can count on seeing you soon." Anaheld out her hand, and | grasped it firmly. "Good luck,
Cherijo. Please let me know if | can provide any further assistance.” She winked. "And anytime you need
agood ligtener, givemeacal.”

"| gppreciateit, Ana"

After | returned to the FreeClinic and secured my glidecar, | walked up to the main entrance.
Orientation hadn't been so bad. | had afeding Anaand | were going to be good friends.

Now dl | had to do waslearn to be a FreeClinic Trauma physician. From scratch.

CHAPTER FIVE
Hsktskts Squared

Contents - Prev / Next

During my first week on K-2, | spent my off-duty hourslearning my way around the colony, and
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introducing myself to some of the other occupants of my housing unit. Took the tour, saw the Sights, met
the neighbors.

| dso went through the requisite orientation data. It was lackluster reading — not that it mattered. |
had yet to find a hematology abstract, for example, that didn't make me yawn. There was no such thing
asthefascinating world of circulatory fluids.

Asfor work, | never experienced arepesat of that horrendous first shift. There were times, admittedly,
that ran a close second. In the weeks that followed, | devoted my spare time to reeducating myself asa
physician. Between cases | often haunted Assessment with ascanner. After my shift ended, |
downloaded the readings I'd taken into the termina in my quarters. My nights were spent studying case
profilesand medica abstracts from the FreeClinic database. It was time-consuming, but it would be
supid to rely exclusvely on the medsysbanks. Especialy with the way Rogan kept kicking them.

I had help, too. Unlike their counterparts on Terra, the nursing staff (all non-humans) turned out to be
afriendly group, and kept me out of trouble. Like thetime | discovered some colonists couldn't wear
Tls

During agtroll through Assessment, | dmost stepped on what looked likea Terran snail. | picked it
up and went to drop it in the nearest waste receptacle. One of the nurses who was walking by at that
moment grabbed my arm just intime,

"Y ou don't want to do that, Doctor,” she said, and gently removed the tiny thing from the palm of my
hand.

"Why not?It'sjust asnall, right?

"This'snal' is reporting for follow-up treatment of antennae fungus,” she said, then gave me arueful
grin. "And happensto be a senior supervisor in the Sgprophytic Administration Group.”

It could have been worse, | told myself after 1'd apologized through a specidly adapted wristcom to
the justifiably indignant creature— he/she/it could have been a medical adminigtration supervisor.

Rogan, having appointed himsdlf as my arch-enemy, was asinconvenient as an incurablerash. A
fragrant one at that. | spent alot of time avoiding him. Asfor Dr. Mayer, | hadn't spoken with him since
my first day on planet. Whenever he worked my shift, he avoided me.

"The chief practically built this FreeClinic with hisown hands," K-Cipok, one of the charge nurses,
said during a break. She was aplacid, thick-framed being who would have been comfortablein acow
pasture back on Terra. "We wouldn't have haf of what we use without hisinfluence over PQSGO."

The staff saw Dr. Mayer asasort of founding father/ superhero. Ableto build FreeClinics out of
sdvage scrap with his bare hands. I ntimidating bureaucrats with one single steely-eyed glare. Curing
patients without breaking a swest, even in surgery.

Oh, brother.

Despite Mayer's celebrated efforts, adequate trestment was continualy thwarted by mafunctioning
equipment, low supplies, or lack of data. | learned to like the constant challenge to my resourcefulness. It
was agood thing, too. Severa weeks after | began working at the FreeClinic, | had my first experience
providing treatment at gunpoint.

When it happened, | was the only physician on duty. Dr. mu Cheft was busy with a complicated
rehydration procedure on the other side of the FreeClinic. He had been working all day on one of the
less-evolved aborigines, an aguatic who had inadvertently beached herself. Dr. Dloh had aready gone off
duty, and Dr. Mayer had yet to arrive.

| was|eft covering al incoming emergencies. | had finished with my last case and waswaiting for the
next when the display began to chatter, audio only.

Charge nurse T'Nliginaramade a garbled report that rattled through my tympanic insert in staccato
fragments. "Dr. Grey Vall... criss... possbleinternd trauma... vishlesgnsof seizure..." Therewasa
guttura burst of sound, then my nurse made a gurgling noise. Subsequent hysterical screamsin the
background blocked out most of what she said before | caught the last words. "— hostages. ..
terrorigt... weapon.”



Someone was out there, using weapons?

Therewas no way for meto gpprise the Militia of the Stuation without routing my signd through
T'Nliginara's main Assessment console. That could provoke whoever might be holding the charge nurse
and the patients hostage to resort to more violence.

The last thing | wanted to do was go out there. It was also the only thing | could do. Very dowly,
making sure to keep my handsvisible, | walked down the short corridor and into view. Seethenice,
peaceful, unarmed doctor.

Most of those awaiting trestment, along with the duty nurses and orderlies, were clustered in a
panicked mass against onewall. A remote energy emitter projected atight control field around them.

My charge nurse's four eyesrolled wildly toward me, and | saw why she had choked out her report
— thebusinessend of a pulserifle was pressed tightly againgt her larynx. Terror had mottled her smooth
vermilion hide with dark splotches.

On the other end of the wegpon was amongter. A big, ugly green monster.

It was a sextupedd, reptilian being with anumber of minor contusions on its head and upper limbs.
Closeto ten feet tdll and weighing over four hundred kilos, it towered over T'Nliginara. An unfamiliar
metallic uniform covered abruta frame thick with broad ropes of muscle.

Whatever it was, it meant business. One limb gripped the pulserifle pressed to my nurse's reed-thin
throat. Another held a second, smaller weapon trained on the terrified staff and patients. A third limb
supported the writhing form of asmaller compatriot, who seemed to be in a state of frenzied convulsions.

| could managethis stuation, | thought. Just not by fainting.

Viewport-sized, glaring yellow eyesrevolved to focus on me. A toothy jaw dropped, and a
serpentine black tongue lashed out. It said something that definitely wasnt, "Hi, how areyou?' The
language it poke was nothing but a series of clicks, hisses, and grunts. My TI was not trandating.

Somehow | had to get them away from the other patients. | suspected my looking al Terran, haughty,
and intimidating wasn't going to work. Large caliber wegpons and asquad of Militia probably wouldn't
work.

| carefully approached the pair. Swest began to trickle down between my shoulder blades, and my
kneesfet fairly rickety. Passing out was not an option, | reminded myself, and concentrated on visua
assessment of their injuries. The smaler onewasin trouble.

"Comewith me," | said to the larger one, then used my arm to support the other side of its
companion'stwisting torso. | pointed back toward the Examination and Treatment areawith my free
hend. "Thisway."

Big, green, and hostile evidently understood but didn't like my suggestion. Fetid breath blasted in my
face during its consequent tirade. It had alot to say, too. | had to resort to mouth-bresthing to keep my
nausea under control (experience dealing with Rogan proved beneficid in thisinstance). Meanwhile, the
amaller one kept knocking itswildly undulating limbsinto me a random moments.

"Comewith me," | said, holding on with one hand, emphasizing each word with the other. | suspected
it had some kind of trandation device, or it wouldn't have risked landing on an dien world to get help. "'l
can help you and your friend." | began tugging the injured one forward, and at last the other moved in
tandem.

Theintruder still held the weapon trained on my nurse, who was forced to scuttle backward before
us. Despite its mammoth proportions, the less-injured terrorist moved with both precision and agility.
Good thing, snce we had to struggle together to drag the thrashing, hissing form between us back to the
Severe Traumaroom.

Once within the treetment room, the smaller one broke free, and started smashing our equipment with
apowerful prehendletail ppendage.

Visible signs of seizure, indeed. | had to get this one strapped down before it further injured itself or
started on me and the nurse. Its gun-wielding companion stepped between us and blocked my path. It
made an ugly sound and jabbed therifle into my chest. Pain blossomed ingtantly. | ignored it and drew



mysdf up to every inch of my nearly fivefeet.

It might have awegpon, but thiswas my exam room.

"Get out of my way," | said, and controlled an urge to yelp when therifle prodded me again. " Quns,
move!" | pushed therifle aside. | barely got hold of the now-sagging patient just before it collapsed. |
swiveled my head to glare at the charge nurse, who was just standing there, gaping. "Get over here and
help me!”

It took every muscle T'Nliginaraand | had to maneuver the patient onto the exam pad, and into
restraint clasps. | turned and found the barrel of the lethal weagpon inches from my nose, while the
intruder spat another incomprehensible string of orders. Aware of the danger but tired of the gibberish, |
held up my hand.

"If you want meto help, get thisthing out of my face." Just in case | waswrong about it understanding
me, | used smple hand gestures to punctuate my statement. Therifle held steady, but so did |. With great
reluctance, it backed against onewall out of the way. The weapon never lowered.

"They're going to kill us," T'Nliginaramuttered next to my ear. "They're Hsktskt."

It was amazing how fast things could go from bad to awful.

I'd never seen a photoscan or composite image of a Hsktskt. However, 1'd heard the stories about
them. Everyone had.

The Allied League congdered the Hsktskt Faction as nothing more than a bunch of sadistic, merciless
killers. Their sporadic raids on distant League outposts had destroyed whole populations. Survivorswere
usually captured and sold as daves. If they lived long enough to make it to the Faction's dave depots.
Hsktskts, some whispered, got hungry during the long jaunts back to their home system. Very hungry.

My eyes narrowed as | reinspected the two intruders. If they were here to attack and invade K-2,
they'd picked an odd way to go about it. Come to think of it, where were the rest of them?

"Hsktskt raiders,” | said as| carefully worked the metalic uniform off the patient'storso. From the
arrangement and type of external genitalia, thisone, | saw, wasafemale. "'l thought no assault force could
penetrate the colony defense grid. Someone in Security is about to have avery bad day.”

"If they're part of an assault team—" T'Nliginaras voice broke on the words, and | gazed up at her.
Her eyeswerewet. "My hatchlings” she said.

We both knew what a successful invason would entail. Children had little value on the market. Most
of the adult inhabitants would probably be killed, aswell. | had the cold comfort of recalling that medica
personnel were dmost never dain during theseraids. We're very vaduable,

"Don't think about it," | said. "Let's begin our scan, and try to get her stabilized.”

| punched in diagnostics, and saw with disbelief that the Hsktskt species was not recognized by the
medsysbank.

No accessible data,

That meant | had no medica history of the species, no datato usefor diagnoss, and no ideaof a
course of successful trestment. No wonder verbal communication with the patient was impossible— no
language base for the TIsto work from.

"Thiscan't be happening to me."

T'Nliqlooked over my shoulder. "Hsktskt data hasn't been made availableto us," the nurse
murmured bitterly. "PQSGO delayed the upload on the medica database until next cycle.”

"Why did they do that?" | asked through clenched teeth.

"Nonessentid data. They won't send the uploads because they don't want to send what's needed to
upgrade our database and hardware. They use the same excuse every cycle.”

| wondered what excuse they'd come up with to explain how alarge chunk of our colonists got
daughtered because they were too cheap to send us afew computer components. "Remind meto
complain to someone important when thisisover.”

"It wouldn't have hel ped anyway. No one knows much about them, except that the Hsktskts butcher



anything that moves,” T'Nliginarasad.

"It might haveits own sort of TI," | murmured. The nurse hissed in afearful bresth. "Steady, T'Nlig.
Read meits gtats."

The patient's vital signswere fluctuating wildly, but body temperature was barely 18 degrees Celsius,
Far too cold for alife-form dependent on outside stimulus for temperature regulation.

"Apply thermal packs" | said, then turned to the intruder, locking gazes once more. "I need to sgndl
my asociate.”

The Hsktskt waved the weapon in my face, and hissed furioudy.

"Look," | sad, dl smiling congenidity. "If you want to shoot me, be my guest. If you want meto help
your friend, however, | need to communicate with my colleague.”

It did have atrandator device— as| said the words, | noticed its gaze went to the patient, then over
to the centra display panel. | dmost knew what it was thinking— would | risk our livesjust to set off
somekind of trap, rather than help them?

It made a curt gesture with the weapon.

Quickly | sent abrief sgna to Dr. mu Cheft. He wasn't pleased by the interruption: the rehydration
processwas awaystricky. | quickly related the details of the patient's symptoms.

"Noideg, Dr. Grey Velil," mu Cheft said. "Do whatever the suns you can.”

| was on my own, as usud. Or maybe not. By now someone should have released the staff from that
control field, | thought, and rerouted my signd to Assessment. | wasin luck, anurse answered. Quietly |
requested a linguist who spoke Hsktskt be sent back.

"You want awhat?' the nurse said increduloudy. "Doctor, we've got awhole platoon of Militiaout
herel"

"Space the damn Militig," | told her inawhisper. "Get me atrandator now, please, nurse, before this
extremely upset Hsktskt decides to get a second opinion.”

| had to keep busy until | could effectively communicate with the patient. | played doctor. Checked
the usdess display once more. Frowned dightly. Made a chart notation about nothing. Nodded wisdly.
Cdlibrated an empty syrinpress. Looked thoughtful. | went through the motions, hoping the armed
Hsktskt wouldn't redlize | was alling. | rather liked my chest without abig holeinit.

When | ran out of faked tasks, | attempted to treat the larger Hsktskt's lacerations, but it shoved me
back and wouldn't let metouch it. Fine, | thought. Be that way.

| drew and analyzed asample of circulatory fluid from the smdler dien. The scanner readings meant
nothing to me. With agreat ded of impatient key tapping, | was able to force the medsysbank's program
to extrapolate a broad-based diagnosis from available readings.

Toxic response to hypothermia, the readout belatedly offered.

"This piece of junk"— | nodded toward the console—"says the patient istoo cold, T'Nlig."

My nurse gave asnort through her three nogtrilsthat distinctly expressed her opinion.

Somehow | had to get the patient stabilized. | mentally ran through cases I'd studied. There was that
case of a cold-blooded being who had been treated for hypothermia after a shuttle accident, | recalled.
The physiologieswere smilar. The one with the rifle was starting to make those curt motions again. | was
out of time.

| filled a syrinpress with the adrenadaptive that had been used to treat the other patient. Hopefully, |
thought as | administered the drug, it wouldn't kill the patient at once.

My theory worked. Within afew minutes the patient's vital sgnsbegan to level out, and the thermal
packs brought her temperature up quickly. It wasthen | noticed an odd, undulating distention in her
lower abdomina cavity. Something I'd read about the evolutionary aspects of highly evolved reptilian
life-formsfrom an old medical journa came back to me. A comparative study reveded some were
cgpable of mammalian proliferation —

"Serilefidd, stat!"



At once the containment generators isolated me with the patient in an impenetrable bubble.
Unfortunately, thislocked out T'Nliginaraand the other Hsktskt in the process. Theintruder charged at
the glowing wall around us, and bounced off asapainful biodectric charge repelled him.

I ignored him. | barely fdt the vacuum from the air replacement unit as| sprayed askin sedl over the
Hsktskt's lower limbs. After | masked and gloved, | searched for the aperture | had to find.

Gingerly, | inserted thetips of two fingersinto anatura breach in the octagonal green scalesjust
above the patient's lower appendages, and promptly received anice, sharp bite. | snatched back my
fingers, and sworelightly. | had, nonetheless, reached a unshakable diagnoss.

My patient was about to deliver whatever bit me,

The trandator from MedAdmin chose that moment to show up. The smal, harried-looking humanoid
wasin such arush that he didn't notice the warrior leveling the pulserifle at his skull.

"Language used by patient is Hsktskt," | wastold.

"We know. What's she saying?" | asked with thin patience.

As he began interpreting the hisses, hefindly noticed the other Hsktskt and the weapon he held.
Terransweren't the only beingswho turn pae with fear, | saw. The quaking trandator's stutter filtered
through the low dtatic of the containment barrier. "T-Thisf-f-female must b-bear her y-young at this
t-t-time"

| nodded, and tried to reign in my ever-growing irritation. "1 gathered that much. Why was she so
cold?'

The smdl humanoid relayed this, and my expectant mother groaned something miserably.

"Thefemae promisesthat thismale, referencing to him with explicit profanity, will meet hisdemise a
her handsin aparticularly cruel and protracted manner.” The, trandator risked anervous glance at the
expectant father.

" won't stop her," | said. "But that doesn't answer my question.”

The larger Hsktskt shifted his weapon from one claw-clutch to another, then hissed at the terrified
interpreter.

"Thismaeindicates he tried to force this ungrateful female into cryogenic suspension to prevent
premature emergence of the young.”

"That would explain hiscontusions,” | said. "Hetried to put her in the freezer, and she thought it wasa
really bad idea."

The male Hsktskt glowered at me asthiswasrelayed. | turned my attention to the female, and tried to
look sympathetic. It was rather difficult to do that when my patient was|ooking at me as though deciding
which end to start gnawing onfird.

"New fathers dways seem to panic at the worst possible moment,” | said prudently. | had no wish to
meet my demise. Asit was, things couldn't get much worse. "Does she know how close sheisto
ddivering?'

The patient rattled off an impatient succession of hisses.

"Only minutesremain. Anticipate at least four newborn young, and isolate each upon emergence.” The
smal humanoid coughed, then turned dightly green. "If the young are not immediately separated from all
other life-forms, the result will be... carnage.”

Thingsjust went from awful to horrible.

"T'Nlig, I'll need a haf-dozen quarantine cribs, reinforced with plasted panels and inhibitor webbing.”
| checked the birth aperture gingerly; thefirst of the young was dmost crowned. My patient began to
make a high, keening sound. "1n about aminute.” | deactivated the containment field.

The pulserifle was back in my face.

"This mae wantsto know why thefemdeiscrying out,” the trandator said.

"It hurts," | replied. | wasn't going to admit | had no ideaif pain was anatura occurrence during
Hsktskt childbirth.



The Hsktskt male responded furioudly.

"Thismale believesyou are causing the femal€s distress.” The humanoid's voice was strained. "He
thinks—"

"It'sokay." | saw what the big, mean bastard thought as he fingered the firing mechanism of hisrifle.
Leaning closeto the Hsktskt mde, | amiled nadtily. "Tel him if hekillsme, helll have to ddliver the young
by himself."

Hewastold. The weapon was retracted. Slowly.

T'Nliginara had in the meantime quietly ordered the equipment | needed. It arrived with two orderlies
who wisdly stayed outside the threshold. | nodded my appreciation toward the nurse, then turned back to
my patient. She was screeching in real agony now. The gap in her scales widened, then pedled back as
the crown of the newborn bulged out.

"Herewego." | did my fingertipsjust ingde the gperture, cradling the smal skull. "T'Nlig, runa
continuous scan on her vitals." Therest was up to the female, and her ingtincts. "Tell her to bear down —
now!"

Thefirgt of her young made an abrupt and rather messy entrance into the world. Like most scaled
life-forms, it was aminiature version of its parent. It dso had a mouthful of very well-developed,
keen-edged teeth, which it bared at me asit took itsfirst inhalation.

"Hdlo, little one.” 1 smiled down at the smdl Hsktskt in my arms as | severed its umbilical connection
to the mother. It wasamae. He hissed furioudly and struggled as T'Nliginara suctioned the excess
mucous from his mouth. " Just as cheerful asyour dad, | see.”

I quickly placed the newborn into one of the isolation cribs. My wrist received a sharp bitein the
process, but | had no time to do more than swive and assst with the next emerging sibling.

The ddivery continued in thisrapid, dangerous manner. The newborn were vicious, poised to kill
from the moment of consciousness. | knew it was asurviva ingtinct, but it didn't make my job any eesier.
| wrestled three more young from the birth aperture before my patient paused asif to gather the fina
dregs of strength.

This struggle culminated in ahorrible scream and the expulsion of thelast infant.

She was nearly twice the size of the others. Her calm, buttercup-colored eyes regarded me solemnly
before the tiny head lunged. My aching arms protested as | fought to keep her from tearing out my throat.
Thelittle darling was strong, too. T'Nliginarawrenched her away just in time, and thrust the squirming
bundleinto acrib. After | took adeep, bracing gulp of air, | turned back to the dazed female.

"Congratulations.” | tried to smile and began to clean up the mess of body fluids and birth sac
remnants. "It's three boys and two girls."

That waswhen | felt the cold rim of therifle barrel nudge the side of my head. At the sametime, Dr.
mu Cheft walked in.

He was short for anative, only saven and ahdf feet tall, and his turquoise hide was constantly flaking
from spending so much time out of the water. His recessed eyes rotated toward the cribs. Dr. mu Cheft,
likethe trandator, didn't at first register the fact that the proud parents were savage killers or that Daddy
hed arifle pressed to my skull.

"Dr. Grey Vell," he greeted me cheerfully as he beamed down at the infants. His rehydration must
have gonewdl, | guessed. "Ah, addivery. How enchanting. We don't often see such happy eventsin
Trauma, do we?"

"Not likethis" | sad.

Mu Cheft started to reach in one of the cribs and pat one of the quints. Luckily, Nurse T'Nliginara
grabbed hisflipper and yanked it back before he lost some flesh. He sobered at the sight of al those
small, effective teeth, and the further redlization that the proud father was holding awegpon on me.

"Perhaps not quite as enchanting as| thought,” the native "Zangian said.

"Daranthura.” | waved my hands over the mother to distract the father, who seemed to beignoring mu
Cheft anyway. "Get the hell out of here." My colleague dowly backed out of the exam room.



Daddy hissed & me again.

"Thismaewantsto know if the brood ishedthy,” the trandator said.

"Yes, they appear to be." | eyed the Hsktskt down the length of the wegpon. "Tdl him to get this
stupid thing away from my head.”

The trandator made a diplomatic interpretation, and relayed the Hsktskt'sterse reply astherifle was
lowered. "This male commands you to complete treatment swiftly."

"I planto, rifleor norifle” New fatherswere so predictable, | thought. Once dl the excitement was
over, they went right back to strutting.

The female Hsktskt spoke up.

Thetrandator smiled. "Thisfemale asks to know about her young.”

Through the trandator | reported the condition of the infants once more, and received arough smack
on the shoulder from her. A gesture of Hsktskt gratitude. It hurt, but | smiled anyway.

"The fema e wishes to express her recognition of your assstance," the interpreter told me. ™Y our
namewill be used to designate the dominary, or last-born, as honor to you."

The malemade what | personally interpreted as athoroughly disgusted sound.

"Thank you." | observed a shadow moving across the opposite wal of the corridor outside. "I think
we have amore important issue to discuss now.” | addressed the male Hsktskt. Y ou know the Militia
haes arrived."

The trandator tifled agroan before he interpreted the furious reply. "This made indicates that defense
forcesfor this colony arelessthan worthy of his attention.”

"Worthy or not, we'd better negotiate safe passage for Daddy here to get off this planet.” The
Hsktskt's huge eyes narrowed to dits. " Surprised?’ | asked as| completed my postpartum scans. “I'm
only interested in preventing any further violence. From anyone.”

"Thismadeagrees" thetrandator told me. "The femae and the young will accompany him.”

"l don't know." | eyed the exhausted mother and five cribs uneasily. " She's been through alot, and the
new-borns need individua examinations.”

My advice wasignored, of course.

| redly couldn't blame the Hsktskt for taking hisfamily with him. Security was outraged thet their
defense grid had been so easily compromised. Not to mention how al the other patientsfelt, being
terrorized and held hostage. No, it was better that the entire family got off-planet in ahurry.

Thanksfor vigiting K-2, please don't come again.

The Militiaswiftly agreed to theterms | negotiated on behaf of the Hsktskt. Everyone was eager to
seetheintruders depart as quickly as possible, afraid that detaining them might provoke adirect invasion
by the Faction.

T'Nliginara, the trandator and | escorted the Hsktskt group to the exterior of the facility. We had put
the quintsin acargo unit with individua shielded compartments, to prevent them from eating each other.
The weary femde waked aonggde the young, a curious sort of contentment illuminating her harsh
features.

The smdl, heavily armed shuttle the Hsktskt had used to penetrate the security grid lay just beyond
the back entrance of the FreeClinic. The male Hsktskt kept hisweapon trained on us as he backed up to
the shuttle, shidding hisfamily with his huge bodly.

"Arethey alone? Are there more of them?' one of the Militiaasked me, and | shrugged as | watched
them board the vessdl.

"l have no idea. Do you want to ask him?' | pointed a the male, who had paused on the boarding
ramp and turned to look back at me. He stared at me for several long moments, then disappeared inside
the vessd.

"Yourewecome" | said.

Dr. Mayer appeared at my side as| watched the shuttle fireits engines and rise rapidly to disappear



into the emerald sky.

"Dr. Grey Vell." Hisshrewd eyesreflected the usud intense didike and anew glimmer of outrage. He
wasn't going to dap me on the back and thank mefor ajob well-done, | could see that. " Come with me.”

| would have preferred to deliver another batch of Hsktskt killer-babies.

The chief had asmall, serile office in the MedAdmin section of thefacility. | sat down in front of his
desk and resisted the urge to defend mysdlf before he said anything. | wouldn't have to wait long.

"I want to know precisaly what happened.”

| gave him the particulars of the incident in the same terms | would have made a chart entry. When |
wasfinished, it only took ten seconds for him to start in on me.

"What did you think you were doing?"

"Treating apatient,” | said. "Under dangerous conditions."

"Y ou recogni zed both as Hsktskt ns, didn't you?"'

"l recognized afemalein thefina stages of Iabor. The male threstened us only to insure she would get
proper trestment.”

He made a disgusted sound. "I want acomplete report on thisincident before your next shift,
Doctor.” | nodded. " According to Militiareports, no one wasinjured during this attack."

| wasn't going to show him my bruises. "It wasn't an attack.”

"Y ou may thank whatever God you worship for that, Doctor.”

"I'm delighted no one got hurt,” | said. "Everything | did was an effort to make sure no onewould, Dr.
Mayer."

"Isthat what you think?" His eyebrows lifted. ™Y our reckless actionstoday endangered the lives of
the FreeClinic gtaff, the patients, and every other inhabitant of this colony.” He placed his hands on the
edge of the empty desk, and | noted the whiteness around his knuckles. Gee, he was upset. "Colonia
Security will conduct afull investigation of your role in these events, subject to established statutes under
the Charter." The Chief didn't haveto say it was at hisrequest. He wasn't finished, ether. "Y ou gambled
with too many livestoday. Doctor."

"What else could | do?’

"There were any number of means at your disposal to disable both of those terrorists. Even a
medtech student knows a Syrinpress can be used as aweapon.”

| thought about the number of times | could have been killed that day, and what Dr. William the
Almighty Mayer would have donein my place. | looked away from my boss, and spotted asmall,
old-fashioned holographic document hung on the wall beside me.

"T will follow that method of treatment which, according to my ability and judgment, | consider for the
benefit of my patients, and abstain from whatever is deleterious and mischievous, | will give no deadly
medicine to anyone if asked, nor suggest any such counsdl,' " | read out loud.

The chiefs eyes darted over to his copy of the Hippo-cratic Oath, the pledge that al Terran
physicians swore to uphold. Hislips were getting white now.

"Excuse me, Dr. Mayer." | got to my feet and strode out of his office. And walked promptly into
Duncan Reever.

It was, well, unnerving. | let out ayelp and jumped back. He registered my response by arching a
light eyebrow.

"Dr. Grey Vél," he greeted me, no inflection coloring hisvoice. | shoved my way past him and
marched down the corridor. "Doctor?"

| didn't expect him to trail after me as| strode out the main entrance. K-2's twilight was deepening
from olive to emerad, while the moon ring glowed like abroken necklace of pearls. | paused, glanced
over my shoulder and made an exasperated sound. For atelepath, Reever wasincredibly dense.

"What do you want, Chief Linguist Reever?'

"I'll walk with you," he said. Like he was conferring some kind of significant honor.



"I'm not going anywhere," | said, then walked off. He kept pace with me until | lost the last of my
patience. | hated and turned on that fathomless gaze. Managed to avoid shouting. Bardly. "Reever, go
avay!"

"You'rewaking in circlesaround the FreeClinic," hefelt he had to point out.

"l know."

"Youreupst.”

"Therésa keen observation." | pushed ahandful of dark hair from my eyes. "Anything e s2?"

"One of my subordinates was present during your trestment of the Hsktskt raiders,” he said.

"Yes, of course.” | had forgotten about the trandator, and now felt alittle ashamed of my outburst.
"Hewaswonderful."

"I'm pleased to hear that."

"More than wonderful. To be honest, our success was duein large part to his excellent skillsand
performance under adverse conditions. Y ou should give him araise in compensation.” There, I'd made
the appropriate comments. He would have to be satisfied with that.

He wasn't. "It was reported that the femal e Hsktskt named you as designate to the dominary infant.”

"Gy

"Y ou invited asgnificant honor on yoursdlf."

"Invited?' | wasincredulous. "Bedlieve me, Chief Linguidt, | didn't ask her to name her kid after me."

"In Terran terms, such adigtinction would rank with that of a godmother, Doctor.”

My foot began tapping the ground. "I'm till missing apoint here. If thereisone.”

"Being that infant's designate virtualy guarantees you'll never be taken asaHsktskt dave.”

What was hetrying to insinuate? That | — "For God's sake, Reever, | wasn't given achoice at the
time!”

"Weren't you?' he asked. ™Y ou brought five more Hsktskt killersinto existence.”

First Mayer, now this. "I treated a female giving birth," | told him. "Under extreme duress, | might
add, but that doesn't matter.”

"It doesn't?"

"No, Reever. It doesn't.” | moved in. "1 would have treated her no matter what happened. Thresat or
no threat. While the colony was under attack. Even if her mate began executing the others.” | made surel
had hisfull attention, our eyeslocked, my face amereinch from his. "With my last breath, Reever, /
would have delivered those five Hsktskt killers."

The chief linguist nodded as though satisfied. Helifted his hand, and trailed the tips of hisfingers over
my rumpled hair. The gesture baffled me. "Y ou would be unyielding to theend.”

"Leave me done, Reever."

| stalked off, and was relieved to see he didn't follow me. It took afew momentsto collect mysalf
before a nagging inconsstency emerged from my muddled thoughts. Something the charge nurse had said
during the ddivery of the Hsktskt quints.

"No one knows much about them,” T'Nliginara had stated. So how did Duncan Reever know all
this stuff about ther "godmothers'?

PART Two: Application



CHAPTER Six
Bartermen
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Colonid Security did investigate the incident involving the two Hsktskt intruders. Thoroughly. For an
entire day it seemed like anyone with asecurity clearance took ashot at grilling me. After dl that, it was
officially concluded that no Charter violation could be cited against me.

My clearance didn't sway the popular opinion held by enforcement and defense officials. Namdly, that
my actions during the trestment of the Hsktskt female had been reckless.

"Doctor, you medical people aren't trained to operate under hostage situations," one of higher-ranking
Militiafelt obligated to point out. Y ou should have left the decisons to the on-gite negotiator.”

"I'm trained to deal with crisis" | said, adistinct edge to my voice.

"L et me give you some advice that saveslives" the man had the audacity to say. "The next timeyou're
faced with aterrorist threet, make Militianotification your firgt priority. Then do exactly asyouretold.”

AnaHansen, who had come dong as my persona adviser, chose that moment to pull meto my feet.
She was strong, and fast, too. Before | could reply, | found mysalf unceremonioudy pushed toward the
door.

"Thank you, and please excuse us," Anasaid as she practically dragged me out of the office. Once
weld left the Security building, she released me and exhded with audible relief.

"l wasn't going to hit him," | told her, rubbing the spot she had gripped so tightly. "Not very hard,
anywey."

"Y ou know, Cherijo, for adoctor, you have an impressive temper.”

"Under ordinary conditions, / don't,” | said. "It only comes out during certain Situations— like when
I'm being accused of criminal negligence. Who did that jerk think hewas? | wasjust doing my job!"

"l believe you did the best you could in avery dangerous Situation,” Anasaid. "That's al anyone can
be expected to do."

"Not according to that thick-skulled cretin—"

"— who would not have gppreciated you casting doubts on the legitimacy of hishbirth. Or learning of
your painfully low estimation of hisintelligence. Or knowing the exact anatomical location on his body
you thought would best accommodate hisadvice," Anasaid.

"1 thought you only picked up thought fragments,” | said, and she gaveinto her laughter at last.

"My dear, an inorganic rock formation could have read what you were thinking while he waslecturing
you."

Our path intersected with one of the Terran engineersin my housing unit, Paul Ddton. By thistime |l
had become acquainted with severa of my neighbors, but conflicting work schedules kept me from
forming genuine friendships. Paul, | noticed, was with someone | hadn't seen before.

"Friends of yours?' Anaasked, following my gaze.

"The Terran lives down the corridor from me. | don't recognize thetal blue one."

The unfamiliar humanoid wore a pilot's flight suit. He was amassive, well-muscled ma e with the most
gartling sapphire-colored flesh. Straight sable hair fell around strong featuresin lustrous wings. His eyes
were completely white, noirisor pupil discernible beneath the pearly corness. Y et from the way he was
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looking at me, | knew he wasn't blind. | tried not to stare back.

Paul hailed me. "Hey, Doc!" With unremarkable coloring and an average build, the Terran engineer
appeared ordinary at first glance. Until he opened his mouth. Paul had a great sense of humor, and was
so popular with our neighbors | sometimes wondered if heredly was Terran.

" think you're about to find out who heis.”

| glanced a Ana, who was beaming with evident satisfaction. She'd been nagging me lately to spend
some off-duty time "enjoying myself." Before | could stop her, she patted my shoulder and started off.

"Must go, have some work to catch up on back at the office.”

"Ang"

She turned and made one of those graceful little waves of hersthat | could never imitate, evenif |
practiced for years. "We can get together later thisweek."

"Forget what you'rethinking,”" | told her as| tugged the edge of my tunic straight. "Right this minute.”

"Who sad I'm thinking anything & al?'

Shedidnt fool me. "I'm too busy."

"My dear, no one could ever be too busy for amaewho lookslike that!" She smiled at the
approaching men before skipping off to her glidecar. Some friend she was, abandoning me like this.

| told mysdif I'd only stop long enough to exchange greetings, and satisfy my curiosity about the
blue-skinned pilot'sidentity.

"Long day patching up the Sck?' Paul asked.

"Not today." | grimaced, then teased him. "There was an interesting case | had afew days ago,
though. A Terran with astrained larynx. Reminded me of you."

"l loveit when you talk anatomy to me," Paul said with amock leer. "Y oulll haveto teach medl the
good words."

"I've been too busy studying structural engineering,” | said, deadpan. "1 want your job."

That made Paul's companion chuckle softly. | looked up a him, kinking severd neck musclesin the
process.

"Hello, I'm Cherijo Grey Vel," | held out my hand, pam-up, asl'd learned was the least offensive
gesture of friendship on K-2 to al species. It was swallowed in alarge, six-fingered grasp. His
handshake was firm but careful.

"Kao Torin," he said, his voice deep and resonate. He made aforma gesture with the other hand that
must have been some type of accompanying greeting. The big pilot had noticed my surreptitious curiosity,
for he added, "From Joren, in the Varallan Quadrant.”

"Watch out for thisone, Kao," Paul said. "Shélll demand your medevals, if you let her.”

"I'm till reading up on the aberrationsin yours, Paul,” | said, and smiled up at the big pilot. "It'sa
pleasure to meet you."

"You'e off duty now?' Kao inquired, and | nodded. "Would you join usfor amed interva?"

Paul groaned, ralling his eyesto the upper atmosphere. "I can't take him anywhere," he said. At my
arched brow helaughed, and Kao Torin assumed along-suffering demeanor. "Thisfly boy," my neighbor
sad, "isresponsible for breaking more heartsin the Pmoc Quadrant than | am.”

"You'reinluck, then," | said, giving Kao agrin. "I'm asurgeon, | can repair them.”

Both men laughed, and we agreed to continue on together to the Trading Center, and dine at Cafe
Lisette. Over the past weeks | had made dow but steady progress with Lisette herself by my repeated
patronage. When we arrived, she greeted me with asort of distant benevolence.

Like Jenner, shewasn't a pushover. Y ou may not have liked it, but you had to respect it.

Over fragrant servers of real wine (produced from K-2's extensive vineyards) and deep bowls of
Lisette's delectable version of coq au vin, we chatted easily. The discussion revolved around a prevaent
topic among colonists: What do you miss the most from the homeworld?

"A red beef steak," Paul said. "With barbecue sauce and smoked legumes on the side.”



"I'd trade everything | own for atub of vanillaice cream, abarrel of hot fudge, and aspoon,” | said,
and added awistful sigh. "What about you, Kao Torin?"

"Thereissomething | do yearn for," he said as he contemplated his goblet of amber wine. "My
ClanMother's morning breads. | never properly appreciated her light touch with baking asayouth.”

After | prompted him, he went on to e aborate about his homeworld. Joren was situated thousands of
light-years away, in the distant Varallan Quadrant. I'd never heard of the system or quadrant, much less
his planet. Kao's people had evolved from what he described as nomadic warrior clansinto atechnicaly
advanced race of insatiable explorers.

"My race enjoys exploration. Jorenians are scattered throughout this sector and many others.” He
made another of his curious hand gestures, and | wondered if his language was part corporea. Not even
Anacould do something that fluidly harmonious. "My HouseClan travel s the fringe systems, where there
ismore unknown to us.”

"You mugt likethe chalenges” | said. "Are most of your people explorers, or pilots?!

"Pilots, course plotters— any helm position isfavored. We have anatura sense for navigation, which
isuseful when ingrumentetion fails”

"Do Jorenians customarily contract their services?"

"No, we have our own vessels. We contract our services as part of—" He searched for aterm, then
asked, "Introduction to other species?’ | amiled and nodded. "It can be as stimulating as exploration.”
Kao looked thoughtfully a my tunic.

| glanced down, too. "Did | dribble something on myself?"

"The colors you wear are that of my HouseClan." He briefly touched on the complex use of colors by
Joreni-ans to differentiate kindred, rank, and occupation. ™Y our HouseClan — people — are born
heders?’

| frowned for amoment as | thought of my father. "A few are, but it takes years of education before
we qudify asphysicianson Terra The same way Paul studied to become an engineer.”

Kao shot asardonic look at Paul. "Paul claims he never had to study.” He went on to describe some
amusi ng anecdotes about Paul when hefirst transferred to K-2, then Paul retaiated with some rather
outrageous accounts of Kao's own reputation.

"Truce!" | threw up my hands, and laughed. "Are you sure you two are friends!"

Kao nodded solemnly, while Paul laughed.

"Doc, | wouldn't think of getting on hisbad side," the engineer said. " Jorenian warriors are notorious
for pursuing their enemies. To the end of the gdaxy, if need be. | won't tell you what they do when they
catch them."

| didn't like hearing that. ™Y our people il practice offensve warfare, Filot Torin?"

"No, Hedler. Most of my people are trained as warriors, but only in defense of the HouseClan. We
are avery peaceful species.”

"Dont let himfool you, Doc," Paul said. "The reason they're so peaceful isno onein their right mind
would ever crossaJorenian.”

"That isthe right of—" Kao began in serious tones, then redized he was being needled. "My friend
reminds me | must improve my knowledge of verba banter.”

"Stick around, fly boy," Paul said. "I'm an authority.”

Wefinished our medl shortly after that, and it was with red regret that | said it wastime for meto go.
Again, | received thefriendly clasp of that large blue hand on mine, while the dark head dipped down so
that Kao's words were for my ears alone.

"Thank you for saving me from hearing dl of Paul's EngTech talesfor thefifteenth time," the pilot said.
His grasp subtly changed to anear-caress. "'l would like to see you again, Heder Grey Vell."

When you've spent most of your life with your nose buried in medica books, or involved with
patients, you forget how other people see you. Apparently, he saw me as an attractive female.



"Perhaps we might share another meal — alone?' Kao asked. | could see how he got his reputation.
By breething.

"If you can find me off duty,” | said with aquick grin. | didn't add "good luck™ to thet; it wouldn't have
been palite. | didn't want to get my hopes up, ether. "Until then, Kao Torin."

Thewhite eyes crinkled with hisdow smile. "Wak within beauty,” he said.

| certainly walked within adaze as | headed for home.

Lor-Etsdlock was standing just outside my quarters as | strode down my corridor. He was perspiring
despite the excellent climate control, and his chubby face gppeared dmost haggard with anxiety. The
moment he saw me, he began trudging toward me.

"Doctorlregretl couldnotrefusethementrance,” he said, and | frowned as| tried to follow his
incomprehens ble babbling.

"Regret you could not — what?' | held up one hand as he opened his mouth. "Sowly, please, Lor.
My TI will blow out my eardrum.”

"Forgiveme." He took a deep breath. "Bartermen arehere toappraise. In yourquarters.”

The infamous Bartermen? In my quarters? To appraise what?

The door to my quarters was partialy gar, and | waked past the fearful resource manager and
nudged the panel aside. Within the room was a smal group of dienswho were methodicaly searching
through my persond belongings. | heard amuffled yow! of outrage and stepped inside.

"What the—"

My appearance made no effect on the culprits, who were dl dressed inidentical charcoal garments
that cloaked their forms. Short abbreviated hoods covered what seemed to be square-shaped, elongated
skulls. Jen-ner shot past me and scrambled under my deeping platform.

"How did you get in here?

One of the group turned at the sound of my voice.

"Appraisa isnearly completed.”

"Hey!" | followed him as he moved away, and prodded his shoulder. | was amost sorry when he
turned around. From the shadows of the hood, gaunt festures stretched under ashen skin into a parody of
asmile. I'd seen more attractive cadavers. A musty, damp odor rose from the rustling robes. Smelled
better corpses, too.

All he said was, "Ready yoursdlf."

"What are you people doing here? Why are you handling my belongings?* Once more | prodded the
being, who wasignoring me. Y ou— explain thid"

"Doctorlcanexplaintoyou—" Lor had followed me in, and put adamp hand on my arm. | shook it off.

"No, Lor, thisoneisgoing to explain it to me, aren't you?' | leaned forward, and snatched away the
article of my clothing he was fingering. In shock, he recoiled away from me. Like/ wasthe problem here.

The others— | counted five — assembled quickly around usin acircle.

"Appraisa has been completed.” The appointed spokesman sounded smug. "Barter?”

"Barter what?'

"They wantto tradewith youDoctor," Lor said. "For-what youbrought tothecolony."

"Y ou want to barter with me?' | asked, incredulous. | scanned the six faces. "Don't you wait until
youreinvited?"

"Bartermen do not wait."

"How about making an appointment?”

"Bartermen do not make gppointment.”

It wastimeto seeif Bartermen knew how to get out,

| decided. | pointed to the door. "I don't want to barter with you. Please leave.”

"Appraisa isminimd," the Bartermen's pokesman said. " Assortment of clothing, medical articles, live



domedticated animal. Barter only for entirety.”

I think | was being insulted. "Leave, now."

"Dr. Cherijo Grey Veil, minimal appraisal .

Like | should care. "Okay, | want names. Right now!"

"Bartermen.”

"Your names are Bartermen?'

Lor decided to intervene again. His plump hand trembled against my arm. "Namesare notused
Doctor. Againg theirdoctrine.

"Lor, stay out of this" | surveyed the group once more, speaking dowly and clearly so they couldn't
claim later that there had been some terrible misunderstanding. "I'm telling you for the last time to exit
these premisesimmediately.”

"Bartermen remain, complete barter."

| didn't have to surrender my privacy to abunch of grubby little opportunists looking to turn a credit
through intimidation. No, sir. | whirled around and went to my display pand. "HQ Adminigrative Office,
AnaHansen."

Anas face gppeared ingtantaneoudly.

"Cherijo? What—"

"Ana, thereisagroup of six individuasin my quarters caling themsel ves Bartermen. They have
evidently entered illegally and sorted through my possessions. They now demand | barter or trade what |
own.

"Oh, no."

| wasn't through. "I've asked them repeatedly to leave. They refuse. Send some Militiaover here, will
you? FileaCharter violation complaint againgt them for mewhileyoureat it."

Lor nearly fainted.

The Bartermen conferred among themsdlves as Ana advised meto stay put and say aslittleas
possible. Within minutes two of the Militiastood insde the door way. The spokesman for the
grey-cloaked dienslooked I a me again.

"' "Barter is not violation of Charter,” he said.

"Violation of my persona space without my specific invitation or consent is. Try reading section
seven, paragraph fourteen, linesthree through eight.” | nodded to the Militia officers. "Remove them,
please”

The Bartermen stepped forward collectively astheir spesker said, "Appraisa may have been
underestimated.”

"Appraisal was not requested,” | said. The Militialooked at each other uneasily. "Do you officers
have a problem with my grievance?

"No, Doctor."

"Then, clear them out of here. Now."

The Bartermen speaker decided to try to persuade me one last time. "Considerable appraisal for one
item, live animal domesticated. Wewill barter equa exchange.”

"Get out!" | shouted.

They filed out slently, while Lor gibbered something and scurried after them. The Militiaofficers
gazed & me with something like horror mixed with admiration.

"Wel?' | demanded.

"Well, Doctor," one of them said. "They are Bartermen.”

"What is that supposed to mean?' | threw up my hands. "They have free license to go through my
persona possessions? They can just walk in here and—" Anachose that moment to gppear in the
doorway.



"Oh, dear," she said as she surveyed the mess. "There has been a huge misunderstanding.”
"You'vegot that right," | said. "Who do these Bartermen think they are? They forced their way in—"
She shook her head. "Lor let themin."

"What?'

"They were acting on afiled trade summons. | was notified dmost immediatdly after your sgnd by the
Association about the Situation.”

"A trade what? What are you talking about?"

Anas shoulders shook suspicioudy as she cleared her throat, then gave me acareful look. "A trade
summons. Bartermen have an extensive and rather complicated communication system set up within the
colony."

"Inwords of two syllablesor less, Ana" She pressed her lips together, then went on. "1 believe you
stated that you would trade everything you own for someice cream, fudge sauce, and a spoon?”

| related the bizarre incident to K-Cipok, who was my charge nurse on duty the next day, and she
substantiated what Ana Hansen had told me about the aggravating practices of the Bartermen.

"And they just bargein on peoplelike that?" | asked.

"I'm surprised they didn't file acomplaint with the Council," K-Cipok told me. "They don't liketo be
turned down, especidly on afirst bid."

"They're definitdy fanatics" | said, recdling their sngle-minded behavior.

She made anoncommittal sound. "In your view. Some cultures consider procurement of trade items
asimportant as, say, you Terransview dally cleansing rituas.”

"But to base al that on what | said"— trying to explain my side of it had me frustrated. "It wasjust an
expression. Y ou know, wishful thinking."

K-Cipok made alow thrumming sound so much like abovinemoo | had to swalow agiggle. "l
wouldn' think out loud anymore, Doctor."

The next case was rushed in from Assessment, and my humor dissipated & once. "Chart?'

"Can't account for it," the harassed orderly manning the gurney said.

The patient displayed evidence of severeinternal trauma. Her abdomen was taut and hot to the touch,
her vitd sgnsthready. Shock was going to kill her unlesswe moved quickly.

"Let'sshift her."

K-Cipok's spindly limbs, which appeared incapable of keeping her heavy torso erect, hefted the
patient from the gurney to the exam pad without effort. The orderly made a hasty exit, and when | looked
at the contorted face, | went till.

"It can't be."

She was the same Orgemich female Phorap Rogan had diagnosed with gastroenteritis during my first
shift at the FreeClinic. | scanned her once. That wasal it took.

She didn't have an upset ssomach anymore.

"Prep her for surgery, stat," | said to the nurse, then signaded Dr. DIoh, who was working that shift
with me. "I've got an emergency here; | haveto operate.”

"I'll notify Azzezzment and cover,” hereplied. "The Orgemich they juzt brought in?"

"Yes. It looks like an unrelieved blockage in the ileum caused the bowe to turn gangrenous.” | thrust
aside thoughts of what 1'd like to do to Rogan. "I'll use K-Cipok to assst. Advise MedAmin and Dr.
Mayer for me, if you would."

K-Cipok, like al the nurses, doubled as an anesthesiologist. She had the patient prepped and under
sedation as soon as | laid out my instruments. We scrubbed, masked, and gloved, then initiated asterile
field around the three of us.

| positioned the lascapel to maketheinitial incison. A bubble of putrid gas bulged benegth the outer
abdomind wall.

"Suction,” | said after | swiftly made atiny dit for K-Cipok to insert the extractor'stip. Whew. The



smell was horrific, but the effluvium was soon evacuated. | breached the tough outer tissues. "Clamp.
Aqueous suction, yes, right there." | peeled back the heavy layer of fatty tissues, secured the clamp, and
gared. "My God, what amess.”

K-Cipok gasped. "How did she manage to walk around like this?'

The entire colon was strangulated by a massive obstruction, which had caused severetissue
degradation. The gangrene was so wide-spread, | didn't know if anything | could do would save her.

Thiswas adirect result of Rogan'sincompetence.

"Orgemich species” | said under my bregth, concentrating. "Redundant organs include heart, spleen,
liver, colon..." | probed beneath a portion of the necrotic colon and confirmed that. " She's got two sets
of large and small intestines, and only one has been compromised.” | gazed at my nurse. "We're going to
perform a.complete ileostomy and colectomy, K-Cipok." | straightened and adjusted the clamp. " Start
thinking of afancy clinica term. We may get credit with inventing this procedure.

"She'sgoing into cardiac arrest, both hearts!” the nurse said. "No pulse!”

"Damn, damn, not now," | muttered. The ventilator K-Cipok activated took over for the Orgemich's
lungs as| began compressions over the twin hearts. Swesat beaded on my brow, trickling into my eyesas
| looked up at the nurse. "Stats.”

"No pressure, no pulse.” K-Cipok said, intent on the indicators.

"Fifty cc's Epinephrinyl.” | snatched the syrinpress onceit was cdibrated and injected it directly into
the primary heart. | checked for apulse, but felt nothing. "Come on, lady,” | said. "Don't give up on me!™
"Got something." K-Cipok squinted at her console screen. "Bradycardiac rate primary heart, 48.

Secondary heart showing ventricular fibrillation. I've got thready BP, 47 over 30."

"Y ou can do better than that," | said, waited aslong as| dared, then looked at K-Cipok.

The nurse shook her head. " She's not coming out of it."

"Twenty cc'sof synmeperedine.” The next syrinpress was dapped hard against my pam, and |
glanced up before | administered it. The charge nurse was not happy. "Problem?’

"Shel'snot a Terran," K-Cipok said.

| adminigtered the drug. "No kidding."

"Doctor, she'san Orgemich, and you don't have achart. Are you sure—"

"Let'schat later, after we keep her from dying on us, okay?' | squelched the outrage | felt at being
guestioned. " Stats."

"Still fluctuating," K-Cipok monitored the readout with afrown. "Wait, she's starting to stabilize. Both
heart rates rising, BP looks better—" Sheraised her large, placid eyes and smiled. "Better than when we
got her. 90 over 60."

"Close enough. Let's get moving.” | ducked my head so the nurse could blot the siweat from my face,
then held out my gloved hand. "Clamp."

It took nearly four hours, but | was able to complete the surgery successfully. The Orgemich femae
wasin critical but stable condition as she was transferred to post-op in the surgica intensive care unit.
K-Cipok stayed for afew minutes after the patient was removed.

"Dr. Grey Ve, that was— well, incredible."

"Thanks." | amiled to remove the sing from my next words. "Just don't sart arguing with mein the
middle of surgery next time, or I'll make you do the next one."

"| gpologize. | wasworried — | wanted — how did you know so much about her physiology? |
mean, | know you aren't—" She made an uncomfortable gesture.

It was understandable. "1've been studying.”

"Y ou must have. I've never seen anyone operate like that.”

Wewerejoined by Dr. Dloh, Mayer, and the relief charge nurse, Ecla. | reviewed the procedure
briefly and ordered full scan anadlysis on the diseased organs I'd removed. Despite the temptation, | made
no mention of the role Phorap Rogan played in this patient's near-tragic case. My boss nodded and



withdrew without aword.

So much for gppreciation, | thought with acertain caustic pleasure. | turned to Dloh. "I know I'm
scheduled for three more hours on duty, but would you cover the rest of the shift for me?* My adrenaline
surge was subsiding fast. "I'm exhausted.”

"Of courze, Dr. Grey Vell." Dloh gazed around him.

"Will you excuze uz for amoment, pleaze?' The nurses departed, still talking about the operation. |
noticed a certain agitated moverment to my colleague's normally languid limbs.

"Something wrong, Dr. Dloh?"

"I wanted to tell you the orderly had zomehow mixed that patient'z chart in with one | rezeived. By the
time | notized, you had activated the zterilefied." Hisbrittle voice fell to awhisper. "I regret it did not
cometo my attention zooner."

"l didn't need the data," | told him. "Forget about it."

"Y ou know zo much about Orgemich phyziology that you did not require chart referenze?”

"| observed Dr. Rogan's treatment of this Orgemich on my first day at the FreeClinic, and reviewed
her chart." | should have inssted on those internal scans, | brooded. If she had died... "l remembered the
paticulars”

"How fortunate. Still, pleaze aczept my gpology for the miztake. It won't happen again.” | shrugged.
"No harm done."

"Doctor, may | azk you another queztion?"

"Sure." | wasahit impatient with Dloh'sinsstence. | liked success, but | didn't want to dissect it.
"Where did you pozition the poztzurgica ztoma?'

"On theleft upper quadrant, beneath the secumous junction, of course.” | mentally pictured the
incison I'd made in the mesentery. Nothing wrong with that.

"Not where you would locateit on a Terran,” Dloh said.

"Of course not. The anatomical differences require—"

"I know what they require. What | did not know iz that you knew." Dloh paused significantly. "And
you dizcerned thiz from reviewing the chart of thiz Orgemich patient zeveral weekz ago."

| could see hispoaint. "I have an excellent memory."

"Y ou have a phenomena memory, Doctor.”

"Thank you, Dr. Dloh." It wastimeto get somefresh air. "If you don't mind, I'mtired. I'll seeyou
tomorrow."

"Not at dl," he said as he stepped from my path.

"Do one more favor for me, Dr. Dloh.” | smiled grimly. "Keep Phorap Rogan away from my patient.”

The sound of anincoming console signa greeted me when | returned to my quarters. My Orgemich
patient? No, | had agut feding she was going to make it. Maybe it was Kao Torin, | thought. | answered
it and was disappointed to see acomdrone instead of the handsome blue face of Paul'sfriend.

"Good afternoon, Dr. Grey Vel. One message, direct interstellar relay.”

That told mewho it was, but | asked anyway. "Inquiry — point of originis Sol Quadrant?’

"Confirmed.”

Widl, why not? It would make my rotten day complete. | accepted the transmission.

"Cherijo," my father greeted me.

"Dad."

"l have been in contact with the Pmoc Quadrant Surgeon Generd's Office. Preliminary reports
indicate you have performed adequately in your capacity on Kevarzangia Two."

"Haven't killed anyone yet. Why are you wasting credits caling me?!

"l thought you might wish to further discuss your impulsive actions.”

"l don't." | thought of what this man had done. "Good-bye, Dad.”



"This disrespect is unacceptable, daughter.”

"What are you going to do about it?' My temper exploded. "I'm fourteen light-years away! Y ou can't
exactly suspend my entertainment privileges, can you?'

"l have spoken to Dr. Mayer."

"Speaking of entertainment, that must have been fun. Y ou two have alot in common. Maybe he's
your long-lost brother.”

Dad wasn't amused. "He feels you may be on the verge of an emotiond collapse.”

"He couldn't fed adermal probeif he sat on one."

"Cherijo—"

Firg the Bartermen, then Rogan's mess, now this. My patience wasin the red-range. "Get to the
point!" | shouted.

He drew back from his console, appdled at my lack of control. How uncivilized of me. It felt pretty
good, too. "It isin your best interests to resign and return a once to Terra. Wewill discussthisagain,
daughter.”

He ended the transmission, and | wasleft fedling like amouthy kid with bad manners. Jenner peeked
out from under the sofa

"l won't let him talk me into going back, Jenner. | won't."

After the sgnd from Dad, | spent anumber of my off-duty intervals escaping my studies and my
quarters, taking Ana Hansen's advice to relax more. At thetime, it didn't seem like rationalization to me.

One evening | wandered into the Sports Complex, intending to explore what type of workout
equipment was available. | might find something that would take the edge off my three main frustrations.
Namely Mayer, that fool Rogan, and my father.

The favorite sport of my homeworld, shockball, was not practiced on K-2, much to my relief. I'd
never understood the thrill of watching eighteen athletes juggle a computer-enhanced sphere between
twin gods. A spherethat jolted them with electrocardid shocksif the referees caught them committing
pendties.

Milder pastimes were preferred by the colonigts. Individua competitions againgt dimensiond
amulators, table games, the like. | could handle something basic, | thought.

Right. | ended up feding like the biggest greenhorn to set foot on extee-soil snce Challenger 1X
landed on Mars and Terrans found out the rusty sand made them bresk out in hives. It was my own fault.
| should have known better than to accept a challenge from a

FreeClinic orderly. Especialy one asinnocent-looking as Akamm.

"Hey, Dr. Grey Vel!" He gestured for meto join him and agroup of saffersat the whump-bal
tables. "I'm trying to figure out how to play this game, can you give me ahand?’

| heard asnicker as| approached. Maybe someone suspected I'd never worn awhump-glove in my
life. True, I'd never played the game, but it didn't look that difficult. How hard could it beto direct the
small, colorful globesinto aseries of pockets?

Widl, Akamm swindled me out of five nawaroot beers and a plate of Ontabbaren grain-chips before |
findly caught on. Most of the medical support staff frequented the Sports Complex. By thetimewe
reached our fifth game, alarge group of them stood around, watching my humiliation. Whet finaly
penetrated my thick skull wastheir muffled laughter each time Akamm registered yet another point.

| wasbeing hustled

| did extract asmall amount of revenge. Maggie had taught me some tricks sheld learned during her
tavern years. Akamm had set up for game six, and turned away to retrieve his glove from the dry-rack.
When he turned back around, he didn't notice that 1'd successfully exchanged hisball for apressurized
chalk-sack. | was careful to step back from the table as he approached. He took aim with confidence
and hit the sack, which imploded.

After theair cleared, the orderly stood blanketed with athick white layer of chalk.



"Suns — what the—"

"Good try," | said with astraight face. "Wrong target. Y ou'd better forfeit and hit the cleanser units
before one of those Whelikkan abino femaes over there thinks she's found a soul mate.”

The staff didn't try to subdue their laughter any longer. | even got around of gpplause. After bowing
my acceptance, | got the fedling someone was still staring at me. A quick scan of the gamesroom
brought my gaze to meet an intense pair of white eyes. Kao Torin rose from his vantage position (he'd
obvioudy watched the entire fiasco), and crossed the space to join me at the serviceterminal.

"Heder Grey Vell." He greeted me with one of hisfluid gestures. "May | never face you asagames
opponent.”

"I'll teake that asacompliment.” | peered up a him. "I think."

"l find mysdlf, as Paul putsit, at loose endsthisnight.”" His smile was doing strange thingsto my pulse.
"Would you join mefor awak outsde? The moons are digning in aparticularly interesting pattern.”

| wondered briefly if thiswasthe alien equivaent to being propositioned. | wouldn't mind taking a
groll with him, if that'sdl he had in mind. Anything more... well, I'd have to think about it. "Sure."

Kevarzangia Two's evenings were dways spectacular in some form or another. Outside the Complex,
| looked up and saw the satdllite ring was positioned in astaggered diagond stream across the night sky.
This crested another dazzling effect, throwing off curved bands of light that shimmered like ahundred
wide moonbows.

"l dwaysforget tolook up,” | said with regret. "I'll have to make apoint of it. Thisisfabulous.”

| fdlt hisfingers brush briefly against the deeve of my tunic as he guided me around a cluster of
colonigts exiting the Complex. Smooth move. | was startled by the response | felt to the momentary
contact.

"l agree" he said, looking at me, not the moons.

Wewalked for along time without speaking. It didn't bother me. Thelonger | waswith Kao Torin,
the more at ease | felt. He pointed out a distant, tiny light just above the horizon and caled it home.

"I will haveto return soon," he said. "'l am obliged to Choose abondmate.”

| had done some research (purely educationa, of course) on the culture of his homeworld. According
to the database's scanty outline, Jorenians apparently had complete freedom. They could go anywhere,
do anything, havelots of fun. Until they attained emotiona and physical maturity, that is. Thiswas
measured not by age, but by some unspecified internd biologica clock.

From what | surmised, when this clock's larm went off, all Jorenians were required to return to their
home-world to take a bondmate during some unspecified ceremony. The HouseClans of hisworld did
not let anyone hit the snooze switch, either.

"Do you have someone waiting for you?" | asked, my throat tight. It seemed very important that he
tell me now.

"No." He stopped, and his hand curled around my arm. His hand was so large that his thumb
overlapped hisknuckles. "I have not Chosen.”

| stared up a him. Surely he wasn't thinking—"1 hardly know you, Kao Torin."

"And | you, Heder Grey Veil." He didn't sound too worried about that. "I have wanted to know you,
from the first moment when | saw you wearing my HouseClan's colors.”

| grimaced as | looked down at my tunic. "That was just a coincidence. Every doctor wears these
colors.

Heinclined hishead. " A happy onefor me, dl the same.”

"Kao." It was hard to resst so much charm. "I'm Terran.”

"Yes" Hewaited.

"A physician." | was beginning to sound like acomplete imbecile. "Contracted to this FreeClinic for a
dandard revolution.”

"l know."



There was so much more| couldn't say.

"Cherijo?' His eyes gleamed like the moons above us, and then his hand touched my face. "Come
withme"

CHAPTER SEVEN
Fallsand Links

Contents - Prev / Next

A week after my first whump-ball game, | met my first Trytinorn a the FreeClinic.

I'd seen afew of them at adistance, of course. They wereimpossibleto miss. The Trytinornslived on
the colonid perimeter, and only rarely strayed from their specially reinforced housing. It wasn't because
they were shy. Trytinornswere the largest of &l species dlowed to immigrate under K-2 transfer
standards. The mammoth beings made the Hsktskt look downright scrawny.

An exterior structura panel had to be removed just to get the injured mae Trytinorn into the facility.
Since we couldnt fit the Trytinorn in one of the regular exam rooms, we set up amakeshift version of the
samein astorage bay.

Now | knew how that snail-sized colonist felt, | thought. The top of my head cameto just below the
patient's knee. | had to resort to using agrav-ramp just to do the abdominal scan series. | completed my
examination, lowered the ramp, and set my scanner aside to make a chart notation.

Charge Nurse Eclafluttered around the hastily rigged exam table, her lithe form transforming smple
movement into ballet. The Psyoran'slacy physique reminded me of abouquet of animated flowers.

"Doc?" our far lessdainty patient groaned from above. "What isit?" 't

"Cogd chondritis.”

| stepped back on the ramp, raised it, and showed him the affected area on his chart display. | went
on to explain that the thick band of cartilage between his ribs and the lower breastbone was badly
inflamed. The result made breathing exceedingly uncomfortable,

"Why isthis happening to me?" he asked.

| checked his chart for amoment. He was a dock-worker in Cargo Dispatch/Receiving down at
Transport. Mogt of the Trytinorns were. " Probably because you haven't been using alift rig to protect
yourself at work," | said.

Bdligerent eyes glared down at me from beneath athick brow plate. Y ep. | wasright on the money.

"That'sfor low-weights" the Trytinorn said, then grimaced at afresh wave of pain. Hiscolossa form
relaxed once | injected him with an analgesic to relieve the symptoms.

"Whileyou're on medicd leave for aweek," | told him, ignoring the subsequent bluster of outrage,
"you'll have plenty of timeto study dl the safety rig datal'm going to give you."

Eclachanged placeswith me, and wrapped historso with yards of support braceswhile | finished
making the chart entries. Trytinorn curseswere particularly expressive and colorful. In spite of that, |
hummed chearfully. The indignant dockworker was still svearing when the orderlies asssted him to his
feet and he somped out the way he camein.

Aswe walked back to Trauma, | noticed the Psyoran was giving me alot of odd looks. Okay, my
humming wasn't going to win any prizes. | never said | was perfect.

"You'rein agood mood," Eclasaid back in the exam room while she sterilized the pad for the next
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case. Theruffled ridges on every visible part of her rainbow-pig-mented body stirred a my grin.

"You'd rather | ssomp around like that?' | nodded after the Trytinorn, whose footsteps were till
echoing through the facility. My nurse made one of her species infamous nonverba gestures. "1 won't ask
what that means."

"It means you should sing more often.” Ecla's exquisite festures were quite earnest, asign shewas
joking.

"My only failing,” | said. It wasfunny that | did one thing so miserably, and till enjoyed doingit. "My
materna influencer claimed | had attin ear.”

"Y ou're humming to yoursdf dl thetimethese days."

"l never let the lack of appreciation for my musica ability intimidate me." | finished making the chart
entry and gave her my undivided attention. "Okay, Ecla, stop dancing around and tell me what's on your
mind."

"Word hasit that you and a certain pilot have been seen together,” the Psyoran said. "At least three
nightsthisweek."

Kao Torin and | were the latest sensation. His €lusive reputation, combined with the fact | wasbeing
very closemouthed, stirred the facility's saff to torrid speculation. One nurse had asked meif it wastrue
Kao was pregnant with my child.

"I never knew my persond lifewas soriveting,” | said, purposdy bland. "'l won't ruin the suspense by
tdling you dl the details.”

"Thanksalot!" Eclas sarcasm was softened by a ddlicate laugh. She signaled Assessment. "Next
patient, please.”

Dr. Rogan chose that moment to enter the room, carrying an armful of assessment charts. He was
ranting at top whine before either of us could say aword.

"Give me the medsysbank," he demanded. "I've got three crisis cases'— he thrust the chartsin my
face—"s0 you can handle these. Where the suns isDr. Mayer?'

| stepped back and indicated the portable unit wordlesdy, while Eclaretrieved the stack of charts.
From the quantity, Rogan's contribution to my caseload would probably double the length of my shift.
Since one of the medsysbanks was now permanently disabled (Rogan had kicked it once too often and
fused the memory hardware aweek ago), his emergencies were largely invented.

He whedled the diagnostic unit out, no word of thanks offered. Not that | expected any.

Nurse Ecla sighed as she sorted out the charts by priority. "Dr. Rogan unloads haf his patients on
you," shesaid. | shrugged. "This bunch will kegp you here until moons rise.”

"Not aproblem.”

| waslying. | did resent Rogan dumping his unwanted cases on me whenever we pulled the same
shift. Therewas smply nothing | could do about it.

If I went to Dr. Mayer, | was convinced he would view any grievance as argumentative and
uncooperative. If | refused to take the cases, Assessment backed up and the disgruntled patients were
dumped on Dr. Dloh and mu Cheft. Since they had both treated me fairly, | was reluctant to passthe
problem aong to them. Not to mention that Rogan would relish the chanceto tell Mayer if | did.

"Hell be hiding in thelounge for the rest of the day,” Eclasaid, her ruffles brigtling. "When wasthe last
time you sat down?'

"I'll gt later," | told her asthe next patient camein.

The afternoon dwindled down to twilight. My last case was acomica sight: the patient's densdaly
furred pelt was saturated with some kind of viscous resin that acted as a glue for thousands of tiny
purplish leaves. An acrid odor surrounded him, probably from the organic materidl.

Alun Karas. according to his chart, was afield botani<t.

"Good evening, Mr. Karas," | said as| circled around him to inspect the mess. No surface trauma
that | could see. Not that there was awhole lot of surface showing. "Trying to bring work home with



you?"

"l was taking root and bark samples,” the patient told me. "One of the resin tappers clogged at the
intake, and the reservoir burst while | wasworking to clear it." He pawed ineffectudly at the sticky mess.
"Then | tripped and fdll into apile of gnorraleaves.”

"You certainly did,” | said.

"I've got afresh batch of depilatory spray ready,” Eclasaid, and the botanist sneezed before moaning
miserably.

"l don't think that's necessary,” | said to Karas. "Start an immersion tank, Ecla, with diluted,
hair-friendly solvents, please.”" The Psyoran still snickered as she | eft to make the necessary
preparations. "Here, climb up on the exam pad for amoment.”

| discovered the smelly, gummy coating of leaves and sap had permeated the outer fur layer. Just like
the proverbia Terran tar and feathers, | thought. My smile faded as the scanner began to register. The
sap was S0 dense that it was affecting both body temperature and fluid levels.

"Can you get this suff off me?' Karas sounded week. "I can't breathe.”

Although suffocation was a possihility, dueto his pores being seded, my scanner wastelling a
different story. He was beginning to pant, and | heard the thickening rattle of congestion behind each
bresth.

"Did you have an infection before this happened?' | asked, and scanned his lungs.

“Infection”?'

"A cough? Cold?'

“No."

Something was rapidly attacking his pulmonary system, from my readings. No sign of a pathogen,
however. "Y ou're sure? Not even asniffle?’

The patient began to cough before he could work up areply. "No."

"Tdl methe name of your species”

"Chakaran," was his strangled answer.

| was now reading arapid buildup of sputum and pleu-ral effusion. To make matters worse, body
temperature was starting to spike. | put him on oxygen and cursed under my breath as | rescanned. Still
no trace of contagion. All that registered was the organic matter plastered to the outer fur layer.

"Thetank is ready, Doctor—" Ecla had returned and hated as she took in the change of Situation.

"Sedl theroom. Now."

"Quarantine protocols?' she asked.

"No." | scanned athird time. A fourth. "There's no bacteria or viral presence. Nothing.” | blew out
my bregth, then addressed the patient again. "Did you breath in any of this ssp?”

"It w-was spraying everywhere—" the Chakaran said. "I might have..."

| adjusted the oxygen flow, then degp-scanned hislungs again.

"Aspiration pneumonia?’ Eclaasked, echoing my thoughts.

"Possibly.” | bit my lip, unwilling to commit mysdlf. No trace of anaerobic pathogensregistered. "Let's
get him into the tank, then well run a complete biodecon on the three of us. Did you comein contact with
anyone out there?'

"Dr. Rogan brushed past me, coming out of the lounge. Hisodor..." She curled abrow ridgein
disgust. "It made me sneeze. | didn't touch him otherwise, but..." The nurse knew it didn't matter.

| dashed to the display. Rogan's treatment room was empty, the lounge was deserted. | signded the
front. Assessment took a moment to report back.

"Dr. Rogan hasgonefor theday," thetriage nurse said. "Shdl | sgna him for you, Dr. Grey Vel?

"Yes. | needtotalk to him, immediately.” | turned back to Ecla. "Let's get Mr. Karasinto the tank.”

It took almost an hour to clean the organic matter from the Chakaran's beautiful golden fur. By the



time we were done, he was delirious from fever. Massive infection had set in so fast | wasforced to treat
his case as potentidly life-threstening.

Rogan findly signaled after we had finished the last of our decontamination procedures.

"Doctor, we may have had contact with an unknown contagion here," | told him, and briefly profiled
Karass condition. "Eclawas exposed, by casua contact so were you. Where are you?"

"Inmy quarters, if you must know." Rogan didn't sound worried. "What came up on the scanner?’

"Nothing. But the patient devel oped severe pneumonic symptoms within minutes after reporting to the
dinic."

"If there's nothing on your scanner, there's no contagion!" Rogan said.

"I'm not so sure about that." | resisted the temptation to shout. "Run afull biodecon scan on yourself.
Contact anyone you've encountered since leaving the FreeClinic and tell them to do the same.”

"l haven't come in contact with anyone. Theré's no reason to run afull bio.”

"Dr. Rogan—"

"Y ou can't declare a quarantine, there's no contagion.” Before | could respond, he went on with
pompous superiority. "If you're done playing games, | have better thingsto do.” The sgnal terminated,
and | stared at the blank screen.

Much as| loathed to admit it, Rogan wasright. | couldn't justify quarantine protocols.

"Ecla" | sad, willing my frayed temper to afaraway place, "I need to make afull report to Dr.
Mayer. Check with Assessment, make sure no one came within ahundred feet of Dr. Rogan when he
left." There waslittle morethat | could do. | had the patient removed to an isolation room, and went to
seemy boss.

"Despite no evidence of bacterid or vird pathogens, you gtill performed the decontamination
procedures? Then you admitted Karas to isolation?' Mayer asked once I'd finished making my verba
report in hisoffice.

"Doctor, your emergency gppears to be nothing more than the product of an overactive imagination.”

"I'vefollowed standard medica procedure,” | replied. "By informing you of thisStuation, I've satisfied
proper protocol.” | roseto my feet, but he held up one of his hands. Clever hands, stupid man.

"Sit down, Dr. Grey Veil." | thumped back into the chair. Y our eagernessto return to duty is
commendable." He made it sound like the exact opposite. "However, | suggest the strain of your dutiesis
taking aserioustoll.”

"Areyou saying | can't handle my job?!

"I'm suggesting thet isindicated, yes."

"Tel me something, Dr. Mayer." It was high timeto confront him, or tell him what | thought of him. |
opted for thefirst choice. Less bad wordsinvolved. "Why are you doing this?*

"l don't know what you mean."

"No?' | sat forward, locking my gaze on his. "I'm not acompleteidiot, you know. Y ou've had it infor
me from day one. Remember when you threastened me with dismissal for incompetence? Since then,
you've done nothing but berate my ahilities, criticize my work, and condemn my decisons. Y ou told my
father you think I'm teetering on the edge of a breakdown. Now you're implying I'm crazy for taking
stepsto contain a potentia contagion. What's next? Are you going to have me arrested because you
don't like the way | make chart entries?’

"Y ou're exaggeraing.”

"Am |?" Hishands clenched, and his skin tone darkened, but I'd gone thisfar, | thought to mysdif.
Might aswell jump dl theway into the hole | was digging. "Why would you approve my transfer
gpplication—" His eyebrows beetled, and | nodded. "Y es, | found out you had the final endorsement.
Why approveit if you thought | was incompetent? What's the real reason I'm here?"

Mayer sat back, pleased. "Now a persecution complex.” He smiled with atrace of gloating
satisfection. "'If these tirades continue, | will recommend PQSGO ingtigate a compl ete reeva uation of



your contract.”

| didn't blink. Neither did the chief. "I've got the message.” If | hadn't been sure where | stood with
the man before, | was crystd clear now.

"Dr. Grey Veil?' His voice stopped me at the threshold of his office. "Report back to me on the
Chakaran patient before your shift ends.”

He was only covering himself in the event | proved to beright, | told myself bitterly. Good boss
tactics. "Yes, ar."

Once the door closed behind me, | had the urge to kick in the plaspanel wall section before me.
Mayer knew exactly what buttonsto push, and | was reacting like adamned drone.

Duncan Reever chose that moment to show up.

"Do you have some kind of monitor set up out here?' | asked. He shook his head. "No, of course
not. Your timing, asaways, is perfect.”

"| take that to mean you don't want me here.”

"Takeit anyway you like. Chief Linguigt.”

| stalked down the corridor, not surprised when he caught up and joined me. Terran pitt-shepherds
were lesstenacious. | thought of the stack of chartswaiting for mein Trauma, the forma report | still had
to compose and file. All to be completed before | could crawl back to my quarters and try to remember
why | wanted this dumb job. Reever was just atop note on the whole sour Situation.

"Another dtercation with Dr. Mayer?' Reever inquired.

"You could cal it that." A thought occurred to me. "Were you listening at the door?”

"It wasn't necessary. Both of your voices carry quite well.”

| considered this, and kicking him hard, for amoment. By now we had reached Trauma, and |
stopped to check in with the charge nurse. Eclahad gone off duty, and

T'Nliginarawas waiting for me. So were adozen patients, two emergency cases, and the latest stack
of lab datadiscs. Dr. mu Cheft had called in; he was going to belate for his shift. Reever hovered until |
noticed him again.

"Okay, Chief Linguist, | can give you exactly oneminute,” | said as| retrieved my charts. "What do
you want?'

"We must confirm tomorrow's agenda.”

| drew acomplete blank. "Tomorrow's agendafor what?"

"Y our community service quota,” hereplied. Y ou are scheduled to work in the Botanical Fields.”

"What hasthat got to do with you?' Asl said this, the specifics of the service data came back to me.
| closed my eyes briefly. Just my luck. "Let me guess. You're scheduled to supervise me.”

"That iscorrect.”

All new colonists were assigned senior project managers during their first service. The veterans
supervised the rookies and insured they didn't make amess. | knew | should have picked that
congtruction project. | would have been scheduled with someone more affable, like that Trytinorn patient
I'd seen earlier.

"Okay, Chief Linguist.”" It was aday for the inevitable. "What do you need to confirm?”

"A time and place to meet in the morning.”

"I'm pulling an extra shift, and | need five hours of deep to be human.” | doubted five years would do
the samefor Reever. "Meet me a my quarters, Main Housing Building, West Wing, at Alpha shift
commencement.” | turned and headed for my exam room.

"l can request another supervisor for you," Reever cdled after me.

"Don't bother," | called back. " Someone obvioudy thinks | deservethis."

An hour later, | was notified by the inpatient nurse that Alun Karas had descended into acoma | |eft
Traumafor theward at aflat run. Time blurred from there as| tried everything | could think of, but the
progression of his pneumonic infection, aswell asthe coma, proved irreversible.



Six hours after my initid treatment, | found mysdlf reporting Alun Karass deeth to Dr. Mayer. |
recited the stark facts, and terminated the sgnal after the chief issued ordersfor afull autopsy. Oncel'd
notified Dr. Crhm in Pathology and requested MedAdmin inform the next of kin, | |eft the FreeClinic and
drove my glidecar home.

| sat behind the controls outside housing for some time before | summoned the energy to drag mysdlf
to my quarters. There, for thefirst time since I'd arrived on planet, | wegpt.

Unemoationd, irritating Duncan Reever quickly added another item to my list of his shortcomings.

Hewas punctual .

The following morning, my door chime rang precisdy e thetime I'd specified.

"Wait aminute.

Grumbling, | dragged myself out of bed and pulled on afaded tunic and trousers. On the way to the
door pand, | dided up my morning tea.

"Becharming,” | told Jenner as | opened the door. He yawned back at me. "Comein, Reever. I'm
amod ready."

The chief linguist waked in. He was smilarly clothed in shabby, comfortable garb. As| drank my teg,
he examined Jenner with remote interest.

"A domesticated animal?' he asked, but made no effort to touch my cat.

"Uh-huh.” | drained my server.

HisMajesty, on the other hand, took an incongruous, instant liking to Reever. He padded over and
curled around one of the chief linguist's ankles. Plaintive yowlsfor attention began to increasein volume.

"What doesit want?'

"Hisnameis Jenner,” | said. "He wants you to pet him."

"Didn't you ever—" | recdled hisunusua upbringing. "That'swhy they're called pets, Reever. You
pet them.” | quickly wound aband around the end of my braid. "Mogt dien cultures have domesticated
animdls, don't they?"

"No. However, there are severa species who consume such smal mammals astheir primary
dietary—"

| shuddered. "Never mind. Forget | asked.” | reached down and gave Jenner an affectionate stroking.
My cat glared at me — / don't want you — and continued to implore Reever for attention. The chief
linguist just stood there, imitating atree. | gave up and straightened with asigh. "Comeon. Let'sgo.”

Reever's glidecar waited outside my building. | noted it was a deek, handsome mode much newer
than any other I'd seen on K-2.

"Who did you bribeto get this?' | asked as| did into the luxuriousinterior.

"Noone. It was agift.”

"lsee" v

"l doubt it." Hislipsdidn't curve, but for thefirst time since I'd met him, he seemed amost human.

"Okay, who gaveit to you?'

"A grateful Furinac who had been unable to communicate with Colonid Militiaduring an unauthorized
transport.”

"He must have beenredly grateful,” | said as| caressed the soft seat covering. "What exactly did you
dofor him?'

"That requires arather lengthy explanation.”" Reever abruptly changed the subject. "Have you toured
the Botanical Project Areayet?"

"Some of it." Kao Torin had taken meto the hybrid gardens. At thetime, my interest hadn't been
focused on the scenery. Today | wasn't interested in much of anything.

"You'redisturbed. What isit?’



| closed my eyes and leaned back againgt the seat cushions. "I lost apatient last night.”

To hiscredit, the chief linguist didn't offer any false sympathy or pursue the subject. Good thing, too. |
was feding pretty raw, and not in the mood to treat Reever for any injuries| inflicted.

"WEell beworking in the hybrid cultivation areatoday. There are anumber of offworld specimens
being crosshred with native plantsin production.”

| yawned. "Excuseme.”

"Y ou did not get your five hours deep.”

"No." It had been less than four since I'd |eft the FreeClinic. Two sincel'd fallen adeegp againgt a
decidedly damp pillow.

"Charge Nurse T'Nliginaratold me you've worked four extra shiftsthisweek.”

"Uh-huh." | gazed out the passenger viewer. Thelast thing | wanted to do was grub around abunch
of plants. Not while the thought that | could have done more to save Alun Karas haunted me.

There was something more | could do, | thought, mentally smacking my palm against my forehead.
After completing my service quota, | could visit the accident ste. Seeif it held any clues asto what had
killed him.

"IsDr. Mayer aware of your extended work hours?’

Reever's persstent intrusion on my thoughts was becoming like the jab of aderma probein the same
bruised spot. "Dr. Mayer probably spits whenever he hearsmy name,” | said. "Drop it, dl right?’

"What would you care to talk about?"

| was beginning to suspect Reever enjoyed provoking me. He certainly did it often enough. "Nothing,
Chief Linguig." | didn't have enough energy to parry with him. "Y ou can be the conversationa navigator.”

"Very well." We drew up to acluster of clear-walled structures, and Reever hated the glidecar. "Tell
me what you know about agriculturd cultivation.”

"Absolutely nothing outside of afew required Botany courses during secondary school. All of which|
paid little or no attention to." My sarcasm, as usud, failed to provoke him.

"WEell begin with something basic,” he said. " Perhaps planting some seedlings.”

Two hours later, as | watched Reever patiently dig up and replant the last of my seedlings, | scuffed
onefoot over theloose, dark soil.

"How was | supposed to know the white things are the roots, and the brown part is supposed to be
above ground?’ | muttered to mysdif.

He heard me. "If you had listened when | explained the procedure to you, you would have known."

| got indignant. "Reever, you never once said the roots were the white things"

His shoulders tensed as he paused for amoment. "I was not aware | had to specify that fact.”

"Well, | didn't kill any of them," | said, then peeped over hisshoulder. "Did I?"

"They'll survive"

"Great. Tell me, what did that raving maniac mean when he said | had ablack thumb?' | referred to
the botanica scientist who had thrown a tantrum when he discovered I'd planted every single one of his
precious weeds upside down.

"He meant you need to be assigned to another project.”

"Even better." | had taken an ingtant didike to the deliberate cultivation process anyway. Asa
physician, | had too great aprejudice againg dirt and its microorganic contaminants. "What would you
recommend | try next, Chief Linguist?'

"Working with something inanimate.”

"Very funny.”

Duncan dusted off his hands and consulted hiswrist-corn. "We'refinished,” he said.

"But I—"

He raised one hand. "Y ou've done enough.”



"Not yet," | said. "Hear meout.”

While wewashed the clinging soil from .our hands, | explained the circumstances around Alun
Karass case. Reever agreed with methat it might help to vist the site where the botanist had been
collecting samples.

"l am familiar with hiswork assgnment. He was over in asection adjoining the south range. We can
reach it from here on foot."

Waking through the gardens with Reever, | recalled arecent interlude with Kao Torin. Anything to
keep me from beating mysalf up over the Chakaran's death.

"Thinking of pleasant memories?'

"Youre cartanly interested in what I'm thinking al thetime" | said.

"Occupationd hazard."

It was areasonable attempt by Reever at humor. | shrugged, but my mood lightened considerably. By
now we had left the main fields and were walking through some dense growth into the uncultivated aress.
Reever's hand caught my arm as | ssumbled over ahidden tangle of roots, and he stopped whilel
regained my baance.

That was when it happened.

Reever loomed over me, blocking out the brilliant glow of both suns as his free hand bracketed my
other arm. | brought up my handsin purereflex, and he did hisgrip to my wrigts.

Wrigsin front of hisface. I'd seen that before. | felt very hot, yet frozen at the sametime, drained of
will. A strange sensation invaded my limbs,

"What are you doing?' | whispered, sure he was responsible. | could fed him — God, | thought |
could fed himingdemy head.

"Hewas herewith you," the chief linguist said.

"What?'

"Thepilot. Torin. He was here with you, wasn't he?'

"How do you know—" Horror overcamethe pardysis, and | wrenched away from hishands. The
bizarre encroachment on my senses ceased at once. It was coming from him. "What was that? Whet did
you do to me?"

"I linked with you."

"Linked?" | stepped back. "What the hdll does that mean?"

"| established amenta link with you, when | touched you. | havetried before, but you did not
redize—"

His audacity stunned me. "Y ou did this before!"

"Thefirg timewe met, at the Trading Center." He grabbed my wrists once more and raised them.
"Thisimagewas one| shared with you."

"Reever — you—" | was so angry | was sputtering. "'l never said you could touch me or — or—"

"| don't have to touch you."

He dropped my wrigts. | whirled around, prepared to ssomp off in high rage. A heartbest later my
body stopped cooperating. A choked cry burst from my throat as| halted, the sound dying away. |
couldn't move.

| could still fed the breeze on my skin, hear the stirring of the purple leaves, smdll therich, dark soil.
But | couldn't move. Not an inch. From the corner of my eye | saw him come around me, his eyesintent
on my face. My throat worked to produce a sound, any sound. Nothing happened.

My brain was il working. He's doing this to me, | thought. Telepathy was not a skill necessary to
become asurgeon, so | knew very little about it. Not that psychic ability was a predominant trait among
Terrans, anyway. No, it's not possible.

Yes, itis. | heard him say. But hislips didn't move, and | was hearing it in the wrong place. Hisvoice
was behind my eyes.



| tested it. Reever? Can you hear me?

Yes. | hear you. He stepped closer, hisface only afew inchesfrom mine. Therewas a peculiar
fascination in hiscold eyes.

You arereally doing this. It wasinconceivable, yet | could hear histhoughts, and he could hear
mine. Why? Why are you doing thisto me?

You're the only one I've never had to touch.

He was experimenting on me with thisthing? Not for long. After | got him out of my head, hed
never try astunt like this again. He'd be too busy recuperating. Enough, Reever. Get out of my head!

Wait. His hand touched me. | felt coal fingers thread through mine. There'smore.

More what? | demanded.

Images began popping into my thoughts. Digointed fragments of color and sound and emation, one
after the other, there and gone before | could grasp dl the details clearly.

A littleboy... frightened... dore...

Contempt... vague faces... a Terran man and woman...

A blade dashing over asmall child'shand...

Gnawing hunger... pan...

There was soon too much to comprehend. | began seeing images of incredible alien worlds, strange
creatures, cultures. Heard thousands of languages, voices that whispered, sang, screamed. Tasted bizarre
flavors and textures, smelled flowers, chemicas, death. At last | understood.

| wasingde Reever. In his mind. Experiencing his memories.

Theimages paed. | felt someone's fear. Suffering. Fury. Thiswaswhat had changed... shaped...
something else... what did it mean? Then it struck me. If | could read histhoughts, see hismemories,
then Reever could do the same with me.

| had to stop him. Now. Let — me — go.

For one terrifying moment nothing happened. Then the telepathic link that held me suspended
vanished. | regained control of my body, but the sensory backlash made me sag to the ground. | heard
my trousersrip, felt the rough soil againgt my knees.

| saw Reever's hands reaching for me, and in apanic awkwardly crawled backward. "Don't touch
me”

"Cherijo." Reever made an impatient sound as| cringed. "l won't hurt you." With an impersond grasp
he pulled meto my feet. | tried to make my legs support me, but they weren't ready. That forced meto
hold on to him. "Areyou injured?’

“Injured?"
He looked down. "Y ou've grazed your knees—"

"Y ou just took control of my mind and body, against my will, and you want to know if my knees
hurt?' Franticaly, | shoved his hands away and staggered back. " Get away from me!™

"] gpologize™

He had to be joking. Had to. | stared at him. Nope, he wasn't.

"Take your gpology and stuff it." Steadier now, | swiped at the dirt and leaves clinging to my trousers.

"l meant no harm.”

"Right." | managed a shaky laugh. Sure, no harm done, Cherijo, what are you getting upset about?
"Doyou dothisalot?'

Those remote blue eyes narrowed. "No. Never with another human.”

Oh, I was hisfirst, was|? That did it. | stepped forward until we were only afew inches apart. He
looked puzzled, but not for long. | swung, and put my back into it. He landed on his backside afew feet
away, eyeswide, holding one scarred hand to hisface. My knuckles throbbed painfully. It felt wonderful.

"Don't ever, ever touch meagain!" Then | did ssomp off, with great pleasure,



"Cherijo, wait."

"Goto hel!" | shouted back at him.

"Y ou're going in the wrong direction.”

"Damn!" | stopped, closed my eyes, spun around, glared. Reever was back on hisfeet, gingerly
rubbing hisjaw. "Whereisit?'

He pointed to aspot afew yards away. "There. Where the gnorratrees are.”

The smal clearing till contained the ruined equipment and hardened sap spraysthat covered a
three-yard radius. | examined the container and gazed around at

J

the benign-looking plant life. The acrid odor of the resn made me sneeze severa times.

"Karas must have aspirated some of thisgunk,” | muttered to mysalf as| took some samples of the
dried resinous substance. "Got to get this over to the lab; maybe they have atest to proveit caused the
pneumonic symptoms."

"1 had no intention of harming you," Reever said from behind me.

| didn't bother to look at him. "Collect some of these leaves, will you?"

"| gpologizefor frightening you."

My teeth clenched. "I saw some empty containers over there. Use one of those."

"l didn't expect the link to be so complete.”

"Reever." | stopped ignoring him, turned on him. "There's no excuse for what you did." Was that
dismay in his eyes genuine? Probably not. | let out along breath, then said, "Next time, ask first, okay?'

"I understand. Will you link with me now, Joey?"

The man was as dense as plasted. "No!"

"Why not?'

"l don't want to talk about it, Chief Linguist." | enunciated each word dowly, carefully. Never let it be
said I'd broken aman's nose because he hadn't comprehended my meaning.

Reever nodded, and sneezed himself.

"Weve got to get out of here, this sgp may cause an alergic response.” There was another possibility
— could Karas have died from an anaphylactic reaction to this gunk?"Now, help me get these sample
tubesfilled." | handed him somevias. "One more thing."

"Wha isit?"

"Dont cal me Joey."

CHAPTER EIGHT
Danger ous Games

Contents - Prev / Next

After | got rid of Reever, | dropped off the samples at the FreeClinic for bioanalysis. They weren't
happy to seeme. Thelab, likedl the other clinical services, was backed up and understaffed. | finally got
the attention of one of the technicians when | dumped the samples of resin and leaves on his console.

After | explained what | was looking for, he frowned.

"We can do afull spectrum bioanaysis, but if you've dready run it through the scanners..." | got a


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\

doubtful shrug.

"L ook, there may be a chemical component my scanner didn't pick up. | want these samples
scrutinized down to the molecular structure, if necessary. Got it?"

"Doc, it'snot like someone's going to dieif we don't find—"

| glowered. "Someone dready has. Doiit."

| had the rest of the day off — arare enough occurrence — and headed back to my quarters. | was
too agitated to deep, and in no mood to study, so | played grab-the-fiber-ball with Jenner. He eventualy
got tired of beating me and disappeared under the sofafor anap.

It wastoo quiet. | didn't want to think about Reever and the incident at Karas's accident Site. That
would have made me mad enough to disassemble my furniture.

Timeto relax, Cherijo. | took one of my cases out and thumbed through my disc holder for some
music. Inthe middle of the holder, | came across the same anonymous disc I'd spotted during my journey
on the Bestshot. Odd, | had always labeled them. | popped it into my player to hear what | had
recorded.

Maggi€e's voice poured into the silence.

"Hey, kiddo," she said, shocking me so much that | dropped the player. Her rich laughter filled the
room. My knees gave out and | sank down on achair. "Y eah, it'sme. I'm sorry | couldn't hang around
longer. Thisblood rotting— whatever it isl've got — isared bitch."

"Maggie?' | whispered. "How...?"

"Sit down and don't start bawling. | know I'm dead, that'swhy you're listening to this. I've
programmed one of the old man's housedronesto put it in with that crap you like to listen to. Once my
death notice has been logged by the metal moron, that is."

"God." | couldn't take a deep breath, much less cry. It fdt like | had been punched squardly in the
solar plexus.

"Now, listen up, Joey." | straightened at the commanding tone. "The old man thinkshe hasit all
planned. | don't need a Medtech degree to know he's wrong about you. Y ou're too smart not to find out
about all this crap he'sbeen up to.”

Maggie knew about it, too?

"He's setting you up. Hell have you thinking you have to protect his good name, safeguard the family
integrity, blah, blah, blah. That's how helll make you do what he wanted in the first place. Joseph hasa
thing for control. Y ou know what I'm talking about."

"Understatement of the decade,” | mumbled.

"No matter what that son of a bitch triesto do to you, you arein charge of you. Not him. Got it?" |
nodded. "Y ou're probably wondering how | know about this whole mess.”

A kind of stupor settled over me, from the shock, | supposed. When my thoughts cleared, Maggi€'s
voice seemed weaker.

"— made sure of that. What he doesn't know ishetaksin hisdeep, and I'm agrest listener.”

What was she talking about?

"Hell try to stop you. He may even tell you about us. And yeah, | know you're not going to bethrilled
to find out | was desping with your dad.”

| wasn't thrilled. | was aghast.

"l usually have much better taste, but it was necessary. It kept him quiet, and it kept me with you.
That'swhy | did it, kiddo. Not because he was God's gift in bed."

Maggie and Dad? Having sex?

"Pay attention, Joey. Y ou've got to get the hell off this planet. Get away from the old man, and find a
place where you don't have to be his persona drone. Do it, baby. Y ou'll know what to do whenit's
time." Therewasafaint thicknessto her voice, asif she was choking back tears. "Joey, | loveyou like
you were my own daughter. Don't grieve for me. | had agrest life, and you were agreat kid."



"Maggie" A singletear dipped down my face.

"Now pop thisdisc out, destroy it, and start packing. Pronto.” She chuckled, and then the sound
faded away.

| didn't destroy thedisc. | sat and stared at it for along time. Maggie had known the truth, apparently
about everything, and never said aword. Why? Had she been trying to protect herself, or me? Or both
of us?Why make sure | wouldn't know until after her death?

| had to do something; the wallswere beginning to closein on me. | put Maggie's message away and
went to my console.

Kao Torin answered my signa with adow amile. "Heder Grey Vell. | wasjust thinking about you."

Too bad | couldn't have said the same thing. "Hello, Kao. Are you busy?"

" am preparing to report for my shift." Hisgrin faded. " Cherijo, what has happened?!

"Nothing," | lied. "Have agood rotation."

"1 will, if you tel mewhy you have been crying.”

Damn. "Me? Crying?' | forced achuckle. "Not at dl. I'm fine. Just got something in my eye."

Hewasn't convinced, but didn't presstheissue. "1 will be off duty tonight. Will you share alate med
withme?'

"Sure. Call mewhen you get back.”

After | terminated the signal, | changed my tunic and headed out to my glidecar. If | couldn't spend
time with Kao, | could check in with Trauma, seeif they needed an extrapair of hands. That would keep
me from brooding over Maggi€'s message.

When | arrived at the facility, there were anumber of priority cases on hold. Theremaining patientsin
Assessment were audibly irate.

Nurse Eclagreeted mewith an air of great serenity — if that'swhat two clusters of frillsaong her
cranid ridge meant. Shetold me Drs. Mayer and Dloh were involved with two critical casesfrom a
glidecar callision. Dr. Rogan, it seemed, had not bothered to show up for his shift, and could not be
located.

"Haveyou tried tracking him through his T1?

"Y es, but since he never wearsit off duty, it was ausdess exercise." The Psyoran turned to deal with
one of the more contentious patients and quickly soothed him. Eclawasn't the typeto let dire
circumstances rattle her. | suspected very little ever did. She escorted the patient back to the waiting
area, then returned to the Assessment desk.

"Any sgn of the contagion involved with Karas?' | asked, and she shook her head.

"No other cases reported. | even ran two scans over myself, to be sure. Both were negative. What
areyou doing here?'

"I'm just restless.” | looked around Assessment once more, and sighed. "Tell you what, Ecla, I'll take
Rogan's shift until he shows. Who'snext in line for treetment?*

"Springfidd, Kyle," she said as she handed me the chart.

"Tearan?'

"Uh-huh. Just brought in, and spitting mad, too — GravBoard injuries.”

| winced. Wetreated alot of children with injuries, but an increasing number of them werelately due
to GravBoard accidents. An impromptu track had been erected behind the Sports Complex, and the
kidswere crazy about it.

"Serious?’ | said, and Eclamade an affirmative gesture.

Our young GravBoard enthusiasts generdlly sustained multiple lacerations, bad sprains, and even
some broken bones. The track was elevated, and it was along way to fall. Last week 1'd treated two
cases of serious compound fractures. | had promised mu Cheft I'd make aformal report to HQ
Adminigtration on the next case.

"Thisisgoing to make me popular,” | said to Ecla. "Y ou'd better notify Mr. Springfield's parents and



tell them to get over here"

Kyle Springfield was thirteen years old, according to his chart, and displayed the normal amount of
Terran adolescent attitude as | walked in.

"Hey, can you fix me up so | can get out of here?"

"Hey, Dr. Grey Vell, can you please fix meup,” | said as| made avisua survey of hiswounds. "Be
polite, and it will open every door, Mr. Springfield.”

"Whatever. Can you do something about this?"

He had the usua assortment of scratches and gashes, but | didn't like the way hisright leg was turned.
He propped himsalf up on the exam pad. | noticed it took considerable exertion.

"Sure. | picked up ascanner, and gestured for him to lay back. "With your cooperation, and some
luck." Hereclined, muffling awhimper as he shifted hisweight. | frowned a the resulting data. Evidently
hisright hip had taken the brunt of hisfall. "Looks like you took quite aspill."

"I'm— I'm okay. Stupid board's sabilizer blew. Marv ride, 'til then.”

"l bet." | dedlt with the hip first. He flinched under the gentlest touch. ™Y our landing must have been
fantadtic.

"Yeah, | jus—" Onetraitoroustear did from hislashes, and he swore as he knuckled it away
savagdy.

I knew just how hefelt. "Watch the language, pd." | took the sting from the reproach by adding,
"Youll give Terransabad rep.”

"We aready — hey!" He pushed my hand away from the injury, and tried to Sit up again. "1 don't
believethis. If Dad finds out—"

"I'm afraid helll haveto. Your hipisdidocated.” Sympathy softened my tone asthe boy'sface
reflected hisdismay. "The cuts and bruises you can hide, Kyle, but you're not waking out of here.”

"Marv. Just marv." He sagged back down, and | touched his shoulder briefly.

"It will work out. Trust me."

"Y ou don't know my dad."

"I think | have a pretty good idea of what he'slike." | thought of my father as| injected the boy with a
mild combination of andgesic and muscle raxant. After afew minutes, | swiftly manipulated the hip into
place. He shuddered with relief.

"There," | said, and ran a scanner over him once more. "That's got to fedl better."

"Dad's gonna space me." The boy's fierce expression relaxed asthe painkiller took effect. "He doesn't

know | swapped my glideskates for a GravBoard." He grimaced once more. "He's got this Terran thing
about dien tech."

"Y ou won't be GravBoarding for awhile, kiddo," | told him.

"But everyone—"

"Dr. Grey Ve, Harold Springfidd ishere" Eclasaid viadigplay, interrupting us.

| patted the boy's tense shoulder. "Relax, Kyle. I'll go talk to your dad.”

| left one of the nursesto clean up hislacerations and suture the gashes that needed it, while | went to
speak with the father. | spotted a Terran male pacing restlesdy in front of the Assessment desk and
approached him.

"Mr. Springfidd?'

The man was obvioudy apilot, from the flight suit hewore. Springfield repeatedly thrust hisfingers
through histhinning hair as | related the particulars of Kyle's condition. When | mentioned the
GravBoard, he froze.

Terranstended to flush when they lost their temper. Springfield's face went right past flush into purple
rage.

"Damn contraptions,” the Terran said. "1've had enough of thisl No transfer bonusis going to make
me change my mind!"



“Transfer bonus?' | was confused.

He sneered at me. "Why esewould | be here, rubbing ebowswith dl thesefilthy offworlders, if not
for the credits? Well, that'sit. I'm shipping my family back to the homeworld as soon as| can invalidate
my contract.”

No one had offered me atransfer bonus. Not that it mattered. "Mr. Springfield.” | was aware of the
many sets of alien eyeswatching us. Timeto get him calmed down before one of thefilthy offworlders
decided to shut him up. "Kidsfal and get hurt al thetime. It could have happened back on the
homeworld, with our own tech.”

"I'm sick of thisplace! All these— these— fresks!"

"That'senough,” | said. "I know you're angry, but lower your voice. Y ou're upsetting the other
patients.”

Helaughed at me. "Y eah, well, it figuresyou'd care what they think. Y ou're that big Jorenian's
plaything, aren't you?'

"Mr. Springfield,” | said, "you are out of ling!"

"Doing it with an offworlder!" Helooked at me, then spat on the floor. "That'swhat | think of you!™

"I'll have Kyle transported to your quarters when hel'sready.” | gestured toward a couple of Sizable
orderlies. ™Y ou, Mr. Springfield, can take your filthy mouth out of my clinic. At once."

"Why, you dut, [—"

| shut out the rest of what he shrieked as he was hauled out of the facility. Once Springfield was gone,
| saw | had the full attention of the patients waiting to be seen. Dr. Mayer watched me from the
Assessment desk.

"Hebelongs on Terra," | said. | didn't wait to hear the response as | brushed past the chief to enter
the treatment area. | thought-1 heard him say something under his breeth, but 1'd had enough insultsfor
oneday. | got back to work.

"Oneof Bind 02376," Eclasaid as she fluttered up to me and handed over the chart. " Separation
anxiety, | believe, anceit arrived done. It wouldn't let anyonetouch it or examineit.”

A group of Binders (colony dang for them, | hadn't a clue how to pronounce their species name)
were visting K-2 while applying for transfer. Just another group of tourigts.

Problem was, some bizarre error occurred with the transport schedules, and severd of the
interdependent pairs had been separated. Their vessels were alight-year out of orbit before K-2's
perplexed trandators figured out what the Binders who had been |eft behind were telling them.

Binderswere born in sets of twos, psychicaly joined from birth. They were emotiondly as
inseparable as Terran Siamese twins before the devel opment of in utero segregation. An advisory had
come out warning that specia interpreters were needed if any of the stranded Binders required medical
trestment.

"Request aBinder trandator from Admin,” | told Ecla. "I'll check on Springfield one moretime.” |
found the boy resting comfortably and didn't bother to tell him | agreed with his opinion of hisfather.
Oncel had checked the nurseswork, | went to take alook at the Binder.

The specid trandator was dready waiting in the exam room with the patient. "Dr. Grey Vel." It was
none other than the chief linguist, Duncan Reever.

"Every timel turn acorner,” | muttered, averting my gaze toward the exam pad.

I'd never seen a Binder before, but the frail creature enchanted me at once. Like something from an
old Terran fable, the being had afey, dfin countenance. It couldn't have weighed more than twenty kilos.
Thetorso and limbs vaguely resembled a humanoid's, but there were severd orifices, like extramouths,
arranged on itsiridescent derma. A shimmering fleece of transparent tendrils covered its ethereal frame.

"Judt likeafary." | amiled.

"Excuse me?' Reever brokeinto my reverie.

"A fairy, Chief Linguigt." At hisblank look, | demanded, "Didn't anyone ever tuck you in and tell you



abedtime story?*

“No."

"Your loss" The patient was curled into atight fetd position, shuddering with each shallow inhdation.
| caught the faintest scent of achemical odor. "What isthat smell?*

Reever breathed in, and frowned. "Binders do not exude that odor naturaly.”

Curioudy | checked the room controls and dided an analysis of theroom'sair content. What | read
on the console made me freeze with dread down to my toenails. Swiftly | relayed the readingsto the front
desk and hoped my charge nurse wasn't occupied. Eclawas going to have to be very busy for the next
severd minutes.

"Cherijo, what—" Reever said, before | interrupted.

"Do you know anything about KleeFourteen?"

"l know what itis"

"That's good, because you're standing in aroom with twenty timesthe safe limit dispersed inthe air,” |
said as | secured the entrance to the exam room. Not that quarantine sealswould help us directly, but
they would keep people out and thetoxin in. "Try not to breathe deeply, and don't make any
unnecessary movements,” | told Reever. Slowly | moved over to thei

exam pad and passed my scanner over the Binder. "Our friend here hasingested it.”

"Skin seds—"

| shook my head. "It's aready saturated and begun the transdermal process.” Disaster was only
minutes away. "AsK it exactly how much it swallowed.” My scan revealed the potent toxin, but | had to
know the exact amount in order to prepare an antidote.

Reever turned to my patient and said something in aguttura language, Smultaneoudy pressing a
careful hand to an orifice on the upper torso. The patient's tendrils undulated while it whispered areply.

"Hdf aganliter,” | wastold.

| met his dispassonate gaze with asteadiness | didn't fed. "That's enough to do the job."

| prepared the correct countermeasure asfast as| could. My hands didn't exhibit any sign of the
interna trembling | wastrying toignore. A brief display Sgnd from Ecla confirmed she was evacuating
the entirefadility.

"Why did you order an evacuation?' Reever asked.

"Given the amount in the Binder's system, the blast radius will be closeto one kilometer. If | don't do
thisright, that is”

"Do you have sufficient time to stop the process?"

"l don't know." Not that it mattered. | might blow usinto orbit smply by resorting to' the only course
of treatment — forcing the Binder to exude the rest of the toxin.

KleeFourteen, once used as a soil enhancement agent, had been a serious problem in the Pmoc
Quadrant. Tons of it were once kept in agricultura storage facilities, considered an inert, harmless
substance.

However, once the rather tasty fertilizer was ingested by aliving organism, the digestive process
atered the chemica compostion of KleeFourteen. Unfortunately, not to the benefit of whatever ateit. A
scientist had figured dl this out when somelittle rodents on another planet began exploding insdethe
doragefacilities.

Most colonies had destroyed their stock, but K-2 had held on to their supply for bartering purposes.
A system-wide notification had warned of the danger, but it had been ignored as none of the mishaps had
occurred on our planet.

Until today.

The syrinpresswas ready. "If you pray, Reever"— | lifted my eyesto the cool gaze watching
me—"do it now."

He didn't comment on the grim advice. "How long to complete the exudation”?”



"Two minutes. Can you hold your bregth that long?"

He nodded as he watched me glove. "KleeFourteen isvery efficient.”

"Youdon't say."

The only chance we had was to introduce the antidote as close as possible to the arterid system
through an intramuscular injection. | gently did restraint clasps over each of the Binder'slimbsand
tightened them to immohilizeit.

The Binder murmured something, which Reever explained was sincere regretsfor itsactions. |
finished setting the room controlsto full discharge.

"Y ou must not have wanted to die too badly, if you camefor hep.” | smiled down at the patient's
timid face. The back of my tunic was growing damp.

The Binder imitated my amile, and replied with visble weariness.

"It had second thoughts after the act,” Reever said. "Two of Bind 02376 will not survive without it."

"Lovetriumphsover despair,” | said as| gently touched one trembling limb. "Hold the arm till for me,
Reever. Likethis. I'm going to inject at the bicepular joint. | have to get this next to the plasmastream, or
wearedl going to be vaporized." | carefully positioned the syrinpress, and administered the
counteragent. "Now, take adeep bresth. Chief Linguist, and shut up.”

After that, it was just amatter of waiting. Ten seconds, twenty. We stayed in position, holding our
breath, unable to move. Once the antidote took hold, the Klee-Fourteen ingested by the Binder was
directly exuded into the air. It would take the environmenta units at least two minutesto evacuate the
deadly toxic gasand neutrdizeit. If we breathed it in, it would kill us. If we moved, it would ignite. The
catalys effect could be triggered smply by disturbing the air.

| watched the first minute pass on the console readout. | admit, | was scared. Dad's secret seemed
meaningless now — and wouldn't he be delighted to hear hisonly child had been turned into asmall pile
of ash.

Reever was staring a me. | decided his eyeswere blue, but they seemed to change color every timel
looked a him. Some Terrans did that with cosmetic lenses. Reever probably used some weird mental
trick.

Finally, the evacuation units switched off. Reever and | both exhded in relief. | wiped my eyeswith
the back of my hand. Sweat and what might have been tears made wet tracks on my skin. | offered the
chief linguist awobbly smile.

"Do you need anything e se, Doctor?!

"l can handleit from here."

"Good." Reever exited the exam room without further ceremony. It was understandable. | felt like
collgpsing into aquivering, sobbing heap mysdf. | gazed down at the remorseful Binder.

"Next time" | said, "try crying on someone's shoulder, okay?"

| expected to be summoned by Dr. Mayer at the end of my voluntary shift, but oddly enough there
were no orderswaiting for me. Eclawas effusively grateful aswe discussed the last of the cases and the
incident with the Binder.

"Y ou saved alot of livestoday, Doctor,” she said with afluid undulation of her ruffles.

"“Thanks, Ecla”" Why did | il fed so restless?"I'm out of here.”

All'l had to do was wait for Kao to finish his shift. | went back to my quarters, got cleaned up, and
played chase-the-yarn-ball with Jenner for afew minutes. His Highness quickly got tired of entertaining
me and stalked off.

Before| redized it | was out the door pand and walking, so wrapped up in my thoughtsthat | didn't
notice where my feet were taking me. That had happened alot to me since Karas had died. Absently |
followed one of the pathways leading to the Cultural Center. A few minuteslater | found mysdf in some
typeof gdlery.

It wasthe flickering light that finally drew my complete atention. | had wandered into the Hall of Art



and Expression, which wasfilled with works by some of the most talented painters, sculptors, and light
manipulatorsin the colony. I'd never found the time to properly tour it. It was beautiful.

| stopped before aparticularly fascinating illumination sequence of degp-space microorganisms. The
tiny critterswere found in asteroid belts, hosting even smaller parasites. The purity of the bluesand
greensintermingled with the most astonishing bursts of bioluminescent light.

"Beautiful," adeep voice said next to my ear. | yelped and nearly jumped out of my skin. Jorenian
males had this pesky ability to be absolutely soundless whenever they wanted.

"Don't dothat!" | said. Kao amiled a me, and my irritation shrank afew degrees. "Sorry, | didn't hear
you."

"I know," hesaid. "I have been following you since you entered the gdllery, and twice called your
name”

Had | been that lost in thought?" thought you were going to signal me when you got off work," |
sad.

"| attempted to. Y ou were not in your quarters.” He studied my face. "Y ou are distressed.”

"Are Jorenians capable of telepathy?

"Empathy is not uncommon among those who Choose," Kao said. He gave me this significant look,
then folded my hand in his. "Wak with me."

We made our way down the long hall, and Kao quietly commented on the artworks we passed. |
didn't concen trate on the compositions or even what he said. It was soothing just to be with him, to hear
the deep music of hisvoice. At last we stopped at an observation dome, where the entire night sky of
K-2 sparkled above usin aglittering display of moonsand stars.

Kao turned meto face him, and cupped my shoulder with one large hand. "Tell me about what has
happened.”

| didn't want to talk about Maggie, or the tense moments with the Binder. Instead | found myself
describing the unpleasant encounter with Harold Springfield.

"Cherijo, did he harm you?'

Something in Kao's voice made me look up. My eyes widened. His expression was ominoudy till.

"Of course not." Why was he acting like this? | knew Jorenians didn't appreciate someone hurting
their relatives, but | wasn't part of the family. "He never laid ahand on me, Kao. Evenif he had, | could
have handled him."

Heignored that. "Did he threaten you?"

Evidently | did qualify for the sameferocious protection. "No." Asmuch as| didiked Kylesfather, |
didn't want to seehimin alot of smal piecesdl over the colony. "He didn't do anything to me. Stop it.”

"1 know thisman," Kao said, il looking every inch thewarrior bent on arampage. "He hasa
careless mouth.”

"Hewasjust being Terran.” Which was becoming auniversa synonym for bigoted idiot, | thought
sadly.

The Jorenian'stense frame relaxed. " There are many differences between our people,” he said,
smoothing his pam over my cheek. "Do you regret being associated with me?”

"No." Until that moment | hadn't given alot of thought to certain aspects of our relationship. Still, |
wasn't ashamed of being involved with him. "I don't care what anyone says about us."

"l can never be Terran, Hedler"

We bel onged to two different species. So what?"I'll never be Jorenian.” | shrugged. " Springfiddisa
jerk, Terraiswelcometo him.”

"Tdl mewha isinyour heart."

| looked up into his strong, beautiful face. How could | even describe how | felt? When | waswith
Kao, everything sein my life seemed to fade away. | was deeply involved with ablue-skinned dien
man, and | didn't even know how that had happened. It just occurred to me that it had.



There were problems, | reminded myself. "Tell me, how many times have we been together in the
past two weeks?'

"Let methink," he said, pretending not to know. Jorenians had incredible recdll. " Four?"

"Fivetimes, and you know it. Twicel had to leave you because of an emergency at thefacility.”

"I do not expect you to sacrifice, heding for me," hesaid. "As| recdl, once/ had to leave your
company for an unexpected changein the flight schedule.”

"Therewill be more emergencies” | sad.

"We both of us have occupations which demand much of our time.”

His open, confident manner had me blurting out, "Y ou want more than just my time, Kao Torin."

One blue finger traced the line between my brows. "Yes. | do."

"Okay." | took agulp of air."Sodo|."

"Areyou certan?'

"Not exactly." Hiskeen eyes made me grimace. "What if we can't fulfill — if | can't—" | madea
frudtrated gesture. "'l don't know what thetermisin your culture. In mine, it isardationship. What if we
can't make thiswork? What if my job demands more of my time than you'd like? What if—"

"What if seemsto preface most of your worries," Kao said. "1 can present smilar concerns. What if |
am permanently consigned to an inter-sector flight run? What if | aminjured in ashuttle crash? What if |
am exposed to HydroTyrannia Radiation and turn a disagreeable shade of yellow-green?”

| made adisgusted sound, and turned away to stare at the jewe-rich darkness above me.

"Forgive me." Kao gently pressed me back againgt hislarge frame. Even in my aggravation, my body
responded to the proximity of his. Hewas big, warm, and dive. His palms began agentle stroking motion
over my shoulders. It gave me asense of being sheltered, cherished.

It also made swest bead along my hairline.

"On my world, there is a philosophy we learn as children: The path may change swiftly. Live in the
now." Kao's hand moved down the untidy cable of my braid. "There are no guaranteesin existence,
Cherijo. Not even if you had Chosen — if you had arelationship with another Terran."

Another Terran. Who? Duncan Reever? Now, there was a distinct impossibility. "So wetake a
chance on the future?"

"We take the now. Tomorrow — that will come."

"l know how seriousit isfor aJorenian to Choose," | told him. "It meansforever.”

Hishands gtilled. ™Y ou have been educating yoursdf on my culture.”

"Y our HouseClans were founded on theritua of Choice." | turned to face him, feding panicky now.
"If you Choose me, you're stuck with me, for life. That'salong time, Kao. Then there's the other minor
problem with getting bonded. Like packing up everything and moving to Joren.”

"We are not bonded,” Kao said.

| yanked my braid from hisgrasp. "Y ou're thinking about Choosing me." | threw down the statement
likeadare.

"Yes"

"If you do that, you can't change your mind. Y ou'll have to bond with me."

"Of course," Kao said. "Someday.”

"Someday?' | said. That wasn't in the datal'd read about my boyfriend's culture. Therewasa
definite, short time frameinvolved in the progression from Choosing to bonding on Joren.

"Cherijo, | respect HouseClan traditions. Indeed, | hold them close to my heart. Yet | havejourneyed
through the starsfor many revolutions. Were you a Jorenian femal€'— Kao made asmal gesture I'd
learned meant mild exasperation—"my ClanParents would be congtructing a ceremonia chamber and
sending abond proclamation to every Torin within sgna range.”

"But I'm not aJorenian femde," | said. "Doesthat mean your parentswill hate me?”



Kao chuckled. "No, my heart. Thefact that you are Terran will not dter their happinessfor us."

"Then, | don't seewhat difference it makes."

"Terran culture hasits share of customs regarding these matters. Do you think | would demand you
follow the practices of my world and ignore your own?"

| was dow, but it finaly dawned on me. "Y ou mean, if you Choose me, you don't expect meto bond
with you right away?'

"Not unlessyou are willing, and thetimeis correct for you." Kao released asigh a my obvious
dishdief. " Cherijo, how could you think me so uncompromising?”

| till wasn't entirely convinced. "Y ou're sure you'd be willing to wait?'

"Yes," Kao sad. "1 could not honor you without honoring your beliefs, your work. Even when at
timesit seemsthere are athousand and one demands upon you."

Two thousand and one, | thought wryly. "That won't .change.”

"Itispart of what you are. A strong, dedicated, compassionate heder." Kao pressed hislips upon my
forehead, and hisarms came up around me. God, it felt wonderful when he held melikethat. "Bedievein
what | say."

"I'm sorry. | do." | nuzzled the lower vault of hischest. "1 want to be with you, Kao."

"| want to be apart of you, Cherijo. | want to wake with you upon each star rising, | want to deep
withyou, likethis. I will wait for dl those things. For both of us." Hiseyes gleamed. "1 would wait an
eternity for you."

"l dont think it will take that long," | said as| cuddled against him. "Aslong as Dr. Mayer doesn't
persondly plan my schedule for the next thirty years, that is."

"Thereisanother matter | would discusswith you," Kao said as he worked my hair from thelong
braid, and spread it free. Hisfingers were magic. He breathed in the fragrance of the cleanser | used, and
adeep sound rumbled under my cheek. "Terrans do not require abonding ceremony to know one
another intimately. Do they?"

"Oh." | tried not to sound likeanidiot. | failed. "Terrans generaly — | mean, it's accepted that—" |
cringed. | was babbling. | never babble. "Uh — no. Why?

"In thismatter, Cherijo," he said ashelifted my chin, "I do not wish to wait an eternity.”

Kao kissed me. How can | describeit? It was stimulating, exciting... no. It demolished me. | stopped
breathing, stopped thinking, and just held on.

I never knew kissing could be such afierce, prolonged, arousing activity. It was sort of like being
caught in acardiac stimulator set on continuous biofeed. My nerves sizzled as his mouth and tongue
moved over mine. He tasted exotic, dark, and delicious.

When helifted his head and our lips parted, | was much more experienced on the subject. | wasaso
breathless, clutching him with tight, numb hands, my limbstrembling, my blood roaring through my veins.

"Okay," | managed to gasp out. "How about now?"

"Not yet. You are not ready.” My pained expression made him chuckle. "Soon, | promise. When we
are both decided.”

| began to ask him exactly what | was supposed to decide. A group of students chose that moment to
enter the observation dome, and we were forced to leave. Kao escorted me to my living quarters, where
he embraced me once more.

If women back on Terraever learned how well Jorenian maeskiss, the Genetic Exclusvity Act,
aong with the World Government, would be overthrown in aweek. | would have drawn him into my
rooms, but he stepped back.

"Soon," he said, before making that elegant farewdl | gesture and turning away. The way he looked
back at me over his shoulder made me swallow, hard. "Think of me."

From the way my nerveswere .humming, | didn't have much choice.



CHAPTER NINE
Confrontations

Contents - Prev / Next

The next rotation's shift was busy enough to keep me from brooding about Maggie, my father, and
even Kao. | treated the usua routine cases of infection, injury, and other complaints. Hectic, but soothing
initsownway.

When | came off my shift, Jenner was waiting for me, and plaintively indicated he'd had enough of our
quartersfor one day. At the sametime, my display panel flashed.

"Let meget thisfirgt, pa,” | said. When Joseph Grey Veil'sface appeared, | felt an eerie sense of
fatdiam.

Thiswasgoing to get ugly.

"Hello, Dad." | looked a him and tried to imagine him with Maggie. Couldn't do it.

My father never wasted time when he had a specific purpose. "There are matters | must discusswith
you, Cherijo."

Therewas only one thing that mattered to him. "'I'm not returning to Terra."

Joseph Grey Veil's dignity never wavered. "It istime | gave you certain information, Cherijo.
Information that will ater your decison.”

| sat down and pulled Jenner into my lap. He glared at the image of hisnemesiswhilel stroked his
pelt. "Nothing you say isgoing to—"

"Morethan thirty years ago, | made adiscovery,” my father said. "During my work with cdlular
replication processes.”

| didn't need thisagain. "I've listened to all the stories, Dad. Believe me, | have them memorized.”

"Please have the courtesy to listen without interruption.” | reigned in asigh. "It wasduring theinitia
triaswith cloned organsthat | found asuccessful method to identify and modify DNA strandsin human
beings"

| stiffened, and Jenner jumped from my lap. My cat made a sound that indicated he, for one, had
heard enough.

"A method that would have been declared unethical, had | made it known to the medical profession at
large™

My God, | thought. He was going to tell me. About everything. Here and now.

"It was necessary to forgo the usua manner in which | conducted my experiments, and explorethis
new method in secrecy. | set up my laboratory in aconcealed location. A few dedicated subordinates
volunteered to assst with my work."

| rosefrom my chair. "Thisisal very fascinating, but | just remembered | haveto—"

"Sit down!" he said. Out of lifdlong habit, | obeyed. "I am your parent. Y ou will hear what | haveto
"Fine." | could be dignified, too. "Go on."

"Given my reputation and body of work in the past, what | must tell you may seem at first
reprehensble”
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Reprehengble? | thought. No, Dad, not you. Say it isn't so.

"l could not, however, turn from what stood to be the next step in the evolution of mankind.”

Naturdly. Dad wouldn't have worked on the next step in something like, say, hangnail contral.

"| spent the subsequent years redesigning Terran physiology. | won't detail the specifics, but intheend
| was successful.”

"Y ou redesigned a human being."

"Yes | did."

"Because | could, Cherijo." He permitted himself ahaughty smile. "I implanted my own DNA ina
fertilized ovum, then performed the genetic augmentations. It was aresounding success. The subject
developed without flaw in an artificial embryonic chamber.”

All thistime, | realized, I'd been hoping it was just someone'sidea of asick joke. It wasn't. "How...
ingenious of you."

"The enhancements | made on the subject's DNA sequence trandated my theoriesinto fact."

| felt nauseous. "Why are you telling methis now?”

"You are that subject, Cherijo."

| wasn't clever enough to manufacture areaction for his benefit. Over fourteen light-years, we stared
at each other. Father and daughter. Scientist and experiment.

"Y ou knew before you left Terra," he said. | nodded. "1 was made aware, of course, that certain
materials had been removed from the lab. It was only logical to assume you had taken them.” | didn't
bother to correct him.

"1 have been monitoring your progress sSince your conception. Y ou have fulfilled every expectation
and in most categories exceeded them.”

My hands curled into fists. "Glad | made you happy.”

"Y ou can understand now why you must returnto Terra."

No, but | had awhole new understanding of patricide. "I beg your pardon?’

"My research cannot continue until you return," he said. ™Y ou have an undeniable respongbility.”

Hislack of emotion till managed to amaze me. Me, the daughter who was nothing more than a
glorified cul-ture dish to him. "Isthat it?"

"Thatisdl | haveto say."

"Good. Now it'smy turn." He nodded regdly. "How could you? How could you do this?' He
opened hismouth to reply, but | held up ahand. "Never mind, you aready answered that one. Y ou even
named me after the experiment. Comprehensive Human Enhancement Research, ID: T Organism.
CH.ER.IJO."

"An acronym seemed appropriate.”

"And heredl thistime I'd thought you'd searched through the old family tree for asentimenta nameto
giveyour daughter.”

"Y oumay changeyour name, if you like."

"I think there's been quite enough changing of thingsin regard to me, thank you," | said. ™Y ou broke
some serious statutes to doit, too. Still, why let asilly thing like world law mess up your tets?!

"L egidation can be changed,” was his smug rebuitd.

"Yes, well, you and your gang of Genetic Exclusiviss were very effective once. Why not again?'

"Once the specific gpplications are presented—"

"lronic, isn't it?' | said. "The same legidation you orchestrated denied you the scientific freedom to
openly pursue your experiment.” | paused as something occurred to me. "Wait aminute. | get it. You
were making sure no one e se could experiment on human DNA. It wasillegd. Thefield would be clear
for you!" I laughed, appdled. "God, Dad, you make Machiavelli look scrupulous!™



"That isirrdlevant,” he said. "If | must continue to conceal the project in order to protect my work, 1
will. 1t will not prevent the research from proceeding.”

"How moral of you," | said. "But we won't debate that now. | can't deny | exist because of your
work, how can 1?1t'sa shame you didn't program me with blind obedience along with the rest of the
tinkering you did."

"Y our consent and active participation was never integra to the experiment. | consdered it
counterproductive, in fact.”

God, he had an ego the size of aLeague Troop Freighter. "Do you even know what you've done?" |
expelled achoppy breath. "I never demanded you love me. Not once. But you acted the part of my
father, for research purposes. For my entirelife!”

"It was necessary—"

"It was monstroud!"

"Y ou do not understand.”

"No." Thank God, | didn't. | hoped | never would.

"Cherijo, the fate of our speciesrestsin your hands. Once the advances I've made are known, there
isno limit to what we can do for human beings.”

It dl camedown to that. My father might unlock the secrets of lifeitself, but only Terranswould
benefit. If | had ever entertained the idea of going back, it was gone forever now.

"l won't be your lab specimen.”

"You can't refuse me—"

| wanted to scream. "Can't 1?1 ill have all the evidence, don't 1?1f you try to force meto come
back, I'll expose you. How do you think the World Nations would react to my speech?"

"Y ou would only guarantee your execution.”

"If that'swhat it takes," | said. "My life. My choice.”

"You arein shock. These delusiond—"

I'd never cal thisman my father again. "Good-bye, Dr. Grey Veil." | deactivated the display and
pressed my handsto my face.

There were no tears. He didn't deserve any.

A summons from MedAdmin was waiting for mewhen | reported to the FreeClinic the next rotation.

K-Cipok frowned at me as | made to enter the exam area, and put out a tentative hoofed appendage
to stdl me. "Doctor, the order came from Dr. Mayer."

"Notice, K-Cipok, | don't instantly drop to my kneeswhen you say hisname." | hadn't dept, and the
edge of my temper was tattered. Ignoring her pleading looks, | made to brush past her.

"Please, Dr. Grey Vel." She made alow, beseeching moo. "Y ou know how heis about—"

"Me?' | uttered ashort, dry laugh. "I'm an expert on that subject. What the hell — I'm in the mood
for agood fight."

Dr. Mayer was not. When | entered his office, he rose to hisfeet and directed that | accompany him
to HQ Adminidration. Asin "Now, Dr. Grey Vel." | followed in hisweake, fixing my gaze on hisrigid
shoulders. He drove me over in his persona glidecar, and thistime/ wasn't interested in being friendly.

Joseph Grey Vel worked fast.

A gathering of strange faces awaited us as we walked into one of the larger conference rooms.
Everyone was wearing the formal robes donned only for occasions of gtrict protocol. They looked pretty
slly, I thought. Y ou'd never get meto walk around in one of those mini-tents. Ana Hansen gpproached
me the moment she saw us enter. Her smilewas as attificia asthe lighting.

That wasthefirst confirmation — | wasin trouble.

One being rose from the center of along table. He was vaguely humanoid, bright emerad-furred with
innumerable short, whiplike arms that dashed the air as he addressed me directly.

"Grey Vell, Cherijo, Doctor?' | nodded. "The defendant has appeared. | now convene this hearing.”



The defendant? What, was Dad suing me?

Anasteered me away from Dr. Mayer to asmaller table where we sat down. She spoke low and
fast. "I'm your appointed representative. Don't do anything but answer their questions.”

Which meant, don't volunteer anything, | surmised. Not aproblem. | had no desire to confessthet |
wastheresult of anillegd experiment.

The members of the Council rose and individualy identified themselvesfor the record drone. A
Lankhi humanoid called Dsoo, an Ataderician who made a series of tonal belchesinstead of vocalizing,
and two others who used nonverbal gestures. The one with the tendrils was caled Z-cdew-nyhy, and
seemed to bein charge.

"The Council will now hear the charges.”

| listened asthe record drone sonoroudly listed four separate violations of the Colonia Charter:
Aidingand

Abetting Known Maefactors. Breach of Verba Contract. Mal practice. Endangering the Lives of
Fellow Colonigts.

| wasin serious trouble, and it had absolutely nothing to do with Joseph Grey Vll.

Anagot to her feet and started in the moment the drone finished. The absurd robes somehow |ooked
stately on her as she paced before the assembled Council. Her smooth voice hovered somewhere
between grave and outraged.

"Council members, this attack on Dr. Grey Veil isadeliberate orchestration of the lowest order.
These charges have been brought solely to defame a distinguished new member of our community.”

"Defense counsdl's opening statement is so noted.” A tendril snapped intheair. "Dr. Grey Veil, how
do you respond to these charges?’

| glanced at Ana. "Do | get some explanation of these charges before | respond?”

Z-cdew-nyhy fixed dl of hiseyeson me. "Asto count one, you trested and aided two Hsktskt
intruders—"

"Dr. Grey Vel wascleared of dl chargesin conjunction with that incident,” Anasaid.

"Crimind, yes. These are civil charges. Asto count two, Dr. Grey Veil defaulted on averba
agreement made with the Bartermen Association.”

"Assumption of agreement,” the administrator said. Anaresumed her seat next to me, picked up a
data pad, and waved it at the Council. " Check the incident records. Dr. Grey Veil never contracted
forma barter with the Association.”

Z-cdew-nyhy'sfur bristled into stiff green spikes, but he maintained a bureaucratic monotone. "So
advised. Count three regards the disposition and treatment of colonist Alun Karas, deceased.”

| assumed Dr. Mayer had persondly filed that particular charge, the heartless bastard.

"Count Four refersto arecent procedure during r

which adangerous amount of explosive toxin was ddiberately released ingde the FreeClinic facility.”

"TheBinder," | muttered to Ana.

"What Binder?' she whispered back.

A tendril cracked asthe Council chief demanded attention.

"Ignorance of the Charter cannot be claimed. These are serious charges that individualy represent
grave concernsto Colonia Security. Collectively they portray an individua who poses aseriousthrest to
the welfare of this settlement.”

Thoroughly disgusted by this point, | leaned toward Ana. "Do | haveto Sit here and listen, or do they
deport me now?"

Anacompressed her lips. "Give meachance,” shesad.

Dr. Mayer was the first witness summoned to answer questions from the Council members. Thiswas
the perfect opportunity for the chief to get rid of me, | thought. HE'd probably add afew more chargesto
theligtoclinchit.



"Dr. Mayer, do the defendant's actions congtitute athreet to the generd welfare of the FreeClinic
Medicd Fecility?'

“No."

"What isyour opinion of her performance asaphyscian?’

"Dr. Grey Veil has performed her dutiesto the best of her ability and my complete satisfaction,” Dr.
Mayer said.

My jaw amogt hit the floor.

The Lankhi Dsoo scratched hislaterd fin with atwo-fingered hand as he said, ™Y ou seem distressed
by this hearing, Dr. Mayer."

My bosssimposing figure was practicaly vibrating with unspoken contempt as he turned and
addressed the humanoid. "Distressed? No, Council member. | find it insulting.”

Dsoo seemed perplexed by this. "But was it not amember of your own staff who brought forth most
of these charges?'

"Which staff member would that be?' the chief demanded.

"Dr. Phorap Rogan. Y ou were aware of his petition, were you not?"

Rogan? That sneaking, odious little—

"No." Mayer's voice had an edge that diced through the air. "I was not informed.”

"Would you care to make a satement at thistime regarding these charges?”'

"l would. Itisaninsult that Dr. Grey Vel has been summoned before the Council without regard for
protocol, to answer charges which constitute nothing more than pure dander.”

| rubbed my eyesto make sure | wasn't hdlucinating. No, it was definitely Dr. William Mayer who
had made that statement.

"What did you do?' | asked Anain awhisper. "Drug him?*

She smiled at Dsoo and said between clenched teeth, " Shut up.”

The Ataderician Council member belched out an observation, which was trandated to: " The Council
has been advised that Dr. Grey Vel isvastly underqudified in her present position.”

"Indeed?’ One of Mayer's platinum eyebrows arched. "Who has provided such... advice?'

"Dr. Phorap Rogan.”

Mayer uttered something inaudible that was not, | gathered, complimentary to Rogan. Dsoo |eaned
forward. ™Y ou wish to dispute, Doctor?!

"l do." Mayer'seyeswere glacial with contempt. "Dr. Rogan has used Dr. Grey Vel's skillsto cover
his own ineptitude. His unprofessiona behavior while on duty has subjected Dr. Grey Vel to countless
indignities™

"I'm going to kissthat man'sfeet,” | murmured to Ana. "For severd hours." She camouflaged a
chuckle with acough.

The chief went on. "It is apparent that Dr. Rogan has persona issues which should be examined.” He
swept the room with aglance. "Whereis Dr. Rogan? Is he not required to be present and substantiate his
accusations?”'

"What about this charge of mdpractice?' Z-cdew-nyhy asked. "Gross negligence resulting in the
desth of acolonist is a serious accusation.”

Mayer frowned. "Who charged Dr. Grey Vel with respongbility for Alun Karass death?’

Dsoo consulted hisfile display and rolled hiseyes. "Dr. Rogan.”

"And therest of this nonsense?

The Council members exchanged silent looks before Dsoo answered once more. "All werefiled by
Dr. Rogan, with the exception of count two, which wasfiled on behalf of the Barterman Association.”

"| chdlenge Dr. Rogan's charges.”

"Understood.” Z-cdew-nyhy's fur smoothed out. " These charges will be suspended until such time



that Dr. Rogan and Dr. Mayer appear before the Council."

Analeaned closeto explain, "That means we don't have to defend you on those counts until an
investigation has been conducted.”

"Or | find Rogan,” | muttered back.

The Council chief continued. "Asfor the charge of Breach of Verba Contract, Dr. Grey Vel, do you
wish to speak in your defense?”

Ananodded at my glance. | roseto my feet and addressed the Council.

"Yes, | do. Whileat amed interval with two friends, who will testify on my behdf, | made a'wish’
during anostalgic discussion. It was not atrade summons. No Bartermen were present. | have never
contacted the Association to request such a contract. | admit | was ignorant of the methods used by the
Bartermen to secure agreements, but | don't believeit istheir right to monitor personal conversations
between others"

"We are familiar with the zedl ous nature of the Association.” Dsoo seemed sympathetic. Y our caseis
not the first of this nature to occur.”

"The Council can be assured that Dr. Grey Vel will not venture to make another such unguarded
verbdization—" Anasaid, but | shook my head.

"No, Adminigtrator, | can't say that | won't. Respect for persona privacy must exist in any society. In
this case the Bartermen have violated my rights”

"Aninteresting point. Dr. Grey Vel. The Council will tekeit under consideration.” All five members
roseto their feet after ashort interval of deliberation. "We find the defendant innocent of charge two,
Breach of Verba Contract. All other counts are suspended until further notice.”

The Council adjourned, and Dr. Mayer |eft the conference room before | could speak to him. Ana
stayed behind to help me compl ete the requisite adminwork the Council needed.

"I'm not surprised that Rogan isbehind dl this." | told Anawhen we were finished. "What | can't
believeisthat Dr. Mayer spoke on my behalf. He hates me more than Rogan does."

"You'rewrong," Anasad as she handed me my disc copies of the hearing records. "He contacted me
and ingsted | act as your representative after he received the summons order.”

| shook my head. "It was the perfect chance to get rid of me. Why did hedo it?"

Anasnmiled. "Ask him, Joey."

A hdf hour later | found mysdlf standing outside Mayer's office, one hand extended to knock. Did |
really want to know what motivesthe chief of staff had? The door opened unexpectedly, and Dr. Mayer
eyed mewith adistinct lack of enthusiasm.

"Comein," hesaid, and held the door open wider. | walked in, sat down, and waited as he took his
chair."You're hereto find out why | defended you."

| spread my hands out. "' Can you blame me?”

Dr. Mayer sat back in hischair. ™Y our father contacted me. He requested that | discharge you and
have you deported back to Terra. When he couldn't persuade me to do as he asked, he began to make
thrests.

Curiouser and curiouser. "When did this happen?’

"Y esterday. He claimed you left home without his consent and againgt his expressed orders.”

I made my response flat and matter-of-fact. "Dr. Joseph Grey Vel isno longer in aposition of
authority over me, Dr. Mayer." The white-haired head inclined in agreement. "To be blunt — why am |
dill here?'

"Y ou expected me to comply with your parent's demands?'

"Dr. Mayer, you've been looking for any excuseto dismissme."

"Prior to my conversation with your father, | would have agreed with you. My position, however, has
subsequently changed." He adjusted his tunic as he straightened. "I don't respond to intimidation tactics.
Even when they come from the grest Joe Grey Veil."



My mouth unhinged. I'd never heard anyone refer to my father as"Joe." Ever.

"When | received your transfer gpplication, | origindly rejected it. We are in desperate need of
qudified physicians, but | believed your inexperience made you of little vaueto thisfacility. | was
subsequently ordered by the Quadrant surgeon genera to gpprove your trandfer.” His expression told me
plainly what he'd thought of that. "I took it for granted that your father had used hisinfluence to secure
thisposition for you."

"Hedidn't." What the chief had said explained alot, but not everything. "Dr. Mayer, what exactly did
my father say to you yesterday?'

Mayer made arusty sound that might have been alaugh. "He demanded a dismissal based on
incompetence. He claimed you are delusiond and in need of long-term psych evaluation and
rehabilitation.”

" recall you saying something aong those lineswhen | reported theinitia findingson Karas" | said.

For thefirst time since | had met him, William Mayer appeared uncomfortable. "I have made severd
erroneous assumptions about you." Hislips compressed. "I do not habitualy agree with your methods.
Dr. Grey Ve, but | cannot deny your competency. Y ou are an excellent physician.”

Praise from Mayer. What would come next? A marriage proposa from Rogan? " Thank you."

"Don't fool yoursdlf into believing thisissue has been resolved. Y our parent isa powerful man.
However, in the future, | will do what | can to support your tenure here.”

"l don't know whét to say."

"Joe and | were students together at Medtech. He was a pompous ass, even in those days." Mayer's
glance dared me to make the same observation about him. | didn't twitch amuscle. "It was hiswork on
the Exclusivity Act that made me decide to transfer from the homeworld.”

"You didn't agreewith it?'

"No. | don't believe our species should isolateitself from therest of the universe." Heroseto hisfeset.
"I've been informed Traumaisin dire need of our services"

"Let'sgo." | was more than willing to get back to work.

Mayer held up one hand. "If you see Dr. Rogan, don't confront him about these trumped-up charges
hefiled againgt you."

Given my temper and Rogan's penchant for gloating, that would be virtualy impossible. "Why not?"

Mayer actudly smiled thistime. It was an awful thing to see. "I'd like that particular pleasure for
mysdf.”

Dr. mu Cheft stopped in during my shift to congratulate me. The facility grapevine had spread thetale
of my skirmish with the Council, and Dr. Mayer's support.

"Phorap must be spaced to try something like this," mu Cheft's fishy features were drawn in dour
displeasure. "Still, Dr. Mayer can't dismisshim.”

"Believe me, Daranthura, we'd be better off if Rogan left,” | said as| made a chart entry.

"Theresonly five of usnow."

"Rogan's not much use without a medsysbank, you know that,” | said. "1 could train an orderly to do
what he does."

"Therésathought.”

| recalled Mayer's former attitude about me, and decided even Rogan deserved another chance. "On
the other hand, maybe we can train him to do his own work."

"Compasson, Dr. Grey Vell?' Mu Cheft grinned.

"l wouldn't go that far," | said with aglare. "Still, everyoneis entitled to make amistake. Even
Phorap.”

"You'reright, | suppose. It'snot asif werein aposition to be choosey until we get better saffing.”

"Have you seen Rogan today?" | was curious to know if Mayer had confronted him yet. | was hoping
| could watch.



"No, and he's missed another shift. That's four in arow." Mu Cheft made an irritated sound.
"Doubling up the rest of us. Dr. Dloh has mentioned spinning acocoon for himsdlf in thelounge.”

"He hatesthe cots." | chuckled in sympathy. "They aren't very comfortable for him."

"1 may demand my own immersion tank," mu Cheft said before heleft. | consulted the next chart and
found Paul Dalton was waiting for follow-up treatment for lower-back strain. According to the notes, Dr.
Rogan had done theinitial exam several days ago, and the Terran reported no improvement.

| sgnaded Assessment. "K-Cipok, send back Mr. Dalton, if you would."

Paul's appearance shocked me. He had lost asubstantial amount of weight and was limping badly.
His cheerful grin was now ahard white line he managed to bend up at the edges when he saw me.

"Hey, Doc," he greeted me, and then coughed and groaned. "Wouldn't you know it, | threw out my
back and now I'm getting a cold?

"Trying to keep me busy, Paul?' | tried to tease, but | couldn't keep the concern from my voice. |
lowered afoam cradle, harnessed it, and suspended his body for examination. The muscles weretightly
knotted in the lumbar spinal region, but that didn't shake me as much as the scanner's datawhen |
completed the sweep.

Paul Ddton'slungs showed sgns of inflammation and multilocul ated infiltrations.

| consulted his chart. "Did the muscle relaxant Dr. Rogan administer before have any effect?’

My neighbor shook his head, and coughed again. A fine spray of salivaand mucous landed on my
tunic, but | ignored it as| repeated the scans.

"Paul, your back muscles are severely strained, and you have some fluid in your lungs. I'm going to
admit you to the inpatient ward for trestment and observation.”

"Am | contagious?'

"Not according to my scans,” | said.

"Great." Ddton closed his eyes, then chuckled. "Do meafavor, will you, Doc? Cal my supervisor
and tell him I'm not the one who spread the infection around in my department. Must have been someone
d"

"Y our department?’ | said, and my intuition kicked me. Hard. "Paul, how many people havethis
infection?"

"Almost everyone, but it's not—" He began to cough again, and | scanned hislungs once more. |
didnt likewhat | saw.

It was the same type of pneumoniathat had killed Alun Karas.

"Look, Doctor," Paul's supervisor was sympathetic but not concerned after | contacted him about the
infection Paul described. "People get sick dl the time here on K-2. Reaction to the new environment, a
bug that comesin on ashuttle, you know how itis. No big dedl.”

"l need to check it out, just the same, Mr. Skrople."

"l can't have my entire Saff report to the FreeClinic,” the supervisor said. "We have nearly fifty people
working per shift on this project.”

“Then, | will cometo you,” | said, my own shift nearly complete. | had hoped to see Kao after work,
but thiswould have to comefirst. "Isthat acceptable?’

"Sure, | guess s0."

The Engineering Department was working on astructural augmentation project on the fringe of the
Colony. Clugters of gnorratrees and other native plants had been landscaped around the old storage
building.

Low-rising beamswere being set into place next to the existing structure, and | watched for severa
moments as grav-cranes positioned support posts for anew wall. The laughs and shouts the busy
workers exchanged made me smile. Some kids never outgrew their building toys.

A smadll, wiry dien with dusky skin and an extrapair of lower limbs shambled over to me and handed
me a head protector.



"Geef Skrople." Paul's supervisor introduced himsdlf. " Sure you want to do this, Doctor?!

| eyed the crew. Now that | had been noticed, the good-natured jesting had stopped completely. "It
will be the high point of my day,” | lied. "If anyone objects, they will have to report to the FreeClinic for
formal evauation. At once."

"Uh, Doc—" The engineer looked sheepish. "'If anyone objects, just let me handleit. It's safer.”

Skrople stayed at my sde. He had to intervene severd times, joking with the surly workersto defuse
what might have escdated into something redlly unpleasant. | wondered how someone with such a
noticeable lack of bulk had gained such respect in thisfield.

I got my answer when one of the support beams began to work loose from a grappling hook.
Skropleleft me a once to handleit. My eyes rounded asthe small aien wedged the heavy beam back
into place using only his hands and ashoulder.

One of the crew standing by me saw my face and said, "He can hoist ten timesthat.”

Paul's supervisor returned, and we continued our rounds. Once I'd finished the last scan, | tallied the
data. Thereadingswere disturbing.

| gazed directly at Skrople. "Eighty-two percent of your people display symptoms of vird infectionin
someform or another," | said. "Except no virusisregistering on my scanner.”

"Areyou teling methey're sck but they're not Sck?!

"l don't know what to tell you." | surveyed the busy site. "I have to report back to the FreeClinic with
thisinformation. The best thing to do is send everyone home, tell them to stay in their quarters, and take it
"What about the next shift? They'll be reporting in four hours.”

They would have to be checked, too. "I'll contact you before that and let you know what hasto be
done."

Skrople touched my arm. "Are you talking quarantine here, Doctor?!

"No." If this contagion was spreading, | had to keep panic from doing the same. "Don't worry. I'll be
intouch."

CHAPTER TEN
Hazard Clause

Contents - Prev / Next

By thistime| had findly figured out why they put that Liability/Hazardous Duty clausein my contract.
Being held hostage by an expectant father and nearly blown into the upper stratosphere by asuicidd fairy
hadn't been enough. Now | was facing an unidentified, contagious pathogen on aplanet that had only six
physiciansto copewithiit.

No, PQSGO was definitely not giving me enough compensation. 1'd have to see someone about a
rase.

| left the engineering Site more unsettled than | cared to admit. My ingtincts were screaming at meto
declareleve one quarantine conditions. | couldn't do it. Without hard evidence, that would be seen as
premature, and amost assuredly would cregate panic throughout the colony.

The peoplein charge tended to frown on untidy things like mass hysteriaand uncontrollable rioting.

| left my glidecar a short distance from the FreeClinic. The brief walk would give me achanceto sort
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out my thoughts before facing Dr. Mayer with my suspicions.

The night sky wasfilled with moons and stars that dimmed beside my growing sense of dreed. It was
no wonder | didn't see Phorap Rogan until he was alimost on top of me.

"You!" It was screamed like a curse, accompanied by a spray of mucous that spattered over my face.
My head snapped back.

Rogan was staggering, unable to remain in one position. Hisarms and legs shook badly as bursts of
coughing racked hisframe. Not good. Hisfacia polyps were barely moving, dick with green, oozing
rivulets of infection.

"Dr. Rogan? What—"

"Terran bitch!" Hetook awild swing at me, and | ducked under his arm and spun away. Rogan lost
his balance, then somehow pulled himself upright and shrieked, "Come herel™

| danced out of reach, & the same time trying to examine him. "Rogan, what happened to you?'

"You did this—" He broke off into tearing coughs, and spat a mouthful of phlegm on the ground
between us. Not good at dl. His breathing became labored as he ran hisfingers over hisfacia grooves.
"You didthistome... infected me... what isit?' He lunged and grabbed at me again.

I made a quick sweep with my leg the way Maggie had taught me, and hooked him behind the knee.
In hiswild attempt to compensate, he threw himsdlf forward. | legpt out of the way. Rogan fell — hard.
A hideous squel ching sound accompanied the impact of hisface on the wakway. He made afeeble
attempt to rise, then collapsed again.

"Damnit!" | rolled him on hisside. Hewas haf conscious, but fever-induced ddlirium now converted
his speech to incoherent babbling. Within seconds we were surrounded by other colonists, seeking to
provideaid.

"Get back!" | ydled at thering of faces. Thethick stench rising from Rogan's body made some draw
back abruptly.

"Let ushep you—"

"No!" | refused the colonist's compass onate suggestion. "Move back, ten meters, now! He's
contagioud!"

That effectively dispersed the crowd. | shouted for one of them to call for medevac as| |oosened the
neck of Rogan'sfilthy tunic and checked his pulse. Hislungs were obvioudy filled with fluid; hewas
turning cyanotic around the open membranes. If | didn't get him to the FreeClinic fast, hed suffocate.

| spotted two Militiagpproaching and shouted awarning to them. They took up positionsto keep
everyone at bay until the medevac team arrived. The mobile unit appeared moments later.

"Quarantine condition one," | yelled, and the team went into action.

Barriers were erected, colonists removed from the scene. Someone tossed afield aid case to me,
another threw aheavy, insulated bundle. | released the ties and pulled on the thick biocontainment suit.
Oncel activated its sedls, | rolled Rogan onto the gurney the team pushed over to me.

"Hold your position,” one of the Militiasaid as he activated a remote biodecon unit. My suit and
Rogan's gurney shroud were quickly sterilized.

"Clear acorridor to the back of the FreeClinic for us," | told one of the Militiateam. | punched a
touchpad on the evac unit's outer hull, and Dr. Mayer's face appeared on the display screen.

"What'syour gatus, Dr. Grey Vel ?*

"Dr. Rogan tried to attack me. He isinfected with a pneumonic contagion. I've had direct physical
contact.”

"ID?

"| can't tag it. It doesn't show up on my scanner.”

"Method of transmisson?’

"Unknown. Probable airborne or contact contamination.”

The chief glowered. "Recommendations?’



"Indtitute level one containment at my location. Get air samples taken right away once we've cleared.
Dr. Rogan's personal quarters should be sealed aswell.” | didn't ask that everyone who had beenin
contact with Rogan be checked for the contagion. That could be haf the damn colony.

"What's Rogan's condition?"

"Hescritical. We're coming in now."

| couldn't remove the bulky biocontainment suit until we were transported to the back of the facility
and isolated in the specia unit reserved for such cases. Once there, Mayer appeared outside the barrier
as| hauled Rogan's heavy body onto an exam pad.

"Give mean update, Dr. Grey Vell."

"Inaminute,” | said. Therewould be no nurseto assst me now. No one else could risk being
exposed. | stripped off the awkward suit and began my scans.

Rogan was dying from oxygen deprivation. Hislungs were dmost completely filled now, and hisvitals
were off the grid. Higher brain function was beginning to fail.

"All four lobes are severdly inflamed. Massve pleurd effusion, heavily multiloculated empyema, and
abscesses forming as | speak. | need to get hislungs clear, or he's going to suffocate.”

"Counter with antibioticsfird."

| glared. "Medswon't do it fast enough. His physiology isonly haf-Terran. | haveto ventilate him

"Heian't sable enough—"

"Therésno moretime!" | yelled at the barrier. *No more optiond ™

Mayer nodded curtly, and | went to work.

Rogan's eyes opened when | tried to insert the endo-trachea tube through his mouth. Despite his
condition, he got an arm up and shoved me away.

"No. | don't havetime to anesthetize you," | said, and he twisted his head as | reintroduced the tube.
"Stop it — don't fight me!”

His mouth sagged open, and he struggled to draw in enough air to enable hislarynx to function.

| had an idea of what would work. "Listen to me, you have to help me, Phorap,” | said. "I can't do
thisby mysdf. Pleasa"

Appedling to hisvanity worked. He alowed me to insert the tube and ventilate him. It was only a
tempo rary measure, but might keep him dive long enough for meto find atreatment. I'd have to operate
later and insert atubeto drain off the fluid from hislungs.

"Status," Mayer's voice was thin with impatience.

"Weredl right for the moment. I'veintubated Dr. Rogan.” | turned to addressthe chief directly. "He
exhibits the same symptoms as Alun Karas. Aspiration pneumonia”

"Does Rogan show sgns of vomitus aspiration?”

"No," | said. "But something got into hislungs. My scanner can't identify whatever itis. Could it be
an exotic mycoplasma?’

"An intermedi ate between bacterid and vird pathogens would still show up on our scanners, Doctor.”

"l know that."

"Then, you know it cannot be amycoplasma.”

"Look." | took adeep breath. "I have evidence of transmission of thisvirusto at least fifty other
colonigs. I'll transfer my data scansto you. Review them and contact Engineer Skrople. Theinfected
workers were sent home, but well have to ingtitute a quarantine. Paul Dalton was admitted afew hours
ago, he'sinfected aswell."

"Y ou have no evidenceto justify aquarantine.”

| stared at Mayer. "Please, just doiit. I'll get the proof." He nodded. "1 need microscans from the lab
work-ups on Karas and Dalton." A thought occurred to me, and | closed my eyesfor amoment. "Nurse



Eclawas exposed at the same time Rogan was. Thelast time | saw her, she showed no signs of infection.
Neither do |." Ecla, the dancing bouquet of beauty.

Mayer's crisp voice interrupted my thoughts. "I will have the affected workers and Nurse Ecla
brought in and examined. But until a pathogen isidentified, there will be no open declaration of a
guarantine. Do you understand me? Not aword until we know what were dedling with."

My turn to compromise. The chief wasonly doing hisjob. "Yes All right.”

"Keep meinformed,” he said, and walked out.

Twelve hours later Phorgp Rogan began the inevitable dide into acoma. His progression was
identical to Kar-ass, it wasjust taking alittle longer for him to die. | remained at his sde throughout the
night, pausing only long enough to send asignal to Kao Torin and cance our date.

Therewasno way | could tell the Jorenian | was quarantined with adying patient. It was hard enough
to fake acam expression and invent an excuse about a routine emergency case. "Sorry | have to stand
you up again, but | can't leave him right now." At least the last part of that wastrue.

"l am sorry, too. | am scheduled to leave for the Gra-capa system tomorrow. The assignment will last
severd rotations." Kao's steady gaze made mefed guilty, but Mayer's orders had been implicit. "1 will
seeyouwhen | return, Healer?!

If only | could tdl him. "I'm counting onit.”

Hourslater, Dr. Mayer released the barrier sedls and walked in. My bleary eyes moved from the data
readings on my scanner to the chiefsface. | couldn't even work up agood whimper of outrage. "Areyou
nuts?'

"Bioscans have revealed nothing.”

"They'rewrong,” | said.

"Dr. Grey Vell, | conducted the fifth and sixth repeated scan mysdf,” hetold me. "Therewere no
contagions present in any of the samples.”

"No known contagions."

"Unidentified contaminants would gtill leave achemica signature, Doctor. The scanswere clean.”
Mayer surveyed Rogan and consulted his chart. "How long do you estimate he has | eft?!

"Twelve hours, maybe alittle more. His physiology ismorereslient than Karasswas, and I've
surgicdly ingdled an open drainin hischest.”

"Fortunate. It will giveustime.”

"Not much.” A yawn tugged a my jaw, and | had to fight the urge to close my eyes. "What about
Ddton?'

"No dramétic change in symptoms. No response to full spectrum Terran antibiotics.”

"The workers from the project ste? Ecla?’ | asked

"No symptoms other than what you originally observed, and no progression. Nurse Eclas scanswere
Clear.”

"So in other words, I'm starting to look like a paranoid moron." Mayer didn't respond, and | began to
rub my eyes. "l need to get some deep.”

"Go home."

"Don't you think we should at least continue the quarantine protocols until 1 can figure out how to
identify this contagion?" | asked.

The chief put down Rogan's chart. "l will continue most of the protocols for another cycle. We will
then review the cases and decide on a course of action.”

"We?' Theyawn findly won.

Dr. Mayer appeared somewhat affronted. "You and I, Dr. Grey Vell."

Drowsiness fled, replaced by utter astonishment, but the chief dismissed me without eaborating.

Somehow | got to my quarters without losing consciousness, dthough | was fuzzy on the means|



used to get there. | recalled someone hel ping me into public transport and pushing me out at the front of
my unit. | staggered to my door and came to an unsteady hat when | saw the graceful, grey-haired
Chakacat waiting patiently besdeit.

"Dr. Grey Vel ?'

| looked around but didn't see Jenner. "Hello, Alunthri.”

"May | spesk with you?'

"Sure. Comein." | opened the door pand and found Jenner pacing nervoudy insde. He made a
sound of pleasure and dashed up into Alunthri's open arms.

"Some guard cat you are," | tried to joke, but | wasredlly too tired to do more than shuffleto achair
and drop.

"Heisvery intdligent for hiskind. Affectionate, aswdll."

"Y ou haven't been around when | get homelate." Jenner glared a me, and | nodded. "Y ou're entitled,
too, pa. My hoursstink." | looked at the Chakacat. "What can | do for you, Alunthri?’

"l am seeking assistance, Doctor. My owner recently expired, and | find | am without deed.”

"I'm sorry to hear that." | tried to sound compassionate, but | was beat. "Uh, what does that last part
mean — without deed?'

"| am under no ownership.”

| saw thelicense chip was gonefromits collar. "lan't i that agood thing?"

"Not under the terms of the current Colonid Charter.”

Paragraphs flashed through my mind until | focused | on the exact application to domesticated
life-forms. Oh, no. "They're going to ship you back to your home-world."

"Unless| can establish deed with another colonist, yes, | will be sent back to Chakara and resold.”

“That'sunfair.”

"| agree. Canyou assst me, Dr. Grey Vall?'

It wasn't hard to guess what form of help Alunthri wanted. " Are you asking me to take over your
deed?'

"Wes"

"Alunthri, | couldn't treat you like adomesticated companion,” | said. "In my eyes, you are sentient.”

"Thank you." Alunthri put Jenner down and progtrated itself before me. "Y et until such satusis
granted, | must find ownership here on K-2, or be sold. Please, Doctor, help me.”

"Why me?' | asked. "I'm aterrible owner. My work hoursredlly are outrageous. | don't give Jenner
the attention he needs. Why would you want someone like me to own you?'

"Because you would not own me, Doctor."

Thebig cat definitely had apoint. "What would you do?"

Alunthri rose. "Continue my studies. My former owner was indulgent and alowed mefull use of his
persond termind. | am currently studying primitive art and scul pture among aguatic speciesin this
Quadrant.”

A giant dien cat who studied art. " Sounds wonderful. What do | have to do to transfer ownership?”

"Simply make arecord of acceptance with Colonid Adminigtration.” The colorless eyeswatched me
closdy.

"I'll fileit assoon as| get afew hours deep. Isthat okay with you?!

"Yes" Invigble lines of tension relaxed throughout the Chakacat's form, and it smiled. "How can |
express my thanks?'

"Let medeep. Asmuch aspossible”

"Of course.”

| looked around through bleary eyes. "WEell have to work out our living space.”

Alunthri'swhiskerstwitched above afeline grin. " At your convenience.



"That would bein, oh, say eight hours. I'm going to bed now, before fall on my face. Do you mind
deegping on the sofatonight?”

"Not at dl."

| didn't want to think about what it was going to be like to have two cats, one that could talk back to
me. | ssumbled over to my deeping platform and collapsed atop the mattress. An absent thought crossed
my mind, and | cdlled out, "Alunthri? \Who was your owner?"

"HisnamewasAlun Karas."

Oh, terrific. "I'm sorry. Hewas my ... patient.” | wasmumbling. "I tried... couldn't save... him..."

Exhaustion pushed meinto the dark, and | stayed there. Menacing dreams of an epidemic caused by
my own negligence refused to grant me peace. | had missed something. Something important. | was
falling everyone.

Y ou saved me, someone murmured next to my ear. Y ou will save others.

The nightmares dwindled away.

Alunthri woke me some nine hours later when amessage came in from the FreeClinic. The eegant cat
immediately went about serving me bregkfast while | listened to atired Eclarday updateson dl my
possible contagion cases.

"The colonists who camein contact with Daton have dl shown improvement during the night.” The
Psyoran's ruffles|ooked decidedly wilted. "Daton himself has no more pneumonic symptoms, and isonly
complaining about his strained back.”

"What about Rogan”?'

"Dr. Mayer atended him afew hours ago. He came out of the coma, and his lung condition seemsto
be responding to the latest antibiotic regime.”

I'd left him dying, and now he was awake and probably giving the inpatient ward as much trouble as
he could get away with.

"Ecla, whatever you did while | wasdeeping,” | began in asurly tone, then grinned and said, "keep
doingit."

Shelooked down at her drooping frills and stained tunic. "No, thanks. All | did was clean up patients.
Y ou wouldn't believe how much mucous a Trytinorn can cough up on you. | think some of them did it on
purpose.” Shetugged at her collar. "I'll have to spend an hour under the cleanser.”

"Spend awholeday,” | said. "Y ou deserveit.”

"Oh, | dmost forgot — Dr. Mayer would like to see you in his office as soon as you report for shift
change." Eclaadded agentle, rippling gesture of relief. "I'm going home."

"See me on your next shift. | want to review your chart notes with you."

"That will beintwo days. I've got to report to the Botanica projectsfor another alotment, then I'm
off duty.”

"Planting seedlings?’ | made aface, recalling my own fiasco.

"Pruning gnorratrees. It's not bad for an alotment.”

"Better you than me. Thanks, Ecla" | watched Alunthri's graceful movements as it began to clean up
the remains of my med, and | touched one paw. "Y ou don't have to do that, Alunthri.”

"l would liketo."

"Then, you will make me aslazy as HisMgesty over there," | nodded toward my smdller, ngpping
companion. "Make me apromise, Alunthri. Promise that well treat each other as equas.”

"Equals?' The word stunned the Chakacat.

"Sure. That'swhat freedom is. Being treated like everyone eseis. Since | can't giveit to you out
there’— | swept my hand toward the exterior corridor—"I'll make sure you haveit in here."

"l don't know how to respond,” Alunthri said.

| grinned and pushed it into achair. "Why don't you start by telling me what you'd like to have for
breskfast?'



I made amentd note as| |eft for work an hour later to contact AnaHansen and update her on the
change of stuation in regard to the Chakacat. | had dready filed for anew license chip for my new
roommete.

The satisfaction this new arrangement brought renewed my spirit. By thetime | reached the
FreeClinic, | wasready for whatever trouble | wasin. | went to MedAdmin and found Dr. Mayer waiting
for meinhisoffice.

"Rogan's lungs are nearly clear now. | removed the chest drain.” Mayer tossed the chart down. "He's
demanding to be discharged and intends to file charges against you for mal practice— again.”

"Good. I'll file assault charges”

After therest of the case histories were reviewed, Mayer paused. We gazed at each other.

"Ever seen anything likethis?' | asked.

"No." The chiefs eyes bored into mine. "Nothing."

Even though the patients were now recovering, there was no reason they should have gotten sick in
thefirst place. Something had infected them.

If it had been caused by an unknown vira pathogen, it could be in the process of mutation. A viruss
sole purpose was to invade and parasitize host cellsfor replication purposes. Sometimes the nasty little
bugs went into hiding while they adjusted their attack strategy. Viruses borrowed enzymes from the hogt,
even incorporated themsalvesinto a cell's chromosomes before they began replicating. Such changesin
antigenic character could make the virus even more lethd.

| made alast grab at another possibility. "What isthe likelihood that we're looking at some kind of
drug-induced condition that mimics contagion? One that progresses depending on the amount introduced
to the subject's system?”

"Andysisindicates no foreign substances, chemica or otherwise." Mayer held up astack of data
discs. "The complete report from the lab runs. Toxicology, decon, and bio, al ran clear. Nothing."

Thefactswereirrefutable. "There's no doubt, then. | waswrong.”

"No." Mayer tossed the discs back on his desk. "Rogan should have died last night. Karas did.
Dalton and the rest displayed beginning stages. Y ou have something here, Doctor."

| wanted to shriek with frugtration. "But what isit?'

"Y ou're going to find out. Effectiveimmediately, you are relieved from Trauma duty and assigned to
research this outbresk exclugvely."

| shot to my feet. "What?"

"Sit down, Doctor."

"Y ou can't reassgn me now!"

"l can, and | have." Mayer was unyidding. "Sit down.”

| sat. "Why research? For God's sake, use Crhm, or lab services—"

"Dr. Crhm doesn't have your talent for diagnosis. HEs agood physician.” The chief's jawline
hardened. "For thiskind of research, | need agenius.”

| scoffed. "'I'm not agenius.”

"Y ou're the daughter of one." That shut me up. The chief went on to briefly outline what he wanted
meto do. Under different conditions, | might have been complimented by Dr. Mayer'sfaithin me,
Circumstancesthat didn't involve my father'slegacy, pr the lives of the colonists of K-2.

"l hope you know what you'redoing,” | said. "If | can't identify a contagion—"

"Then | suspect you will beworking on thisfor avery long time," Mayer said. "Or not long a al.” We
were both thinking of the same possibility.

Epidemic.

MedAdmin had cleared alarge space for my new lab between Clinica Services and Outpatient
Tegting. It was sat up with a salf-contained environment, complete with new room sedls and the best
equipment Dr. Mayer could put his hands on.



"Very nice" | said. "All | need isadeeping platform, and | can movein.”

| spent severa hours trying not to grumble while the maintenance crew moved equipment to my
specifications. If | failed to find this bug, it wouldn't be dueto lack of resources. That thought made me
unusudly testy.

"l candothis," | told mysdlf as| fiddled with an electroniscopic scanner. | propped my forehead on
one palm and sighed. "No, | cant.”

That was when the movers diplomaticaly decided to teke abreak. After amoment | followed their
lead, left word with MedAdmin, and took along walk.

| ended up at the Trading Center. Lisette was currently serving what she called an "English Tea." |
decided to try some of the baked items aong with a server of fragrant golden Oolong tea.

| was ditting by mysdlf, fling in love with something called cherry scones, when the statuesgue beauty
pulled up achair next to me. | eyed her warily. "Lisette.”

"l heard of the excitement with Dr. Rogan,” she said, tossing back her curly mane as she sat down.
"Heis better?'

"His condition hasimproved.”

"Can you make him sick again?'

There wasatempting idea. "Sure. Any particular reason?"

She treated me to alofty sneer. "He owes me more credits than haf the colony.”

It figured. "FileaCharter violation."

"1 would, but he clams my cuisine was substandard.”

"He'sadead man,” | said, and she smiled. "Okay, perhaps a bit extreme. | know, | could inject him
with an enzymeto make his mustachefal out.”

"Oh, no, not the mustache.” Lisette pretended to be horrified. "It isthe only part of hisface| can bear
tolook at."

| laughed. "Lisette, remind me never to fall behind on my tab.”

"Unlike Dr. Rogan, you would never do s0." With dl therega dignity she possessed, she leaned
closer and placed one long, elegant hand on my arm. "I did not like you at first,” she said. "Now | know
you, | respect you, Doctor."

"Thank you," | said and decided to return the compliment, just for insurance purposes. | redly liked
these cherry things. "And | have never tasted more heavenly cuisinein my life than what you create."”

"Humph.” She gave me abaeful frown. "Y ou do not eat enough to keep aRilken dive." Her gaze
softened as she noted the shadows | knew were still under my eyes. "Have you seen Reever lately?

Asamatter of fact, | hadn't, not since the Binder incident. | still had noideaiif he and Lisette were
involved, athough her interest indicated some kind of relationship existed. There was dso that moment
when I'd first met both of them, the way he had touched her cheek so tenderly. | shook my head, and
waited.

"Duncan and | were on Terratogether, many yearsago,” Lisette said. "'l wastroubled. My family was
gone. Duncan was— Duncan."

"Youwere... childhood friends?' was my guess.

Lisette smoothed awrinkle from the deeve of her scarlet tunic. "More than that. At school he was my
protector. When | was sad, he knew. He gave me comfort.”

"Y ou're talking about Duncan Reever?'

Shefrowned at me. "Heisavery private man. Very wary of others. Beneath that, heiseverything
generous.” Just as | began to wonder what form of comfort Reever had provided, she shook her head.
"No, no, not like that. He was like abig brother. The others at the school, they were crud. | wastoo tall,
too thin, too emotiona. Duncan wasn' like anyone.”

No, hewasn't. | pictured Reever, then tried to imagine him as a generous, protective young man.
Nope, couldn't doit. I'd have to see photoscans.



"Y ou don't see how helooks at you."

"Lisette, Reever looks a me the same way he would arather dull botanica specimen,” | said. "What
possible reason would he have..." | fatered as| recaled theincident in the grove. "Why are you telling
methis?'

"Precisely because you don't see him, know him as | do, Doctor,” Lisette said. "Duncan hasfedings
for you."

"Fedingsfor—" | shook my head, chuckling. "No, | don't think so, Lisette.”

The tall woman stood. "Pay attention to hiseyes, cherie,” shesad. "They are the gateway of the
soul.” She sauntered away to wait on anew group of customers.

Whatever Lisette had meant to do by our little "chat,” the result kept me preoccupied until | returned
to thelab. | finished with the maintenance crew, and was | €ft to begin calibrating the analysis equipment.

| completed thelast in timeto receive asigna hourslater viaincoming transport. It was adirect relay
from Kao Torin's sarshuttle.

"Kao!" | grinned as the screen projected hisfeatures benesath aflight hemet. "Where are you?”

" am on the return route from GralcgpaMinor." The Jorenian had been escorting some League
dignitaries around the quadrant. After he'd described some of the amusing details of hismission, he
surveyed me gravely. Y ou have been working too many hours, Cherijo.”

"l didn't have areason to leave the facility, except to deep or eat.” | wasn't going to describe the
harrowing events of the last two days. "'Y ou were gone."

"May | suggest areason?’ | nodded. "Docking Station Sixteen,” he said. "1 will belanding in two
hours.”

"Il bethere

| had just enough time before Kao's arrival to make astop at my quarters and get cleaned up, if | left
the lab immediately. As| drove my glidecar toward housing, | wondered why | felt so muddied.

The unidentifiable pathogen nagged a me, of course. My new responsbilities could theoretically
determine the fate of saventy-four thousand lives. What if | failed, and thisthing got out of control ?1
thought back to my orientation with Ana Hansen, when | had warned her of just that sort of scenario.
Wed be helpless, and then we'd all be dead.

On the other hand, this could be just the newest version of the K-2 common cold, and | was smply
being paranoid.

| arrived at my quarters, and greeted the cats. While | wasin my cleansing unit, | forced aside
thoughts of my professiond dilemmaand considered the more persona ones.

Lisette's revelations about Duncan Reever replayed in my head. Thet little talk had also left mefeding
very uncomfortable. You don't see how he looks at you, she'd said. Just how was the chief linguist
looking & me, anyway? Duncan has feelings for you. Well, if hedid, | had never encouraged him. I'd
argued with him, yelled at him, and even decked him once, but I'd never encouraged him. No, | decided,
Lisette was Smply imagining thewhole busness.

| fed Jenner and chatted briefly with Alunthri before leaving for Transport to meet Kao. | should have
been happy about seeing him again, | chided mysdlf on the way to the shuttle docks. Y et even the
Jorenian man in my life had meworried.

I'd virtually agreed to become his Chosen, but had yet to tell Kao exactly who he was getting himsdif
engaged to. It was bad enough that | was Terran. How would Kao fedl when he found out his
bondmate-to-be was a geneticaly engineered clone? Would it destroy the feelings he had for me?
Disgust him? How would | find the words— not to mention the courage— to tell him the truth?

By the way, Kao, my mother was really an embryonic chamber?

Would it bother you to know that my father is actually my twin brother, too?

How does your HouseClan feel about complex deoxyribonucleic acid mutations diluting the
family bloodlines?



What frightened me more than telling him was the thought of losing him. I'd never planned tofal in
love, but here | was. Unable to imagine afuture without Kao Torininit.

When his starshuttle landed, | was pacing back and forth at ramp sixteen. Kao cleared the last of the
biodecon scans and walked down the shuttle ramp behind his passengers. His gaze swept over the
crowd until our eyes met.

| expected him to smile, to call agreeting asusua, but instead he went still. An expression of
something like pain etched hisfeatures as he gazed a me.

No, not pain. Longing. Hunger. Londliness. How did | know?1 felt the same things.

Suddenly | was pushing through the crowd to get to him. One moment | was reaching out my hands
to take his, the next | was being lifted into the air. Kao's powerful arms swept me completely off my feet.

"Cherijo," he said. My handstouched hisface. For once | couldn't think of asinglething to say. He
strode down the ramp and carried me off in front of everyone. | hid my face againg hisflight suit,
embarrassed by the very public exhibition we were making.

Okay, it was sort of romantic, too.

His glidecar was waiting outside Transport, and he placed mein the passenger's seat with greet care.
Hetook his position behind the controls, and then my hand with his. | was il at alossfor conversation.
We drove away, sharing the silence, our fingers entwined. At his housing unit, he helped me from the
vehicle and lifted me once moreinto hisarms.

I liked romance, but thiswas getting alittle ridiculous. "I canwalk," | said with anervous laugh.

Hissmilewasreassuring. "Let me hold you."

| had been in Kao's quarters once before, so | didn't fed uneasy when hefinaly set me on my feet.
What kept me speechless was the way he was staring down at me.

Therewas no need for adiscusson. | wanted to be with him. | knew he wanted the same. | could fedl
the tension between us growing, flaring when he touched my cheek with his hand.

"I must tell you—" he said, but | pressed my fingersto hislips. Men. They never knew when to shut
up.

"Shhhh." | put my hand over his, and rubbed my face againgt the broad pam. My eyes never |eft his.
"I'vemissed you."

"You are decided?"

Of course | was decided. | knew what to expect asa Terran, and had researched the database for
the specificsinvolved with his species. There weren't many details, but | had learned that Jorenians and
Terrans were completely sexually compatible. 1'd even taken the precaution of getting a contraceptive
booster.

"I'm sure." Saying that didn't make me fedl any more confident. It was my firgt time, and my hands
shook as | fumbled with my tunic.

Kao's hands covered mine. "Allow me," he murmured against my lips.

My body, adisciplined, often-abused tool | ways used without thought, dowly became astranger to
me. Kao's hands gently freed me of my garments, and guided me as| helped to remove his. | was
astonished to see severd scars marring the perfection of hisbody. Deep ridges of old injuries marked his
shoulder, side, and upper thigh.

| touched the one above his heart. "What happened here?!

"Warrior training,” he sad, pulling me closer.

That first touch of skin on skin was shocking. Before | could catch my breath, Kao began finding
senstive pots| never knew | had. The glide of hisfingers over my shoulder |eft atrall of tingling warmth.
Under his stroking palm, my breast swelled and flushed. My thighs trembled as he brushed hislips over
my hair.

Thiswasn't so bad, after al.

Helifted my chin. ™Y ou honor me, Cherijo," he said. There was no equivaent for the word "love' in



Jore-nian, "honor" being the closest to it.

"Yes. | loveyou, Kao." Okay, soit didn't trandate. He understood me.

His skin was damp beneath my fingers. | curved a hand around his neck, and discovered an odd,
textured tattoo hidden benesth hishair, just below hisleft ear.

"Morewarrior stuff?" It was dark, and shaped like the upswept wings of abird. When | traced it with
afingertip, he groaned with pleasure and dropped to hisknees. That put him exactly at my eyeleve.

"My HouseClan symbal," he muttered against the curve of my arm. | gasped as hisface turned, and
his mouth opened over my tightly beaded nipple.

He ran over melike soft, warm rain, until there was no inch of skin he had not touched and stroked
into awareness. Thiswaswhat al the fusswas about, | thought. | could get used to it. My shivering
euphoriaquickly burst when | heard Kao say, "1 would Choose you now, Cherijo Grey Vell."

What?1 thought blankly, and went very ill. " Now?'

Kao frowned. "Y ou said you were decided.”

"Oh. | didn't know you were talking about that ."

What had happened to waiting for an eternity for me?"Urn... can't wetalk about thislater?'

His brow touched mine. "1 must. We cannot be intimate without Choice. It isforbidden.”

Pre-Choice intimacy was forbidden? Great. Why wasn't that in the database files, under Before you
have sex with a Jorenian, read this? Histiming was less than perfect, too. It would have been niceto
know little details like this before held gotten me naked and half-crazed with desire. The only comfort |
had now was knowing | wasn't the only virgin in the room.

I dimly heard him spesk in his own language. "Etarranek t'nili. M'adeund,” he said. Thenmy Tl
kicked in when he repeated the ritual words. "Come with me to the eternity we share. Be my Chosen.”

Thiswasit. Likeit or not, Kao wanted to Choose me. There would be no going back. | closed my
eyes, steadied mysdf againgt him. Whatever | decided to do now would determine the course of our
future forever. There was so much he didn't know. | had to tel him, | thought, and opened my eyes.

"1 will not hurt you," he whispered as his big hands moved over me, soothing my tense form. "But |
will not let you go.”

Maybe he would. "There are things you don't know about me," | said. "I haveto tell you about—"

Now hisfingerstouched my mouth. "It does not matter.”

"It will," I said as| pushed hishand away. "I'm not what you think | am.”

"You are Cherijo Grey Vell. That isall that mattersto me."

"Kao, I'mnot — | ama— I'm—" | groped for the right way to tell him the happy news.

"Cherijo, you could be a disguised Hsktskt, and my decision would not change. | will Choose no
other.”

What he meant wasit was me or no one. Period. Forever. From what | knew of his people, he meant
it, too. Likeit or not, Jorenians mated for life.

"All right,” | said at last. On the Jorenian bondmate desirability scale, aclone had to be better than a
Hsktskt. Even adisguised one. "I'll be your Chosen.”

Kao roseto hisfeet. One arm encircled my hips, amuscle flexed, then suddenly | was at his eye
level. My feet dangled two feet above thefloor. Ingtinctively | wrapped my legs around him.

In an unexpectedly fiercetone he said, "1 claim my Choice.”

He certainly did that. There was the sensation of being stretched, filled, pleasure edged by momentary
pain. | was so absorbed in watching Kao's reaction that | didn't care. A moment later | wasimmersed in
my own body's response.

The room began to whirl. We were entwined, moving together, until | felt breathlessand dizzy. |
needed something... wanted to... the pleasure changed, became torment, driving us together again and
again, until the sensations nearly destroyed me.

"Keo!"



When | could breathe again, | floated down like afeather — drifting, untroubled, complete. | opened
my eyes. We were till in the center of his quarters, clothing scattered around us. My hair and limbswere
wrapped around him. He disengaged our bodies and gently placed me back on my feet. | smiled up at
him.

"Wow." Someone needed to update the database. "That wasincredible.” He brushed hislips over
mine, but when he drew back | saw the blesknessin his eyes, felt thetensionin hislimbs. "Kao?"

"l could not stop mysdlf," he said, his hand stroking the hair away from my brow. "I frightened you,
hurt you."

"No." | shook my head, swaying alittle. "Not at al." Now | understood why most patients got so
upset whenever | had to temporarily restrict certain activities. I'd be mad, too.

Helifted me up, carried me over, and placed me on hiswide deeping platform. Carefully he pulled
the bed linens over me, and made asif to stand.

| pulled him back down. "Don't go."

"You areso smdl," he sad, and touched hisforehead to mine. "I hurt you."

"It dways hurts Terran femdesthefirg time" | said, and smiled. "It wasn't bad. | hardly noticed.”

"Cherijo." He sat next to me, held my hand between his. ™Y ou honor me, but [—"

Hadn't | said men never knew when to shut up? Exasperated now, | tugged hisarm. "If you don't get
in bed with me thisminute, I'll do alot more than honor you. Y ou won't likeit, either.”

Hislips curved with rdief. "'l will never leave you again,”" he said as he stretched out next to me. He
placed one pam over my heart. "I dwell here forever.”

Hours passed unnoticed as we lay together, holding each other. | dept for along time, and when |
opened my eyes his hands were caressing me. It was agreat way to wake up. Each time we made love,
the unique meld of our bodiesthrilled me.

"If we were on Joren, would we be bonded now?" | asked him once, my cheek pressed againgt his
chest.

"Almog," was hisreply.

| lifted my head waxily. "Therés more?"

He rumbled a soft laugh a my disbdief. "Wait and see.”

While we were together, Kao filled in some of the gaps about Jorenian sexudlity. | learned a complete
bond could only take place on Joren, where Kao's entire HouseClan would acknowledge the match
during amysterious ceremony, and that Jorenian maes control conception, through ddliberate glandular
repression (so much for my contraceptive booster).

Leaving him after that night was the hardest thing I'd ever done. When 1 drew away from hislast
embrace, he turned meto amirror and lifted my hair away from my throat. There, beneath my |eft ear,
was the faintest shadow of amark. A mark like the upswept wings of adark bird.

"E'amyorn keleah es, m'adeunam,” he said, and met my eyesin the glass. ™Y ou bear the mark of my
honor, my Chosen. To remember, Cherijo."

I knew without asking, the mark would Sowly grow darker, until it matched his. In the weeksto
come, the only thing that kept me going at certain pointswasto lift my hand and touch the mark held left
onme.

To remember we would aways be together.

PART THREE: Complication



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Offplanet
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A week after Kao left hismark on my throat and my heart, | arrived at the FreeClinic and found my
lab had been sedled off.

Despite the apparent full recovery of the latest cases (including Rogan, who had promptly filed
another ma practice charge againgt me), | was sure there was more a work here than asmple infectious
bug. I'd spent the last seven rotations scanning, comparing, and dissecting every detail from the case
profilesinvolved. I'd made no significant progress.

Now | couldn't get the damn door to open.

| stabbed an impatient finger at the touchpad, which had been keyed to disregard my pass code. "'|
know | wasn't that nasty to the sanitation crew yesterday.”

"Dr. Grey Vell." Dr. Mayer joined me, flanked by Administrator Hansen.
"Hi, Ana Dr. Mayer, | can't get into my lab,” | said. "Whose toes have | stepped on now?"

The chief turned to Ana. "How many off daysdid you tell me Dr. Grey Vel has been alocated sSince
her initid transfer, Administrator Hansen?"

"Thirty-two, gr."

| was dartled. "That many?*

"Of those, how many has she actudly spent off duty?"
Wait aminute, | thought. What exactly was going on here?

"Fifteen." Anaplucked an invisible piece of lint from her deeveto avoid my glare. "A recent study of
work-related stress syndromesillustrated the negative effects of blatant disregard for adhering to duty
schedules.”

"Negative effects?’ | wasindignant. "Blatant disregard?"

"Indeed?’ Mayer appeared thoughtful. "I would appreciate the chance to review the data mysdf.”

Although they preferred to chat asthough | wasinvisible, I'd had enough. | waved my hand to get
their, attention.

"Excuseme? Thisisal very fascinating, but it won't help me get this door panel open. Why hasmy
lab been sealed?”

"That," Mayer said, "should be obvious. Y ou are not scheduled for a shift today, Doctor." Was that
humor gleaming in the chiefs stedy eyes? No. | must have been halucinating.

"Openthelab. Please" | said.

"Not today."

"I'll take tomorrow off. | just want to finish ascan seriesthat 1—"

"Not today," Mayer said again. "I have scheduled transport for you that will leave K-2 within the
hour."

"Trangport?' My voice squesked. "Offplanet?’
"Think of it asafurlough."
"But | don't want to go offplanet.”
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"Y ou don't have a choice, Doctor,” Mayer said. ™Y ou will either take afurlough, or report to psych
services for acompetency evaluation.” Nodding to Ana, the chief turned and strode away.

Anahedd up her open pamsas| turned on her. Shelooked alittle guilty. "Not my decison. Ready to
go?"
| closed my eyes. "Where?!

"On ashuttle, into orbit, out of the—"

"| get the generd idea," | said. "What'sto sop me from just going home and deeping?’ Or seeing
Kao, my guilty conscience added, who had been very understanding lately about my obsession with
finding the bug.

"| get to escort you to the shuttle," Anasaid, putting her arm through mine and patting it like the good
mother hen shewas. "Chiefsorders.”

"I liked it better when he hated me."

We stopped at my housing unit to check on Alunthri and Jenner and pack afew items. Alunthri was
delighted by the news of my kidnapping and promised to look after Jenner. Anaadmired the new living
arrangements, which gave the Chakacat its own room and a private termina. From what 1'd learned,
Alun Karas had relegated the big cat to arug on thefloor. | had refused to follow suit.

While Anawastaking to Alunthri, | sgnaed Kao. There was no answer, so he must have been on
duty. | left amessage promising to Sgnd him later.

On thetrip to the shuttle docks, we discussed my new roommate. Ana proposed that our unique
living arrangement could help her fight to gain sentient status for the Chakacat. When we pulled up to
Trangport, the Sight of afamiliar, hulking silhouette made my jaw drop.

"The Bestshot!" | said. "Why didn't anyone tell me Dhreen was on planet!"

"Hejust got here" Anasaid, and gave me abig, satisfied grin. "Go on, heswaiting for you!™

| paused long enough to give her a hug, which creased her perfectly pressed tunic and made her
laugh.

"Thanks, Ana."

Indde the shuttle, the Oenrallian was replacing some frayed cables with something somewhat less
worn. Dhreen chearfully hailed me as| made my way up the less-than-stable ramp. "Doc!"

"Dhreen, | should have known you'd bein onthis" I gave him ahdf hug. "Still patching the old girl
together?"

"I don't repair what isn't fractured,” he said. "Come on inside and stow your stuff, we're duefor a
launch dot. I'm waiting for one more passenger.”

"Another passenger?

"One of theimpossble-to-killslike you."

"Die-hards" | said, then chuckled. Maybe | would enjoy thisvacation, after dl. "Where are they
sending us?'

"Caszarids Moon. A nicelittle retreat with al the amenities™

The other unnamed passenger strode up the ramp to enter the cabin. With asinking sensation, | saw it
was Chief Linguist Reever.

"Oh, lovely," | muttered.

"Dr. Grey Velil," Reever seemed even more disgruntled than | felt. "Filot Dhreen." He added
something in the Oenrdlian's native tongue in too low atone for my Tl to pick up.

"Whatever perfectsyour shield,” Dhreen replied. "Let's get the gear tethered, | don't want to missthis
dot”

Wetook up positions on far sides of the passenger cabin and strapped in while Dhreen initiated
launch. | examined the condition of my fingernails carefully. Reever seemed engrossed in astudy of his
footgear.

The rumors going around the FreeClinic about me and Kao had obvioudy never madeit to Anas



ears. I'd never said much to her, either. I'd been alittle too discreet about my lovelife, | decided. If Ana
had known about Kao Choosing me, she would have never sent Reever along on thistrip. And what was
Kao going to say when he found out?

"You can ggna Pilot Torin when we reach Caszarids Moon,” Reever said, startling me. Hewas
daring a the mark on my throat.

| covered it with my fingers. "Don't do that."

"Dowhat?'

"Read my thoughtd!”

"They were gpparent without need of atdepathic link,” he said.

| didn't believe him. "Did Ana Hansen have something to do with you being on this shuttle?"

"Her exact words were, 'Duncan, you either spend afew days offplanet or | have you undergo a
psych-eva."

"I'll get even with her," | said with dark pleasure. "There must be aRilken convention | can steer her
way inthe near future.”

Reever didn't laugh, but then, | didn't expect him to. | sighed. It was going to be along two days and
nights

"Have you ever been to Caszarias Moon?' | asked. Being polite seemed the best way to handle
enforced close proximity. Seeing as| didn't have a syrinpress of sedatives handy.

"Yes"

"Wha'sit like?"

"The agteroid is one thousand, four hundred Terran standard kilometersin diameter, artificia
dome-contained atmosphere, five vistor centers which offer—"

I held up my hand to stem the flow. "Okay, okay. Did you have fun?' No reaction. "Did you likeit a
al?

"| found it to be a suitable location for the particulars of the assgnment.”

| swalowed agroan. "Y ou went there asalinguist, then.”

"That is correct."

"Reever, haveyou ever lived on Terrafor any length of time?

His eyes grew even more distant. "Four point two revolutions.”

"Did you decide you hated Terrans so much that you would do everything within your power not to
belike them?'

Reever'sface went rigid, while the Bestshot rose through the layers of the lower atmosphere and
dipped in between space. The moment passed, and his expression was as bland as ever.

"l am biologically human," was his responseto my chalenge. That wasit. | even waited to make sure.

"Having the hardware, so to speak, has very little to do with how it operates.” x

"Perhaps you'd care to show me," he said.

"What?"

"Show me how to be human.”

| smply sat back and closed my eyes. Well, I'd redlly asked for it.

Caszarids Moon was only afew hours distance from K-2, in aneighboring system with twelve
planets. HAf of the sphere was desolate, lifelessterrain pocked by inky craters. The other haf was
encased by a pressure dome, beneath which the clever Caszarians cultivated verdant fields and forests,
dotted with hostels. It was a beautiful place, offering al the nonessentias atourist could want.

I would have taken anap on the way, but Dhreen returned to the passenger cabin to regde meand a
decidedly slent Reever with hislatest exploits.

"I believe the part about the nebular cloud cities, but did you redly brush flightshields with real space
pirates?’ | asked.



"Did I mention the shipment of biosamplesthat began to migrate and grow al over the cargo bay
walls?' Dhreen changed the subject, then winked a me. "Plenty of excitement jaunting the routes, Doc."

" think I'll be content with the FreeClinic, thanks," was my dry response. "It may be dull, but I'll live
longer.”

"You think so?| heard you had a near-cry with some Hsktskt raiders.”

"A closecall — and it turned out to be seven of them." | described the ddlivery of the quints.

Dhreen hiccuped for at least two minutes before he asked me, "Isthere anyone you won't treet,
Doc?'

"Overly verba Oenrdlians" | said, then chuckled.

"Chief Linguist, what do you think?' Dhreen turned to Reever. "Word hasit the desk jaunters were
pretty spaced about the ded .

Reever folded his hands behind his neck, and regarded me with the usud indifference. "Dr. Grey Vel
believesin her oath."

"Sometimesthereisonly what we believein,” | said.

Reever'seyesclosed. "Beliefs" hereplied, "arefragile at best.”

Dhreen poured another round of spicewine and offered usamedl, but | shook my head.

"Enough for me," | said asl stood. "I think I'll go takein the view."

"E.T.A. thirty minutes" Dhreentold me.

A hdf hour later | turned from the viewer to find Reever right behind me. It was so much likethe
moment when Kao Torin had surprised me at the Hall of Art and Expression that | recoiled in shock.

"Don't sneak up on melikethat!" Our bodies brushed as | moved past him, and for amoment | was
convinced he meant to try that link business again. "No, Reever! Absolutely not!"

"| could learn more about what it meansto be human." Reever'stone waslogicd, dmost ingnuating.

"Yeah, well, you'l haveto do it without taking over another human,” | said as| strapped in once
more. "Try accessing the database instead.”

Landing, biodecon, and admittance to the Visitor Center only took a short interva. Dhreen promised
to meet us later that day and left us at the entrance to our lodging.

"Wow." | stood with my mouth open, while the chief linguist waited besde me.

The building wasimplausible, fantagtic, and not alittle disarming. The exterior had been constructed
to appear like a cascading waterfal of large, semitransparent bubbles, sprinkled with small oases of
plants and smooth-rounded stones.

| took a deep bregth, and the floral-scented air seemed to permeste my blood, making me rather
dizzy.

"If you're finished admiring the exterior?' Reever said at last, and indicated | proceed him.

"Oh, | forgot." | glared as| stalked past. 'Y ou've been here before, and spent the whole time
measuring the place.”

| wasrelieved to see the interior had amore traditiona design. Those bubble things were pretty, but
impossible for a Terran to navigate. At the reception portal we were greeted by the resident Caszarian
innkeeper, who jumped from asmall opening up to the desk.

"Welcome, esteemed guests,” the toy-sized, black-spotted feline creature said. Jenner would have
gone crazy over her. "I'm Mherrr, your hostess. Please let me know* at any time how | may enhance
your stay with us."

| had to fight the urge to request aroom as far away from Reever as she could put me.

We were directed to our individual quarters, which of course were next to each other on an upper
floor.

"I'm surprised Anadidn't make us share," | muttered outside my room.

Reever heard me and looked over. "If you prefer—"



| sighed. "It wasajoke, Chief Linguigt.”

My room was dl cool blue and cream shades. The soft, free-formed furnishings possessed no corners
or geometric shape to them. A place to be soothed and relaxed.

Luxury had some merits, | decided. | sat down on the edge of my bed. A moan of pleasure escaped
me as | sank back on the feathery mattress. | could use two days of deep. My door panel chimed just as
my eyes closed.

| forgot to be palite. "What?"

"Ddivery for you, Dr. Grey Vel."

| opened the door and found yet another Caszarian conveying a stack of carriers on an anti-grav
palet. The smal felineleft them in the room and refused my offer of gratuity credits.

"No need, Doctor." He bowed with a smile and withdrew.

The bewildering number of cartons made me surrender to impulseto be akid and rip them al open.
A few minutes later | stood ankle-deep in wrapping. Scattered around me were beautiful garments,
elegant footwear, even small jeweled accessories for my hair, ears, wrists, and throat. Therewas adisc,
too.

When | played it, Ana's face appeared on the screen.

"Surprise!" shelaughed. "1 thought you might try to deep through the whole vacation, so I'm sending
you some outfits to wear. No one will seethem if you stay in your room," she said. "Enjoy yourself,

"I'd enjoy the deep more," | told the screen.

"Y ou're probably mad about Duncan being there," Anas message continued. "l confess, | decided to
arrange for you both to spend time together away from the colony. I've sensed something between you
two since the day you met."

"Right idea, wrong man."

"Theré's another reason | sent him with you, Cherijo. | know you've been seeing that handsome
Jorenian pilot, but you probably don't know that his people bond for life."

"Wrong again."

"Therée's nothing wrong with exploring other options,” she said, asif shed heard me. ™Y ou should
know Duncan has some powerful fedingstoward you."

"Surehedoes,”" | said. "Hewantsmy brain.” Too bad for Reever the rest of me was attached to it.

"Forgive afriend for interfering,” Anasaid. "Wear the scarlet dresstonight. Let yoursdlf be awoman
ingtead of aphysician.”" Shewinked. " Seeyou in two rotations.”

I'd seen the red outfit, what there was of it. | had no intention of putting it on and parading mysdlf in
front of Reever. It would be ludicrous.

| kept repeeting that even after | got out of the cleansing unit, dried off, and pulled the silky materia
over my head. The soft, bloodred triangles and folds swirled around me as | walked to the mirror.

Wasthat me?

After careful study of my image, | decided the garment didn't show too much skin. Maybe | would
wear it. No doubt the medl intervaswould be thick with other femaleswearing their best. A physician's
tunic here would make me look awkward.

"Beawoman ingtead of aphysician,” | told my reflection. The physician in the scarlet dress peered
back at me dubioudly. "Okay, try to be awoman.”

| sorted through the glittering accessories, trying to guess what would complement the dress. Medtech
had never offered a course in fashion, much to my present regret. | stuck with red sparkling things. It
seemed safest.

| started to braid my hair again, then looked in the mirror. Most Terran femaes|eft their tressesloose
when they socidized. | brushed it out, then checked my image again. Long, straight grey-sheened black
spilled over my shoulders and back. Not very inventive, but it would haveto do. %



Dhreen and Reever were waiting for me by the fountain outside the lodging. The dlevated hedson my
feet required adow pace. Even my posture seemed to change as | walked toward them. | held myself
differently, the way awoman did when she knew she looked appeding. Or when she suspected her
footgear was going to make her trip and fall flat on her face.

Dhreen let out alow, lecherouswhigtle. "Doc, isthat you?' he said, and | smacked him lightly on the
am.

"Behave," | said, then turned to Reever. A small part of mewas gratified to see the chief linguist's
eyeswereriveted to aspot just below my collarbone. It wasn't an areathat usualy got me much
attention. "Reever," | gregted him regally.

"Y ou have agreat ded of your body displayed,” he said.

| wasn't going to let him aggravate me. "That's the point of wearing adresslikethis, Chief Linguist.”

"And what adress" Dhreen said, looping hisarm through mine. "Let'sgo. Y oulll redly blind the
tourigts, Doc."

"Dazzle, Dhreen. Dazzle."

Thethree of us made a short tour of the many dining establishments, and chose one. After the smiling
Casz-arian proprietor led usto atable, Reever pulled out my chair for me.

Heleaned close as| sat down. "I've never seen your hair released before. Isit al yours?!

"l didn't purchaseany of it," | said. "Of courseit'smy hair." | thought | felt hishand brush over the
thick mass covering my neck. "Knock it off."

Themenu listed so many delicious entreesthat | couldn't make achoice. Intheend | ordered an
Oenrallian entree that Dhreen recommended.

"Follow that with chocolate mousse,” | added for dessert.

Dhreen looked intrigued. "What's chocolate mousse?”

" Something wonderfully del ectable and terribly bad for you."

"Make that two," Dhreen said.

We were served avintage Terran spicewine, but | only took afew sips before resorting to a
nona cohoalic tea. With Reever only inchesfrom my sde, | needed dl brain cdlsfully operational.

Throughout the meal | was aware that our trio drew agreat dedl of attention from the other patrons.
Noted, too, that the chief linguist and | were the only Terrans present. Nothing like standing out in the
crowd. Some of the species present | recognized from patients I'd treated back at the facility. Others
were new to me, and more than once | caught myself staring. | had to stop doing that.

Dhreen served as a buffer between me and Reever as he kept up arunning account of hislast jaunt.
"So | told the passenger, we go now or you pay me to make areturn jaunt,” Dhreen ended the story,
"and hesad, I'll pay you three times your rate to take my mate and tell her you lost me!”

| laughed.

Reever, whose attention had wandered from our conversation, was staring across the room.
Something waswrong, | thought as | glanced a him. He wasn't moving, and his pupilswere dilated.

"Areyou feding dl right?" | touched hisarm and discovered the muscles under my fingerstensed to
plasted-hardness. "Reever?'

Wintry blue eyes bored into me while his hand lifted and closed over mine. At the sametime| felt the
full blast of histhoughts as Reever linked with me.

Don't fight me. We're in danger.

What are you talking about? Danger from what?

The male by the entrance door. He's been watching you. Reever projected theimage into my
thoughts. It was a grey-fleeced, nondescript cresture studying amenu.

He looks pretty harmless.

Heisa Terran disguised as a Derviing. Here for you from the homeworld.

Here for me?



Reever stood and pulled me up with him. I wasn't in charge of my body anymore.

Dhreen, who was oblivious to our silent mental bond, dropped hisknifein surprise. "Hey, the food
isn't that bad—"

"Dhreen, excuse us," Reever said. "We have a private matter to attend to.”

The chief linguist hauled me out of the entrance and into the open wakways. | managed to glance
back and saw the sheep-like Dervling following behind us. The link between Duncan Reever and my
mind grew stronger with every step.

What does he want?

You. He plans to kill me and take you.

How can we stop him?

Come with me, quickly.

He led me through a series of |abyrinthine passages between the lodgings while the alien behind us
raced to keep up. After one sharp turn Reever whirled me around and pressed me into a doorway,
shidding mewith hisbody.

| won't let him touch you, but | need your help.

| knew what kind of help hewastaking about. Thisisa bad idea, Reever —

Yield to me. Yield to me, and | can protect you.

| can't —

Cherijo! Now!

Sullenly I let down the last of the barriers and felt the silent torrent of Reever'smind flood into me.
The Dervling rushed by us, only to turn back and peer at the doorway.

Through our link | sensed Reever drawing something from me, then projecting an dien thought
pattern. Our link split as he entered the mind of our pursuer. Like afront-row spectator, | watched as
Reever implanted somekind of illuson. Animage of the two of us, rushing down the corridor ahead of
theintruder.

The Dervling shook his head asif to clear it before pivoting and hurrying off after the phantom pair.
When he was gone, | regained control of my limbs and sagged in relief against Reever.

That was close.

Yes. Did you actually collide with a glidecab so you could leave Terra on schedule?

How did you — | threw up the barriers again, even though it wastoo late. Out. He was everywhere
inddeme. Right now.

Heturned mein hisarms, still insde my head, and | saw down into an infinite space occupied by a
thousand alien worlds. In every scene was Reever, reflected over and over. It meant something
important. At once | was engulfed by a deep, torturous sensation of need. It was asif Reever wanted to

Thelink ended.

"Wewill return to our rooms," he said. | was too shaken to argue. He took my arm and led meinto
thelodging.

| didn't pull away until he keyed my door pand and pushed me into the room. He followed and
secured the door behind him.

"Thanksfor helping me,” | said, "but | don't think—" Reever sat down and folded hisarms. "Tdl me
exactly what you are.”

"l don't know what you're talking about, Chief Linguist.” | prepared astimulating hot drink. Maybe he
wouldn't notice my hands were shaking. | gulped it down and promptly burned my mouth. He refused
when | offered him the same. He had that "I'm going to wait until the end of time" ook on hisface. "l
dont," | said.

"Tdl me about the experiment, Cherijo.”

"What experiment would that be? I've been doing al sorts—"



"Y our father's experiment. | saw the memories during our link," he said.

Turning my back on him, | shoved the server into the cleanaing unit. "The only experiments| know
about are the ones I've been performing on K-2."

"Youcan'tlietome”

| walked over to the wide viewer pand and stared at nothing. | hadn't been thinking about it. He
couldn't know. "I can't tell you."

“Tdlme"

| turned. "Reever—" | couldn't lie to him. He had been in the deepest recesses of my mind. HEd seen
plenty. "Y ou wouldn't believe meif | did."

"I will."

| turned my head and tried to find some comfort in the starry vistabeyond me. Tosay itwasina
sense being forced to accept it. Now and for dl time.

“I'm not human.”

| told Reever about the contents of the package | had received shortly before | |eft the homeworld.
Someone had sent me dozens of data discs, vidlogs, and biosample tubes of blood, tissue, and unfamiliar
chemica compounds. "Every detail of the experiment had been meticulously observed, examined, and
recorded. For nearly three decades.”

"What wasthis experiment?’ Reever asked.

"My father cdled it Comprehensive Human Enhancement Research. He used hisown DNA to
encode afertilized ovum once the natura genetic materiad was removed. During the zygote and
embryonic stages, he used a battery of chemica and organic manipulativesto further enhance the DNA.
All genetic codes wereidentified, then most of them were dissected, enhanced, recombined, or replaced
entirdy."

"He cloned himsdlf, then refined the clone.”

"Yes" | was pacing back and forth. "His goals weren't restricted to mere refinement, however. He
planned to diminate susceptibility to dl disease and infection. Undesirable physical characteristicswere
discarded, but the main god wasintdlligence modification. Theoreticaly, higher brain function would
exceed norma human capacity by at least fifty percent.”

"What happened?’

"After severd failures, it worked. Long-term andysis of the tenth trial specimen confirmed his
success. The T series prototype was highly intelligent, intuitive, capable of advanced comprehension and
memory retention, immune to infection and disease. In essence, the ultimate physician.”

"Y ou are the prototype.”

"Yes." My pacing picked up speed. "Dad's single greatest achievement in genetic engineering.”

Hefrowned. "Y ou indicated your parent used his own cellsfor the experiment.”

"Y ou mean, why wasn't | born Joseph Junior?' | smiled acidly. "Thefirst nine mae clonesdidnt
develop properly in hisembryonic chamber. It was easy to genetically dter my gender from maleto
female. He dso planned to use me as an incubator for future... siblings, giving awhole new spin onthe
Terran concept of incest.”

| stopped and spread out my hands. " The same reason he had for doing all of it. To seeif he could.”

Reever consdered this. "Why would he experiment on human DNA in an erawhen genetic
conservation on Terrawas at fanatical levels?'

| laughed outright. "He deliberately introduced the legidation so he would have aclear fied, eveniif it
meant he had to break his own law. He gives new meaning to the term egomaniac.”

"Legidation il prohibitsal human feta genetic improvements and modifications,” Reever said.

| began pacing again. "Somehow | don't think he'sworried about getting arrested, Reever."

The chief linguist asked afew pertinent questions but remained mostly silent during my recounting of



the eventsthat led to my transfer and subsequent contacts with my father.

Inthe end | gazed steedlily at him. "That'sal | know."

"Y our father demanded you return to Terra. Perhaps heisthe one who sent the imposter tonight.”

"Y ou're probably right." | rubbed tired hands against tired eyes. "No one e se has a better motive.”

"Whet will you do?'

"What can | do?' | said, impatient now. "Do you know what will happen if | go back to Terra?"

"Y our father will force you to take part in hisresearch,” Reever sad, tilting his head while he watched
me tread back and forth. "Or you will be arrested, detained, and probably executed for being the result
of anillegd genetic experiment.”

"Either way my freedom — and possibly my life—isover.”

"Why haven't you told anyone, Cherijo?"

"Who could help me?" | threw out my arms. "Who could | trust?'

He nodded, and roseto hisfeet. "I have detained you long enough. Sleep well."

"Wait aminute," | said, astounded. "That'sit?"

"Wes"

"Reever, | just confessed to being the freak result of anillegd, inhuman experiment conducted by my
own father!" At hisblank look | nearly shouted, "Are you going to tell anyone?'

"Of coursenot.”

"Y ou expect meto believe that?'

He had crossed the room and was standing before me. As | looked up, he put his scarred hands on
my har.

"Yes." Hebrushed hislipsagaing mine. "Get some deep.”

Okay, s0 he kissed me, | thought as he left. It wasn't like we were going to get married or anything.
Besides, | was dready engaged to Kao. Maybe | should have told Reever that. | tugged the red dress
off, shrugged on arobe, then fell into the cloudlike depths of my deeping platform.

It took along timeto fall adeep. When | did, | dreamed of my father chasing me through chains of
bubbles. He was waving a handful of lab dipsat me, yelling that it had all been amistake, that | wasn't a
clore...

The sound of persistent chimes woke me up. | raised my head, dropped it, and groaned. "Who isit?'

A cheery voice answered. "Your med, Dr. Grey Veil. Ordered by Linguist Reever.”

DunCan Reever's continued existence was in immediate jeopardy, | thought as| got up and trudged
over to the door. | had just keyed the pand to open when ablur of movement and brute force spun me
around and dammed meto thefloor. | felt the cold round mouth of aweapon press on the nape of my
neck.

"Timeto go home, Doctor," the happy voice said. | jerked as a syrinpress was administered directly
to my jugular vein. God, what was he shooting in me? The drugs entered my system at once. My muscles
began to grow thick and wesak.

"Why?' | said, turning over to seethe Dervling from the night before straddling me. He pulled the
lifelike mask off to reved cold Terran eyesand acrue amile.

"For enough credits, | don't have to know," | wastold.

When dl esefails, Maggie had taught me, fake afaint. Givesthe jerk afase sense of security. Then
nal him.

| pretended to go limp and dump into total stupor, and felt him lift hisweight from me. That waswhen
| jerked my numbed leg up and dammed my thigh hard againgt histesticles.

"Ooomph!"

The weapon fdl from his nerveless fingers as white-faced, he toppled over. Through blurred eyes|
saw him curl into afetal postion, clutching hiswounded genitals.



Had to get to the door. Had to. The distance | crawled seemed endless. My head struck thewall as|
groped for the pand release. Almost there... dmost —

An arm clamped around my waist and jerked me back.
"Oh, no, you don'," my assailant said, dragging me away. "Y ou're gonna pay for that, you—"
The door chimed, and | screamed. "Help me! Help m—"

| was thrown aside, and my head struck the floor. The effects of the drug settled over me, and my
vison dimmed. | heard angry shouting, the thuds of fists, groans of pain. Hands reached for me, but | was
too far goneto fight them off.

Thelast thing | saw was Dhreen above me, histhin lipstight asthey shaped my name.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Clash of Wills

Contents - Prev / Next

I woke to find myself back on board the Bestshot, and Duncan Reever standing over me. Hewas
taking my vitalswith my own scanner. | swiped at him, trying to take the instrument out of his hand.

"What. .. happened?’ | said, then groaned as the headache behind my eyes made itself known. With a
vengeance.

He handed me the scanner. "The Terran pretending to be a Dervling drugged you and attempted an
abduction. Dhreen heard you scream, and fought off your lant, but the Terran escaped.”

"l got him, t00." | remembered, and smiled grimly. "Hell be limping for awhile” | just managed to run
the scanner over mysdlf before my arm went dack. " Suns, what did heinject me with?!

Reever removed the scanner from my limp hand and checked it. "Readings are negative for injury. |
just ran ablood scan. He used something identified as Coraresine.”

"Neuropardyzer. Damnit." | pushed at the covers over me and tried to Sit up. Reever pressed me
back to the ding cradle and held me there. | wastoo duggish to fight him. "Going back to K-2?7' He
nodded as my eyelids sarted to fdl. "Dont tel them... about me... Duncan..."

It took the rest of my dlotted "furlough” for my body to rid itself of the powerful drug. The next face |
saw was Eclas. Shewas pointing an optic light in my eyes. | squinted and swatted at the painfully bright
beam. Her ruffles danced with relief.

"Turnthat off,” | sad. "Areyou trying to blind me?'

She gtraightened and made a gesture of something less palite. "Well, you're obvioudy feding better.”

My stomach rolled while my head buzzed. "Better has nothing to do with it, Flower Face."

" meant the counteragent isworking. Y ou had asystem full of chill juice.

"So | heard. How long have | been out?’

"Y our shuttle landed last night. It is now mid-shift, next rotation.”

| sat up without too much difficulty. My head even began to clear. "Where are Reever and Dhreen?”

"Both are il over at Security, being interviewed. Which iswhere you are scheduled to go, as soon
asyou can get back on your feet. Maybe tomorrow?"

"Get me some clothes.” | got to my feet and was pleased to see | didn't sway or shake at all. Well,
maybe alittle a the mid-leg point, but Eclacouldn't see that.
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"Why do doctors make the worst patients?* the Psyoran mused aoud as she brought my tunic and
trousersto me. | dressed asrapidly as| dared. My stomach was till rolling, threatening to make
everything even more unpleasant.

| gave her asurly look. "Becauise we can get away with it."

It took afew minutes to convince the charge nurse to release me without notice to Dr. Mayer or
Adminigtrator Hansen. After that, | 1eft the facility to find my glidecar, which had been moved from my
usua dot to a space behind the Sde entrance. | sat in the driver's seat and activated the ignition
sequence. The control pand's small vid screen snapped on, and Joseph Grey Veil's face appeared.

"Well, well, look who'sin my car.” | glanced at the panel. "Direct relay, no less. Keep thisup, and
you'll have to pawn the pottery collection.”

"Cherijo. Theincident on Caszaria's Moon was made known to me. | was concerned—"

"— that your plan to get me back didn't work?" | finished for him.

"l assureyou—"

"Saveit, Doctor.” | pointed the glidecar's nose toward Security and began to drive. "I disabled the
idiot you hired."

"Will you alow meto finish one sentence?' my father asked.

| glanced at the screen. "Fedl free"

"When a scientist cannot maintain control over an experiment, the entire procedure hasto be
repeated. Origind findings must be discarded.”

Unbelievable. "Areyou threatening me?"

"Merdly offering awarning.”

"l see | put amenta clamp on my temper. "Let me get this straight: Since the drugs and the
abduction didn't work, if I don't come back, you're going to have me murdered? Then you'll do thisall
over again to another unsuspecting kid?"

"Y ou have dways had afirm grasp of subtlety,” my father said.

| pulled up to the Security building, then gave him my complete attention. "All right, Doctor. Y ou'll
want to grasp thisnow. If thereis even the dightest attempt to ‘wipe clean’ your ‘origina findings,' | will
arrange to have acomplete report on your activities filed with the League.”

"Y ou cannot—"

“I'll throw in the genetic materia from your lab as evidence. Understand?’

"They will find you and take you into custody. It will result in your execution.”

"Fine" Asif I'd ever let him or the League get their hands on me. "Theway | fed thismorning, it
would be anice change."

"l cannot alow you to do that."

"l know. I'm counting onit." | stared at the screen. "Good-bye, Dr. Grey Veil. Don't contact me
agan."

"1 will get you back—"

"Notif | can helpit." My clamped temper gave way, and | saw my fist smash the screen into webbed
ruins. Everyone had their limits. Hed just exceeded mine. | patiently wrapped my bleeding hand with a
gtrip of fabric | tore from my tunic's edge, then climbed out of the glidecar.

Thiswas only the second time I'd ever been insgde Main Security. From here the colony's defense
grid, support operations and transport were al closely monitored. Sort of like intensive care, with no
patients. | was surprised to see afew friendly nods after | checked in with the reception drone. A
pleasant change from the naked hodtility I'd gotten last time | was there

Today's antagonism camein the form of the commander of Colonia Security, Norash. | hadn't met
him the last time. He looked down and glared at me when | was escorted into the heart of the command
center. No wonder all the corridors around here were so wide, | thought.

"So yourethe one" he said after we were introduced by an assistant. He seemed bemused by my



appearance.

"Commander." Thefact hewas Trytinorn surprised me.

It must have showed, for he grunted. "We're not dl weight haulers, Colonist Grey Vell." Hefinished
ingructing asubordinate regarding some console glitch and indicated | should follow him. "Thisway."

We went to his office, amodest little place about the same size asthe entire Trauma unit.

"Very roomy," | said. Well, | had to say something. | hoisted mysdlf up into a Trytinorn-sized chair in
front of hisdesk. My feet dangled agood meter above the floor. How was | going to climb back out of
thisthing?| gave the commander asweet smile. HEd just haveto help.

Norash'ssmall, sharp eyes were fixed on my sdlf-inflicted injury. "What happened to your hand?'

My smilewidened. "A display annoyed me."

"Try the termination switch next time." With surprising dexterity, he punched up adatafile on one of
histerminds.

"How are Norga'sribs?’

He gave me asuspicious glare. "How did you know we were acquainted?"

"I'd say you wererelated, from your derma pigmentation.”

Another grunt. "My cousin, asit happens. He's recovered.”

"Good. Meeting him was quite an experience.”

"Indeed. Colonist, your — experiences— are notorious topics here at Central,” he said, and turned
the display for meto view. There were severd datafileslisted. "Asssting Hsktskt terrorists. Brought
before the Council on four counts of Charter violations. Now this attempted abduction.”

"I've been abusy girl."

He tapped the touchpad, and the screen blanked out. "Tell me, Colonist, do you see a pattern here?’

"A pattern?

The gigantic frame seemed to fill up the room as the commander got to hisfeet and ambled back and
forth.

"New transfers commonly violate the Charter, Security anticipatesthat.” | got another stern glare as
he cameto ahdt before me. Cherijo, you bad girl. "Then thereis you."

Therewasthat pesky problem of limits again. My smilefaded. "There's a point here were going to
arrive a soon, | hope."

"Reckless behavior isacontinud lureto such—"

"Wait aminute," | said. "Areyou saying that | asked for it?" At hisnod an incredulous laugh left my
lips

"Commander, | didn't invite the Hsktskts to use the FreeClinic as amaternity ward. Phorap Roganis
an incompetent idiot who filed some trumped-up nonsense. Asfor the abduction attempt, al I'm guilty of
isbeing on vacation!”

"Y ou can't deny you attract trouble, Doctor.”

"Oh, yesh? Watch my lips.”

"I will not tolerate your antics when they jeopardize Colonid Security!" he said inimpressive decibels.

"Petition the Council,” | said. "Be prepared to sand in line.”

The commander eyed me with cantankerous didike before reclaiming his seat. ™Y ou'd better hope
your luck improves, Doctor. Soon," he told me before he activated a recording drone. "Conducting
routine interview with Colonist Grey Ve, Cherijo."

| gave my account of what had happened, leaving out only Reever'slink with me, and my later
revelations. When the record was complete, | was dismissed. | managed to jump down without Norash's
help. On my way out, the Trytinorn muttered something about not hearing my name mentioned for at least
arevolution.

AnaHansen was waiting for mein the reception area. Reever and Dhreen were nowhere to be seen,



but | thought | caught aglimpse of Dr. Mayer walking out the main entrance.

"Trying to avoid me?" the blond adminigtrator asked, smiling.

"Trying to forgive you." She chuckled, then stopped and frowned when she saw the bloody strip
binding my hand. "Don't ask. That was some vacation you sent me on. Remind meto hijack the shuttle
back to K-2 next time."

"l don't dare send you to one of the more populated League worlds," Anasaid. "Norash believes you
may st off an intersystem conflict.”

"It would be alot easier if Norash had been there... to..." | trailed off as something occurred to me.
Anawaked me back to my glidecar, noticed the damage to the display unit but said nothing.

"When am | scheduled for my next shift? Swings," | answered mysdlf. | looked blankly a Ana. then
shook myself out of my trance. "Sorry. | need to check on something. I'll be in touch with you
tomorrow."

" Joey"— she made a hel pless gesture—"let me know if | can help. I'm sorry about al this. It wasn't
your fault."

"Not according to Norash,” | said as| climbed in my glidecar. In minutes | was back at the Botanical
Project area and making my way to the origina ste of Alun Karass accident.

The gnorratreeswerein full bloom, but I noted adight brownish tinge to the leaves that had not been
present before. Some seasond trangition, | guessed, and then walked around the entire area. Phew, |
thought, and sneezed. The acrid smdll from the resin spill was il strong. My nostrilsflared, and |
sneezed again. | took more samples. The smelly sap had darkened considerably, and the carpet of leaves
was badly decayed.

What exactly had happened to Karas here?

/ was taking root and bark samples, hedd told me. A resin tapper had clogged, and when hetried to
clear it, thereservoir blew... Then | tripped and fell into a pile of gnorra leaves.

| tried to reenact his movements before the accident. | pretended to take samples from the trees.
Walked from the outer fringe back to the damaged equipment. Touched the tapper's intake, examined
the tools still lying beside the equipment. Measured the distance to the shattered reservoir. Threw up my
arms, imagined the shower of sticky resin. Dropped down, probed the soil. Noted the number of gnarled
roots where he could have tripped. Inspected the thick brown layer of leaves beneath me.

What could have infected him? The collection equipment, the resin, leaves, and K-2 dirt. That wasall
he'd come in contact with. There were no other botanical specimensin proximity — the gnorratrees
appeared to be very territorial — and no other substances within reach he could have falen on or
breethed in.

Which told me absolutely nothing.

| was amost glad to see the signa from the FreeClinic when | returned to my glidecar. Audio only,
due to my temper tantrum. It was one of the techs from Lab Services.

"Pathologist Crhm would like to speak with you when you report for shift, Doctor,” | wastold, and
remembered I'd requested some tissue samplesfrom Karass lungs. | decided to report early and see
what the medica examiner had come up with.

Pathology occupied asmall section of its own, and was not kept busy asagenerd rule. Karass degth
wasthefirst in morethan haf arevolution.

Crhm was ahermaphroditic, crustacean-like being with eyestalks. Thefirst timewe'd met, | had
thought of the Terran |obsters Joseph Grey Vel had regularly flown infor his persond consumption. |
was glad I'd never developed ataste for them.

The pathologist saw me and hurried out of its office, exuding an air of excitement asit ushered mein.

"Come, come," its voice buzzed through my TI1. "Y ou mugt seethis, Dr. Grey Veil."

| was taken back into the storage area, where remains were kept until fina disposition. Apparently
Karas had requested to be transported to Chakarain the event of his death. Cargo space to that system



was limited, S0 hisremains had not yet been shipped home.

Dr. Crhm and | scrubbed, masked, and gloved before the examination. At thewall of storage
containers, the pathologist keyed the compartment reserved for organs removed during autopsy. Internd
envirocontrols preserved the tissue perfectly. Crhm extracted the container that held Chakaran's lungs
and took it to the exam table.

"I wasfollowing up on your request for tissue samples from the lungs when | found the abnormdlity,”
Crhm told me asit removed the organs and placed them on a biopsy pad.

The lungs should have been apaelilac in color, the norma condition for Chakarans. Karasswere
necrotized to adark purple and badly distorted by loss of volume and cellular cohesion.

Dr. Crhm used alight probe to indicate the posterior segments. "Here — do you see this substance?”

| pulled down the overhead magnifier and through it saw ayellowish substance coating the exterior of
both lower lobes. My voice was dightly muffled by the mask | wore. "What isthat?'

"My firgt reaction wasthe same,” Crhm said. "What do you think it is?"

"Empyema, perhaps, but that doesn't explain the tissue damage.” | lifted the magnifier up and leaned
closer. That was strange. Outer tissue appeared damaged, asif severa sections of the organ had been
eaten away. No, not eaten. Removed. "I've never seen pneumonic abscesses occur outside thelungs™
There was aremote possibility that it had come from Karas's somach, but I'd have caught that. | asked
anyway. "Any indications of agastropleurd fistula?"

"None. The ssomach wasintact, and scans were negative for gadtric leakage.”

"Wait aminute" | said, staring at the tissues. "This would have shown up on my scanner. Hislungs
were largely intact when he died. No postmortem atrophic response could possibly account for the
missing sectiong!” | peered closer. " Could acolony of anaerobes have migrated and set up housein the
cdls?'

Most anaerobes required a reduced oxygen tension and solid mediafor growth; some needed a
complete absence of molecular oxygen in order to survive. Maybe they had needed to get out of Karas's
lungs, and in the process, had killed him.

"Anaerobes usually produce tissue necross, and some are aggressively fulminant,” Crhm said,
following my theory.

"Whatever did this certainly fitsthe profile.”

"I have another bit of evidence." Crhm's eyestalks were nearly bouncing with delight. "I measured the
amounts of both the unidentified substance and the missing tissue. They appear to be equa in volume.”

"Replaced,” | said. "Like acancer.”

Crhm nodded, rather reluctantly thistime. "I can't provethat yet, Dr. Grey Veil, asthe substance
does not register as an anaerobe or any other pathogen on our equipment.”

"It could have migrated viathe aveoli or the pulmonary capillaries through the viscerd pleurainto the
chest cavity." That didn't explain what it was, or why the missing host cdlls had not shown up on my
scanner while Karaswas il dive, but | put those incons stencies aside for the moment. One problem at
atime.

"Thereare no Sgnsof migration or saturetion.”

I checked the organ once more. "That isn't conclusive. Anaerobes have been known to migrate and
leave no trace evidence." | pushed the magnifier aside and turned to the pathologist with agrin. "Dr.
Crhm, you've given me an entirely new direction to pursue. Thank you." | reached out and clasped the
shiny clawed gppendage it extended to me. "Y ou know this means I'm going to have to name my first
child after you."

"I doubot thelittle onewould be grateful.” It made a chuckling hiss. "A mention of my findings on your
report when completed, however, would be appreciated.”

"A mention?' | laughed with delight. "Dr. Crhm, | may just Sgn your nameto the whole thing!"

Pathology arranged to have the organs sent over to my lab, while | stopped by Traumato seeif any



new cases of the contagion had been reported.

Rogan had been waiting for me, it seemed. When he heard my voice, he emerged from his exam
room and voiced a bellowing tirade against my supposed incompetence.

T'Nliginaratried to calm him down, but he shoved her out of hisway and stepped right up to my face.
His polyps appeared much hedthier, | decided, but the stink was gill the same. "Who the suns do you
think you are—"

I'd had enough. "Did you get my postsurgica report on the Orgemich female you treated for
gastroenteritis?'

"] don't see—"

"She nearly died because you couldn't be bothered to run afull series scan.”

Rogan's odor envelope expanded. "If anyoneisto blame, it's—"

"That'z enough, Dr. Rogan,” Dr. Dloh said as he stepped between us, pinchers open, front
appendages arched.

" She shouldn't even be here! She's been removed from Trauma assgnment!” Rogan shrieked. "'I've
filed charges againgt her for recklessincompetence and misconduct under the Charter!™

"If you don't zhut up,” the big arachnid lowered his voice to amenacing buzz, "1 will remove you from
Traumamyzdf."

Rogan weighed thisfor half a second before he whirled and scomped off. | exchanged arueful glance
with the charge nurse before | thanked my colleague for hisintervention.

"Zunz knowz, we could uze you here," Dloh sighed, shaking his gleaming head as he gazed after
Rogan. "Hez uzdezz."

"Hanginthere," I told him. "I may be back sooner than you think."

| retrested to my lab, and immediately examined the tissue from Karass lungs. Perimeter tissue
showed no signs of cellular degradation. An infection didn't eat whole cells and leave the others
untouched. Crhm wasright, it was dmost asif the missing cdlls had been replaced.

| spent the rest of my shift examining and testing the yellow substance. For a possible pathogen, it was
remarkably inert. No discernible cell sructures, no DNA. Nothing that would indicate it was anything
more than aviscous fluid smilar to that of plasma, except this particular plasmawas emptied of all
nutrients, sdts, proteins, and chemica sgnatures.

A biologicd broth with nothing init.

Despite the depressing lack of evidence, | wrote up my initia report and transmitted it to Dr. Mayer.
With it | added my recommendation that any future cases be quarantined immediately. | had afeding we
needed to find thisbug in living tissue. It took only afew moments to transmit a copy of my report over
to Dr. Crhm, since the pathologist was responsible for itsinception.

| remembered my cat and my roommate some ten hours later, and closed the lab for that day. Before
| left, | sealed the organ container and placed alock on it to assure no one would inadvertently tamper
withit. | wouldn't put it past Rogan to try.

At home, | found Alunthri and Jenner playing asmple game of chase-the-toy-mouse, and was
wel comed with enthusiasm by the first and disdainful disapproval by the latter.

"He seeksto curry your atention.” Alunthri smiled, baring sharp, gleaming teeth at the small cat.
"Administrator Hansen stopped by to check on us severa times during your absence. How was your
vacaion?'

"Eventful." | dided ahot med and herba teafor mysdf, and served it dong with the evening med
Alunthri had dready programmed for itself and Jenner. "I'll tell you dl @bout it during dinner.”

| liked Sitting down to amed interval, now that | had someoneto talk to. | related most of what
happened on Caszaria's Moon to the Chakacat, and listened as it told me of the latest art studies. It
certainly was enthusi astic about something called tonal sculpture, whatever that was. After we finished,
Jenner finaly forgave me enough to alow meto hold him for ashort time.



"Y ou must have been frightened,” Alunthri said, referring to my misadventure.

"l was." | had been too angry with my father today to think about my own fear. "The scariest part is
just theideaof someone taking me—" | looked at the big cat, and closed my eyes“— against my will.
Sorry."

Here | was babbling about the fact 1'd been nearly abducted, when the Chakacat had endured so
much more. It was something we had never discussed before. Sometimes | was so tactless.

Alunthri curled up on the sofaand fingered astrip of the metdlic girdieit wore. With its permission, |
had thrown away Karas's collared harness and enabled it to choose and wear garmentsit liked instead.
"No being should suffer such violence."

Maybe it. was something we needed to talk about. "Would you tell me what happened when you
were captured, Alunthri?'

It nodded. "1 was the youngest of eight in my litter. That iswhy | am so smdl. Runtsfetch agood
price on the open market. Even more after were trained for household companionship.

"A commercid hunter captured my pride. My litter sblingswere killed outright for their pets. My
parent was kept aive long enough to accompany me to the market center in the city.” At my drawn
brows, Alunthri explained, "Newly weaned Chakacats often die of starvation. They will not eat unless
their parent is kept with them.”

“It'sdl sohorrible..."

Alunthri nodded again. "'l was sold to atrainer, and taught to speak and serve. The Karas family
purchased me asagift to Alun upon histransfer.”

"l can't believethisis permitted.” | wasfilled with sorrow and fury. "Don't the Chakarans understand
your kind are intelligent? That you have the same emotions and desires asthey do?"

The big cat made a helpless gesture. "We are as we have aways been.”

"Surely the fact you can talk makesit impossble to think of your kind as primitives”

"It was not dways possible for my kind to speak. Selective breeding atered the physiology of fera
Chakacats, who were released back into the wild to repopulate our kind a century ago."

"Making you al the morevaduable.”

Alunthri contemplated me for amoment. "Y ou have done the samein your society. Trained smpler
speciesto perform complicated tasks. Enhanced their desirable qudities by hybridization.”

| was aghast. "But not to be daved”

"Domesticated companion, agricultural worker, food producer — al forced against their nature to
perform atask for adominant species. Saves.”

"Judt like Jenner," | said, feding ashamed.

Alunthri sprang off the sofaand hurried to knedl a my feet. Y ou cannot persondly assume
responsibility for what has been and will dwaysbe," the Chakacat said. "Forgive me for—"

"Don't do that, Alunthri.” | raised the big cat up and took its paws. "Were equals here, remember?
Andyou areright.” | gazed at Jenner and saw him in an entirely different way. | hunched down and
stared into hisbig blue eyes. "Would you have chosen to come here, | wonder? Even chosen to stay with
me when | found you, after | fed you?"

Jenner gracefully inclined his head, then padded away. Okay, I'd take that to bea"yes."

"Y ou should rest now." Alunthri said. "'l regret that | upset you."

"Thetruth may beugly,” | told the Chakacat with ashaky smile, "but don't apologize for making me
seeit”

The three of us settled down for the night. | had dmost drifted off when my door pand gave off a
sngle chime. Another emergency, | thought duggishly. No, they'd Sgnd meviadisplay. Who wasit?|
rose in the darkness, hoping it had not disturbed the cats, and keyed the door to open halfway.

"Kao?' Guilt washed over me. I'd completely forgotten to signa him since I'd returned to K-2. Some
Chosen | was. "What have you—"



He was swaying unsteadily on hisfeet, his skin apae, powdery color. " Cherijo.”

"What isit?' | shoved the door panel asde and put my arms around him. "What's happened to you?'

His big frame shook as he began to cough. "1 need—" His eyesrolled back into his head, and he
dumped against me. His breathing was dow and labored. He was burning up with fever.

The contagion.

"Dear God." From the corner of my eye, | saw Alunthri coming to help. " Stay back!" The Chakacat
froze, and | hit the outer door controls with my palm. With a considerable effort, | eased Kao down to
thefloor. "Alunthri, sgna the FreeClinic!" | shouted through the closed pand between us. "Tédl them |
need amedevac containment team here. Now!"

| ingsted on full biodecon before we entered the FreeClinic. Once the scanners were clear, the team
took Kao's gurney straight to the isolation unit. Dr. Mayer appeared and listened as | quickly related
Kao's symptoms.

"Did you review my report on what Crhm had found in Karasslung tissue?' | demanded.

"Yes," the chief said. "Report to Isolation. I'll discussthiswith you later.”

That was fine with me. | turned and ran.

By thetime | got there, Kao had been stabilized, but the pneumonic symptoms were growing worse.
Dr. mu Cheft was put in charge of the case, and stood towering in his containment suit as he reviewed the
chart datawith me.

"He'sin excellent hedth, Cherijo; that's why it took so long for the symptoms to appear. From the
infiltratesI'm seeing, he's been walking around with thisfor sometime.”

Had Paul infected him?"We need to culture asped men of transtrachedl aspirate. And check for a
gadtropleurd figula"

One recessed eye swiveled to stare at me through the plasplate over hisface. ™Y ou suspect
bacteremia? Even though the scans are negative?”

"I'll sugpect anything and everything at this point, Daranthura” | lifted my hand to tug a biocontainment
suit from the storage rack, but his suit-covered flipper gently touched my hand.

"Low-level containment protocols, Cherijo. Only one physician to be exposed a onetime.”

"1 may beinfected mysdf!"

"Y ou just came up clear on the biodecon scans."

He had methere. "Did you scan the pleura cavity?' 1 described the biologica fluid Crhm had found.
"The chief ordered that scan be donefirdt,” mu Cheft said, "and no, | did not find it." The'Zangian
checked his readings once more. "Multiloculated empyema, and negligible lobar tissue damage, dthough
that may changein relation to progression of tumefaction. No pathogenic cause detected.” He copied the
chart contents to a data pad, which he handed to me. "Y ou'd better study this over, seeif you can make

some sense of it.”

"Damn.” | gnawed my lower lip as| looked through the barrier to wherethe man | loved lay
unconscious. "Hasthe chief initiated afull quarantine yet?"

"No. Dr. Mayer fedsthat will cause unnecessary panic.” Mu Cheft flapped aflipper a my
exasperation. Y ou know he hasthe find word. Go, do some work, it will take your mind off this"

"He'swrong," | said as| stalked off to my lab with the chart. Oncethere, | put in asigna to the chief
at once.

"Dr. Grey Vll," my boss said from his office.

"We need to indtitute alevel one quarantine,” | said without bothering to keep the edge from my tone.
"Now."

"That would assuredly invoke colony-wide hysteria over a contagion that we can't prove exists. Dr.
Grey

Vell, until you can provide clinica evidenceto support your hypothes's, there will be no further
escalation in quarantine protocols.”



"What about Karass missing lung tissue?'

"Thet isincondusve”

"l disagree.”

"That isyour prerogative." Mayer signaled off before | could respond.

| could fume, or | could work. So | worked.

I'd gone without deep for days, back in Medtech. Now | was determined to nail this bug down, even
if I never closed my eyesagain.

Firg | reviewed the entire autopsy on Karas, and initiated a database search to locate any other
fataitiesin the Quadrant who displayed the same cause of degth. No correlation. | ran acomparison
between individua case notes from Rogan and Ddton's charts, including data on their individua
physiologies, snce Rogan was haf-Terran. No correlation. | tried the same thing with different
combinations: Karas and Kao. Rogan and Kao. Daton and Karas. No correlation.

Teeth gritted, | spent hours programming an analys's program that took all pertinent datafrom al the
potential contagion cases and ran acomparative study, citing such minor details as where the patients
guarterswere located in relation to each other. Sixteen hourslater, | got my answer.

No correlation.

As| was saring at the screen, unable to believe there was no relation between any of the cases at dl,
| was sgnaed from Isolation. It was avery weary-looking mu Cheft.
"Doctor. Pilot Torin has entered acoma.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Seductions of Failing
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Whiletheman | loved lay dying in anisolation ward, | found myself spping cafe au lait and studying
an uneaten brioche. Shock combined with exhaustion, | thought. That was the only way | could be
drinking coffee. | didn't care, either.

No one approached me. Even Lisette sensed | wasin no mood for her usua borderline contempt,
and kept her distance. Good thing, too. | might have knocked her on her elegant posterior.

Kao Torin was going to die. | watched the cafe grow cold. Because of me. My fingers tightened
around the server until my joints bulged. My fault. He would die because | was incapable of identifying
the pathogen.

"Dr. Grey Vel."

Inthat hellish vacuum, | lifted my eyesto see Chief Linguist Duncan Reever standing next to my table.

"Reever." | 9pped the lukewarm cafethat | could no longer taste. "It would be you.”

Hetook the chair opposite mine. Reever was either abrave man, or bent on suicide, | couldn't figure
out which.

"l understand your friend, the Jorenian, isin criticd care.”

Something in meflared back to life. "He's not dead yet, Reever.”

He looked at me. Saw | hated him just for being there, hedlthy, bresthing, alive. It didn't seemto
bother him.


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\

"Dr. Mayer tells me you are conducting research directly related to treating Torin's condition.”

"For what it'sworth." | put down the server with grest care, suspecting | might smash it otherwise.

"The contagion has not been identified.”

"No." | did smile now. A baring of teeth often proceeded ahowl of fury. "1 have not identified. the
contagion.”

Lisette appeared to replace my tepid cafe and remove the unwanted brioche. She handed a server to
the chief linguist, then placed her pamson her hips.

"Y ou are bad for business," shetold me. "Drink your cafe. You." Sheturned to Reever. "Thereisno
one who needs you to talk for them?"

"Not a the moment.”

"Then, shut up, or go away." Lisette somped back into her stand.

| watched her through dull eyes. "I never thought | would like that woman, but | do."

Reever sat back. "Lisette seldom failsto state her opinion. Y ou are remarkably dike.”

"Dont tel her that."

"She doesn't sulk.”

That penetrated my desensitized emotions. | gulped more of the cafe, scalding my tonguein the
process. The pain, however, barely registered. "Implying that | do.”

Reever's hand reached out and covered mine. "Y ou won't find a cure here, will you?"

I turned my fingers, gripping his hand. Surgeons have very strong hands, and know exactly whereto
apply pressure for maximum effect. His scars shifted over the bones as| tightened my grip.

"Take Lisette'sadvice, Reever," | whispered, knowing | was hurting him. "Go." | flung hishand away.

Heleft. Lisette kept me supplied with cafe until |

couldn't bear Stting there for another moment. Maybe it was the suns warm light, or al those
unsuspecting colonists strolling by me. 1 tossed too many credits on her counter, and she dammed them
back in my hand with a snarled obscenity.

"Youinsult me" Lisette said, and somewhere in those smoldering eyes| saw compassion, and
friendship. "Go home. Seep.”

It was good advice. | nodded. Drifted in the genera direction of the housing area. Somehow | found
my quarters. Collgpsed on my deeping platform. Alunthri covered my cold, shivering body with
something soft and warm. Jenner's rough tongue abraded the tips of my fingers. | burrowed down, hiding
my head under my arms. | wanted to deep forever, convinced Kao would be dead when | woke up.

In my dreams my father cameto me,

He was conducting aclassin my old Medtech in the auditorium. A full-length image was hung for dl
to see, an anatomica vid of some bizarre species.

"Prototype design for future generations.”

The students were busy taking notes, glancing up every so often to check the position of the pointer
my father used. Theimage was adimensiond projection of my brain.

"Enhanced intelligence. Y et she could not save her lover.”

Shattering pain burst in my chest, and | tried to cry out. | had no voice.

"Immunity to virtualy any disease. Y et sheinfected an entire population.”

Wasit possible? | thought wildly. Could | beacarrier?

"Limitless memory and comprehensive capacity. Y et she will not accessit. Shewill not accessit. She
will not—"

| wasfaling into a darkness that welled up from the bowels of Hell itself. The world became black,
featurd ess emptiness, while my lungsflattened, my pulse screamed. | fell into adry, crackling pile of
leaves. They smothered me.

I amwith you, Kao said. | twisted, clawing at the leaves, trying to see hisface. White eyes stared



blindly down a me. A sickening yellow light reveded him, hanging ups de down from the branches of a
tree, hismouth gaping in the frozen yawn of death.

No, no, no...

Someone else was there. Stronger and larger than | was. The sense of being possessed rushed over
me.

Reever? Reev —

| woketo find mysdlf done, my quarters sllent and dark. | sat up, scrubbed my pams over my face.
Jugt anightmare, | told mysdlf.

Yet| could ill fed asense of something inside me.

Reever, can't you leave me alone?

The thought that answered was distant, weak. You needed help.

I've failed. | can't identify the contagion, and Kao will die. The other colonists, if they become
infected, they'll die, too. x

Not all. Not all

| completed the thought. Not all of them have died, have they? Rogan was il dive. Sowas
Dalton, and the congtruction crew. Eclaand | were unaffected. Why? The presence within me expanded,
became stronger. How close are you? | thought.

Here. Herein you.

It wasn't Reever.

| scrambled out of bed, only to trip and sprawl on the floor in my hurry. What wasit? Wasit here, in
my quarters? | pushed mysdlf up and frantically searched the rooms. Nothing. The cats were both adeep.
| wasdone.

No, | wasn't.

| keyed the door panel and stepped outside.

The corridor was empty.

How isthis possible?

In that ingtant | was smashed down by an incredible wave of thoughts. | fell, huddled, clutching at
mysdlf with my arms. An enormous cascade of energy came from inside my mind, blinding mewith a
series of rapid, digointed images.

The sght of Karassface in gpasm as he coughed. The site where Reever firgt linked with me. Dalton
on my exam table. The Engineering Ste. Eclas cam face behind the Assessment console. Reever ashe
made the second link with me.

Animage of my homeworld. Where you belong.

No, | fought theimage. / belong here, on K-2. Here, with the people | care for. Here, with the
man | love.

Return, return, return —

The thoughts stopped, cut off asif by some merciful internd switch. A horrible fullnessrosein my
throat, and | made it back inside before | began to vomit. When the spasms had passed, | did down and
rested on the floor until | could trust my legs. The basin of my disposd unit wasfilled with what appeared
to be aregurgitated quart of Lisette'sfinest.

| digposed of it, more disgusted with mysdlf than my physica reaction. | had wallowed in sdlf-pity
long enough.

"Hewon't die" | said, and stripped off my stained clothing before stepping into the cleanser. "1 won't
lethim.”

| returned to the Isolation unit within the hour. Dr. mu Cheft was now closdy monitoring Kao's
condition, and relayed his status.

"Coma has proven resistant to dl the usua methods of treatment,” he said. Lines of strain had
appeared upon his badly flaking hide, especidly around his degp-set eyes. "'l won't lieto you, Doctor. It



doesn't look good. The effusion isgrowing worse."

"Any sgn of thefluid | described?"

"None"

"I'll bein my lab. Please contact me... contact meif—" | couldn't put my worst fearsinto words, but
mu Cheft understood and nodded. "Thank you, Daranthura.”

Back at the lab, | reviewed the previous days notes and tossed the data pad aside in disgust. | had to
approach the contagion differently. | reorganized the charts and looked for smilarities between case
profiles. Similarities the database wouldn't recognize, but | might.

"Comeon, comeon," | muttered as| rapidly skimmed display after display. "There hasto be
something!”

Males, femaes, and aternate sexua genders had been affected. Symptoms differentiated from
Speciesto species, though from the dispersal of transmission, it had to be an airborne contagion.

"It can't be." | shook my head a my own theory. "The whole colony would be showing symptoms by

What did dl these cases have in common? All of them may have breathed it in. None of them except
Karasdied.

| tried an dternative hypothesis by establishing the sequence of infections. The first case had been
Alun Karas. Through contact with him, Eclaand | had been exposed. Through Ecla, Rogan. Here was
wherethefirst break in the sequence occurred. Rogan had been infected, Eclaand | had not. Rogan in
turn had exposed Paul Dalton, who had exposed the Engineering group. Kao Torin may have contracted
it from one of them —

My sequence theory was full of inconsistencies. Rogan, for example, had treated dozens of patients
aswdll as Daton — why hadn't the others been infected? I'd checked the shift schedules, Dalton had not
gone back to work after Rogan treated him. That indicated he was infected before reporting for the back
problem. | had no idea of Kao Torin's movements over the preceding week. Who had infected him?
Me? Had my enhanced immune system made me acarrier?

Before| could fill inthe gapsin my theory, | had to know if | wasinfectious. If | had been isolated
with ahealthy coloni<t... wait, | dready had been. For an entire day on Caszaria's Moon, with two of
them. I'd had physica contact with both Reever and Dhreen.

"If I'm acarrier, they should aready be exhibiting signs of the contagion.”

| sent ordersto Assessment to schedule routine exams for both men immediately. If | had couched it
asan emergency, | wassureto incur Dr. Mayer's wrath.

Assessment signaled back to me. Both Reever and Dhreen had been given aroutine medeval when
we'd return from Caszaria's Moon. No sign of infection had been found.

Impatiently | refiled my request to repest the exams at once, and went back to sequencing the charts.
Dr. Mayer sgnaded meashort timelater.

"Dr. Grey Vil, Pilot Dhreen is scheduled to launch within hours.”

"All the more reason to insure he has no sign of infection.”

"He hasindicated a definite aversion to repesting the physical exam.”

"Hewould." | forgot how tired | was and chuckled. "I'll contact him directly." | Ssgnaled Dhreen's ship
and waited for an acknowledgment.

Whenit came, it was audio-only. "Hey, Doc."

"Dhreen?an't your vid functioning?'

"Y ou could say that." He sounded tired.

"Did | wakeyou up?'

"Y eah, good thing you did, or | would have missed my dot. Thanksfor al the fun." He made an odd
sound. " See you on my next jaunt by."

"Could you come over to the facility? | just want to check—"



"Sorry, Doc, but I've had enough things poked a me. I'm ready for some nice, quiet space.”

"Dhreen, it'simportant.”

"So'smy route. Bestshot out.”

It took aminutefor it to register. | was sorting through charts when my hands stilled. That rough burst
of sound held tried to muffle. Not ahiccuping laugh, or an Oenrdlian version of asgh.

It had been a cough.

I punched asigna through to Main Trangport, my fingertips rapping nervoudy on the console.

"Launch controller's office," | demanded as the automated system responded.

In amoment agelatinous being stared back at me. "Launch Control."

"Medicd priority,” | said. "l want the Bestshot grounded. Cancel the launch dot immediately.”

The controller was a dow-spoken alien who displayed little surprise a my order. Infact, it practicaly
yawned between sentences.

"Sorry, Doctor, he just took avoided dot. Bestshot isat escgpe velocity, and flightshielding has been
initisted."

That meant he was offplanet and | was out of luck. | pressed my hands against my burning eyes and
terminated the sgna. Dhreen had been grumbling, | tried to tell myself. Or choking an obscenity back.
Maybe it was a belch from esting too much, asusual.

But please, God, not a cough.

| was notified by Assessment that the chief linguist had agreed to report for a second exam. | was
trying to think of how to phrase my concernsto Dr. Mayer when an emergency sgnd camein.

The lazy controller from Transport looked very aert now. | shot to my feet. "Dr. Grey Veil, Launch
Control. Weve got the Bestshot on tracking. She's going down, fast.”

| thought of what aterrific liar my friend Dhreen was. "Where?"

"Botanica Project, North field. Section Sixteen.”

"I'll send medevac. Transport must use quarantine protocols, first leve." Mayer would kill me, but |
didn't care anymore. "Keep everyone else away from the shuttle." Seeing his confusion, | demanded,
"Areyou ligening? Weve got to contain thisl"

The controller was dready shaking his heed. "I thereés anything |eft to contain.”

| ran out of thelab, and directly into asmall dark-skinned body. Geef Skrople's powerful limbs
steadied me at once.

"Hey, Doc, | just sav—"

"Later." | grabbed one of hislimbsand hauled him after me. "I need your help." | explained about
Dhreen dong the way to the evac unit.

"Why do you need me?' the engineer was till unclear.

"Once the Bestshot comes down, Dhreen may be trapped in the wreckage. | can't wait for heavy
equipment if we haveto get him out quickly.” | patted one of hislimbs. ™Y ou're better than having a
grav-crane.”

Skrople and | accompanied the medevac team to the outer rim of the Botanical Project, when ahuge
explosion rocked the mobile unit. A bal of flame and smoke billowed from beyond thetreeline— a
tremendous, up-thrust fist.

"If that's the shuttle," Geef peered dubioudy through the viewer, "we may not be ableto get close
enough to rescue your friend.”

"WEIl find him." | leaned forward to shout at the driver. "Moveit!"

Moments later we jumped from the unit and ran toward the crash site. Trees had been flattened from
the impact blast, huge mounds of soil flung around, and in the center was a mangled heap that once had
been astarshuttle. Smoldering chunks of meta were spread out over a haf-kilometer radius. Firesflared
everywhere. My eyes squinted against the smoke, searching for some sign of Dhreen.

One of the evac team ydled, "Over herel™



An enormous bubble of pitted plasted lay half-embedded in the surface, dtill intact. An escape craft! |
skirted atangle of half-melted thrust emitters, followed by the team as we raced toward it. Someone
produced apry bar from the Site kit and tried to lever it against the sealed door.

"It'sfused!”

"Geef!" | shouted, and saw the engineer was aready moving.

Skrople scuttled over the pod to an exposed seam at the very top and shouted for everyone to move
back. Hislimbs strained as he grasped the edge and began to work it loose.

There was an instant when something hissed, then another explosion rocked the ground. | felt a
gtinging sensation above my right eye, while an orderly standing beside mefell, clutching hisside. Therest
of the team was on the ground, covering their headswith their arms.

Internal pressure had reacted violently to the engineer's breech and nearly split the bubble in half. |
spotted Skrople, who had been thrown to the ground when the shrapnel pelted the rest of us. Apparently
uninjured by thefal, thewiry aien clambered back up and peered into the exposed cavity of the cracked
hull. | hurried over.

"Doc, hesdivel”

| reached so that Geef could hoist me up beside him, and looked down. Inside, | saw Dhreen smile
up a me through amask of blood. Oenrallian blood, as bright orange as his hair.

"Doc..." he hiccuped, then coughed. The smell of not quite pinegpple and chocolate stung my nose.
"Thought | . : . could get... offplanet before... it got me." He moaned aswe carefully worked him from
the tangle and passed him to the orderlies on the ground. | jumped down beside Dhreen. His eyes
fluttered, and he saw me again, focused on me. "Sorry... was scared.”

"Dhreen, when you're better, I'm going to strangle you." | moved my hands down hislength, and
caled out, "Get the triage case over here, sat!"

One of the team appeared next to me with the supply kit and opened it, while | assessed the extent of
Dhreen'sinjuries.

"Multiple compound fracturesin both legs. I've got a bleeder on the right thigh. Twenty ccs of
adrenalisne” A syrinpresswas dapped in my pam, and | administered the stabilizing agent to prevent
shock. | tore the flight suit materia from histhigh and used the hedl of my hand to dow the blood
pumping from the wound. " Put pressure pads on that head wound, and get me an artery plug!”

| worked franticdly, dl the while talking to Dhreen to help keep him conscious for aslong as possible.

"Why did you try to run, Dhreen? I'm not that bad a doctor, you know. Most of my patients survive."
| stopped flow from the severed artery in the thigh and got the bonesetters dligned. My own wound was
seeping, and | wiped at the blood pooling on my eyelid.

"Couldn't—" He broke off into aspasm of coughing. "Couldn't... takethe... chance."

"Hold onto menow." | took his hand, and felt hisfingersgrip mine. "Thisisrealy going to hurt.” |
reached down and activated the clamps that would immobilize his shattered legs. He arched, groaning as
they contracted. "That wasthe worst part, | promise.”

"l... wasright..." Hetried to smile. "You... will... kill me."

"l should kill you. Y ou lied to me — worse, you scared the wits out of me!" | blinked and smoothed
the orange tufts around his dmost-ears. " Stubborn, foolish boy."

"... Twiceyour... age," | heard him mumble before he dipped into unconsciousness.

"That'sit," | good up and motioned for the litter. "L et's transfer him now." After wiping blood from
'my eyewith my deeve, | went to seeto the wounded orderly. | had to pull achunk of metal out of his
flesh before bandaging the gash. Skrople took my arm once | was finished.

"Doc — here, let me—" He pressed a pad to my head. "Bad cut you got there."

"Thanks." Now | had to tell him. "Engineer Skrople — Geef — you may have been exposed to an un
identified contagion. Y ou'll haveto beisolated until we can check you out." | took the pad from his hand
and held it to the wound mysdlf. " Sorry."



He nodded, unconcerned. "Why don't | stay here until Security arrivesfor site containment? They!ll
suit me up, and | can warn off curiosity seekers until then.”

"Do that. And, Geef"— | smiled wanly while | wrapped a pressure pad around my head. "We
couldn't have doneit without you. Thanks."

Asthe Oenrallian was carried from the crash Site, the rest of the team rapidly surveyed the areafor
any other victims.

"Wereclear," | wastold. "No one was on the ground when he crashed.”

One of the orderlieswalking back by the tree line sneezed severa timesin rapid procession. Another
standing close to me coughed heavily. | stared at them in dread. Was the contagion mutating? A decrease
in the incubation period could mean onset in minutes versus hours.

Wetook Dhreen back to the mobile unit. Whilein route to the FreeClinic, my team and | donned
biocontainment gear. | was beginning to hate those suits. Security was updated and ordered to isolate
Skrople and anyone e se having contact with Dhreen or the crash site. People were not happy. Dr. Dloh
had aready set up afull Isolation ward for Dhreen, the team members, and mysdif.

Thank God for large, smart spiders, | thought, as we hurried through the facility and sealed ourselves
in the containment area.

"Pilot Dhreen makesthe third case of unidentified contagion within specified limits according to the
Charter," | told DIoh viadisplay as| stripped down. "I'm calling thisone. Inform Dr. Mayer arid the taff.
| want Colonia Adminigtration notified now."

"It will be done" Dloh said.

| began to set up the surgical tray, and was hdf finished when | found Eclas capabl e appendages
removing the ingruments from my hands.

"Sterilize," shetold me as she continued the outlay. At my dazed stare, she undulated modestly. "I
volunteered.”

"Yourerisking your lifel" | said, knowing it wasfutile anyway.

She gave meastern look. "I've dready been exposed. You know it, | know it."

Eclaprepped Dhreen as | scrubbed. Hislegs were badly broken, the jagged edges of bone piercing
through the flesh. | counted a dozen deep gashes and twice as many abrasions. I'd never operated on a
friend before. | gloved and pulled my mask up, blinking back the tears.

"Pleasehep me” | said. No, that wasn't right. Dhreen would have laughed a me, begging some
omnipotent power to intervene. | got angry, thinking about it. God owed me. "If you let him die on my
table" | told the celling in aclear voice, "I'll get even.”

Eclalaughed out loud. ™Y ou would, too."

"Okay. Now that I've taken care of that," | said, and checked the calibration of the lascapd, "where
arewe at, Flower Face?'

"He'sready, Doctor. Vitads are stable as can be expected.”

"l want to intubate him first. Set up the ventilation system.”

Once we had him on the respirator, | performed a comprehensive scan series. Hisinterna organs
were intact, but there were definite Sgns of advanced pneumoniain what passed for hislungs.

"Removethe artery plug.” Eclaextracted the Site dressing, while | rapidly repaired the torn vessel and
closed the thigh. It took an hour to deal with the compound fractures, one by one. All that was | eft after
that wasto stitch up the thankfully minor head wound.

Onmy last scan, | found his primary cardiac organ (what performed some of the lung and dl the
circulatory functionsin his species) displayed the now-familiar inflammation.

"Dilated cardiopulmomyopathy.” | yanked off my mask and glovesin disgust. "It'saready migrating.”

Hisvitasremained stable, if weak, and asyntransfusion replaced the blood lost in the accident. If his
condition degraded much further, none of that would help. | watched as Ecla dealt with the last of the
minor gashes.



"Good work. Bring him out of it dowly."

My nurse weaned Dhreen off the anesthetic. | leaned over him and called his name, and watched
those guilel ess eyes flutter open. They were dulled from drugs, pain, and the shock of the accident, but he
recognized me and tried to grin.

"Dhreen. | have atubein your throat that ishelping you breathe. Don't fight it, let the machine do the
work." He blinked and gave aweak nod. "Good. Now, rest. Y ou're going to be fine."

| wondered if hewould forgive mefor lying to him.

Dr. Dloh worked fast to carry out my orders. Too fast, Eclatold melater. He bypassed the chief of
gaff and went right to Colonia Administration, who in turn went to the Council. People weren't just
unhappy, they were getting serioudly disturbed. | responded to a brief series of inquiries from Colonid
Security and HQ Administration viadisplay. | didn't bother to mince words, ether. A short time later |
saw my boss enter the I solation ward.

"The moment of truth,” | said to mu Cheft, who like me wasisolated with the infected patients. "Keep
an eye on Dhreen for me, will you?' | went to the display pandl and waited for Mayer to chew me ouit.

"You'reinjured," he said at once.

I remembered my hasty bandage, still wrapped around my head, and touched it. "Nothing serious,
just abad scratch.” 1 squared my shoulders. "I understand Dr. Dloh didn't make your office hisfirst stop.”

"Hedid not."

We exchanged along, measuring look.

"1 know your position on this situation, and I'm sorry you weren't informed first. Thefact remains, I'd
be guilty of gross negligenceif | hadn't taken immediate action.”

"Dr. Dloh can make his apologieslater.” The chief didn't look too concerned. "How isthe pilot?"

"Dhreen's stable, for now. It doesn't ook good in his case. What he hasfor aheart isinvolved.”

"The others?'

"Three of my evac team members show initid sgns of pneumonic infection. Rilot Torinisin deep
coma. Dr. mu Cheft has him on close monitor.” Behind me, | heard the physician smother acough. My
gaze was steady. "Daranthuraa so appearsto be infected.”

"You and Ecla?'

"Sill no symptoms™

"Y et the incubation rate has evidently decreased,” he said. | nodded. "We must determineif you and
Eclaareimmune, or cariers”

"By deliberate exposure?" | swept my arm back toward the occupied beds behind me. "There are too
many casesto deal with now. Besides, who'd be crazy enough to—" Behind Dr. Mayer, | saw the silent,
black-garbed form of the chief linguist appear. "No. No."

"He volunteered,” Mayer said.

"Heian't aviable test subject. He may aready beinfected. Or immune.”

"He shows no evidence of contagion. Thefirst cases displayed signs of infection within twenty-four
hours of exposure.”

"|solate him and giveit moretime.”

"If you and Ecla prove to be immune, welll need that time to determine why and develop an
inoculant.”

| shook my head. "Thisis crazy. We don't even know how it'sbeing transmitted!” Dr. Mayer's
expression didn't change. "Fine. Go ahead and quarantine the idiot with Ecla. | won't be responsible
for—"

"Eclais Psyoran, her physiology iscompletely different,” the chief said. "Logicaly, theided choiceis
to isolate the chief linguist with you." Before | could tell him my opinion of his stupid idea, Mayer stepped
aside and dlowed Reever accessto the pand. Hisface was as blank as ever. "Doctor."

"Chief Linguist." If | argued with Reever, 1'd get less response than | had from Mayer. | turned around



and walked from the pandl. "L et's get it over with."

In order to expose Reever without placing therest of the facility at risk, we were to be secluded
together. 1t was not my idea of the perfect date. | suited up and was taken to the isolation room, where
Reever waited for me. Orderlies then activated the quarantine seals outside the chamber.

"How long did Mayer say we had to stay in here?' | asked as| removed the suit.

"Twelve hours"

Wonderful, | thought. Half arotation stuck in an airtight, soundproof room with Mr. Persondlity.
Maybe | could take anap. | stowed the containment gear and turned back to him. "So, why did you—"
Reever was staring at me so intensdly that | stopped in mid-sentence and gazed down a mysdlf. My tunic
was gtill damp and stained with Dhreen's blood, but that was all. "What?"!

He nodded toward my head. " ou have injured yoursdlf."

"Oh. That." | touched the tiff bandage. "A parting gift from the Bestshot." Adrendine and
preoccupation had kept the brunt of the pain at bay. Now | felt it begin to throb in earnest.

"l wasinformed of theincident,” Reever said. His voice sounded odd, deeper and dower than usud.
Maybe he was aready getting sick. "What is Dhreen's condition?”

"Not good. Worse than mine." | tugged at the dressing and winced as the dried blood madeiit cling to
my wound. "Ouch, maybe not."

"I'll assst you." Heindicated the exam pad. Dr.

Reever?| didn't think so. At my obvious reluctance, he added, "Please."

Whilel climbed up on the table, Reever located a container of sterile saline. He used it to saturate the
bandage, then eased the soaked dressing from my head. As he cleaned the gash with afresh pad, | tried
to st ill. I didn't like him touching me, but there was no way to avoid it.

"Tdl methetruth," | sad. "Will | live?"

He studied the wound for amoment. "It may need sutures.”

My humor abruptly disappeared. "Y ou're not pointing alaser a my head, Reever."

"Perhaps a clean pressure dressing will suffice until we arefinished.”

| didn't likethe way he said finished, or the way hewas still staring at my head. Something was very
wrong with him today. | glanced around to seeif there was a scanner handy. That was when Reever
grabbed me.

"Let—" | gasped as he pressed his open mouth to the wound, laving histongue over it. Repelled, |
jerked my head back. "Reever! What the hell are you doing?'

His hands tightened on my shoulders, trying to force me back. "Do not fight me."

I knocked his hands away and squirmed off the exam pad, putting it between us. "No, Reever." What
the hell was going on here? He looked like he was ready to tear meto pieces. | retreated afew steps.
"Stay back."

"Youmus yidd."

He reached across the platform, and | dodged to one side. | couldn't keep thisup for long. The
communications console was my only hope. | had to get to it and signal for help.

"Don't you touch me."

"Touchisnot required,” Reever said, and lunged.

| barely avoided his hands. "/ don't want you to. Got it?" | was unnerved but sure he wouldn't assault
me. Sure until | saw hisface change. Muscles twitched and bulged. His eyes grew darker, filled with
something like rage or pain. Histeeth clicked together as hewent still. An ingtant later hisface cleared,
and he Sarted after me again.

"Stay away," | said, retreating backward as he advanced. We danced around the room like that for
severd minutes. He never let me get within afoot of the console. | made alagt, frantic attempt to get
around him. Strong hands grabbed me and flung me back against awall. Now | was panting, frantic,
struggling beneath him without success. "No!”



My breath was pushed out of my lungs as he pressed his body over'mine. | couldn't free myself, and
knowing that terrified me. His scarred hands encircled my upper arms, while his body weight kept me
immohilized.

| wasn't going to let him see how scared | was. "Back off."

"No." | whipped my head sidewaysto avoid his mouth touching mine, and felt him dideit acrossmy
cheek. The edge of histeeth scraped my skinashe said, "Y ou want this. We know."

| fought to hurt the bastard then. Reever countered every move and relocated his grip to my wridts.
Sowly heworked my arms up, holding them above my head out of the way. One hard knee thrust
between my thighs as he leaned in, crushing meinto the unyielding surface of thewall. | could fed his
heartbeat hammering againgt my breast.

Inexplicably he said, "Humans reguire rituals of touch before they mate."

Humans? What did he think he was? "How fascinating,”" | choked before ashort cry of rage tore from
my throat. Thetop of histhigh was diding back and forth between mine, ddliberate and dow. "Stop it!"

"Y our needs can be assuaged.”

Hewasredly goingto doiit, | thought. He was going to rape me. | twisted under him. ™Y ou can't—"

"Yidd"

"I'd rather die." | couldn't dlow thisto happen. "Why, Reever? Why me? Why thisway?'

Hisvoice was low and rough. "Necessary."

"Soisconsent!"

"No choice" he said as he put his mouth againgt my ear. Thetip of histongue thrugt in, sending a
gpasm of unwel come sensation through me. "Link now."

The violence repdled me, but everything € se was having quite an opposite effect, and it showed. My
bresthing was shalow and rapid. Chaotic nerves were cresting acute sengtivity al over my skin. A heavy
flush burned my cheeks and throat. | was beginning to fed an aching emptiness between my thighs, where
he was il rubbing againgt me. I'd never been more disgusted with mysdlf, but there was nothing | could
do. We were both young, hedlthy specimens. | had to try something else, quickly, before he used my
physicd response against me.

"Isthisthe only way you can get awoman, Reever?' | said. "Psychic rape?’

"No rape," he said. The manner in which his speech had dtered and the taut agony in hisface
frightened me more than any of hisactions.

"Then, what in God's name do you think you're doing?'

"Seducing you."

Wewerelinked before | could take abreath, and Reever was inside and outside of me then. | was
physicaly pardyzed again. | felt him enter my mind with undiluted fury, exploding through the barriersl
couldn't keep up.

| waswaiting for him. Come on, Reever. Come and get me.

Redity gfted into thelink, and | felt his physical hands stripping me with precise efficiency, hauling me
off my feet, placing me on the exam pad. At the same time we circled each other insde my heed, linked
but unblended.

Within | saw the white light again, the dazzling nimbus containing anewer, darker nucleus. That was
more menacing than the hands divesting me of my clothes. I'd never sensed that virulent aspect before.
Whatever it was, it made my skin crawl.

Must do this. Cherijo. Must.

Why?

Inside, must get inside you.

On the other side he was removing his own garments. He had an athlete's physique, streamlined, with
wide shoulders and compact musculature. | didn't want to know how he looked naked.

You can't, Reever. Don't do this.



He did over me, and the sensation of our bare skins clashing penetrated the link like adap. Nerves
began to shriek, pulsesraced, and | felt my body spird out of control.

Cherijo. Surrender.

| drew on every shred of will | had left. Get out of my head!

As you wish.

Hewas gone, and | was suddenly aone under an aroused, naked male. Although I'd regained control
of my body, his strong hands held me down easily. Whoever he was. It wasn't Duncan Reever. | don't
know how | knew that, but | was sure of it.

"Who areyou?' | said. Hewas cradled between my thighs, his erect penis rubbing and nudging
againg me. "Dont do this"

"You want this," Reever said as he stared down a me. The words were thick and durred, forced
from histhroat. His hips stroked with amaddening rhythm. "Admit it, Cherijo."

| couldn't stop him.

My firgt time with Kao Torin had been beautiful. Everything | had hoped and more. A memory |
would carry with mefor therest of my life.

Thiswas nothing like that. Thiswas purely physica. Sex.

| closed my eyes, ashamed to fed my hands clutching at him now, my sensesfeeding the frenzied
need hisbody drew from mine.

"Giveyou morethan Torin did," he said, and drew my knees up with his palms. "Anatomical
advantage." Hisfingersdid down my belly, over the folds keeping him from penetrating me. Onefingertip
dowly parted them, stroking and spreading my own dick fluids over me.

"You can gimulateme," | said, and hissed in abreath as hisfinger did into my vagina. "Y ou can have
sex with me. But you can't have what Kao Torin and | shared.”

Heremoved hishand. "Wasisthis?' The hard, bruta thrust of his penisinto my body forced the air
frommy lungs

"Reaver!”

"It waan't, wasit?' | fet him withdraw, push in again with dightly lessforce. "Thisiswhat you
wanted." Againg my own will, my pelvisrose, meeting him. "Yes," he said as he began to move with
harsh, heavy thrugts. "Takeit. Takeit."

| stopped thinking. | took him.

For that interval intime| was no better than he was, an anima seeking pleasure. We were human,
madeto fit together like this. Small sounds of shock and involuntary pleasure spilled from my lips. My
wide eyesnever left Reever's strained features.

"Reever — wait — you have to — please—" My head snapped back as rel ease exploded through
me. | fel into Reever, into that dark, still placeinsde him. | heard him make a gutturd sound, felt the
eruption of hisown dimax fill me.

Panting, slent, we lay together. Our limbs were tangled, our flesh wet with mingled sweet. Before |
felt the shame of what | had done, he linked with me again.

Thistime there were no thoughts, only images. The flashes of memory were so rapid and powerful
they made mewrithe, Spiraling black cliffs. Seething red oceans. Reever'sface, contorted in agony. A
single thought screamed through my head. Reever's voice was filled with fear and urgency.

Danger Cherijo the co-

Redity yanked me back with brutal succinctness.

"No!"

| hadn't spoken, or tried to end the link. 1t was Reever who had thrust me away. In the next moment |
was too busy to think about it. | had to get the chief linguist on his side as he went into agran mal seizure.

"Damn you, Reever," | said as| kept him pinned down with the weight of my own body.

"No! No!" He kept shouting that one word, over and over. | groped and found a syrinpress by touch,



then | flipped the sdlector and jammed the infuser againgt his neck.

"Jogy!"

Whatever was causing the seizure wasn't opping. The anticonvulsant I'd administered had no effect.
| had no choice but to sedate him. Within moments, Reever's body stopped jerking and twitching, and he
began to breathe normdly again.

| did down from the exam pad and sat on the floor for afew minutes, cradling my templeswith my
pams. | felt Reever's semen seeping from my body, and with adisgusted sound | got up and cleansed
mysdlf. | couldn't bare to ook at the physical evidence of what had happened, and disposed of the pads
| used quickly. | remembered to pull on my clothes and Reever's before | put the containment suits over
them.

No matter how much | wanted to forget what had happened, | had to report this. Wesarily | walked
over to the console, switching it to audio-only.

"ThisisDoctor Grey Vel. | need some help.”

| sat down beside Reever and monitored hisvitalswhile | waited. | went through every curse | could
think of, and made up afew before the orderlies arrived and rel eased the room sedls.

"Get him to the Isolation ward,” | said, rising from the chair. "He's had a seizure, among other things.”

The conspicuous scent of sex and my disheveled hair had the orderlies staring at me with considerable
interest. | signaed Dr. Mayer as| waked out with the gurney, and heard him respond directly on the
audiocom in my suit.

"Mayer."

"It's Chief Linguist Reever. Hes had an abnormd gran md seizure. Y ou'll need to run afull cranid
sies”

"The contagion”?'

"No." | drew adeep breath. "No sign of it."

"Then, what happened?’

"He attacked me." | looked down at the man on the gurney. "The seizure occurred later. After he
forced meto have sex with him."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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"l wasn't raped. At least, not by Reever.”
Outsdethe Isolation ward, AnaHansen listened as | recounted what had occurred in the Isolation
chamber. Behind me, mu Cheft and the conscious patients politely pretended not to be listening.

"You sad it was asif something was controlling him."

"Hewas different. | don't know. Driven. Even the way he talked waswrong.” | loathed theway |
sounded, as though trying to make excusesfor him. "He used force at first, but—"

"You did what you had to?' Anasaid in abrittle, shocked voice. " Submitted to avoid further injury?’

"No." Awarethiswas an officiad report, | had to be completdly truthful. No matter how bad it made
melook. "Intheend | cooperated.”
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Anawas skeptical. "Rape isn't something Duncan seems, well, capable of .

"That isn't Reever." | turned my head to look at the unconscious form of the chief linguist. "Not the
Reever | know."

"Have you learned anything about this seizure he had?'

"It waswhat we cal agran md, or serious, episode. Almogt fifteen minutesin duration. He hasno
history of epilepsy or related disorders. There was no apparent neurologica damage. No sign of
contagion or pneumonic infection. He's perfectly norma.”

"Why ishe gill unconscious?'

Dr. mu Cheft joined me a the communications panel as | explained. "We brought him out of it an
hour ago, and he began seizing at once. Because of the risk of brain damage, we have to keep him
sedated until we know what's causing the convulsions. Or find away to stop them.”

The native 'Zangian coughed heavily as he lifted aflipper to get my attention. "Sorry to interrupt, but
you'd better start a chart on me now."

| left Analong enough to get mu Cheft on an exam pad and start Ecla scanning hisvitals. When | got
back to the pand, | could see the underlying dread beneath her calm exterior.

"One morething. | formaly request that PQSGO be notified we have an uncontrolled contagion
present on K-2." | hated to put her in that position, but it was her responsibility aswell as mineto take
the appropriate actions.

"The Council hasn't decided events warrant—"

"Soace the Council, Ana We haveto quarantine.”

"But you haven't identified a contagion yet." Anatried to reason with me. "Joey, we can't Smply shut
down the colony and tell everyonethey aregoingto die.”

"No, you don't haveto do that." | glanced back at the row of occupied beds. "Why should you? Why
try to keep it confined to this planet? Let it spread to another world. Another system. Another
Quadrant!™

Anashook her head. "It won't happen.” She had never faced the redlity of an uncontrolled epidemic.
Neither had the Council.

"It will, and I'll tell you exactly how it will," | said. "After apopulation is exposed, a number of
infected individualswill panic and leave the planet. They'll scatter and go to other worlds. There are
fifteen in this systern aonethey can reach in afew hours. It only takes one person to infect an entire
population. Let's say only ten are able to escape here, and make it to ten different planets. And ten from
each of those worlds leave, and infect ten more planets, and so on." | did the calculation in my head.
"Given theincubation period of this contagion, one-quarter of the inhabited worldsin the Pmoc Quadrant
will be contaminated within amonth. If the mortdity rateisonly fifty percent, then at least 728 billion lives
will belogt." | leaned forward, pressing my hands againgt the containment barrier between us. "Do you
redly believe 728 billion people should die because the Council wantsto play God?!

"That many?' Her voice cracked as she blanched. Her lovely eyeswerewide. "My God, Cherijo. |
didn't know. | redly didn't know."

"Go. Makethem ligen.”

L ater, after | had made Dr. mu Cheft comfortable and finished rounds, Eclanudged me toward an
empty cot.

"You haveto deep.”

"Not now." | went back to Kao Torin's bed. His bright blue flesh had gradualy lightened over the
past days. Only his closed eyes were bracketed by deep shadows. | hated to see the tubes entering his
body, life-supporting connections that soon would serve no purpose.

"You'l be usdessunlessyou rest.” Eclaguessed my thoughts. "I'll wake you if he shows any signs of
sysemfalure. | promise.”

Shetook his chart out of my hands and guided meto the cot. Every muscle | possessed protested as



| dropped and flung an arm over my eyes. How could | deep? | had to come up with atreatment, a
symptom suppressor, something. There had to beaway. | Smply had to review it in my head until |
discovered the key.

"Karas." Walking into the exam room, acomica sght, covered in purple leaves. Worried we were
going to strip him of his pdt. Dying lessthan twelve hours|ater. He was the beginning of the chain. "First
dage”

Eclaand | had gone through decontamination procedures. Rogan had not, and he was the only one
who contracted the symptoms.

"Rogan, second stage.”

I knew biodecon scanners had no effect on the contagion. Dhreen had scanned himself when we had
returned from Caszaria's Moon. I'd checked his docking logs persondly.

"Me. Ecla Noinfection." Why?What did we have in common?

We were both female, both exposed at the same time. There seemed to be no other smilarities. Was
there ahidden link between us? Something we physically shared that protected us? | dismissed the latter
thought. Psyor-ansand Terrans had distinct, very different physiologies.

I lifted my arm and watched as three more Transport workers were brought in. All displayed signs of
the contagion. With agroan | rolled off the cot and took their charts, while Ecla hurried to make beds
ready.

If I didn't discover the common denominator soon, it wasn't going to matter anyway.

"ID the contagion asK2V1," | wastold as Dr. Mayer reviewed my shift report viadisplay.

"Catchy tag,” | said as| made note. "Asin Kevarzangia Two Virus One?"

"Y ou have a better suggestion?”

| shook my head. "No, al | can think of is pneumonic plague of unknown origin, and that isn't exactly
reassuring.”

Mayer'slip curled. "I'm having the contents of your lab moved to theisolation wing." He gazed a my
nurse. "Give me an update on the number of new cases.”

"Weve admitted fifteen new casesin thelast hour," Eclaread from her patient roster. She stretched
and made a haunting movement that rippled through her median ridges. We were both far past exhaustion
and running on nerves. "Current bed count isthirty-seven.”

"Transport has shut down operation. |I've ordered their people to undergo screening in one of the
storage facilities,” | said. "Well be forced to move the ward itsalf to one soon. We can't alot space for
more than twenty additional cases."

Mayer nodded. "The Council has contacted PQSGO and put the colony on quarantine satus.”

Anahad made them listen, after all.

"Any chance some volunteer professonaswill shuttlein?' my fatigued nurse asked. "We could use
somehdlp.”

| wasthe only attending physician. Mu Cheft was growing worse, and Eclawas practicaly wilting
before my eyes. That left me and the two orderlies who were still ambulatory to dedl with thirty-seven
cases. Twenty of whom were critical.

"No," | said, despitethat. "I don't want anyone else exposed.”

Mayer shook his head. "Even if they wanted to, the surgeon generd has prohibited any transport to or
from the surface. No exceptions. Quadrant cruisers are being dispatched to enforce the quarantine.”

That meant Quadrant officials were beginning to panic. "How far will they take enforcement
measures?" | asked.

Mayer was grim. "The cruisers have orders to destroy any unauthorized transport.”

"3uns.”

"Be prepared. Rumors are spreading. Security can't cope with too many hysterical colonists.”

| knew what that could mean. "Do you think we need to move the patients now?"



He indicated atroop of Security officers had been dispatched to protect the FreeClinic. "Stay dert.”
"Right." No problem. Thethregt of an epidemic and mob riotswould do just fine asa stimulate.
"Some of the nurses have volunteered to work with you, and assst with the incoming cases."
"Excellent,” Eclasaid with awesk ripple. " Send them over.”

"No," | said. "All | need isEcla. I'm not that tired."

"Dr. Grey Vell," Mayer said, the sameway held say Stupid Woman, "your nurseisready to
collgps="

“I'll put her to bed and tuck her in."

Hislipsthinned. ™Y ou cannot oversee thisward done”

So did mine. "Watch me."

The chief wasn't impressed by my tough act. "When the bed count reachesfifty, | will send in one
volunteer nurse per hour." He stepped away from the pand and stalked off.

| felt my teeth grind, and then | heard voices and looked up through one of the view pandls. A
Security team darted back and forth, taking up defensive positions. A dense crowd had formed just
beyond the facility. They didn't look like anxious family members, ether.

Rumors spread fagter than contagion — so did hysteria

Dr. mu Cheft and seven others had to be intubated within hours. | ordered more ventilators and
threatened Eclawith sedation to get her to rest.

It was quiet. Most of the patients were too weak to creaste much trouble. Medica staffers, with their
experience, stayed grimly sllent. The transport workers were less cooperative. | had to restrain and
sedate one dock hauler who decided held had enough and started yanking tubes from his body.

Dhreen was gill in acoma. The synplasmaand surgica repairs hel ped, but not enough to dow the
effects of the contagion. He wouldn't have to worry about learning ,to walk again. He was dying.

| left examining Kao Torin and the chief linguist until the end of my rounds. Reever firg.

Duncan lay there, sedated, harmless. | scanned him quickly. No change. | could still smell his scent on
my skin. When | licked my dry lips, | tasted him. He remained stable and unconscious. On the chief's
orders, and to prevent my arrest for mandaughter, | kept him that way.

Kao was clinging to life, hisbroad chest rising and faling in dow repstitions. If an antidote or
trestment was not found in the next few hours, he would die, too.

Through the night, | walked my rounds. Studied charts. Ran more data. Found nothing. Cursed at the
console. Waked rounds. Held Kao's hand. Kicked inanimate objects. Went back to studying charts. It
seemed endless.

Eclaexchanged places with me. | dept afew hours, jerking awake to the sounds of angry shouts.
Outside the FreeClinic, the till-growing crowd was getting nasty. We could hear them plainly through a
security monitor Eclahad switched on. A suggestion that al infected colonists be systematicaly
exterminated actually got applause.

| deectivated the monitor. The patients didn't need to listen to their neighbors spewing that kind of
waste.

The nurse brought meamed that | picked a while she quietly reviewed individua case histories.
Everything tasted like plasfood. We were hafway through the stack of chartswhen Dr. Rogan and a
group of colonists burst through the corridor entrance, just outside I solation.

"There sheid" Rogan said, pointing through the sedled panel a me.

| swalowed what | was chewing and got to my feet. "Ecla” | said, smiling at the wrathful mob.
"Signd Security. Now."

The mob started to approach the clear divider, when Security forces camein from the opposite
direction, brandishing wegpons. The colonists turned on them, and the two groups began exchanging ugly
threats. | went to the display and increased the audio level so | could be heard.

"Dr. Rogan, what asurprise.” My voice echoed over the commotion. “How nice to see you and



your... friends"

"She's Terran,” Rogan ignored me as he incited the mob. "They're zeal ots, xenophobes! She was sent
hereto kill usal!”

"Rationd asever, t00." | gazed at the faces creating awall of rage behind the Security officersand
addressed them. "' wasn't sent hereto kill anyone. We're attempting to contain the contagion until we can
find avaccine”

"Lies, dl lies" Rogan said, polypswhirring madly. " She wants to wipe out every non-Terran on this
planet!" The mob made arumbling sound.

I lied. | wanted Rogan dead. Now. | kept the smile pasted on my lips. "Thisyour idea of gratitude?" |
asked him. "Or didn't you tell your friends herethat | saved your life?!

"Youtried tokill mel"

| made addiberate survey. ™Y ou look pretty healthy to me. Why are you doing this, Rogan? Isit
because you're hadf-Terran? Afraid someone might question your loyaties?”

"Wewant justice!" Rogan said, and the crowd echoed an uneasy agreement. Guessthey didn't know
Rogan had Terran blood.

| addressed the crowd. "The only thing between you and the contagion isthis barrier.” | tapped the
containment wall with my fingers, and everyone went quiet. "If it is breached, everyone in the room will
beinfected." | put my hand on the barrier release. The click of the mechanism waslike agunshot in the
dillness. "Of course, if you redly want me..."

Fear worked wonders. The mob broke up and most fled. Rogan began to rave, darting through the
frantic, retreating mass, tugging at limbs.

"Don't wak away! She'sbluffing! She—"

"That's enough, Dr. Rogan."

Dr. Mayer and Dr. Dloh appeared, followed by afresh contingent of Security forces. My bossfaced
what was |eft of Rogan's followers. "Are you people volunteering to assst Dr. Grey Vel?'

That cleared the last of them out. Dr. Dloh shambled over to Dr. Rogan, who viewed the total
defection with sputtering incredulity.

"Phorap,” the huge arachnid said, lifting an appendage. "'Y ou are zcheduled for azhift in Trauma."

"I'm not leaving until that bitch—"

"Now."

Rogan sneered. "Dloh, you can't—"

Dr. Dloh spat athin, semitrangparent stream of fluid from his U-shaped orifice at Rogan. The
substance hardened the second it encircled his body. Rogan struggled and yelled, but after aminute, he
was completely gagged and immobilized. Dloh lifted him like a neatly wrapped package.

"I'll juzt take him back to work. Dr. Mayer, Dr. Grey Veil."

"Thanks." It was too bad Dloh was such an evolved creature. | would have been happy to watch my
colleague make Phorgp Rogan his next medl.

Dr. Mayer directed the Security forcesto take positionsinside and out of the facility, then gave me an
update. The bad news camefirst.

"Trangport has advised a least fifty more cases of pneumonic infection have been identified. Most
working positions with high passenger contact.”

That meant the contagion could no longer be contained. Anyone who had shuttled in would have been
contaminated. The new arrivals, infected by the transport workers, would go on to spread the disease to
the generd population.

The colonists who had shuttled out —

"How many got offplanet?'

"According to estimates, over thirty. All still space-bound.”

Thank God for that much. "Are they being instructed to return to the planet?’



"No," The chief replied. "None are well enough to pilot their vessals. Their ships are being towed
back into orbit to be held until the Quadrant decides what to do with them.”

"Not well enough?
"All passengers are reported to be in critical condition. The contagion seemsto work more quickly in

space.
"Damned bug doesn't likeleaving home" | said without thinking, and then my head snapped up.
"Hold on." | remembered an embarrassing moment | had endured with atiny life-form during my first
weeks on K-2.

"What?"

"Thismay sound crazy, but. .. the pathogen itsaf could be sentient.”

"You'reright." The chief smiled sourly. "That'scrazy.”

"If Karas touched something — ingested a plant, perhaps—"

"It would show up on the toxicology series.”

"Maybe not." | rubbed my hand over my eyes. "Our scanners may read it as digested food. Many of
the colonists are vegetarians.”

"Plantsare not sentient.”

"Some life-forms evolved from plants” | said. "Ecla's people were once rooted, flowering
stationaries. Karas was collecting plant samples when he became infected.”

"Sentient plant life?" Mayer scowled a me as he enunciated each word. "Even after consumption, it
would show up as an organic. We would have seen the same in case after case."

"Not if it'san unclassified anaerobic microorganism.”

His sharp eyesrolled. "Y ou're inventing this theory out of desperation!”

"There's one person who can proveit.” | nodded at the unconscious form of Duncan Reever.

"Y ourewasting your time."

Eclahovered close by, looking bewildered.

"Only oneway to find out. Nurse, prepareto revive the chief linguist.”

We brought Reever back to consciousness. The chief warned me to guard against another seizure,
and | monitored the dectrica activity in hisbrain closely. There were till some small, random
fluctuations, but thistime he emerged coherent.

"Doctor.” Hiseyesfluttered for amoment. "Thereis... something..."

"Reever, listen to me. | need your help. The pathogen may be a sentient life-form. | need you to try to
establish that. Can you use your telepathic abilities?”

His head moved. A nod. "They are present.”

"They?' 1 swiveled around from my monitor. Hisface wasrigid. ™Y ou mean the contagion.”

"The Coreis present.”

"Dr. Grey Vell," | heard Mayer say.

I ignored him. ™Y ou're calling them the Core?"

"That ishow they refer to themselves.”

Hewas dready in contact. "Reever, whereisthe Core?"'

"Ingdeme”

Mayer's voice grated over the audio. "Dr. Grey Vell, sedate him."

| did aquick brain scan. There was only asmal increase of activity, but it was having adefinite affect
on Reever. His heart rate doubled, while his eyes began to rotate back under fluttering lids. Damn, not
now. | grabbed a syrinpress, but tried to ask him one more question.

"Reever, why—"

" Sedate that man at oncel" Mayer's voi ce thundered.

In frustration | administered the sedative and watched my only hope of a cure disappear as Reever



dipped back into unconsciousness. | strode over to the containment barrier in high outrage.

"What are you doing?' | demanded to know.

"Heisddirious," Mayer said. "Y ou're not going to use that man'slifeto prove aridiculous,
unsubstantiated conjecturel”

"l wasright there. He wasin no danger.”

"He was ready to seizel"

"1 wouldn't have let him!" | shouted back.

Eclatouched my arm, and looked at Mayer. Her brow ridges undulated nervoudy as she spoke.
"This cannot be resolved now. Rilot Torinisgoing into multiple systemic failure. Dr. mu Cheftisina
coma. Some of the other patients need to be placed on respirators.”

Mayer turned away from the panel. " Attend to your patients, Doctor, and keep the chief linguist
Sedated.”

Eclaand | hurried to Kao's bed. He was dipping away fast now, and my scanner indicated death was
imminent.

"No." Tearsblinded me,

Ecla began whispering a Psyoran prayer as we removed the intubation tube. My hands shook as|
stroked his strong, beautiful face. If only | could give him my strength, my life force, my —

A daring ideaformed.

"Kao," | said to him. "I'm going to try something. If thisis good-bye, know"— my throat
convulsed—"know that | love you. Honor you. Walk within beauty forever.” | took an empty syrinpress,
placed it againgt my arm, and filled it with my own blood.

"He's Jorenian," Eclasaid. "Terran blood—"

"l know, Ecla” | administered theinfusion to hisjugular vessdl. "1 haveto try anyway. It might help
if*— | fatered as| watched hisvita sgns continue to fade—"some of my antibodies..." | buried my face
inmy hands. "Oh, God, no."

Eclamade a soft sound. "It was an act of loveto try.”

He stopped bresthing. Kao was dead. | leaned down to kiss him good-bye. His lips were cool and
firm and lifeless beneath mine. My tears mingled between our mouths. *1'm sor—"

A thick stream of fluid bubbled from hislips, and | jerked my head back. His body shuddered and
twisted benesth my hands.

"Suction, gat!"

| took a probe and opened his mouth wider. The fluid spilled over his cheeks and chin without
cessation. Clear amber in color, but not bile. Not from his stomach, either. His chest rose and fell as his
lungs pumped out the liquid in amacabre imitation of respiration. Ecla handed me the suction tube, and |
began to evacuate hisairways.

As| worked, | glanced at thefluid al over my hands, his neck and face. It appeared identicdl to the
substance found on the exterior tissue of Karass lungs. It had to be the same stuff.

Once Kao's pathways and lungs were clear, | sealed my mouth over his and began respirating him
with my own bresth. A moment later he coughed and inhaled on hisown.

"l can't understand it," Ecla said as she scanned him. "He's— he's stabilizing, Doctor.”

| sat back, wiping traces of the yellow fluid from my mouth, watched him bregthe. The white within
white eyes opened to dits, hislarge hand twitched, shifted toward me.

| smiled at the nursgsincredulous gasp and held out my arm. " Take another blood specimen, Ecla”
I'd have done it mysdlf, but | was shaking too much.

"Dr. Mayer—"

"Space Dr. Mayer." | thrust my arm toward her emphaticaly. "Take the sample.”

"What are you going to do with it?" she asked. "Y ou can't hope to immunize every patient. Y ou don't
have enough blood for that in your whole body!"



"I'm going to analyze it, Ecla. | don't have enough blood to inoculate everyone in the colony, but I'll
bet | can synthesize whatever is in my blood that kills this pathogen.”

That was when a Security officer sgnaed us. "Attention, Isolation Ward. Prepare your patients for
transport.”

"What?' | got to my feet and ran to the pand, jamming my fist againg it. "We can't move them now!"

"Youll haveto,” | wastold. "Council'sorders.”

Too little time, too much bureaucracy. The combination was contributing as much to an epidemic as
the bug was.

| didn't report to Dr. Mayer and tell him my blood had apparently killed the contagion. | needed to
andyzeit fir, isolate the base for avaccine. Then | would tell him.

| didn't need the chief to point out I'd been desperate and foolhardy, either. | knew what | had done
was dangerous, and could cost me my medica license. | could live with that.

So did Kao. In spite of the fact that he was dangeroudy weakened from the contagion, his condition
remained stable, and there were no signs of relapse. If | hadn't been so tired, | would have done one of
Rogan'slittle victory dances.

Theimmediate problem was, | couldn't analyze anything. We had to pack up and move the ward. |
had Eclasend the blood sample over to the lab, tagged only with " Terran specimen,” and ordered every
test | could think of. Until | could set up my l&b at the remote site, that wasdl | could do.

Transporting thirty-seven patients, the medical equipment they needed, and the contents of my lab
took an entire shift. It couldn't be hel ped, no matter how | sllently raged againgt the time lost. The Council
ordered, we relocated.

Security escorted us to an enormous, empty storage facility Stuated on the far outer perimeter of
Main Trangport. When our contingent arrived, there were more than two hundred new cases waiting for
me. Dr. Crhm and Dr. Dloh were aready on-site, scuttling between the rows of cots asthey triaged
patients.

My firgt thought upon arriving wasthat if Traumawas chaos, thiswas comprehensive insanity.

The colonigswho were gill ambulatory were everywhere, colliding with members of the medical
teams. They shouted, fought, wept, begged for help. Effortsto calm them down were futile. No one
reproached them. | fdlt like screaming mysaif.

At lagt, exasperated by dl the commotion, | told the orderliesto Sart restraining the more violent
patients. | sent Eclato set up a Triage station, and coordinate the nurses. | took a moment to stop by
Kao's cot and check on him.

He was resting, but opened his eyes the moment | touched hiswrist. "Hedler."

"Hi, handsome." | smiled down at him. His pulse was steady and regular. "How are you feding?'

"Much improved.” His eyes scanned my face, then moved to the chaos around us. "Y ou are in need
of help." Suddenly he was pushing himsdlf up, trying to get out of the cot.

"Whoa." | planted ahand in the middie of his chest and pushed. Normally thiswould have been like
trying to shove over a starshuttle, but Kao was il very weak. Almost a once, he went back down.
"Hold on. Y ou'rein no condition to do anything but lay there and look good.”

Hefrowned. "I am warrior-trained. It isamatter of honor."

| did, too. "Listen here, pd. I'm medicaly trained. It'samatter of relapse.” | performed a quick scan.
"Now, if you're agood boy, I'll let you get up and take awalk later.” The readings were dmost normdl. |
wanted to weep with relief.

"You areatyrant," he said with adark look.

"And you nearly died on me, sweetheart,” | said, and scowled right back at him. " So shut up and stay
put.”
A reluctant smiletugged at hislips. "Very well." Hetook my hand and raised it for akiss. "Never let it
be said that | dishonored the wishes of my Chosen.”



"Keep up that attitude, and well get dong just fing," | said with atired smile. Out of the corner of my
eye, | saw something strange. A group of dark-robed beings was moving dowly through the aides
between beds severa yards away from us. Then | redlized who they were, and my smileflattened.
"Excuse me, Kao. | haveto take care of something.”

I made my way toward the group. Like hungry buzzards, the six Bartermen were going from patient
to patient. A pause, aquiet exchange, then they moved on. |

blocked their path and crossed my arms. My foot was tapping. Y es, | was upset.

"Areyou infected?' | demanded without preliminaries.

"Bartermen are not infected.” One did back a hood to regard me with ferocious didike behind a
containment suit mask.

"Unbelievable." | recoiled dightly. "Isthere anything you ghoulswon't do for barter?"

"Bartermen do not define methods.”

"Why are you bothering my patients? Don't you have any common decency?'

"Bartermen have trade opportunities.” The repugnant creature gazed at the rows of beds with what
could only be described as greedy glee. "Bartermen take them."”

"Y eah? Well, you can take yourselves out of here. At once.”

"Bartermen are not leaving."

| was prepared for that, and signaded to amember of the Security team. "Last chance." | nodded to
the officer, who lifted hisweapon and took aim at the center of the group.

"Bartermen do not—"

"Shut up.” | turned my back on them, knowing it was an insult, wishing | could give the order to
shoot. "Get these leeches out of my facility.”

The group drew back, and hissed something at methat my TI didn't pick up. | looked over my
shoulder.

The speaker stepped forward and pointed afinger at me. ™Y ou need trade,” he said. "Bartermen will
remember. No trade for you."

| pressed ahand to my heart and mimed cardiac arrest. "'I'm devastated.”

The Security officer made a curt gesture with his weapon. The hood was pulled back up, and the
Bar-terman rgjoined his group.

"Not yet," the Barterman said. From the dark pit of hisrobe, his eyes gleamed. "But soon.” They left,
asecurity guard right behind them.

The Bartermen and that evil prediction were quickly forgotten as| got back to the present crisis.
There wasn't going to be time to synthesize avaccine from my blood, not here. Like Dloh and Crhm, |
found mysdf trotting between cots, scanning and intubating asfast as| could.

"Doctor, | need you over here—" anurse caled, struggling with a patient who was violently heaving
againg her hands. At the sametime, Dr. Dloh scuttled by and asked meto assist him with adifficult
ventilation.

| took care of the nursefirdt.

Dloh was pulling a sheet up over his patient when | reached hisside. | held back his appendage for a
moment and recognized the patient's pain-racked features. Akamm, the expert whump-bd| con arti<t,
white now with death.

"Oh, no."

"The ezophaged flap was obztructed, | could not induct the tube,” Dloh said, and then coughed. "Dr.
Grey Vel —thiziz out of control.”

"I'm sorry." | touched the boy's cooling cheek, then covered hisface mysdf. "Damnit. We haveto do
something!”

"What iz the dternative?' Dloh made ahopeless sound. "We can try to keep them comfortable until
the end comez. But"— he coughed once more, the force shaking al of his appendages—"'I can't watch



themdl die"

Neither could I. The research | needed to do on my own blood would take too long. I'd have to
forgo the hope of avaccine for now and try something more direct.

"Ligten, my friend, there may be an dternative.” | described the events and circumstances that led me
to believe the pathogen was sentient. DIoh seemed skeptical, but kept listening. "1've got to revive Reever
again. He'sthe only one who can tell uswhat to do.”

"The chief gave orderz to keep him zedated.”

| fixed my gaze on him. "Tedll meyou have abetter idea”

Dloh thought it over and then made a defeated gesture. "If you attempted zuch aprozeduret . . | am
zure to be occupied and unable to obzerve..."

"Thanks, Doctor." | gazed around until | had located Reever's cot. "Ecla" | caled to the nurse, who
hurried over. In alowered tone | said, "Prepareto revive Chief Linguist Reever."

Reever seemed to come out of the sedation more dowly thistime. | was careful to keep asyrinpress
within reach. At last he focused, and hislips moved, but no sound came out.

"Reever," | bent close. "We'rein trouble. Can you establish a connection with the Core?"

Eclamonitored hisvitals on her scanner. "Not good,” she advised me. "Another few minutes at the

"Duncan!” | said, and his hands suddenly seized mine. Thistime he did not enter my mind.

| entered his.

| wasin atunnd of wind and light and blazing, relentless pain. Reever drew mein, his consciousness
just ahead, out of reach. Reever, help me!

Not enough time. | could barely make out histhought patterns. Must return. .. dwellings.

What are you talking about?

Return the Core... Cherijo... hurry...

Digantly, far beyond our link, something went wrong. | heard Ecla shouting, felt the syrinpress
wrenched from my hand. The link broke abruptly.

| saw the nurse sedating Reever in mid-seizure. Apparently shed knocked me away from him, as|
found mysdlf on thefloor, stting on my abused buttocks. The Psyoran turned to me after she'd finished
restraining the chief linguist'swrithing body.

"Mind telling me—" | felt something dripping from the front of my tunic and looked down. "What the
hell?" Amber fluid soaked my tunic, covering my chest, abdomen, and thighs.

"Hetried to push you away before he went into seizure. That came out of hiscranid orifices. It
moved like it was— it looked like'— Eclafdtered, her expression one of horror—"like it wastrying to
get into your mouth.”

I had no time to be disgusted. Besides, it wasn't doing anything now but staining my clothes.

"Takeasamplefor andyss.” | stripped off my tunic and handed it to her. My thin undershirt was
soaked aswell. "I have to clean up, and talk to the chief.”

We lost another thirteen patients. A temporary display console was put together and connected to the
colonial database. At last | was able to sgnd the FreeClinic. Hooray for portable technology. Dr. Mayer
responded within moments.

"WEell lose more of them,” | said after giving him the Satigtics. "There's only one option left.”

The chiefs face gppeared haggard. "What do you suggest?”

"Trest this pathogen as a sentient.”

He chuckled bitterly. "Y ou redly are deranged.”

"Hear me out. Asan intelligent life-form, wouldn't the anaerobe regard being trapped in Karass lungs
asathreat to itsalf?"

"Thereis no anaerobic microorganism capable of intellectud reasoning.”



"That we know of," | said. "Reever called the pathogen the Core."
"He cdled something the Core," Mayer said. "It proves nothing.”

Proof. What was unique to the pathogen that would prove its sentience? Why were they killing the
host? What were they thinking?

"If you wereimprisoned in an alien environment, you'd try to freeyoursdlf,” | said. "The symptoms of
the contagion may be a counterattack.”

"An effort to kill the host body?*

"The pneumoniait induces doesin theend.” | ignored hisraised brows.

"You il can't explain why the contagion doesn't show up on our scanners.”

Animage of Karasslungs sprang to mind. The missing tissue. Not destroyed — replaced?

"What if it could mimic the tissue it inhabited? By replacing native cells, smulating their structure and
chemica sgnature, it would remain undetectable.”

"Prepogterous”

"It'sthe only reason to explain why it doesn't read on the scanners, why biodecon doesn't destroy it.
It becomes part of the body. A defense mechanism, like protective coloration.”

"Thisis absolute nonsense." Mayer looked ready to strangle me. "Listen to what you're saying!”

I'd gonethisfar. "The pneumoniathey induce could a so be the only possible means they have of
escaping — by killing our bodies™

"And trangmisson?'

"Weknow it can't be airborne. Saliva, or perhap"— I glanced over a Kao, who was now
degping—"sexud trangmisson.”

"Since none of the original cases experienced such intimate contact with each other—"

"Smaller amounts of fluid could still prove aviable transmisson vehiclefor asingle-celled organism,” |
sad. "Involuntary dischargesthey could access and control.” | made the last connection. "Coughing.
Sheezing.”

Cold symptoms.

"You'll haveto anayze afresh sample of sputum to prove your theory,” Mayer said. | didn't bother to
tell him the pathogen could probably imitate soutum and anything € se contained in alife-form. "None of
thiswarrants putting Reever at risk for another seizure. Don't try to revive him."

"l wont. | dready have."

"l see" Mayer'svoice dropped adozen degrees. "Ishe ill dive?”

"Y es. He began to seize, and we sedated him. Apparently the anaerobe has migrated to hisbrain.”

"What did hetdl you?"

"That the Core must be returned to their dwelling.”

"More episoda gibberish.”

"No. It was Reever. He'strying to communicate.” | just didn't mention it was by linking our minds
together. I'd pushed the chief far enough.

"Y ou want to base trestment on aridiculous theory and the ddlirious utterings of apatient in
mic-seizure”

"I'd welcome an dternative theory," | said with exaggerated congenidity. " Got one?"

"A vacane"

| recalled the blood sample. "We're working on that, too." | explained about the tests I'd ordered,
skipping the part about it being my blood or that I'd injected adying patient with it. | claimed it was from
a Terran who had been exposed to the contagion but not contracted it as of yet.

Mayer considered thisfor amoment. "I'll do the analysis persondly,” he said at last. Hiseyesglared.
"I should remove you from duty for reviving Chief Linguist Reever."

"I'm sorry | ignored your orders.” No, | wasnt.



"Keep that man sedated or you will be held responsible for his death. Do you understand me?”

| nodded, and terminated the connection. When | turned around, | saw Dr. DIoh being carried off to
acot.

| got up and walked toward the front of the building. Just outside the entrance, an unending line of
patients waited to be admitted. One of the nurses advised me that case count now stood at over four
hundred, and Security was preparing a second storage facility for the overflow.

If thisdidn't work, we were al dead.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Epidemic

Contents - Prev / Next

Paradise turned into Purgatory.

Kevarzangia Two's lush splendor appeared to dwindle as | watched. Perhaps it was the exhaustion.
Or maybe | just couldn't see the beauty anymore. My eyeswere filled with the faces of my patients. So
many of them — twigting in pain, gasping for life, motionlessin desth.

The epidemic smashed through the colony, and hundreds of cases swelled to thousands. Most of

those infected came flooding into the temporary facility, desperate to be cured. My job wasto examine
them, make them comfortable, try to keep them dive aslong as possible.

| did my job. They till died.
There was no reprieve from K2V 1, no cessation of the work that had to be done. Every hour's

demands strained our capacity to deal with the overwheming numbers. There was a thin edge between
disaster and destruction, and we were teetering on it.

The intubation equipment ran out fird.

"I need more ventilators,”" | demanded during one exchange with MedAdmin. "Patients are dying.”

"Y ou have everything in current inventory.”

| didn't want to talk about stock levels. "Get more.”

"Have you consulted with the Bartermen?”

I winced. "The request would be better coming from someone else.”

"Well do the best we can. | can't promise you—"

"No." | turned from the screen. "Don't promise me anything.”

Familiar faces jumped out of the endless blur of bodies. Petients | had treated in the FreeClinic,
neighbors, staff members. | didn't know what to say to them. | lied anyway. Some begged meto help
them. Others seemed to know | couldn't save them and turned away from me.

| passed my scanner over a patient, checked and cleared airways, made a chart notation. On to the
next. | did it over and over, ahundred times, athousand. | looked into their eyes. | held their trembling
hands, claws, tendrils. | listened to their prayers. | watched them die.

| checked on Kao whenever | had a spare moment, which wasn't often. He remained very wesk,
unable to do more than sit up for short periods. | worried the pathogen might be retaking lost ground,
and God only knew what my Terran blood was doing to hisinterna systems. At last | drew a sample of
his blood and sent it over to the FreeClinic for andyss.
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"Doc?!

My gritty eyeslifted from the dead Chandrd femae | wastagging for removal.

Kyle Springfidld stood across the cot from me. The aggressive, insolent Terran teenager was gone. In
his place was someone much older and wesrier.

"Hey, Kyle." | looked at the dead woman | was crouched next to. Imagined Kyle's face on her body.
"Bewithyouinjust aminute

"Doc, please." Hereached for my arm, touched me. "Can you help my dad?' He pointed acrossthe
rows of cots. "He'sin trouble”

"All right." | got tomy feet and let him lead me.

Harold Springfield was on arespirator, and awoman with Kyl€e's eyes sat holding his limp hand. She
barely glanced at us, her face blank with the too-familiar shock and bewilderment. I'd seen that same
expression on hundreds of facesin the past days.

"He's not breathing right," Kyle said, pointing to the ventilator's panel. "He started shaking, red bad,
and then — and then—" The scan was compl ete before he finished speaking. He saw my face, and his
shoulders sagged. "My dad's dead, isn't he?"

| disconnected the equipment, and Kyl€esfather siopped imitating life. "I'm sorry.” | put my arm
around histhin shoulders. The boy coughed afew times, and stared down at his father. The woman never
moved or reacted & al. "That your mom?"

"Yesh"

"Why don't you take her over there?" | indicated a section with some empty cots. "Seeif you can get
her to rest. I'll seeto your dad.”

Kylewent to hismother, and carefully pried her fingers from the cold hand she was clutching. "Mom.
It's okay. Come on, Mom. Let's go. The Doc"— he glanced up at me, and his hel pless fear had become
acurioudy adult compassion—"the Doc will take care of Dad now."

| watched him guide her away, then stared down at the dead man. "He'sa gresat kid, Harold," | said.
"Y ou should have kept your promise and taken him back to Terra" | closed his eyes with my fingers,
pulled the sheet up over hisface, and tagged him.

Sometime later, one of the orderliestold methat al of the FreeClinic physicians, including Dr. Mayer
and Dr. Crhm, were now infected with the contagion. | was evidently the only one still healthy. Knowing
this, | was gill startled to pass by a cot and see Phorap Rogan, fighting to breathe.

He had survived the contagion once. Why would he succumb to it a second time?

When | thought things couldn't get worse, they did. The pathogen seemed to be mutating again.
Symptoms progressed more rapidly, and respiratory failure occurred within hoursinstead of days.
Particularly vulnerable were the children of the colonists, whose smaler bodies were virtualy defensdess.
We lost dozens of them every hour.

Drones were programmed to assist usin removing the bodies of the dead. Security kept healthier
members of the colony away. The death toll climbed asrapidly astheinfection rate did.

| crossed Dr. Mayer's path on my endless rounds. He and a nurse were intubating Lisette Dubois.
Tough, curt, beautiful Lisette. | sat down on the edge of the cot and picked up his scanner. The cafe
ownerssvitals were better than they should have been. She was till fighting.

"One of your patients?' the chief asked me.

| adjusted her pillow, tidied her long curlswith careful fingers. "A friend."

"l se" Heturned hisface away, coughing heavily.

I scanned him and found second-stage symptoms.

"According to my last readings,” hetold me after held dismissed the nurse, "I will remain useful for
severd hoursbefore | reach respiratory falure

"Y ou should beregting.”

Helooked insulted by the suggestion. "I completed the analysis on the Terran blood sample you sent



me. Also the sample from the Jorenian whose condition you reported asimproved.”

"If you could have synthesized a vaccine, we wouldn't be standing here," | said. "Sorry | wasted your
time"

"Other than some aberrant cellular aspects, | found nothing that would explain why Torin, a Jorenian,
responded to an inoculation of human blood.” | took asharp breeth, and he gave me anironic amile. "I
found traces of Terran plateletsin Torin's sample. Y ou injected him with your own blood, didn't you?'

| hesitated, then nodded.

"The polypeptides in the Terran sample were far outside the stlandard deviation range. Evidently they
were genetically designed or enhanced.” Mayer's eyes shifted to some distant point. "Joe finally crossed
the line and experimented on alive human being, did he?"

"Yes." | wasn't going to explain. The chief wasn't supid. "What are you going to do?!

"| recorded the results of my andysis." He handed me a sedled disc, which | dipped in my tunic
pocket. "I recommend you destroy it. It's proof that you and Torin are apparently immune to the
contagion.”

Good advice. | could imagine the reaction of the dying colonistsif they learned my blood created an
immunity to the contagion. My lifewouldn't be worth Terran spit.

The chief ill wasn't looking at me. ™Y ou and the Jorenian will live, long enough to see the Quadrant's
destruction of thiscolony, Doctor."

| went very dill. "What?'

"If the contagion threatens to exterminate the mgority of the population, the planet itself will be
sterilized from outer space. PQSGO standard procedure.” Mayer swallowed against a cough.
"Observation drones are in place and send hourly updates to the cruisers above. The mortdity rate
should reach the appropriate level by the end of the week.”

"Cascadeinoculants," | groped for apossible answer. "Well synthesize my whole blood chemistry.”

"Incompetible with most of our diverse population's physiologies. Y ou're fortunate you didnt kill the
Jorenian." Now he glared a me. "Don't push your luck.”

"Y ou'reright, my blood won't help us," | said. There was only one option left. "But Duncan Reever
can. Let merevive him one moretime.”

"Your last two attemptsfailed,” Mayer said. "He can't survive another severe episode. Y oull kill him."

"If we don't do something, the Quadrant's terilization plan will assure no one survives” | said. "It's
worth therisk.”

A Security officer stepped between us and took my arm. "Doctor, the Council members require your
attendance.”

Dr. Mayer made a sound that faintly echoed my stunned disbelief.

"Tel them I'm busy!" | said, then stared at the weapon being pointed at my chest. "For God's sake,
man, I'm one of the only physicians|eft sanding!”

The Security officer'sjaded eyes met mine. "The Council members were specific, Dr. Grey Vall. |
have my orders.

"Go," Mayer sad. "There's nothing you can do here.”

| hated it when the chief wasright.

Without further discussion, | was marched off to awaiting transport. Since the Isolation ward had
been moved from the FreeClinic, | had been confined to the temporary facility. The bright suns light hurt
my eyes, but | stared anyway.

The colony resembled awar zonein the midst of abloody campaign. Small groups of colonists
gathered in tight clusters around the damaged buildings, othersleading wild attacks againgt the threadbare
Security forces. Fires burned, smoke clouded the air, and the debris of what had been acivilized
community littered the ground.

Theglidecar | wasriding in was attacked severa times aong the route to the Council's chambers.



Stones, metal components, and other projectiles clattered against the reinforced panels. One screaming
humanoid threw itself on the engine shroud, bouncing off to land in acrumpled, writhing ball.

The Security officer shoved a pam-sized wegpon in my hand. "Here. Y oull need this."

"1 hedl people,” | said, and dropped it on the seet beside me. "1 don't kill them.”

"With thet attitude, you won't live long enough to hed anyone.

When | entered the Council chamber, | heard the familiar hum of biodlectrical satic. Two portable
containment generators were emitting asterile field around the Council members themsdlves.

Wall, that was one way to keep from getting the bug.

The Council itsalf had been reduced by two. Z-cdew-nyhy was missing, along with another who had
presided during my last appearance. D00, the Lankhi humanoid, had assumed the place of Council chief
and rose when he saw me. The Ataderician began belching and gesturing wildly. The third Council
member covered itsface. | didn't know | had that kind of affect on people.

"Thank you for coming, Dr. Grey Vel," the Lankhi said.

"l didn't have achoice" | replied. "Where are the other Council members?!

"One of our Council was not well enough to report for this session. Council Chief Z-cdew-nyhy was
taken to the I solation facility several hours ago.” Dsoo'stone was strained. "'l wasjust notified by his
mate of hisexpiration.”

"I'm sorry.” This better not be the only reason | wasthere, | thought, or I'd make afew more
vacancies on the Council.

"Dr. Grey Veil, the Council has convened to determine what measures, if any, can betakento rieve
the suffering of our colonists. We have received reports of inadequate medica personnel, equipment
shortages, and the escalating mortality rate. Y ou have been summoned to act as consult.”

"Herésanideq" | sad, my lipsfighting asnarl. "Let me go back to my patients.”

"We werethinking of more definitive measures.”

| dmogt sad, "Define definitive," and then realized how stupid that sounded. "What measures?”’

"Measures that require both compassion and resolve be shown toward those infected. To relieve
unnecessary suffering, of course. Smply amethod of humanitary... assstance.” When | didn't react,
Dsoo muttered asingleword. "Euthanasia.”

Euthanasia? | hadn't heard that term used since my history courses at Medtech. ™Y ou mean to
propose voluntary suicides?”

"Theterm voluntary need not apply.”

| stood there with my mouth open for afew seconds. "' So what you're telling me, Council member, is
you want to execute the infected colonists,”" | said. "For humanitarian reasons. To keep them from
suffering. Have | got thisright?'

"Yes"

"Thiswouldn't be an attempt to prevent the contagion from spreading, would it?* | asked. "In addition
to the humanitarian aspect, that is?'

The Council members displayed shock and horror when they heard this. They wereterrible actors.
Jenner did it better whenever | proposed he go on adiet. | had to ook at my footgear or start screaming.

At last Dsoo said, "Doctor, Allied forces will soon begin surface erilization.” He looked unhappy. |
supposed he wanted me to fake some horror, too, then go aong with the whole plan.

| looked at each one of them before | answered. " Council members, your suggestion, well thought out
asit may be, makesme sick. I'm going to try very hard to forget | ever heard it. Excuse me, | have
patientsto seeto.” | somped off and got as far as the chamber entrance. Dsoo's voice followed me.

"Y ou cannot save them, Doctor.”

"Not if | stay here listening to abunch of cowards snivel and try to save their own miserable hides,"” |
said, and keyed open the pandl. | heard one of the Security officers behind me arm his wegpon. |
paused, then said, "Hasn't there been enough death aready for you people?’ Without looking back, |



walked out.

No one shot me. Outside the chamber, | exhaled ashaky breath of relief, then ran.

| had to Stedl an empty transport, then dmost drove into amob advancing on the Adminigtrative
Buildings. | steered frantically to avoid them, cursing as| saw a handful turn and chase after me. One of
them threw a club that shattered the passenger view panel, and | was pelted with broken plas fragments.
| rammed the controlsto full speed.

Through the dense smoke billowing from aburning glidebus, | saw someone running parald to the
glidecar path. The woman was being pursued by another group of rioters. My eyes widened as|
recognized her. | looked ahead, and saw an armed Security team coming at her from the opposite
direction. She'd be caught between them. | braked to a coasting stop and flung open the passenger door.

"Anal" | shouted. She stumbled and peered at me increduloudy. "Come on! Hurry!"

She ducked to avoid avolley of pulsefire and ran for the transport. | grabbed her arm and pulled her
in before | shoved the accelerator to maximum. We sped off. When | could look away from the front
viewer, | saw she was shaking badly. There was anasty cut on her cheek, and blood splotched the front
of her tunic.

"Cherijo," shetried to amile, but her lipswere trembling, too. "Thank God you came aong when you
did."

"Areyou hurt?" She shook her head. "What happened?!

" Someone accused the Admin staff of trying to infect healthy colonists, or some insane nonsense like
that. Security couldn't keep them out.” She pushed at the tangled blond hair hanging in her eyes. "Y ou
look like | fed."

"| fed worse." | drove out to the colonia boundary line, hoping the less-used path would be deserted.
It was, and | dowed down. "l have to go back to the Isolation facility. Isthere asafe place | can take
youfirg?'

"1 was headed to the facility mysalf when we were attacked. Dr. Mayer signaed me, told me about
Duncan. | thought | might be able to help. What's his condition?”

| related the circumstances of my unsuccessful attemptsto revive Reever and use him to communicate
with the pathogen.

"Y our theory isradicd, to say theleast." Anacoughed, went very ill, then laughed ungteadily. "Silly,
| was beginning to think | wouldn't get Sick.”

"Oh, Ana" | fdt Sck mysdlf. "Maybe thisthing with Reever will work. Try not to be afraid.”

“I'm not, not redlly. After Elarsdied, my life didn't seem very important. | didn't give up, but | did
cometo termswith desth." She gazed out at the remnants of the colony, tears streaming down her face.

"“Then, why areyou crying?'

"l was one of thefirst transfers here on K-2. We had so many plansfor thisworld. So many dreams.
All gone, destroyed now."

"Don't give up. Not yet."

We arrived back at the |solation Facility, where the waiting cases had nearly doubled. There must
have been close to athousand colonists waiting for treatment. Some were still ambulatory, but most were
sitting or lying on the ground. All werein some form of respiratory distress.

Anafaced theredlity of the epidemic now without expresson. While | treated her laceration, the color
dowly leeched from her skin. By thetime | was finished, her face was dmost aswhite asthe dressing |
put on her cheek.

"Hey." | took her hand in mine, gaveit areassuring squeeze. "They're fill dive. Therés ill hope.™

Her voice reflected the strain. "Take me to Duncan, please.”

She accompanied me through the makeshift hospital, back to where the comatose or dying were
segregated. Each moan or cough seemed to make her cringe, and | noticed she kept her eyes carefully
averted from the faces of the suffering. | put my arm around her. For an empath, | thought, this must be



hell.

Wefound Reever till under sedation. | left her with him long enough to check on Kao and assure his
condition wasn't deteriorating.

"A nurse told me you were summoned by the Council,” Kao said after | finished my scan. The
readings reflected no sign of the contagion, but therewas adight drop in hisvitd signs. Maybe hed just
woken up. "What did they want with you?'

| was tempted to tell him about the whole debacle, but there had been too many wesapons pointed at
me today. Kao would be furious and Jorenian enough to try to hunt down the responsible parties. Plus|
had to get back to Anaand Reever. "Nothing important. The usua bureaucratic nonsense.” With one
hand | brushed the thick black hair away from hiseyes. "I'll be back to seeyou later. Get somerest.”

When | returned to Reever's cot, | found Anakneeling beside him, her hands pressed to the sides of
hisface.

"Physica contact helps Duncan to communicate,” she said. | didn't tell her | dready knew that from
persond experience. She concentrated for amoment, then shook her head. " There's something wrong. |
cantreechhim.”

"lt'sno use" | touched her shoulder. "WEell haveto revive him, Ana."

Shelooked down at her hands on Reever'sface, then back up at me. Something vital flared into her
gaze. "Wait. | have an idea. Give me your hand." She joined it to Reever's and placed hers on top of
both. "He won't respond to me, but | think | can act as a conduit for you. Duncan discussed it with me
once, atechnique used to assst anonverba species. Y ou may be able to reach him through me.”

"He's sedated,” | said as| shook my head. "It's not possible.”

"If we do thiswhile he's unconscious, will it prevent another seizure?" | nodded. "Duncan has...
unusud abilities”

"Ana, he's on continuous sedation. Whatever abilities he has are fast adeep.”

"Wehavetotry."

"All right." It was alagt-ditch effort, but at least it was one that wouldn't kill him. Another seizure
would. "Tdl mewhat to do."

Her hand tightened over mine and Reever's. "Cal to him in your mind, Joey. Cdl to him asyou would
alover." | closed my eyes, thinking of Kao. "No," shesaid. "Call to Duncan.”

| tried. It was difficult to shut out the sounds of the dying around me. | thought of the few times
Reever had touched me, linked with me, and tried to summon that same sensation.

Reever. Come to me, Reever, I'mwaiting. We need you. 1 need you.

Something dowly seeped into me, coalesced, became a presence. A semblance of Duncan Reever
masked it, but | knew it wasn't him.

"Something ese" | said. Anamade an encouraging sound, and | tried to intensify the connection by
concentrating. "Not Reever."

| was plunged into aliquid, moving darkness. All around me, | felt not one presence, but amultitude.
Hundreds, thousands, even millions.

Who are you?

We arethe Core. We are the Core.

Didtinct, emotionless, unified. They reached into my mind and solidified the link between us. | saw. |
understood. The Core had infiltrated Reever's mind. Controlled it. The seizures came when he had
ressted them.

Pain crashed over me asamillion voices screamed. You! Murderer! | fought to keep from diding into
darkness, staggered by the psychic blast. At avery great distance, | heard Anasvoice.

"Cherijo. End thelink. Let go of him."

"No, Ana," | heard mysdlf say. "Wait. Wait." | wasin contact with them. | had to make them
understand.



No — I'ma healer — / want to help — / need your help.

Return usreturn us return usreturn us return us return us.

How? | mentaly shouted over the shrieked demands. How can | return you — | don't understand
— help me to return you where?

The dwellings return us to the dwellings.

What are the dwellings?

Existence in the green world home.

Show me the dwellings, | pleaded. The strain of communicating with them was sgpping my energy, |
couldn't keep this up much longer. Show me. | don't under stand.

Likealight, | was flooded with the memory of thefirst time Reever linked with me. | good inthe
grove where Alun Karas aspirated the sap from the gnorratrees,

Moreimages came. Alun reporting to the exam room, covered in purple leaves.

The Engineering Site, ringed by more gnorratrees.

Eclatelling me about her community service dlotment — working in the groves. | saw her sneezing as
she pruned the trees.

The orderly who had sneezed at the crash site had been standing next to the trees.

Thetrees.

"Cherijo!"

| saw it now. The Core weren't aplantlike life-form; they lived in one. Likefishinases, they livedin
the welghtless environment of liquid resin. The sap from the gnorratrees.

Here?| pictured one of the treesin my mind.

The voicesroared in my head. The dwellings return us the dwellings there there...

I couldn't breathe. Something was enveloping me, smothering me. | let go of Reever's hand, staggered
back, faling. | blacked out asthe voices died, the images shriveled.

| woke up flat on my back, staring at the roof of the temporary facility.

"Cherijo. Hold «ill," Anasaid. | choked, rolled to my side, and spat out amouthful of fluid. When she
helped meto sit up, | saw | was coated with athick layer of amber fluid. It soaked me, from my hair to
my footgear.

"It came from the patients." Anaanswered my unspoken question. "Everyone around us began having
violent expulsons. All a the sametime. It flew out of their orificestoward us, but it never touched me. It
just kept pouring over you."

Shetore away apiece of her tunic and reached out to clean off my face. Reever unexpectedly
appeared besde her, and caught her wrist. She gave asmall shriek.

"Don't wipeit off," hetold her. | looked from Reever to Ana. "How?' Before either one of them
could answer me, | blacked out again.

The next time | regained consciousness, Duncan Reever stood over me, Anabeside him. | frowned.
He had no right to look so damn hedlthy.

"Cherijo." Theadminigtrator smiled her relief.

| looked around, and saw | was back at the FreeClinic, suspended in alukewarm solution filling one
of thefluid tanks used to treat aquatics. | was aso stark naked.

"Don't move," Reever said.

"I'm not exactly in the mood for aswim,” | said. "Would one of you mind telling mewhat's
happened?’

"The contagion has stopped spreading since your contact with the Core. No new cases." Anasighed.
"Theepidemicisover.”

The Core. | recalled everything now. "Not for long. I've got to get out of here.” | felt disoriented, my
limbs rubbery. "Give me ahand, Duncan."



"Try not to disturb thefluid," he said as he leaned over. | saw how he averted his eyes as he reached
for me. It wasalittle late for him to be worried about my modesty.

"“Try not to drop me."

Reever carefully lifted me out. Once | was standing, Ana helped me dry off while Reever seded the
tank.

Puzzled, | asked, "What are you doing that for?'

"To preserve the Corethat are ftill dive. Thetank will have to be transported and drained in the
groves"

"I'd love to hear an explanation of that, but it hasto wait." | shivered and looked around me. "'l need
clothes, and then | need to talk to whatever isleft of Colonia Security.”

"Weve dready contacted them. They've combined forceswith the Militiaand are waiting for you
outsde.

Anafound aspare orderly'stunic, and | pulled it on. My damp hair clinging to me, | strode out of the
treatment room. Reever and Anafollowed. The men and women waiting outside looked tired, filthy, and
at theend of their reserves.

"I'm Dr. Grey Vell," | said, facing the assembly. | was doing my imitation of Joseph Grey Velil, and
that got metheir full attention. | bet none of them noticed | was short, wet, or barefoot. "I've established
contact with the pathogen. It's not a disease. I1t's made up of microscopic sentient life-formswho are
native to this planet.”

Reactions ranged from disbelief to outrage.

"Thereisn't time to debate this. We have to work fast, and | need your help.” | told mysdlf that
rumbling sound they were making was unified agreement. "They call themsalves the Core, they liveinthe
resin of the gnorratrees, and they'd like to go home. We're going to help them.”

"We are?" avoice asked.

"The only way we can do thisisto move the infected patientsto the Botanica Project. Well place
them in close proximity to the trees. The Core will do therest.”

"Trangporting them will be anightmare," someone dse said.

"Thisisn't going to work," athird voicejoined in. "Werewasting our time!"

| glared in that direction. "If we don't return the Core, everyone will die. Got it? We removed them
from their habitat, we're going to put them back.”

"What are you talking about? We didn't take them out of those trees!" another shouted.

"We did when we breathed them into our lungs,” | told them. "What the Core hasbeen tryingtodois
get back out.”

"Y ou're saying dl we haveto do is dump the sick ones under these trees, and they'll get better?' a
reasonable voice asked. " Sounds crazy, Doc."

"It'sthe only way," | said. "Areyou going to help or not?

The officerstook afew minutes to discuss the proposal among themsealves. Voicesraised in anger.
Some pushed their way through the group and walked out. The bulk of the force, however, remained.
One of the Militiacommanders stepped forward.

"We can arrange to dow-glide some shuttles over to the groves. The problem iswhat to do about the
rioters.

"Make an announcement that infected patients are being transported,” Anasaid. "That should clear
the path.”

"Better tell them we've found acure, and they can get it a the Botanical Project,” | said. "Make sure
you keep enough of your people at the Site to prevent any more violence. I'll coordinate from the
Isolation facility." | gazed around the room. "We can do this. Let'sg°-"

| left Anabehind and made my way toward the waiting transport outsde the clinic. Reever slently
shadowed me.



| cameto ahdt and turned on him. "Isthe Core ill with you?'

"No." He shook his head and came to a stop beside me. "They evacuated my body after your link
with them was terminated.”

So he had no excuse for acting like ajerk now. " Congratulations. Get away from me." | paused.
"Wait aminute. Why did you put mein that immersion tank?"

"The Coreexig in afluid environment. They can survivefor short periods when removed fromiit, even
smulate solid forms, but eventualy they die. Oxygen istoxic to them, and they are particularly vulnerable
to changesin ambient pressure.”

Now | saw thefind connection. "That'swhy you didn't want me to move. Why they induced
pneumonic symptomsin the lungs of each colonist. Not to escape, but to stop them from breathing. To
keep from being squashed.”

"Yes. Cherijo—"

| saw how hewaslooking at me, and | wasn't going to do this. Not here, not now. "Anawill need
help with the tranamission.”

"|—" Reever hesitated. | kept my hands clenched but at my sides. "I will seeyou later,” he said, and
turned back.

Not if | seeyoufirgt, I thought, and took the transport back to the Isolation facility.

Once we had the shuttles hovering over the glide path, | escorted thefirst group of patientsto the
gnorragroves. We had to carry most of them to the trees, and lay them in litters on the ground.

| saw aface | recognized, and crouched down next to Lisette Dubois. My scanner read only
negligible vita sgns. She should have died when they'd taken her off the respirator. Knowing Lisette, |
wasn't surprised to find her alive. The woman's determination was scary. | picked up her limp hand.

Nothing happened.

"No, come on, you bad-tempered witch,” | told her. "Stop giving me ahard time and do it!"

Lisette's lips moved. Was shetrying to say something? Her fingers twitched, contracted, then
clamped down on mine.

"Lisette?’ | patted her cheek. "Lisette? Can you hear me?'

Shetook awheezing bregth, letting it burst back out in aviolent cough. | rolled her on to her side. >

Clear, amber fluid streamed from her nose and mouth.

All around us at the same time, patients began to convulse. Seconds later every one of them was
coughing, sneezing, or vomiting up the Corefluid. Other patients, incapable of such functions, exuded the
resinous substance from whatever open membranes they possessed.

"Get the patientsin recovery pogtion, likethig" | shouted, pointing to Lisette.

Security trotted around, rolling patients on their sdes. The yelow ooze expelled from their bodies
collected in pools and sank into the ground.

"Theroots," someone said in awe. "They must be using them to get back in the trees.”

Lisette's eyes opened. She looked up at me, and frowned.

"Why... aml... laying here?' Her voice was raspy, her throat swollen from the esophaged tube.
"Thisis... how... youtredt... your patients?'

I laughed. Kissed her on the forehead. Laughed again.

It worked.

Every patient | scanned was improving. People were ddlirious, crying, clutching at each other. Others
samply sat, dazed at the near-instantaneous remission.

Kao Torin was transported with the others, and | went to him as soon as he arrived. Unlike the other
patients, he experienced no expulsions. It should have reassured me, but | didn't like hiscolor.

"Hey." | kndlt besde himin the dirt. Tired white eyesfocused on mine. "Don't you want to join the
party and throw up?"'

"Cherijo." A big hand groped for mine. "No, | am merely weary. It isgood to fed the sunson my face



agan.

Maybe that was why he was so pale. | squeezed his hand. "I'm going to have you moved to
Recovery. Work on your tan.”

We repested the process over and over. More patients were brought. More yellow stuff came out of
them. More of the Core returned to their trees. | stayed on-site, just in case something went wrong. I'd
be damned if | was going to go through dl thisand find out it didn't work. A number of patientswere
weakened from tissue damage wrought by the Core, but no one died.

| loved it when | wasright.

The hedlthy, Core-free patients were sent to anew Recovery facility that had once been the Botanical
Research Building. The FreeClinic doctors were among the first of the patients brought to the groves, and
were able to provide follow-up treatment for subsequent patients purged of the Core.

Dr. Dloh caught me before he left the groves. | never thought getting hugged by abig spider would
fed like that.

| set up ateam of orderliesto continue processing and went to help out at the Recovery ste. It was
there | watched with the other doctors as Ana Hansen made the colony-wide transmission and detailed
our work.

"Attention all inhabitants. We have discovered a curefor the infection. We have discovered a cure.
Please attend to this message. It isimperative that you follow these ingtructions.”

Dr. Mayer walked up to me and stood in silence as we listened to the rest of the transmission. Then
he turned to me. | didn't know why I'd ever thought his eyes were cold.

"Good work, Doctor." That was al he said before he went back to the patients.

It was enough.

It should have been smpleto restore order after that.

It wan't.

Hundreds of colonists remained in weakened condition. Tissue damage was the most common
complaint. When the Core smulated tissue, it Ieft holes. We spent long hours performing surgery on the
worst cases, and setting up the least serious for therapeutic or pharmaceutical treatments.

Now that they were no longer in danger of dying, the patients went back to being patients. Which
meant they complained, argued, and generdly gave the medica staff ahard time.

Rioters unconvinced by the promise of acure had to be rounded up by Security and Militiaforces.
Severd refused to submit to the cure voluntarily, and had to be forcibly taken to the groves.

Adminigtrators worked triple shifts, like the medica staff, and the Council was replaced by new
members who had endured and survived the contagion.

The dead were counted, and the number announced with solemn gravity: 7,380. Lessthan ten
percent of the population, someone said, then wisdly shut up. | took amoment between patients and
washed my face in cold water. No one commented about the redness of my eyes.

A week into recovery, | found myself being escorted from the Recovery facility by two bulky
orderlies. They clamed Dr. Mayer had ordered me to take aday off. | told them not to beidiots, there
was too much to do. | could continue to take rest periods at the FreeClinic between shifts, as| had been.

They, naturdly, didn't lisen to me.

Alunthri and Jenner had remained isolated from the turmoail, but | knew the Chakacat had been
monitoring events over the display. It was relieved to see me, and offered to prepare amed.

"l can't eat now," | said as| collapsed. "Maybe later..."

| woke up arotation and ahaf later. When | moved, it felt like someone had besten mewith alarge,
blunt object while I'd dept. My soiled clothes were clinging to me. | smelled worse than | looked. Even
my mouth tasted foul.

| sat up and saw the Chakacat was deeping in its room, curled up with Jenner. The door panel
chimed, and | answered it without moving from the bed.



"Whoisit?"
"A moment of your time, Dr. Grey Vell."
Reever got in only because | didn't have enough ambition to get up and key the panel lock. "Cherijo."

"Reever.” | made myself get off the degping platform, and closed the door to Alunthri's room so we
wouldn't disturbit. "'l wasjust going to get cleaned up.”

Given thefact he'd seen me naked twice now, it seemed ridiculous to be modest with him. He hadn't
just seen me naked, he'd touched me, carried me, even had sex with me. | wasa physician, | reminded
myself. Abovethis sort of slly embarrassment anyway.

"Turn your back," | said. Tomy relief, he swiveled away, and | began stripping off my filthy clothes.

"How areyou feding?' he asked.

Ridiculous. Embarrassed. Even with hisback to me.

"Fine." | stepped into my cleanser unit and went to work. The plas enclosure was opague with
humidity by thetime I'd finished. | opened the pand to reach for atowe and found Reever standing
there, holding it out. Helooked at me— al of me— as| snatched it away and glowered at him.

"Do you mind?'

"No," he said, and turned his back to me again.

| dried the excess moisture from my skin and shrugged into alight robe, then vigoroudy cleaned my
face and teeth. After that, | sat down on my sofa, the biggest and softest furnishing besides my bed.

Reever waited, ill not looking at me.

"Okay, I'm dressed. Let's get it over with."

He swung around. "1 would like to apologize. For what happened between usin the | solation room.”

"Apology accepted.” | closed my eyes and leaned back. "Now, please leave.”

"I had no control over the Core." Reever sat next to me. | sensed the scarred hand reaching toward
me, and my eyes opened.

"If you want to keep those fingers,” | sad, "get them away from me."

"Youwill not resolvethis.”

"Resolve? What's to resolve? It's over. Anything se?

| grabbed histunic then, grabbed it with tight fists. One jerk brought that handsome, inhuman
countenance closeto mine.

"The only person who ever loved me gave methat name," | told him, teeth bared. "Don't useit again,
Reever. Ever." | et him go. "Let's go back to the apology, | liked that better. Why apologize for
something that wasn't your fault?'

"I hurt you."

"Not redlly. Try again."

"l wasforced to infect you by the Core's control.”

"Redly? Isthat what you thought you were doing? By the way, I'm immune to the Core."

"They did not know your enhanced immunities would destroy them. | wasto maximizethe
transmission, or kill you." His eyes changed color, the blue darkened. "I would not cooperate.”

"Maximize the transmisson? Was that why you licked my wound? What was the next phase? Spit
some of that yellow stuff down my throat?*

"Yes"

"I'mglad | missed that. So you raped meingtead. Tried to infect mein amore civilized fashion. How
magnanimous of you."

"| didn't rgpeyou. | tried to help you."

My fingers dug sharply into my pams, leaving dents. "I didn't need your brand of help, Reever.”

"1 had no dternative. They would havekilled you."



"l don't know if anear-rapeis canceled out by adeath thredt. I'll haveto think about it.”

Hiseyeswere so dark | couldn't discern the pupil anymore. "It was more than the Core attacking
you, Cherijo. | wanted to do those things to you. Y ou wanted me to do them.”

"Wrong."

"Youwanted me" hesad.

"It's been nice chatting with you, Reever. Get out.”

With that inhuman abruptness, herose. His scarred hands grabbed my arms, pulled me to my feet.

"When | wasachild, my parents|eft me on aworld where native behavior was strictly governed by
ritudl disciplines. | wasthere for weeks."

"Redly." | considered the placeswhere | could kick him that would inflict the maximum amount of
pain. Therewere alot of them. Decisons, decisions. "Y ou can let go of me anytime now, Reever."

He displayed the back of one hand. "Y ou wondered about this, why | never had the scars removed.
My parents told me to observe the inhabitants, who had agreed to give meingtruction. During my first
ritua, 1 was placed in achamber with ample provisons, and my trainers. When | became hungry and
reached for food, they used a blade on the back of my hand to discourage me.”

My blood chilled. | felt my eyeswidening.

"When | wasthirsty, they did the same. | was not permitted to egt or drink. The discipline lasted five
rotetions.”

"Oh, God," | said, thewords hurting my throat. The scars seemed to burn into my flesh. "How old
wereyou?"'

"Six. | learned quickly. Their own progeny often lost many digits.” A corner of hismouth lifted ina
parody of asmile. "When my parents returned, they were very excited. | had undergone aritua that had
never been documented before. They wanted dl the detailsfor their database.”

"How could they? How could—" | halted, confused. "Reever, | don't understand why you'retelling
medl this"

"I think of theritud often now," he sad.

"Why?" All of thiswasmaking mefed very ill at ease. "Get the scars removed, Reever, and forget
about it."

He just shook his head, let go of me, and | eft.

| watched him dide the door panel closed behind him. Only then did | fed something wet on my
cheek, and wiped it away with the smooth, unscarred back of my hand.

PART FOUR: Resolution

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
That Which Recovers
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After the epidemic, atemporary detainment center was congtructed for the first timein colonia
history. The Council didn't giveit aname. | couldn't blame them.

Colonistswho had gravely violated the Charter during the crisswere kept there, awaiting tridl.
Others, like oneradica group who attempted to burn agrove of gnorratrees afterward, were also
incarcerated.

"Epidermd singeing," Eclasaid asa Security officer brought in one of the extremigts, an Yturi, to my
exam room. The soot-covered Yturi wasinsstently vocal, enough to make me toy with the idea of
gagging certain patients prior to treatment.

"We haveto burn them al down, don't you see?" it hissed as| probed its normaly oily outer derma.
Flakes of what had been hair and skin drifted like black dandruff to thefloor. "They will exterminate us
unlesswedoit first!"

"The Core are not interested in leaving their gnorratrees” | said as | carefully removed the charred
ash over itsskin.

"They are a pedtilence!”

"They were herefirgt,” | said in areasonable tone. "And intend to coexist peacefully with us.”

The Yturi gave me an unpleasant smile. "Not if my friends can find enough thermd pruners.”

The Bartermen Association was busier than ever. Cruiserswere gill enforcing planetary quarantine
until the Pmoc Quadrant Council was assured no possible soread of contagion might occur. Everything in
short supply was on the prime list of Bartermen appropriations.

"They offered me anew glidecar for dl our containment suits" one orderly said to me.

Another shrugged. "'l gave them mine. Not like we're going to need it now."

Three of our better ventilators disappeared outright, and | demanded Security post guards around
Trauma. | wastold to fileacomplaint. When | tried to do that, | wasinformed that | must have
documented proof that the Bartermen were stedling our equipment.

"Documented proof? Y oure telling me that unless| have photoscans of the little weasels helping
themsalvesto FreeClinic property, you can't do anything about this?'

The Security officer was sympathetic, but adamant. No matter how grateful everyone wasto me, the
Bartermen were for the moment the sole source of supply on K-2. No one wanted to risk offending them
for fear of the Association declaring atrade strike.

The Militiashut down most of the common areas and declared a curfew on the younger portion of the
population. The kids were getting into more than the usual mischief. It didn't help that most of the culprits
had been orphaned by the epidemic.

That wasn't the only bad news.

"In order to assure our colony isfree of the contagion, dl colonistswill be tested for Corelife-forms,”
K-Cipok read the directive to me.

"Tested?' | actualy stopped working, | was so surprised. “"Why do they want usto do that? No one
isgetting Sck anymore.”

The nurse's hooves shuffled. "I guess they're not going to take your word for that, Doctor."”

Dr. Mayer later confirmed the same.

"Arethey kidding?' | asked him. "Test nearly seventy thousand colonists? We can't handle the
post-bug cases we have aready!"”

The chief wasworried, too. There was no test in existence that could rule out the presence of the
Core, who were virtualy undetectable. He was convinced PQSGO wasn't going to take our word for it,
ether.

Fortunately, the Botanica Research Department finaly found away to tag the dusive life-form
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through specidized thermogenetic andysis. Biodecon equipment could be adjusted to perform the test,
which gave us the means to end the quarantine.

Recovery remained adow process. Our shifts stretched to impossible hours. | often performed more
than thirty separate minor surgeries during one rotation.

Moreissues emerged. Many of the recovering colonists were frantic to leave K-2, and | couldn't
blame them. One group stole a shuttle, which ingtigated a tense standoff with the cruisersin orbit.
Everyone was extremely unhappy. Administration had to conduct hurried negotiations with the colonists,
while Security had to cam down trigger-happy Quadrant enforcers before the shuttle came within firing
range. Somehow they got the shuttle to return. No one was injured, but it had been close.

Others had more specific agendas. Dr. Rogan, who unfortunately survived the epidemic, amassed a
contingent that petitioned to have Drs. Mayer, Dloh, and myself removed from duty.

I'd give Rogan credit. Hewas ajerk, but at least he was a dedicated, consistent jerk.

The Council delayed ruling on the petition until after the quarantine waslifted. It didn't make mefed
better. | knew Rogan's machinations only too well, and those who lost loved onesto the epidemic were
gtill looking for ascapegoat. There was aso the matter of my lessthan tactful conduct the last time | went
before the Council. Had | redlly caled them sniveling cowards? Maybe no one would check the data
records.

| wastired. | could drown out the complaints of patients, work myself into astupor, pretend to look
omnipotent when my feet werekilling me. It was my last encounter with Duncan Reever that il
bothered me. At the oddest moments| recalled the sensation of his hands on my hair, or theway hed
looked at me before waking out of my quarters. Guilt plagued me as much as the memories. Kao was
gtill recovering from the contagion, and there | was, constantly thinking about Reever.

Guilt became panic when Kao's condition began to mysterioudly retrogress. | ordered tests, snapped
at nurses, even had an argument with mu Cheft, who was in charge of the case. Why wasn't he doing this,
why had he donethat? | made such an ass out of myself that eventualy the "Zangian had an orderly to
haul me out of there.

It was Dr. Crhm who finally isolated the cause behind the Jorenian's decline. When | received its
findings, | sat down and stared sightlesdy at the data pad for nearly a quarter hour.

"Kao."

| dropped the report and hurried off to the wards. When | arrived at his bedside, he smiled up a me,

"Heder Grey Vell," hislyrica voice wasthin. He frowned when he saw my eyes. "What has
happened?' When | searched for the words, hishand crept over mine. "Tell me, Cherijo."

| broke down Dr. Crhm'sreport to terms he could understand. Not that it took a geniusto figure out
what was happening. My blood had killed the Core and cured him of the contagion. Now it was working
on Kao'sown tissues, infiltrating them like apoison on acellular level. Severd internad systemswere
aready compromised.

"1 would have died, had you not given of yoursdf to me," he said. That unshakable Jorenian
tranquillity only made me fed worse. lliness had drained his skin of its brilliant color, and hiswhite eyes
were deeply sunken. "That | am il divel must see asagift from you.”

| squeezed his hand. Some gift. "Weve sent atransmission to the Varallan Quadrant. Someone on
your homeworld will advise uswhat to do." | kept my grip firm so that he wouldn't fed me shaking. "Y ou
know we don't have much on Jorenian physiology in our database. I'm sure your people can help us
reversethiseffect.”

"Andif they do not, my heart?' he said, dready dipping away. "Will you... forgive... yoursdf...?"

"No." | put hishand down and turned away from his unconscious form. "No, Kao, | don't think I'll be
ableto do that.”

When | returned to Trauma, | found yet another summons from the Council waiting for me. It wastoo
much. T'Nliginarasnorted rapidly as| told her what to transmit back to the Council chambersin

response.



"Doctor, that sort of language isadirect violation of the Charter,” my charge nurse said, then gave her
verson of awicked grin. "I'll relay your message persondly.”

Halfway through that shift a Security team entered the exam room, carrying weapons. | looked up
from the child | wastresting. All the gunswere pointed at me.

"Put those down. Y ou're scaring the kid."

"We have orders—"

I Sghed. "I know." | sent the child out and regarded the team. "Do you have any idea how many
patients are waiting out therein Assessment?’

The officer in charge shrugged. "Y ou received asummons, Dr. Grey Vel. Were only assuring you
respondtoit.”

"Oh, just go ahead and shoot me now!" | said.

They didn't haveto. They were bigger and stronger than me. | did manage to signa the MedAdmin
office before | was hdf dragged from thefacility.

"Tdl Dr. Mayer I've been forcibly removed from the clinic. The Council sent awhole team thistime.
Oh, and I'll need representation. Again." x

The new Council was up and running, at full bureaucratic throttle. When the Security detachment
dumped meintheir chambers, | wasignored. Apparently the five new members couldn't decide what
portion of the Charter prohibited the use of native materialsto repair housing units. A red riveting debate.
| wasjust starting to nod off when ahuman voice called my name.

"Dr. Grey Vell." The chief Council member was Terran, oddly enough. He was amiddie-aged man
who wore the dark green jumper I'd seen on researchers at the Botanical Project. "John Douglas,” he
introduced himself. The balance of Council membersincluded three other humanoids and one native
"Zangian. "We would like to begin by extending to you our persond thanksfor your past and ongoing
endeavorsthrough thiscrisis™”

"Yourewecome" | said. "Can | go now?'

"A serious charge has been filed with the Council, one that pertainsto your status as a practicing
medicd physcian.”

Rogan?1 thought uneasily. Then | saw the chief linguist enter the chamber, carrying with him, of dl
things, acontainer of golden gnorraresin.

"Ah, hereis Chief Linguist Reever, who hasfiled the charge.”

Reever had filed a charge against me?

The chief linguist placed the container carefully on atable and addressed the board. " Council
members." Heinclined his head, then glanced a me. "Doctor. | am hereto interpret on the behalf of the
life-forms known asthe Core."

No one looked surprised but me.

"What?" | pushed my chair back and stood up to face Reever. "What does the Core have to do with

"Wewill proceed," John Douglas said, and motioned for both of usto sit down. "First the Council will
affirm their individual commitment to treating this case without bias. Given the nature of the recent
epidemic, itisvitd

that such statements be recorded prior to presentation of evidence and rebuttal.”

That meant | had to St there for another hour. Listen to each Council member tell me how grateful
they were for my work during the epidemic. And how despite said gratitude, if | was found guilty, they'd
throw the book at me.

| didn't know what was worse — listening to the bureaucrats or knowing the chief linguist wastrying
to get me barred from practicing medicine. Or why | felt hurt by the knowledge that Reever would do
such athing.

Negilst, AnaHansen's assstant, entered the chamber and hurried to my sde. "Administrator Hansen



iswith the Quadrant Ingpection Team," | wastold in awhisper. "l was sent to assist you until she canjoin
s

"Great." | motioned for the dark-skinned humanoid to sit beside me. "Make yoursalf comfortable.
Thissoundslikeit'sgoing to take forever."

Douglas gave amoving speech, Negilst commented when he wasfinished. Uh-huh. | would have
clapped, but | was busy trying not to fall into a boredom-induced coma.

"Although Dr. Grey Vel may not remember,” Douglas said, | was among thefirst of the cases
brought to the groves. | saw what she did for our people. She saved me from dying of the contagion, and
saved our colony from planetary Serilization.”

All this gratitude made me want to squirm. | didn't want accolades, | wanted to go back to work.

"However, no oneindividua's actions can provide any type of immunity from the Charter, and avalid
charge has been filed."

At thisrate | wasgoing to nod off again. "What exactly isthe charge, Council Chief?"

Douglas consulted his data pad. Y ou are charged with causing the deliberate eradication of Core
life-forms. The Core occupied this planet long before the colony was settled. Asrecognized sentients,
they have the same rights under the Charter asany colonist.”

So much for gratitude from the bug. Maybe | should have let that Y turi know where he could find
some more therma pruners.

"What did you do to the Core?' Negilst whispered next to my ear, and | shrugged.

"Got them back in their damn trees, far as| know."

Douglas frowned at my lowered but still audible tone as he turned to address Reever. "Chief Linguis,
you may begin."

Reever sood and carefully inserted hisfingertipsinto the opening of the container. A thin layer of the
resnran up hisarm and into his ear.

"Areyou nuts?' | shouted, and jumped to my feet, knocking over my chair. | had to stop him. Negilst
grabbed my arm.

"No," it told me. "He's acting asatrandator.”

"We represent the Core," Reever said, while his eyesrotated up into his head. Ana's assistant picked
up my chair and forced meto St down.

"Present your evidence," Douglas said.

Reever's body trembled as hislink with the Core intengfied. | svallowed againgt the fear rising in my
throat, but never took my eyesfrom him. If he showed even one sign of seizure, I'd definitely
exterminate every Corelife-form | could get my handson.

"The one who discovered us, the one who ingested us, passed usto this one. She was unlike the
others. We were unable to infiltrate the cells. We attempted to communicate and were ignored.”

"l ignored them?" | shot 'up again, and thistime | shook off Negilst's grasp. Do you know how many
rotations | spent just trying to identify them?' Douglas motioned to the Security guards, and they made
me St back down with anudge from their rifles.

Reever went on. "Her biologica response exterminated our kind. All within her body were destroyed.
Sheisathrest to our continued existence.”

"See? My biologicd response didn't ignorethem,” | | said, then my eyeswidened. "They'retaking
about—"

| grabbed Negilst. "Go get Ana. | don't careif you havetotell QIT to jump in the nearest body of
water. Get her over here, now!"

Reever ended the link, and the fluid | eft his body to ooze back into the container. | imagined dumping
the Core into awaste receptacle. No, not horrible enough. | know, | thought. 1'd dosh that resinous glop
over the GravBoard track, and see how the kids liked Core lubrication under their rollers.

Thechief linguist sat down, hisface grey with fatigue, and | saw his eyesreturn to normal. He gazed



over at me without reaction. Douglas and the other Council members conferred for ashort period of
time, then addressed me directly.

"Dr. Grey Vell, you may how respond.”

| stood up, wishing | had taken afew more politica classes as a student.

"I'm accused of murder by the Core, a species that no one knew existed until | established contact
with them, through Linguist Reever. I'm not guilty. A physician isrequired to take an oath to do no harm
to any patient. Once identified, the Core life-forms were as much my patients asthe living organisms they
infected. | didn't exterminate them. | hel ped them go home."

| gazed at each Council member before | continued.

"The Core charge that my biological response killed them. That'strue. | was never infected, despite
constant exposure. However, if I'm to be held accountable for my immune system, then the Core should
be, too."

"Clarify, please,” Douglas said.

| stared at Reever. "The Core deliberately infiltrated, destroyed, and replaced tissue in order to secret
themsdlves from detection. They induced pneumonic symptomsto fortify their positions and provide
escgpe routes from their hosts bodies.” | smiled sourly. "That biologica response killed over seven
thousand colonigts. Sound familiar?”

Anaappeared with Negilst just as| wastaking my seat. Sheimmediately addressed the Council. "l
have been monitoring this hearing and only wish to add that the PQSGO will support dl of Dr. Grey
Vel's actions-voluntary and otherwise— during the time of the epidemic.”

That seemed to shake up the Council members, who took another interval to discreetly confer. Ana
glanced at Reever before she leaned close. "Sorry I'm late. They're ready to lift the quarantine, and the
adminwork isanightmare.”

"Tdl meonething,” | said. "How did Reever get involved inthis?!

"Duncan was summoned to the Botanical Project by the Core themselves yesterday. He had no
choice but to act astheir representative.”

"He had no choice. Of course. That explains everything.”

Ananudged me. "Joey, | can sense what you're thinking, and you're wrong. He's only doing hisjob."

"Hisjob reeks."

The Council completed their discusson, and dl fiverose.

"Wefind the charge of extermination of the Corelife-formsto be substantiated, but in doing so find
the Core dso guilty of the same againgt the victims of the epidemic. Both charges can be enforced under
the Charter."

"What does that mean?" | asked.

"It means," Reever said as he touched the surface of the resin once more, "that if you are found guilty,
0 arethey. | will relay thisto the Core."

After ashort slence, the Core spoke through Reever again. "We will withdraw the charge againgt Dr.
Grey Vell, if she doesthe same." Reever's voice shook badly. "We request Dr. Grey Veil be prohibited
from any future contact with our dwellings."

"Right," | scowled. "I'm heartbroken. Asif | wanted to poke around the damn dirt or those ugly
purple —

Anaclapped her hand over my mouth. "She agrees.”

"Chargesare dismissed. Dr. Grey Vel." Douglas smiled a me. "Y ou arefreeto go."

| hurried over to Reever to examine him. "Notify medevac and have them send aunit. Now." | eased
him back down in his chair and leaned closer. "Don't say another word, or | swear I'll sedate you."

| beckoned to one of the Security team, and shoved the container of resinin hisarms. "Get thisglop
away from me, before | end up with another set of homicide charges.”

Dhreen was hovering outside of Trauma hours later, when | findly dragged myself off duty. | had



every intention of going home and deeping for aweek. | barely managed awave when | saw him. He
was gtill using limb supportsto walk while his broken legs hedled.

"Dhreen." | tried to smile, but my faciad muscleswouldn't cooperate. | was that tired. "What are you
doing here? Y ou should still be confined to abed. Wat—" | held up ahand, imitating agesture hed
madeto mein atavern, along time ago. "Don't tell me. I'll probably have to testify against you."

The Oenrdlian tried to look wounded. " Just came to .see my favorite Terran. Who happensto be too
conscientious for her own good.”

"Who happens to know you too well," | said. "I'm headed for home. Can you walk with meto my
glidecar? need to keep moving or I'll drop wherel stand.”

"1 know the problem.” Dhreen shifted the supports under his arms avkwardly. "Right behind you,
Doc."

I managed to snare a space for mysdlf close to the entrance to Trauma earlier, so we didn't have far
to go. Dhreen seemed nervous, and started to say something severa times, only to break off.

"Here, St down." | opened the passenger's pand for him, and gave him the once-over. He seemed to
be healing satisfactorily. "If you want to come home with me, you can waich me deep for ten or twelve
hours," | of fered wryly as| went around the vehicle and did behind the controls. The orange head shook
as he hiccuped.

"No, but thanks. | just wanted to tell you I've gotten a position on one of the Quadrant'slong-range
freighters. Assoon as| hed, I'll ship out.”

"That'sgood news, right?"

He nodded. "Now that the Bestshot is gone, I've got to have steady work. | was lucky the Quadrant
needed a pilot who's jaunted the territories.”

"Y ou don't want meto clear you to go now, | hope," | warned, topping it with asevere frown. "Those
bones need to hedl, or you'll end up with permanent impairment.”

"No, actudly..." Dhreen turned yellow, which in his speciesindicated arush of blood to the
epidermis.

"Dhreen. Y ou'reblushing.”

"Doc... you saved my life... you've been agood friend... see, when | heard the Council wastrying
togetrid of you... well, | thought... | mean, maybe... you know, | have cohab rights on the freighter,

Hewas proposing to me. "Y ou want meto go with you?'

"We don't have to bond for life," he said to reassure me. Hisamber eyesrolled. "I'm not good at this
sort of thing. | just thought... | wanted to—"

I reached up and kissed histhin cheek. "Y oure alovey friend. I'm very flattered, but"— I looked
through the glidecar's shield back at the facility—"my work ishere."

Helooked even more ydlow than before. "Are you sure?' His spatulate fingers brushed my arm
gently. "Weve dways coexisted well. Shared some mirth."” The clear amber eyes narrowed. "1 don't like
leaving you here. Not with theway thingsare.

| rested my head against the steering controls. Dhreen shifted his broken legs uneasily. ™Y ou know,
I'm almost tempted.” | was moretired than | thought. Tired of the Council, the dow recovery after the
epidemic, the palitics, everything.

"I'd take care of you, Doc."

Dhreen grinned, and | knew life with him would never be dull. 1t would a'so mean running away from
my problems. Running away from my past, my father, and now K-2. For amoment | was redly tempted.

"Thank you, Dhreen, but | haveto say no."

Hedidn't sop amiling. "Let meknow if you change your mind."

"Youll beon K-2 for afew moredays," | said, "so we don't have to say good-bye right now."

"No." He climbed back out of the glidecar, then ducked his head down to add, " Just remember, the



freighter's route can take a dozen cyclesto complete. | won't be back for along time.”

"Il be here™

| was barely ableto drive the glidecar over to the housing unit and drag myself to my quarters. Tears
were running down my face, and | didn't know why. All through the epidemic | had been like arock.
Now | wept over slly things, like Reever's scars and Dhreen leaving. What was wrong with me?

Alunthri and Jenner were startled when | ssumbled in and flung mysdlf on the bed. They weredso
kind enough to let me cry mysdlf to deep.

My shifts gradudlly shortened, with help from our new medica students, former orderlieswho were
undergoing forma training. The chief himsdf initiated the program after PQSGO madeit plain that no
medica professona in their right mind would transfer to K-2. No matter how well recovery was
proceeding, the stigma of the epidemic clung.

The medica studentswould take yearsto educate, but they provided valuable manpower in the
interim. We were still swamped by a plethora of post-epidemic ailments. During each shift, four students
worked on minor cases, supervised by anurse. That freed up the physiciansto deal with the more
Serious emergencies.

Duncan Reever's case was handled by Dr. Mayer. |

persondly avoided further contact with him. Theideawasfor him to recover, and | was il furious.
Hewas discharged a day after | admitted him for exposure to the Core.

Kao Torin's condition deteriorated further. His distant homeworld, Joren, eventualy transmitted the
necessary medical updates for our database, and it confirmed my worst fear. No one reported me for
Smashing the console screen.

| went to see Dr. Crhm, trying to find some small hope. It reviewed the latest pathological dataon
Kao with me.

"The transfusion of Terran blood acted as an antibody at first, and restricted itsdf to attacking the
Corelife-forms. Onceit had removed the immediate threet, it infiltrated the immune system, trien the
systemic tissues.” It ducked its hard-shelled head, not catching my reaction asit continued. "Now the
foreign blood has reactivated its cytotoxic properties and is destroying native cells. Tissue, bone, and
fluid."

"It'skilling him the same way it did the Core." My blood, eating away at Kao'sinternd organs.

"Yes, Dr. Grey Veil. Would you be able to obtain another sample of plasmafrom the origina donor?”

Kao's chart reflected merdly that he received an experimental transfusion of Terran blood. Only Ecla
and Dr. Mayer knew it had come from me. Now | would haveto lie again. "The donor was killed during
the epidemic.” | couldn't say from the contagion. "A glidecar collison. The body was completey
destroyed.”

"A pity. It would have been fascinating to conduct a proper study. | have never reviewed a
hematologica profile such asthis. The cdlls are absolutely ferocious.™

Bilewas burning at the back of my throat. "How long do you estimate the patient has before complete
sysemicfalure?'

"Three, perhapsfour rotations."

| left Crhm'slab, stopped long enough to throw up in private, then went to Kao'sward. | sat with him
for awhile as he dept, holding his hand. The white eyes eventudly opened.

"Y ou look fatigued, my Chosen.”

I was. Oh, God, | was. "Kao, | haveto"— I choked on the words, hesitated, tried again—"1 haveto
tell you some bad news. The latest tests—" How did | tell him my blood waskilling him?"— They don't
look good.”

"How long do | have?'

| was startled, then | understood. The tranquillity, the acceptance. Jorenians were much more
intimately aware of their bodiesthan Terrans. He dready knew. "Not long. A few days.”



Kao nodded. "That is enough time. Y ou must do it now, Cherijo."

| didn't want to face what he was asking, and shook my head wildly. "I will keep working on a
treatment — | can— | might—" | faltered as he gazed Seadily a me.

" Send the message to Joren and tell them my timeisupon me." He had discussed it with mein detall
days before. "Those of my HouseClan within rangewill come for my last rites.”

"l don't want you to die," | whispered. His big hand curled tightly around mine.

"You will like my HouseClan, Hedler," he said, and amiled. "My ClanBrother Xonea has been eager
to meet you."

"Space your ClanBrother!" | becameirrationd. "Kao. Don't give up. Fight it. Fight it for me."

"Don' cry, honored Chosen..." He lgpsed back into unconsciousness.

Dr. Dloh was on ward duty and stood observing at arespectful distance. When | knew Kao wouldn't
wake again soon, | rose and looked at him. He handed me the chart he was holding. "The latezt rezultz
fromthelab."

| glanced a the levels, which only reiterated what Crhm had told me earlier. Systemic failure was
imminent. Suddenly | watched the chart fly acrossthe ward and ricochet off the opposite wall.

"Doctor—" Dloh reached out atentative appendage.

"Excuse me, Dr. Dion." | walked off the ward before | started taking it apart, piece by piece. 't

| had to do something besides take care of the injured and repair the damage wrought by the Core.
Something physical. Smashing the hell out of something was very soothing. 1'd try that.

When | strode out of the facility's back entrance, | saw Duncan Reever. | swerved in order to put
some distance between us, but he only trailed behind me. | crossed a hundred meters, glanced back. Still
there. | needed to pound something into dust. Despite my rage, asmall part of me didn't want it to be
him.

"Get away from me, Reever.”

He kept silent, but didn't go away. | walked into a narrow, boxed-in aley between some Transport
buildings. | wastrapping myself with him. Maybe it wasfor the best. He was agood-sized mde. | might
not hurt him. Much.

"Cherijo, stop.”

I'd reached the end of the passage and faced asolid wall of plasbrick. No one but Reever waswithin
sght. That wasfine with me. The fury within me punched through my sdlf-control and poured ot.

"No!" | screamed at thewadll. | whirled on Reever, my fists clenched as| jammed them against my
temples. "l can't sopiit! | can't!”

"No, you can't." Hisgaze held aglimmer of pity.

That wasthe last straw. | launched mysdlf at him. Reever, who would never leave me aone. Reever,
who had repegatedly forced himsalf upon my mind and made me share his. Reever, who had taken me,
pleasured me, used me.

| wanted him to die.

He was strong, but | was unstoppable. With one vicious blow | knocked him off hisfeet, then threw
mysaf on top of him. My fists struck him, over and over. Knuckles dammed into flesh. Bonesjarred and
grated. God, it felt good. Pain streaked up my arm. Breath burned in my lungs. Blood roared in my head.

Welinked.

Reever's mind flooded over melike awave. Histhoughts dammed into mine, until | was caught
between him and the violent despair that had me spinning out of control.

Cherijo, stop.

No! | will not! Let me go!

Cherijo. Sop fighting me. Let me help you.

I never wanted you. Never wanted this. Get out, just get out of me!

Let me help you.



Insde my head, Reever enveloped me. The churning tide of my emotions was thrust back, held at bay
while new images appeared.

| saw the epidemic, its aftermath. Alun Karass smple, comica accident. The horrible impotence as
thousands died before my eyes. Then | wasin the groves. | watched as golden fluid sank into the i,
and the dying recovered. The colony lives. The Core lives. Your gift to them.

Reever. | wasinsde Reever now. He was being controlled by the Core. Through hiseyes| watched
myself, being forced to submit, then to respond. | felt what Reever felt. Desperation. Terror. Humiliation.
Unwilling pleasure. Guiilt. It sunned me. Behind his eyes now, | knew hisagony.

| wasn't the only one who had been violated in that 1solation room.

Back at the temporary facility. Anaand | holding his hand. Contacting the Core. Learning how to
stop the epidemic. Ridding his body of the dien contral. | live. Your gift to me.

| saw Kao Torin, dying on the ward where | had left him. Then further back in time, to the moment
just before | had injected him with my blood. He had died. I'd brought him back to life. Kao Torin lives.
He has the time to bid farewell to those he honors. To you. Your gift to him.

| can't bear it. Oh, God, Duncan, | can't. | can't.

| found mysalf on my knees, Reever holding on to metightly, my throat raw from screaming. Thelink
between uswas gone. | couldn't speak. He said nothing.

After I'd regained enough strength and steadiness to stand, he hel ped me to my feet. Hisface was
bruised, thefront of histunic wastorn. Blood ran from his nose and mouth in thin scarlet streams.

"Duncan.” | reached out to touch hisface, then snatched my hand back. "Oh, no, what have | done?"

"1 will recover." He wiped the blood from his face with the back of hisdeeve. "Be at peace, Cherijo.
Be at peace with yoursdf." He released me, turned, and walked down the dley.

"Duncan,” | said, and he paused for amoment. "I'm... I'm sorry." He nodded, and then disappeared.

| sat down on the ground and looked at the abrasions on my knuckles. | had never harmed another
living being in my life. I'd just beaten the hdll out of one who was only trying to help me. The anger was
gone. | understood now. That only madeit worse.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Unexpected Allies

Contents - Prev / Next

A week later it was announced that the Allied League of Worldswould conduct afull investigation of
the epidemic on Kevarzangia Two. That was roughly equivaent to God announcing he would inspect the
number of fleason asingle Terran canine.

Pmoc Quadrant's Ingpection Team, aong with the orbiting cruisers, left K-2 druptly. Maintenance
crewsworked triple shifts. Everyone was speculating about the League'sinterest in what was surely
Quadrant jurisdiction when League cruisers arrived and went into orbit. All fifteen of them.

| wasthe first summoned to be interviewed, if you could call it that. Interrogation by Security's
Norash had been aggravating. Thiswas more like an inquisition.

Record drones were everywhere as | was escorted into the specia conference area. Squads of
armed Allied forces lined the perimeters, passages, and entrances throughout the building. None of them
smiled. A rare piece of hardware, one of the new 3-Dimayzers, was capturing the proceedings onto
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indestructible crystd discsfor future generations.

Thiswas considerable ado for an epidemic that was aready over and done with.

"ldentity presentation,” adrone said.

"Grey Vell, Cherijo, Terran, medica physician.”

One of theinvestigators glanced up and pointed to the only empty chair. "Sit down, Doctor."

Nobody looked at me. Highlights of my practice on the homeworld and persona history were cited
by adrone. Fingers worked busily over touchpads. Someone coughed, but it was anormd, dry sound. |
was asked to confirm the vaidity of thesefacts.

"Before | respond, may | inquire’— noticing that got everyone's attention—"am | being charged with
something?'

"We make theinquiries here, Dr. Grey Vell," onereplied. "Please confine yoursalf to responsesonly.”

And they did. What followed was an exact, meticulous grilling. | was asked to provide only
affirmative or negative responses. Y es or no. Nothing more.

"Dr. Grey Vll, did you treat Alun Karasimmediately after he was infected by the Core pathogen?” |
confirmed. Severa chart notes I'd made during Karassinitial examination were read. "These are your
observations?' | confirmed again.

| was given other charts from the Engineering Group. Watched areplay from a Security vid that
showed me climbing around the site with Geef Skrople, checking the workers.

"Yes, | wasthere."
"Y es, those are my scan results.”
"Yes, | examined those colonids.”

A series of digplays showed the results of the andysis Dr. Mayer had performed on my own blood
sample. How the hell did they get that? | had what 1'd thought was the only copy. | requested counsdl,
they refused. | didn't need representation, | wastold, because | was not being indicted.

That didn't make mefed better.

"Do you recognizethis, Dr. Grey Vel?' | ingpected the anonymous tag on the empty specimen vid |
was handed. "Isthisidentical to the sample Dr. Mayer tested? The same blood used to inoculate Pilot
Torin during the epidemic?’

Yes, yes, yes.

They never asked whose blood it was. Incredibly | was asked instead to confirm my shift hours,
which rotations I'd worked at the facility, the number of times|'d pulled more than one shift. Were they
thinking about putting me on per-hour compensation? | wondered. After that, they started asking me
about off-duty time,

"When Pilot Torin arrived on planet from his last escort assignment, did you meet him at Docking
Station Sixteen?"

My spine stiffened. Thiswas getting into very persond territory. | nodded.

"Did you then accompany PFilot Torin to hishousing quarters?’

"l don't see how—"

"Answer the question.”

My hands clenched. "Yes"

"After you entered Pilot Torin's quarters, did you engage in sexud intercourse with him?'

| checked. Y es, they were serious. "That's none of your damn business!” | said.

"Answer the question.”

“I'm not going to—"

"Answer the question.”

| folded my arms over my knotted somach. "I refuse.”

Two of the pand members conferred for amoment.



"Very wel." The questioning veered away from Kao and on to other incidents. The whump-ball game
with poor Akamm. The assault by Rogan. The Hsktskt quints.

| had to corroborate the events of every single cycle | had spent on K-2 since the Bestshot landed.
The only other time | refused to answer again was when | was asked about having relations with Duncan
Reever in the Isolation chamber.

"Why areyou S0 interested in my sex life?"

No one answered me.

| was dismissed after ten hours of interview, and ordered to return to the conference areathe
following day. | wasless than enraptured at the prospect. A Security officer drove me to my housing unit.
He refused to speak to me or respond to any questions.

| wasn't afraid. | wasterrified. Also confused, suspicious, and outraged. Something enormous was
looming just ahead, | sensed. But what?

Outsde my quarters, afamiliar figure hovered. | was surprised; 1'd never seen one of them done
before. | walked past the Barterman, but he forced hisway into my rooms before | could get the door
panel closed.

"Get out.”

"Colonist Grey Vell, you will barter?"

"Leave" | wasdready at the display and sgnaling HQ Adminidiration.
"Barter for safe passage off K-27'

| delayed the signal for amoment. " Safe passage?”

The hood was pushed back from the square skull. The Barterman's features were contorted by some
weird expression of victory. Or maybe he wasfedling flatulent. | couldn't be sure.

"Barter for entirety of possessions. Offer is safe passage to neighboring world inimmediate system.”

"Why would the Bartermen be offering me safe passage?’ | inquired. " Out of the goodness of your
hearts?'

"Bartermen do not have hearts."

"No kidding." Get thellittle troll out of my quarters, that waswhat | needed to do. The offer it
made—"Y ou know something you're not teling me, don't you?"

| received asmug leer. "Bartermen know much.”

"Why would | desire safe passage off this planet, Barterman?”

"Avoid League detainment.”

"They'rejust questioning me because of the epidemic,” | said, and eyed the Barterman. "Aren't they?"

"Bater?'

"Answer me!”

The Barterman said nothing.

"l refuse,” | said, then turned back to the console. "HQ Adminigtration, | have an intruder in my
quarters—" | looked back, and the Barterman had disappeared. | shook my head. "Oh, never mind."

A Security officer gppeared the next morning to escort me. The questioning continued. The chart for
every case | had treated was now brought forward, my notes reviewed. They were meticulous. | wanted
to scream. Good thing my voice failed to a husky rasp from uttering my responses, or | would have. |
was"dlowed" a"brief period of rest” before the pand started hammering me again. A whole fifteen
minutes. Their benevolence was touching.

| endured four consecutive days of this nonsense before the pand at last informed me | wasthrough. |
didn't know wheat to do with mysdlf. | laughed. | stopped laughing. | demanded again to know why | had
been questioned so precisdly.

All I got was, "Dr. Grey Vel. You are dismissed.”

| went straight to HQ Adminigtration. | was Terran, | knew my rights. When | arrived a Ana
Hansen's office, | wasturned away by her assistant.



"Adminigrator Hansen iscurrently ininterview,” | wastold, but Negilst's eyes were frightened.

All'l could do waswait. Not long, either. When | reported to the FreeClinic, | was detained by yet
another Security officer and ordered to report to a League star-shuttle the next morning.

"What for?' | asked, and | was handed adisc.

| took it back into an exam room and pulled up the data. After aquick scan | was speechless. The
Barterman had been right after al. | removed the disc and strode to the MedAdmin section.

Dr. Mayer was reviewing charts when | opened his door without knocking and tossed the disc onto
his desk.

"I'm being deported. Taken back to Terra," | said, while he put down a chart to pick up the disc.
"Courtesy of the League.”

"That'snot possble 't

"Read thedisc.”

While Dr. Mayer examined the order of detainment and deportation, | paced the narrow confines of
hisoffice. It wasacloset. | was surprised he wasn't araving claustrophobic.

"Thereisno explanation listed. They can't force you to return to Terra, unlessyou areacrimind.”

"l am.”

"Explan.”

"Joseph Grey Vel's experimentation,” | said, "and his precious Genetic Exclusivity Act. My existence
violates Section nine, paragraphs two through four, | believe. Someone knows about me.”

"l see" Mayer removed the disc, and his strong fingers snapped it into four pieces. | stopped pacing.
"Wewill not, of course, dlow your parent to do this.”

"What does he have to do with this? He wouldn't report me. That would be like telling on himself."

"Now that hisfield research has concluded, he wants you back.”

That looming sense of revelation was here now. "Field research?’ | said.

"Cherijo, St down." | dropped into the chair before his desk, and braced mysdlf. He was calling me
Cherijo, it must be pretty bad. "I've been performing my own investigation of your transfer, from the
moment you arrived. Y esterday | discovered the real reason why your application was approved. Y our
father isresponsiblefor you transferring to K-2."

"Hardly. He didn't even know about my transfer until after | arrived here.”

"On the contrary, hedid." Mayer sat back in his chair and folded his hands, then hesitated.

"Tell me" | sad.

"Before you filed your application, he contracted with PQSGO to have you transferred here to K-2.
Y ou have been kept under constant remote drone observation since you arrived. Security vids, audio
monitoring, the lot. He probably tapped into your terminal use aswell. AH sanctioned by the League.”

That explained how they had knowledge of everything | had done from the moment I'd set foot on
K-2. Some remote drones could be as small as Terran roaches. | would have never seen them.

Dr. Mayer went on. "Y esterday | was contacted by one of my more influentia friendsin the League.
He warned me not to become involved in the matter. | demanded the facts. Thisiswhat | wastold.”

There could be only onereason. "It'sal been part of his experiment, hasn't it? That cold-blooded son
of abitch." | gripped the sdes of my chair with tight hands. "He sent me the anonymous package with all
the evidence about his experiment.”

"No doubt it was part of hisplan. He chose K-2 as aviable site for the experiment to continue. Y our
life here has been just another series of teststo confirm histheories."”

"How his perfect physician would perform under stressful conditionsin an dien environment,” | said.
"Who dseisinvolved?'

"No one here on the colony, | believe. Y our parent would not have wanted to risk discovery. Even
when he was a student, Joe was intensely guarded about his experiments.”

"And now he wants this experiment back."



"Yes, I'm afraid he does.”

"I've never done anything he hadn't planned for meto do, have I?' | stared at my hands, at the bruises
and cutsfrom my fight with Reever. " So much for my magnificent get avay.”

"Y ou couldn't have known."

"Hehad it dl plotted. Hell, he probably forecasted my reactions. Ran atistica anadysis of the
probability of every variable.”

"Hedidn't predict the epidemic.”

| rubbed ahand over the back of my neck. "He must have figured some type of exatic bug would
take ashot at my immune sysem.”

"Joeisan exceptiona scientist,” Mayer said, but not with admiration. "He remains a poor excuse for a
human bang."

| thought of the direct communications from Terra, the act he had put on, the menta anguish I'd
auffered. All for nothing. "Y esh, well, Joe can goto hell."

"There's undoubtably alarge section reserved for his exclusive occupation.” Mayer gazed seadily at
me. "What will you do?"

| stared at the broken disc between us. "What can | do?'

"Put astop to this. Petition the Council with an emergency request and have yourself declared a
sentient being.”

| was dumbfounded. "I'm not consdered sentient?’

Mayer smiled bitterly. "No, my dear. Y ou are aclone. Created, modified, trained, and being
observed during an extended experiment. Y ou are not classified as human or sentient. Y ou are Joseph
Grey Veil's property.”

Dr. Mayer accompanied me to HQ Administration to demand an emergency hearing before the
Council. I never knew the chief could drivelike that. On theway over he Sgnaded Assessment from his
glidecar and told the charge nurse to round up everyone who worked regular shifts with me and send
along whoever could be spared.

"Cheering section?' | asked.

"Character attestants," he said. "They can cheer after we win afavorable ruling.”

The clerk who examined our hastily prepared petition frowned. His six eyes|ooked at both of usas
though questioning our sanity.

"She's sentient, isn't she?' The clerk yawned and dropped the disc on his-desk. He was a bherK ot
and dipping into apre-nocturnd state of relaxation, his colorsfluctuating dowly. "Humans are
classfied—"

"She'snot human,” Mayer said. "Filethe petition.”

"The Council isfinished with the day's—"

| grabbed the disc and looked around me. "I don't have time for this. Where are they?"

The bherK ot managed to get to hisfeet and grumbled as he snatched the disc back and led us down
asde corridor.

"They aren't going to like this" he said as he sgnaed the entrance pane. The chief shouldered past
him and stepped up to the audiocom.

"ThisisWilliam Mayer. Y ou must hear this petition at once. Livesare at stake." | lifted an eyebrow,
and my boss shrugged. "Lives could belogt," he added in amutter that wouldn't transmit. "Especidly if |
lose one-sixth of my physician gaff.”

“Nicetouch."”

The Council granted us access, and we marched in.

"Drs. Grey Vel and Mayer, welcome." Council Chief Douglas seemed bemused. "How may we
assst you?' Dr. Mayer offered the petition disc and gave abrief description of its contents. Douglass
smilefaded rapidly. "If Dr. Grey Vel isnot human," he said, then cleared histhroat. "Er — exactly what



isshe?'

"Asabeing geneticaly enhanced during embryonic development,” Dr. Mayer said, "sheis currently
unclassified under the standard system.”

"Why have you brought this matter before the Council?' one of the other members wanted to know.
"What does it matter whether sheis classified today?"

| answered that one. "If you don't recognize me as asentient being, | will beforcibly removed from
this planet tomorrow."

"Deported? For what reason?”

That was when one of the Allied investigators strode into the room.

"The Allied League of Worldswishesto present an emergency petition,” he said as he approached
Douglas.

J

Behind him, adetachment of armed guards spread out to surround me and Dr. Mayer. " Detainment
and deportation of anon-sentient to its owner and planet of origin.”

Gee, wonder who he was talking about?

"l assume you refer to Dr. Grey Veil?' Douglasinquired as he took the disc with the second petition.

"The petition identifies the non-sentient by that designation, yes."

"Excuse me." Douglas and the other Council members observed me with littleinterest. Had | dready
lost the respect of other sentients?"We were herefirg.”

"My petition negates the one being presented by Dr. William Mayer." The Allied investigator was
smug. For him it was already decided.

Douglas may have been Council chief but hewas dso Terran. | was the embodiment of everything
human beings feared: a mutant experiment, artificialy conceived, scientifically enhanced. | was surprised
the man didn't immediately award the Allied rep his petition.

That was when the home team arrived.

The chamber door panel did open again, and aline of medical taffersfiled in behind the guards
around me and Dr. Mayer. | saw Ecla, Dr. Dloh, Dr. mu Cheft, T'Nliginara, and even Dr. Crhm from
Pathology. Nurses and orderlies who had worked with me during the epidemic. Former patients.
Security officersinvolved in trangporting patients to the groves. Finally there was no moreroomin the
chamber, and aline began to back up and out the door.

| smiled at the Allied rep. See? Even the non-sentient hunk of property has friends. Lots of them.

Nurse Ecla stepped forward and made a particularly cutting gesture. | didn't know she knew that sort
of language. "We are here to speak on Dr. Grey Vel's behdf."

Dr. Dloh managed to work hisway over to come within afoot of where Dr. Mayer and | stood, and
leaned forward to catch my attention. "Dr. Grey Vell, | muzt warn you, Dr. Rogan inzizted on appearing.
Heiz here”

| rolled my eyes, but winked at the big arachnid. "Don't worry, Doctor. | think we have the bad guys
outnumbered.”

"My zpinneretz arefull,” he replied with abuzzing chuckle. "Enough to cocoon the entire Counzil, if

The Council conferred quickly, and adjourned to alarger auditorium where everyone could be better
accommodated. In other words, they panicked and sent us all to abigger room so they could have space
to make ahasty exit if necessary. The Allied rep looked confused. | was unsettled. The chief was
actudly smiling.

"What are you so happy about?' | demanded.

Mayer nodded toward Douglas. "He's sdling.” When | looked directly at the Council chief, | thought
| saw compassionin hiseyes. A friend, after dl?

We were escorted by armed guard to the new conference site. Medica staff, former patients, and



other colonists continued to arrive. When they filled the auditorium and still kept crowding in, someone
on the Council findly spoke up.

"See here, the entire colony can't appear on behdf of Dr. Grey Vel!"

"Why not?' someone called back. " She saved our lives!"”

A rumbling agreement swept through the auditorium. The Allied investigator stopped looking
confused and started |ooking worried.

Very worried.

After the auditorium wasfilled to capacity, the Council announced that it would hold subsequent
hearings for those gill waiting to present evidence and would now address the two petitionsindividualy.

"In order of presentation?’ Dr. Mayer asked, and Council Chief Douglas agreed.

That meant the petition to have me deported could not be heard until the matter of my sentience was
de cided. Bravo, Council Chief Douglas. | wasn't in the clear yet, however. | kept remembering how
many times Ana Hansen had petitioned to have the Chakacats declared sentient.

There was aset of League standards used to determine sentience, well-known by all species. | had to
prove | met them. The League had to show | didn't. My chalengers went first, smply because there were
only two of them.

Dr. Phorap Rogan rushed to have his say. He claimed to know | had been "preprogrammed” by my
maker to perform "adequatdly” in therole of medica physician. Only sophigticated training had alowed
meto gpe my "betters.”

"She has created difficulties between sentient physicians a the facility from thefirst day.” Rogan
ended his speech with adisgusting smirk. "Obvioudy an effort to deflect notice of her limitations.”

| felt like deflecting something off his polyp-rich head.

The Allied investigator also had his chance, and was mercifully briefer, but no less derogatory. "Dr.
Joseph Grey Vel has provided positive evidence to the Allied League of Worlds as proof of this
life-form's non-sentient status. It is his hope that the enhancements she enjoys can one day be used to
augment the lives of sentient beings everywhere.”

What about my life?

The Council cdled for ashort intermission in order to decide how to proceed. Everyone began
talking, speculating on the outcome of the petition. | noticed anumber of tal, silent beings moving
discreetly throughout the crowded auditorium. At the same time, some of the medical Safferswere
quietly dipping out to make room for them. All of those who camein were wearing helmets.

"Who arethey?' | asked Dr. Mayer after | nodded toward one towering figure dressed in apilot's
flight suit. Another pilot, as big and powerful-looking asthe others, came right into my direct eyeline.

Helifted agloved hand and raised his visor, and his white within white eyes crinkled from a hidden
smile. Then he tapped weapon-shaped bulges on his sides and legs. He dropped the visor amost a
once, but I knew who had come.

Kao'sversion of the Cavary. HouseClan Torin.

Now | began to count the helmeted figures, and when | got to fifty | caught my bresath. They now
outnumbered Allied forces three to one. So many of them could only be herefor one reason. Especialy
carrying concealed wegpons.

Paul Daton's voice came back to me. " Jorenian HouseClans are notorious for pursuing their
adversaries, and those of their kin, to the end of the gaaxy."

Kao must have sent them to insure | would not be taken against my will from the planet. | grinned.
Rogan, not to mention the Bartermen, were going to be so disappointed.

Douglas called for attention and acknowledged that it was time to present evidence on my behdf. The
number of presentations the Council could alow in order to responsibly rule on my petition was limited,
since the deportation order was in effect for the next day. It was decided that | should choose three
supporters to speak for me.



| didn't hesitate, asking that Dr. Mayer, Nurse Ecla, and Chief Linguist Reever speak on my behalf. |
redlized my mistake when Reever did not respond when caled.

"The chief linguit is not present. Y ou must choose another.”

"1 would spesk for Dr. Grey Vell," afamiliar voice called out, and | saw Alunthri moving through the
crowded auditorium.

"A non-sentient can't present evidence!" Rogan said.

Douglas held up hishand. "Thereis no precedent,” he said. The Terran looked at the Chakacat and
sghed. "However, we proceed into such new areas with every moment that passes, it seems.”

A brief conference between the Council members decided theissue. My friend and fellow
unrecognized sentient, Alunthri, would be allowed to speak on my behaf.

Dr. Mayer went first. As he stood and began to address the Council, | couldn't help wondering where
Duncan Reever was.

The chief described my struggle to adapt to an dien and sometimes hostile environment. He went on
to praise my commitment to my patients and extended efforts to educate myself. He admired my skills
and determination. He didn't say | walked on water, but it was pretty close to the samething. |
recognized that smile he made at the end of his speech. It was the one that he reserved for foals,
mal contents, and Phorap Rogan.

"Should you determine Cherijo Grey Vel to be non-sentient, you defame dl medica professonason
thisworld. Dr. Grey Vel embodies everything it meansto be an outstanding doctor and sentient being.”

Nurse Eclatalked about the humorousincidents, the mistakes and the way | had learned from them.
She used her remarkable non-verba gestures to spread laughter throughout the assembly.

Toward the end she grew serious. "I'm told non-sentient life forms do not have the ability to
understand the meaning of deeth. During the epidemic, Dr. Grey Vel was often required to treat
approximately one hundred patients per hour, to facilitate the most efficient care. | recall one of the many
times she did not meet thisquota. | saw her holding adead child in her arms. She was praying to her God
for that lost little soul.” Eclamoved her limbs, and the air itself seemed to weep. "Council members, Dr.
Grey Vel isnot less than we sentient beings. Sheis an exampleto therest of us™

The Chakacat came to my side, and regarded the Council with calm, unblinking eyes. It wasthe kind
of gaze that made several squirm and look away.

"l have appeared before the Council many times," the Chakacat said. "Each time | was judged not to
be sentient. Until now, it was Smple for meto accept such rulings. | had never known freedom.” Alunthri
bowed its head. "When my last owner expired, | faced deportation and continued davery. Dr. Grey Vell
was kind enough to declare hersaf my owner in order to spare me that ordedl.”

"One non-sentient protects another,” Rogan said. No one looked at him, but the waves of hostility
were gpparent even to him. He had enough sense to shut up.

"l find it remarkable that Dr. Grey Vell, asanon-sentient, identified the Core life-forms, took
measures to end the epidemic, and restored the Core to their natural environment. A non-sentient aiding,
and protecting, ahost of sentient beings." Alunthri cocked itshead. "If Dr. Grey Vell isdeclared
non-sentient, then | request any future petition made on behdf of my kind for the same be withdrawn.
The Chakacats do not want freedom on such terms. It is beneath us." The big cat gazed at me with deep
affection. "l prefer davery to hypocrisy.”

It was over. The Council adjourned to confer on the testimonies. The Allied forces remained in place,
and it was announced (rather nervoudy by the investigator) that | would have to stay in the auditorium
until the Council reconvened.

The Jorenians were now over ahundred in number and well positioned throughout the auditorium.

Dr. Mayer leaned close. "Y our friend Torin has no faith in our ruling Council "

| flashed him agrin. "Neither do |, to befrank. Thismay get ugly, if the Jorenians choose to fight here.
What should | do?*

The chief looked grim. "Keep your head down and get out asfast as possible.”



| expected the Council to take their time, but they filed back into the room after only abrief interval.
Faced with the overwhel ming numbers present, they were no doubt too anxiousto deliberate at length.
They'd seen too many mob riots during the epidemic.

They requested arecord drone list the standard re r~

quirements for sentience under Allied League precepts. As| listened, | noted the exact criterial did
not mest.

| had not been conceived, gestated, or delivered by natural or legally sanctioned methods.

| possessed enhancements deliberately bred by experimentation.

| had never been dlowed to live fredly.

There were other, greyer aress, but | had asinking feeling as Douglas got to hisfeet once the record
drone was through.

"Wearedl very grateful to Cherijo Grey Vel for her service to the community. We sympathize with
supporters present—"

They were going to rule against me.

"— however, no matter what the mgority prefers, there arelega standards by whichwe are dl
governed and must adhereto. In light of the evidence presented, the Council has no dternative but to
deny thislife-form sentient satus™

The auditorium was dead silent. Mayer tensed beside me, and | saw the face of the Allied investigator
glow with satisfaction. He stood, and began to present his petition to have me deported back to Terra

That was when the Jorenians made their move, and pandemonium broke out. Throughout the
auditorium, HouseClan Torin engaged the Allied forces, aided by some of the colonigts. | saw Ecla
knock down the Allied rep herself and sit on him. A helmeted figure appeared before me.

"Heder Grey Vel." The Jorenian pilot removed his headgear and made aquick bow. "XoneaTorin,
to escort you to safety.” He took my arm and began to guide me through the fray.

"Kan?' | asked, and he gave me asad glance.

"My ClanBrother may il live. Hewaitsfor you on our vessd."

| couldn't ask when or how they had removed Kao from the inpatient ward. No time. We were
running through the Adminigtrative Building, and | had my handsfull just trying to keep up with those long
legs of his. Other helmeted Jorenians gppeared to flank us. From the angry shouts behind us, | surmised
the Allied forces had regrouped and were in pursuit. Xoneatook double the strides | could manage, and
before long he turned and picked me up with one arm.

"Allow me, Hedler." He carried meto aglidecar in along line of empty vehicles, placed meinside,
and nimbly vaulted over it to take the driver's position. "Brace yourself, thiswill be quick.”

K-2 blurred around us as he jammed the controls to maximum speed and pointed the glidecar toward
the Transport area. The other Jorenians did the same, creating awall of vehiclesbehind us. | held onto
the restraint grips and looked back.

"Weve got company,” | said.

An ominous cluster of Security transports sped after us, wegponsfiring. Though the other Jorenians
ran interference, some of the Allied pursuers got through. | cringed when our vehicle was rocked by the
impact of pulsefire. Xoneagrinned at me and steered aweaving pattern to avoid another hit.

"Aninteresting world, this KevarzangiaTwo," he said. "Are you prepared to leave?!

"No," | said, and looked back. "But it doesn't appear that | have achoice.”

"I will keep you safe, Hedler." X onea scanned the access paths and chose one that led to the shuttle
docks. "Thereisour vess."

The Jorenian ship was beyond huge. It must have overloaded the Transport Grid when it landed,
taking up the space of ten starshuttleswith itsmass. Y et for dl its enormous size, it was beautifully made,
atowering sculpture of slvery amagamsand gleaming lights.

"The Sunlace awaits your company, Healer." Xonea hel ped me from the glidecar and |ooked behind



us. The pursuing vehicles were gpproaching at high speed. "It seems| must carry you again. Y our
pardon.” He picked me up in hisarms and ran to the ship with me.

There was no entrance ramp in evidence, and | found out why when we were surrounded by a
brilliant light. Grav-displacers. | ft our bodies being dowly lifted from the ground and pulled into asmal,
telescopic gap in one of the outer hull panels.

"Pnarr knich retach foro," Xoneasaid, and | redized my Tl was no longer functioning. The big
Jorenian set me gently on my feet while | shook my head, bemused. At once he produced ashort chain
of flat-linked discs, which he attached around my neck. " Can you understand me now?"

| nodded, fingering the device. "What's this?'

"A vocollar — what we Jorenians use for inter-species communication.”

"My insert should do that,” | touched my ear, puzzled.

"The Sunlace's hull blocks transmission from the colonia database," Xoneasaid. "Come with me, this

way."

Wefollowed acentra corridor into the heart of the Sunlace. The ship insgde was as beautiful asits
hull, eegantly appointed with HouseClan Torin's myriad aquamarine colors. Alunthri would have loved it.

Complicated-looking equipment was recessed into the structure supports so that large Jorenians
could move about freely. Assmal as| was, | felt like | was being swallowed up by al the space.

"Can | see Kao?' | asked Xones, and he nodded.

"Wegoto him now."

The Jorenian guided me through the spiraling corridor, then turned. | followed him through adoor
panel into what had to be amedical bay. Gleaming equipment surrounded abed where | saw the
motionless form of Kao Torin. He was being scanned by atall Jorenian woman.

| practicaly ran over Xoneato get to him. "Kao?' | took his cool hand between mine and held it
tightly. "Kao, I'm here"

The exhausted white eyes opened, and | thought for amoment he smiled. Then his eyes closed once
more.

"Kao, your HouseClan rescued me," | told him.

"They were wonderful. Xonea brought me hereto you. | don't know how to thank... Kao?' His hand
went limp. No, not now! | gazed blindly at the attending Jore-nian. She shook her head. "Kao?' My
voice broke. "Kao, please?’

Xonea came and put hishand over mine and Kao's. "He hears you, Hedler. In eternity, he hearsyou."

| closed my eyes, and lowered my cheek to rest against Kao's unmoving chest.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
L ast Rights

Contents - Prev / Next

After Kao died, the Jorenians cared for me as one of their own. Xonea called one of thewomen to
assist mewhen | |eft the Medical Bay. Probably because | couldn't function on my own. Sheheld my arm
and guided me through along, twisting passage to aroom she said would be my quarters.

"Heder, may | be of some serviceto you?' she asked. | shook my head. "Would you prefer to be
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done?'

| was done. Completely, horribly alone. "Y es. Thank you." | sat on the deeping platform and
watched her depart through anumb haze. | had no ideawhat she looked like, | thought absently. I'd
never once glanced at her face. Didn't have to. She looked like Kao. They al did. | never wanted to look
at another Jorenian again, for therest of my life, and | was on aship teeming with them.

Why couldn't | fed anything?

When Maggie had died, 1'd been devadtated. | remembered fedling a peculiar kind of rage, one that
gprang from my need to defest illness and death as a physician. 1'd gotten mad a Maggie, too. How
could she have left melike that?

Now there was no rage. | was responsible for the life that had been lost. I'd brought death to him.
With my own blood, | had killed Kao Torin.

For atime | wasfrozen, immobile. A statue of Cherijo Grey Veil carved fromice.

Tears came later, when | was startled by the sound of araw wail tearing from my throat. My burning
eyesfilled. | heard sobbing, felt racking shudders. Fists beat against the mattress, hair loosened, tangled.
It didn't touch me. | was Smply an observer, watching a pathetic tantrum of grief.

At last | dipped into aquiet stupor. | stared at the soft-swirled pattern on the deck above me, trying
to make sense of it. Kao was dead, and | had killed him. The brilliant surgeon. The daughter of Joseph
Grey Veil. | wasmore like my father than | wanted to be.

I must have fallen adeep a some point. Someone must have looked in on me, for | woke up hours
later under a soft, woven cover. My eyesfet swollen, my hair was a matted, hopeless snarl. | wasa
disaster, and | didn't care. The dried tracks of tears streaked my face. | could taste their bitter salt on my
bitten lips.

Enough of this, aninner voice said.

Pushing my weary body off the platform, | went to the room's main termina on dightly unsteady legs
and checked the display. No messages, but | didn't expect any. | requested a current ship's status, and
wasinformed the Sunlace was on standby flight status, whatever that meant.

When | looked out the room's viewport, | saw we werein orbit above K-2. The planet, in al its
green splendor, looked as beautiful asthefirst time I'd viewed it from Dhreen's ship. It had scared me
then — astrange, alien world. Now it was smply a planet. What | cared about | had been forced to
leave behind. All my colleagues and friends. Alunthri and Jenner. Even Reever. No, | wouldn't think
about Duncan Reever. It seemed obscene now that Kao was gone.

A dgnd camefrom the door pand, and | answered it dully.

"Heder?| bring afriend.”

| opened the panel and Xoneacamein carrying, of al things, my cat.

"Jenner!" | said, and my disgruntled pet legpt into my arms, meowing plaintively. | ran my hands over
him. Hewasred. He didn't even bother to torment me asusua. The slvery head snuggled againgt me,
and athick, heavy thrumming sound poured from histhroat. He was purring, for God's sake. Jenner
hardly ever purred!

"Thissmdl onewasimpatient to seeyou," Xoneasad. "My HouseClan managed to retrieve him
before we |&ft the planet.”

"I don't suppose you were able to retrieve anything € se from my quarters?’

The big Jorenian appeared concerned. "Forgive me, no, but we can arrange—"

I shook my head. "That, Xonea, was a sad attempt at ajoke. I've left nothing behind that could not
be replaced,” | said, and hugged my cat gratefully.

"Evenus?'

Dhreen limped into the room, followed by Alunthri.

| blinked severa times, sureit wasanilluson. "Dhreen? Alunthri?' | rushed over to them, to touch
them, to make sure they werered, too. "How?"



Dhreen baanced himself on his supports as he made adow, complete turn. | findly noticed he was
wearing the same type of uniform as Xonea and the other Jorenians.

"Y ou'relooking at the newest addition to the crew of the Sunlace.” He hiccuped a my expression.
"Don't look so surprised. I'm aterrific pilot.”

"Yes, | know you are." | gazed at the Chakacat and sobered abruptly. "I'm so sorry | left you
behind."

"I know you would have helped meif you could.” Alunthri tried to put me at ease. "That iswhy |
sgnaed the Jorenians and asked if | could join you."

| turned to Xonea. "How can | thank you? What you've done for me — there just aren't wordsto
describe how grateful 1 am.”

"Y ou can help us send my ClanBrother Kao on hisfinal journey.” Xoneas smilefdtered asheread
my expression. "Heder, | did not mean to bring you pain, only joy."

"I'm sorry. | wasn't— |—" | turned quickly to the viewer and stared out at the blackness. The sars
only blurred alittle. "I'd be honored to help you."

"In four rotations, we will send Kao into the embrace of the stars. Until then, walk within beauty.” The
Jore-nian made alovely gesture, bowed, and left me with Dhreen and the cats.

"Shel'sabig lady, this Sunlace." Dhreen whistled under his breath. "It takes more than aday to walk
al twenty-eight levels." He described hisimpromptu introduction to Kao's HouseClan when hedd arrived
to rescue me from the Allied forces. He was only mildly annoyed that he had been preempted by the
Jorenians. "l asked if they needed a spare pilot on board.” He grinned and rubbed his almost-ears.
"Lucky for methey did. Have you seen the women?'

| suppressed asmile while he hiccuped. Jenner jumped down and began to explore. "Be careful who
you try to romance, Dhreen. These people bond for life." The Oenralian stopped in mid-hiccup and
paled.

Alunthri chose that moment to diplomaticaly interrupt.

"Cherijo, | should tell you what has occurred since your departure. The Jorenians have been kind
enough to alow me to monitor Colonia transmissons from the ship." The Chakacat described the
outraged response of the colony to the Council's decision. Apparently the entire population was in uproar
again. Allied forces had discovered most of their vehicles vandaized, their shuttlesinoperable.

Just when the maintenance crews had cleaned everything up for the League, too. What atragedy.
"How did the League forcesfed about my rescue?!

"Surface forces fired on the Sunlace asit launched. From what Xoneatold me, there was only
minima dam age to the stardrive. The League subsequently demanded the Jorenians turn you over to
them. Xonea responded that as there were no non-sentient beings presently aboard the Sunlace, he
could not comply.”

Clever Xonea. "That won't stop them.”

Dhreen confirmed the League cruisers were now shadowing the Jorenian ship, but Kao's HouseClan
was apparently not concerned about a confrontation. Once repairs to the stardrive were completed, the
Torinsfully intended to leave Pmoc Quadrant space, and take me dong with them.

"How are they going to do that, with fifteen League ships out there waiting to stop them?"

"Xoneareferred to something cdled multidimensiond flightshidds," Alunthri said.

"What'sthat?"

Dhreen supplied the explanation. "It'saform of space travel not used by the League, popular in other,
digant systems. The Sunlace jaunts light speed the same way L eague ships do, but they can enter other
dimensionsaswdl." The Oenrdlian pretended to yawn, but | saw the excited gleam in hiseyes. "l
wouldn't be too worried about the League pursuing us. You'refree, Doc."

The hour waslate, and both my friends showed increasing signs of weariness. | learned both Dhreen
and Alunthri were happily situated in comfortable quarters close by, made an excuse about being tired,



and waved them both out the door.

Nothing was farther from the truth. | wasn't tired, | wanted time alone. Wédll, alone with my cat.
Jenner and | spent along time cuddling. When he settled down for an extended nap, | decided to tekea
wak around the big ship and get agood look at my new home. Thank some of these people, too.

Anything to keep from thinking about Kao.

| expected to see only Jorenians on board, and was surprised to pass several other alien species
during my rambling. Humanoids, for the most part, and none that | recognized. Kao had explained his
world was adistant one. Perhapsthe crew were al from the VVarallan Quadrant.

| raninto Xoneaamogt literaly as he camerapidly around acorner | wasturning into at the same
time. He looked happy to see me, if alittle surprised. | explained | was restless and had wanted to take a
walk.

"Then, | shdl escort you," he said, and | didn't have the heart to refuse him. He checked inwith his
duty station viaacorridor console, then conducted athorough tour of one smal section of the giant
vess.

"It would take days to see everything that encompassesthe Sunlace,” he said as he showed me a
large department devoted to charting the many systems and dimensions the ship traveled through. "But
thereis one more you may find particularly interesting.”

The Medicd Bay was equivaent in sizeto K-2's FreeClinic. There | wasintroduced to the Senior
Hedler, the oldest Jorenian 1'd encountered so far. Her name was Tonetka Torin, and related hersdlf to
Kao ashis ClanMother'ssster.

"My ClanNephew spoke of you with greast warmth, Hedler."

"I'm flattered to hear that." My reluctance to talk about Kao must have shown, for that was al she
said about him. Tonetka spent the following half hour going over parts of their generd operation. Findly,
the Senior Hedler surveyed me with her sharp eyes. ™Y ou look rather fragile. X onea should take you
back to your quarters.”

"No, please." | gazed at achart display with naked longing. The older woman burst into laughter and
handed it to me.

"Come, Hedler." She shooed Xoneaout. "Leave her here, she needswork."

I made rounds with the Senior Hedler and reviewed each patient's case history. Like most doctors,
we found we didn't agree on every point of testing, diagnosis, or treatment. Still, | liked her. She didn't
hand me alot of ego aong with her opinion.

Oncewe had seen dl of the thirteen cases presently in the ward for treatment, the Jorenian left one of
the nursesin charge and took meto her officefor tea

Jorenian teas wereflora, and tasted the way aflower smells. Tonetka described some of the long
journeysthe Sunlace had made during her tenure. As she spoke, she fingered alock of her hair, itsrich
ebony sheen reflecting adeep purple cast. Anindicator of her advanced age, | was surprised to learn.

"I should haveretired to the homeworld a dozen revolutions ago, but it is hard to give up thelife. My
mate and | are lucky that we have aways shared the same love of travel, but | am no longer young
enough to continue." Her white eyes narrowed as she cons dered me thoughtfully. " The Sunlace will need
anew Senior Healer after we return to our homeworld."

| smiled. ™Y ou must have adozen residents waiting for that position.”

"Noneasqualified asyou are."

"l find that hard to believe." | was startled. "I've yet to complete one revolution hereon K-2 asa
Traumapogtion. A very junior position, | assure you.”

"Modesty is not something most Heders havein large quantity,” Tonetkasaid. "Neither should you.
Onyour homeworld, | am told, you were a seasoned practitioner. That, combined with your FreeClinic
experience, far exceeds the capabilities of my resdents. Including your unique genetic enhancements—"

"For which I'm being persecuted,” | said. "Think about that for aminute, Senior Healer. Just how



would the Sunlace's crew fed about me taking over, someone declared to be nothing more than a
sophidticated test anima ?'

Tonetkathumped her tea server on her desk in disgust. "Here, Hedler Grey Vell, you are one of us.
My nephew Chose you. That makes you part of this HouseClan, whether you wish it or not.”

Maggie couldn't have done better. | apologized.

Tonetkawaved her hand impatiently. "Enough of that. Y ou have an opportunity to use your skills,
Hedler. For people who will protect and honor you. Not like those on that planet, who used your abilities
to serve their purposes and turned their backs on you when it was convenient.”

" fed asthough I'm running away," | said. "Hiding from the truth."

"Whose version of what truth? On that planet down there you are seen as abeast of burden,
automated machinery. Here you are honored as the woman Chosen by a Torin. Here you do not have to
fear or pretend. Y ou can thrive."

Tonetkatook me from her office on a short walk to another section, where | saw dozens of Jorenian
children playing in amodified chamber. They romped in an artificia environment that smulated the naturd
landscapes of their homeworld. Lots of kids, having agreat time. Tonetka tapped on the clear viewer.

"There are some reasons to consider my proposa. More than thirty percent of those on board are
children." She smiled as she watched them. "They need strong protectors. Y ou could be one of those
who watch over them.”

"It would be achalenge,” | said, peering in. "Seeing asmost of them are tdler than me."

Tonetkalaughed.

| stood and watched the children after Tonetka returned to the Medical Bay. So many eager, happy
faces. It didn't matter that they weren't Terran. That their eyes were white and their skinswere blue. If
Kao had lived, our offspring would have looked something like these. Just abit shorter.

I made my way back to my quarters. It was good to have areason to go on, | thought. Even if it was
for the children | would never have.

| requested and was given officid permission to work in the Medica Bay alongsde Heder Tonetka
The Senior Hedler never brought up the subject of my serving as her replacement during those rotations.
Wedid, however, discover we worked well together. We shared concerns, ideas, even afew moments
of humor when we argued over trestments. Tonetkaliked afriendly fight. Sodid I.

The L eague made repeated requests to board the Jorenian ship in order to search for an
"unrecognized" non-sentient life-form. The Jorenians politely continued to turn down their requests.

Xoneaand Dhreen were inseparable friends now, and each day the pair arrived at my quarters during
my off hoursto "liberate’ me. Usually for agame of whump-ball, which | invarigbly lost to one or the
other. We a so shared several med intervas, during which the two pilotstried to top each other's
outrageous adventure stories.

Alunthri had been to vist me aswdll. It was becoming very involved in its new study of Jorenian art
forms. According to it, they were mostly utilitarian objects, created from woven grasses and used for
ceremonid gatherings. Alunthri gave me a morning bread basket, with aweave that showed a complex,
lovely pattern of bird shapes.

| explored more of the ship, and quickly discovered that the Jorenian crew memberswere very open
and friendly. They dso seemed to have an inordinate amount of interest in me persondly. | constantly got
stopped while walking down the main corridor, and invited to join them for some activity or another. The
consolein my quarters dways had a minimum of adozen sgnalsto bereturned. If | dined inthe gdley, |
never sat donefor very long.

| couldn't get used to my sudden popularity. At first | suspected Xoneaor Tonetka had put their
HouseClan up to it. After thefirgt rotation, | saw it was Smply their natural behavior. The Torinswere
just as gregarious with each other. | didn't know quite how to handleit, either. My life had aways been
so wrapped up inwork that | hadn't had time for asocia life. Now it didn't look like | could avoid one.

Jenner, who was as popular with the crew as | was, had the run of the corridors, spoiled and adored



by hundreds. He dways turned up at my quarters at the end of the day, however, to be fed and attended
to by hismost devoted admirer. He dept with me aswell, and when the nightmares woke me up,
soothed me back to deep.

I received many, many persona messages from the colonists on K-2, among them, carefully worded
recordings from Dr. Mayer and Charge Nurse Ecla. X onea showed me that when both were played
smultaneoudy, acoded third message was reved ed.

"Seethus?' He pointed to the termina and eradicated every third word or syllable. "Aswe arranged
with your friends. Watch now."

Eclaand Dr. Mayer's messages blended together to reved: Mercenary incentive offer being
discussed between JGV and League. Do not attempt to return or leave ship. Have your
belongings, will forward.

"What's this about mercenaries?’

"They think to contract them to pursue you."

Anger gave a particularly spine-tingling cast to Jorenian features. No wonder they hardly ever got
mead. Anyone could have easly imagined the man crossing the galaxy to hunt down hisenemies. | was
scared just looking at him.

"Maybethey'll changetheir minds," | said.

"L et the League send hired thugsto chalenge the Sunlace. They will learn how HouseClan Torin
dealswith those who threaten our own." X onea separated the discs and handed them to me. "I must
speak with you about tomorrow's ceremony.”

| gripped the discstightly. "To honor Kao."

He amiled. "To honor you both.” He held up athird disc. "We have dways celebrated life in degth,
Heder. Please view thistoday; it will help you to understand the ritua. Y our presence will grace our
House"

Later | reviewed the discin my quarters. For Kao's sake, | made mysdlf study the ceremony
caetully.

Jorenians believed death was the beginning of another journey. A return to an origind, primordid life,
when the physica body was discarded. They believed the soul "embraced the stars' after death. In
symbolic commemoration, Kao's remains would be g ected from the ship and sent directly into the heart
of one of K-2'stwin suns.

Select members of the HouseClan participated in the actud ritua. HouseClan Brothers and Sisters
prepared the body and the receptacle in atraditional manner. The bondmate — or in my case, the
Chosen — offered ablessing for the soul'sjourney. At last someone called the Speaker delivered the last
message from the deceased.

| wondered about that part. Kao had not confided any finad message to me. | thought of Dhreen. Had
he received Kao's last wishes, while they were both on the ward?

One of the Jorenian resdents | worked with, ayoung woman with adepressingly cheerful manner,
delivered what she called the "journey robe’ to my quarters. It was alovely, flowing river of iridescent
cerulean materia that seemed almogt too fragile to handle. She showed me how to wear it and even
talked meinto unbraiding my hair.

"Kao would want you to appear as he saw you in his heart.”

| didn't deep that night. | didn't want to give theritua blessing. Kao had died because of what | had
given him. | wasn't hismate. | was hiskiller.

That thought haunted me, up until the moment the ceremony began. The Torins assembled in aspecid
areareserved for such rituals. I'd met some of the crew, but to see them gathered together like this made
my eyes sting. So many of the males resembled Kao. It was asif he was reincarnated, over and over.

HouseClan Torin dressed in their family colors, robes of athousand shades of blue and green. With
their black hair and sgpphire skins, they reminded me of atwilight sky over aTerran sea



| was brought to adias on which the specia receptacle was prepared for launching. Kao's coffin was
deek and dark. A towering circle of Kao's brothers and sisters, Xonea among them, surrounded me,
They began to weave an intricate dance around the dias as they bound the outer panelswith strand after
grand of slvery threads.

| stared at the pattern, saw more wings taking shape. | lifted my hand, touched the now-fading mark
on my throat. | had to let him go now. Had to.

The rest of the Jorenians chanted alow, continuous series of prayers. Their melodic voices
harmonized into athrobbing, rgjoiceful song. It tore at me to hear them. No one wept. They wereredly
happy about this, | thought. Happy for Kao, whom | had killed.

At last his siblings were finished, the receptacle adorned with an intricate web of glittering light. One
by one the voices died away. Silence envel oped the dias. Together Xoneaand his brothers and sisters
bowed to me, then stepped down to join the otherslooking up a me.

Now | stood aone. The woman he Chose. His executioner. How could | be both? How could | even
stand here and do this? | recalled the ancient words from the disc Xonea had given me. HouseClan Torin
had honored Kao's body. It was up to meto honor hissoul. And here | was, ready to fall to pieces.

Stop thinking about yoursdlf and honor Kao, you twit, | thought vicioudy. You can fdl to pieces after
the ceremony.

That anger made my voice steady and strong. "From your Chosen, your heart, can only comewhat is
bright and beautiful and honorable." | looked at the rapt faces around me. Felt their unity asafamily. Not
one glimmer of anger, hatred, or even mild didikein their expressions. Only happiness.

| went on. "You and | will never |ose each other. We have blended our souls. Kao Torin, | send you
into the embrace of thefirgt life. | send you with joy, smiles, and my honor forever. The new path awaits
you."

Yes, and | had sent him aong that path very effectively. But if | hadn't, the pathogen would have.
There was no other way | could have kept him alive. Kao would have been dead long before we
discovered the truth about the Core.

It wasn't fair. Tears streaked down my cheeks and nose as | placed my hand upon the receptacle.
That wasn't in the ceremony, but | didn't care. | would carry the burden of Kao Torin's death with me for
therest of my life, but for now, | had to cometo termswith it. If not for mysdf, for him.

In avoice now thick with pain, | spoke the last words of theritud. "Blessed be your journey, Kao
Torin. Your Housergoices. Y our Chosen will follow."

Xonea hel ped me down from the dias, and the receptacle was lowered into a discharge shaft. One
interior wall retracted to reved ahuge view screen, and | watched with the rest of HouseClan Torin as
Kao's body was gjected from the Sunlace. The deek shape dwindled asit sped away, pulled by the
magnetic fields of the twin suns. Embraced by the stars. It was gone. | covered my face with my hands.

Kao was gone.

I heard the voice of the Speaker, who closed the ceremony with Kao's own last words. My handsfell
from my eyes. No. | stared, and still could not believe what | was seeing.

Duncan Reever stood there, dressed completely in black.

"| speak for the son of this House, Kao Torin. Hiswords were given to me, to be brought to those he
honored. | bring them with joy."

Xoneds hand touched my arm. | flinched, then stepped away from him. Reever? Kao had spoken his
last wishes to Duncan Reever?

Heat rose up my neck, flooded my face. He didn't wear one of the vocollar devices, | noted. He
gpparently didn't have to. He probably spoke flawless Jorenian, dong with ten million other didects. |
didn't even know how to say "I honor you" in Kao's own language.

"1 would be with you for journeys ahead, my family. That is not my path. Go forward, remember | am
inyour hearts. Know our House livesin each of you. Wak within beauty." Reever turned dightly until our
eyes met. "Honored Chosen.”



| bit my tongue sharply. The outraged shriek never left my lips.

"How you have struggled for me. Endured as | have endured. | must leave you. Y ou, who have been
al thingsto me, friend, companion, and Chosen.”

How dare Reever look a melikethat?1 could havekilled him.

"Do not grieve for me, my Chosen. | honor you above dl. A path existsinto eternity where we will be
reunited. Wewill travel together again. Never forget that.” Hiseyesflickered. "I dwell withinyou.”

The shock of seeing Reever combined with my overwrought emotions, and | swayed. Xonea pulled
me into the curve of hisarm. | didn't fight the support.

Reever faced the assembly once more. "I charge the HouseClan Torin with my last request: protect
and honor the one | Chose. Only desth prevented our bond. | give her into your keeping. Honor her as
you have honored me. Farewd | and safe journey. | embrace the stars."”

The ceremony was over. The family divided, someto return to their duties, othersto celebratein
smaller groups. Xonealed me away from the chamber and escorted me to my quarters. | went along
without protest.

Outside the door panel, Xonea bowed. ™Y ou have honored our HouseClan, Healer." Hemade a
gesture that encompassed his heart and head. ""HouseClan Torin would honor you. If you will accept, our
Houseisyours.

| knew what he was offering. And | wanted it. "'l accept, with gratitude.” | made the traditional
answe.

He smiled with delight, bowed, and touched his brow to the back of my hand. "ClanSister Cherijo.
Welcometo our House."

I had been declared non-sentient, rescued, watched my lover die, been reunited with friends, offered
anew life, celebrated my lover's death, heard hislast words.

Now | had been adopted.

Xoneawas quick to spread the word to the rest of the crew. They in turn did their best to make me
fed part of the extended Jorenian family at once. | was addressed as"Healer Cherijo Torin," or
"ClanSigter,” or "Clan-Cousin" and so on, depending on who spoke to me. | compensated by answering
to pretty much anything caled in my genera direction.

Xonea had given me more than anew last name. | was considered as much amember of the
HouseClan asif | had been born to it. That made the honor of the HouseClan, and its preservation, my
responsbility. | wasn't sure| deserved any of it, but | wanted to be a part of these people. Judging from
his last words, it was what Kao had wanted, too.

The day after seeing Duncan Reever at the ceremony, | asked Xoneaabout him and how he cameto
be Kao's Speaker. | couldn't help myself. | learned Reever had been with Kao while I'd appeared that
last time before the Council. Kao had sent specifically for Reever, given him hislast words. Reever had
even assisted HouseClan Torin in removing Kao from the FreeClinic ward and transporting him to the
Sunlace. He had been on board aslong as | had. | felt dightly ashamed of mysdlf. I'd believed Reever
had abandoned me, and the whole time he had been honoring Kao's last request.

Negotiations between L eague forces and the Jorenians were beginning to break down. Insult was
added to the strain when a group of mercenariestried to ssorm the ship by force.

Tonetka casualy mentioned it during rounds, and | stared at her, completely aghast.

"Five of them tried to ram through the portside docking couplings,” she said, and chuckled. "They
quickly discovered what happens when a League vessel encounters Jorenian aloys.”

The captain of the Sunlace was generous enough to rescue the would-be intruders before their small
ship imploded. Pnor Torin's generosity only went so far, however. The mercenaries were sent back to
K-2, with awarning that any further attacks would be taken much more serioudly.

More cruisersjoined those currently surrounding K-2 and the Sunlace. Once repairsto the stardrive
were completed, Captain Pnor decided it wastimeto leave orbit before someone started firing. The
order to prepare for dimensiond trangition was signaled throughout the ship.



| wasin the Medica Section with Tonetka when the word came. We prepped the patients and
secured ourselvesin the launch pods provided for that area. The Senior Hedler patted my hand as |
snapped on my restraint harness.

"Thejump between this dimension and the next isjarring, especidly thefirst time. Do not fight it, relax
and adlow yoursdf to be passive.”

I hadn't enjoyed knowing that on the Bestshot my cellular structure was being atered. Now that my
cellswere about to be altered and thrown into another dimension, well, | was more than alittle tense,

Redax, don't fight it, | thought. Be passve. Right.

The Sunlace's powerful stardrive throbbed into life, and for amoment | thought | felt the impact of
something smashing into the outer hull just beyond Medical. What was—

Redity twisted.

Colors and shapes ran together in a confusing blur. My body was being sucked in, folded and tangled
by the whirling blend. Tonetkas advicerangin my ear. | tried not to resist the effect. Something was
wrong, | thought.

| was being wrenched apart, my flesh stretching, nerves screaming. Tonetka had never said anything
about pain. | blacked out for what seemed like eternity.

Redlity righted itsdlf. Tonetka was spesaking to me, saying my name, over and over.

"How long did that take?' | said as Tonetka released me from my harness. | collapsed into her arms,
and she exclaimed something my vocollar wouldn't trandate. Jorenians didn't use expl etives often, but
when they did, therewaslittle parald in any language.

"Hold onto me." Shelifted mein her asamslike achild. "Look at me, Cherijo. Keep your eyes open.
Good."

Tonetka placed me on an exam table. | was barely aware of the scanner she passed over me.
Vagudly | heard her barking out orders. Someone must be hurt. She only sounded like that when —

A crushing weight descended on my chest. | was parayzed, unable to breasthe. My eyesfdt asthough
they would burst from my skull. My ears werefilled with millions of bees. | opened my mouth to scream,
but there was no air. No air at al. Then my heart stopped beating.

"By the Mother,” Tonetkasad. "She's—"

| blacked out once more. The pain dimmed. | opened my eyes a century later, to atangled
procession of images. Wide white eyes. Scanner grids. Blue hands. Ogptic lights.

A syrinpress nuzzled my throat. Must be serious, | thought. My mind felt groggy, drugged. Direct
jugular... injection... for what? | fought to clear the haze from my head. Discovered the pain that was
waiting behind it.

Gravity crashed down and squeezed the breath from my lungs. Not again, | wanted to whimper, but |
couldn't get abreath. My heart dammed against the stony cage of my ribs. VVoicesjabbered around mein
adisconnected frenzy.

"Nerve cdlsfiring—"

"—toxic level—"

"Get the one who—"

"— er, she'sarrest—"

My heart stopped besating again. | wasgoing to die. | was ready. The pain was S0 vast, S0
unmanageablethat | couldn't grasp it anymore. Time to embrace some stars. That was anice way to
think about it. Would Kao redly be waiting there for me?

Beyond the pain something €lse moved into competition for my attention. | glimpsed aglittering light,
and thinking it was Kao, | tried to move through the pain toward it.

Come to me.

It waswarm and kind, that voice. It wanted me. | certainly wanted to get to it. | consdered the layers
of pain dmost clinically now. Such alarge, looming wal of torment. | had no more time for that sort of



thing. Some unfamiliar part of my mind told me | could move between the pain. | found the path eesly.

The light grew dazzling, and | was flooded with a serenity | hadn't felt since I'd made love with Kao.
Only he could have comefor me, given methisblessed rdlief. | opened my armsto thelight. Here | am.
Over here.

Cherijo. At last.

The pain was behind me, wasn't it? Why was | fedling it now? Sowly | recognized the light, the voice,
the one who called to me. | waswrong, it wasn't Kao. Kao was dead.

It was Reever.

The whole thing was redlly absurd, in a macabre sense. On one side, unbearable pain, extended
suffering, and degth. Opposite that was Reever, linked with my mind, coaxing me from that unpleasant
but necessary release.

Fought too long. My thoughts were lackluster, comica. Can't decide which isworse.

Cometo me, Cherijo, Reever demanded harshly. A moment later, with more persuasion, Come
back to me.

You won't ever leave me alone, will you?1 thought, feding sorry for mysdlf. / can't get away from
you. Not even to die. You're always in my head.

Reever made arough sound that made no sense. You can't die like this, hetold me. He was coming
to menow, forcing himsdf further into my thoughts.

Oh, yes| can. | drew back.

He hdted. | will not let you go alone.

won't let you come with me, | told him weerily. / don't want you to die, Duncan.

Then, come to me, Cherijo. Just come to me.

| didn't trust him. | didn't even like him. Hewas areminder of what | had lost, and what | would never
have. Y et ill | went to him, and lost mysdlf in that strange whitelight.

At last | opened eyesthat felt glued together, and found mysdf flat on my back in the critical-care
berth. My body was hooked up to every piece of equipment known to Jorenian Healers.

Above me Tonetkas eyes crinkled with pleasure, "Greetingsto theliving.”

"Tonetka— Heder Torin," | swallowed againgt the horrible rasp of my voice and tried again. "Give

The Jorenian woman shook her head. "Once you have stopped trying to frighten the rest of the
journeys| possess out of me, | might let you have aglance at it." Her hands moved over my head and
chest as she scanned me. | tried to get up and assess the damage for mysdlf. The best | could do wasa
wesk twitch. "Be dill."

"What happened?’

The Senior Hedler was muttering to hersdlf. "No residua brain damage, and thank the Mother,
minima damageto the mitrd vave."

"Do | want to know what happened?'

"Probably not, but | suspect you'll give me no peace until | tell you. Y ou died twice on my table,
Heder Torin." Tonetkamade it sound like apersond insult. "I will thank you not to try that athird time."

"Cause?'

"A brain episode| ill can't fathom, which began in the middle of flight trangition. | barely got you out
of the harness before you went into shock. Once I'd tabilized you — | thought | had stabilized you, |
should say — you suffered massve cardiac arrest. Twice. Every God of Luck in existence has smiled
upon you sincethen.”

"Thereisno such thing asaGod of Luck,” | managed to say beforel fell into ahedling deep. Asl
entered the darkness again, | thought | felt agentle hand touch my face, then the cool drops of someone's
tears.
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Kao had never told me that Jorenians were overly protective. | found out the hard way.

| spent aweek flat on my back. When | tried to get up, Tonetka made threats. A few times she
actualy began to Strap mein restraints.

"If you embrace the stars while I'm treating you, the HouseClan may stuff me in your receptacle,” the
Senior Hedler said. "Now, rest.”

"Givememy chart, and I'll read it while | rest." Said chart was being kept far out of my reach.

"Hedlers make the worgt patients,” she said, Sdestepping my request. Again.

In the meantime, Tonetkaran every test she could think of on me. | suspected she made up afew of
her own, too. | was probed and scraped and prodded to the point of screaming hysterics.

"That'senough!” | said after aweek of the sameroutine. "1 won't have any blood left soon!™

The Senior Hedler made a peculiar sound with her lipsthat wasthe least musica of Jorenian
expressons. | laughed in spite of mysdlf.

"Who isin charge of your case, Cherijo?' She checked the scanner sheld passed over me, nodded to
hersdlf, then frowned & me. "Don't argue with your Hedler."

"I may do more than argue if you don't let me out of here soon,” | said.

The only bright point wasthe fact that | had scores of visitors. During my convalescence, | think
nearly every member of HouseClan Torin tried to personally visit me. At last the Senior Hedler ordered
everyone on board to stay out of her department unless they needed treatment. She backed it up with a
threat to put me in suspension deep until we reached Joren.

"Out — out — out," she said when she found Dhreen and Xonea at my bedside— again. "By the
Mother, you'd think she was ready to be bound and praised.”

"I'mready now," | said, impatient with my confinement and needing agood fight.

"Not anymore," Tonetka said, "but do not tempt me."

Dhreen started to make a comment about how quickly | wasinfecting the Jorenians with my particular
language idioms. He decided to leave rather quickly when the Senior Hedler picked up asyrinpress and
waved it under hisnose.

Xonea chuckled and managed to beg amoment a one with me before Tonetka threw him out, aswell.
She granted it with agrudging look and muttered something about containment fields as sheleft usfor her
office.

"How areyou, Cherijo?'

| shrugged and sat back againgt the head support. "Aswell as can be expected. Bored, mostly. |
need something to do.” | eyed him. "Why?"

He put hislarge hand over mine. "Need you ask?' He gazed over his shoulder and leaned close.

"Y our company is missed. Dhreen would win every credit | possess.”
"Sop playing whump-bdl with him."
"It keeps my thoughts occupied.” He smiled dowly. "Wedl missyou, Heder."
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"Hey, when | get out of here, I'll be after your credits, too."

Xonealaughed, and squeezed my hand. "I accept your chalenge." Then, with amore sober air, he
touched my cheek. "Grow strong, ClanSigter." Heleft mejust asthe Senior Hedler approached to chase
him out, too.

Asshetook my vita readings, Tonetkalooked after Xoneathoughtfully. Then | got the same
speculative look.

"What?" | thought she saw something wrong on the scanner. "Don't tell me I'm going to be stuck here
any longer."

"| plan to release you within the hour,” she said. | whooped with glee. "I await the peace and quiet
with great anticipation. Aswell asthe absence of certain pilots| have sumbled over severd timesaday.”

"Xoneaand Dhreen arejust trying to cheer me up.”

"Dhreen, yes, but Xonea—" Her shrewd eyes met mine. "He honorsyou grestly."

"Right." | snorted. "He just wantsto clobber me at the whump-ball tables."

"Perhagps.” Tonetka put down her scanner. "Now, | want to talk to you about your test results.”

She had been keeping most of them from me. | steadied mysdlf. "Tell me the bad newsfirst."

She amiled. "It isnot bad.”

| didn't trust her. She was being too nice. "There's cardiac damage, isn't there? Have | devel oped
arrhythmia?' | sat up and folded my arms over my chest. "Go ahead, tell me. | can takeit.”

"My initid scansindicated some sgnificant ischemic damage. Mitra insufficiency was probable, dong
with arrhythmia™

It wasn't bad, | thought. It was terrible. Oxygen deprivation had affected my heart's cells. Had killed
them. "So | need atransplant.”

"Cherijo, thelast scans| performed were vasily improved. Ischemic damageisnegligible™ At my
gasp, she patted my shoulder. "The first series of scans may have been inaccurate. Or perhapsthe
ischemic cdlsare heding.”

"Healing?' | made ascoffing sound. "Not possiblein Terrans. Y our scanner must have fused.”

"Itisdifficult to say." Tonetka handed me her scanner. "Check for yoursdlf.”

| read the dataquickly. "This can't beright. Not after two consecutive myocardid infarctions. Therée's
herdly anything regisering.”

"It may be explained by the unusua measuresthe League took in their attempt to retrieve you from
the Sunlace.”

Thiswas news. | frowned. "What are you talking about?"

"Y our violent reaction to transition was caused by the League. Before Captain Pnor transitioned,
cruisers began to attack the ship. We believe they tried to isolate you with one of their containment
devices during transition. The physical stresstriggered the episodes of heart and brain dysfunction. It was
fortunate they did not succeed. The disruption of the flightshield would have caused the Sardrive to
implode.”

They'd tried to take me off the ship? And kill everyone on board the Sunlace in the process? "Why
didn't anybody tell me about this?' | demanded.

"You have beenill," Tonetka said, then leveled adirect gaze at me. "Now, tell me, why would the
League sacrifice avauable treaty with Joren and exterminate every member of this crew merely to
remove you from thisvessd?'

"l don't know." | had someideas, but | wasn't going to tell Tonetka

"Thereis more. Reports have come to us of amassive recovery operation initiated by the League.
They will undoubtably try to pursue us, if they can ever locate the ship again.”

| stared at my hands, which by now were white-knuckled. "They'll never stop hunting me."

"Y ou will need to plan your path accordingly, my colleague.” She sat down on the side of my berth.
"Cherijo, | have spoken to you about my retirement. If you desire the position, | will recommend to Pnor



that he appoint you as Senior Hedler."

| lifted my face to watch hers. "Do you redlly think | can handle thejob?"

Tonetkawas equaly grave. "Y ou will bring honor toiit."

That was a gterling endorsement, in Jorenian terms. | couldn't go back to Terraor K-2. The Sunlace
had provided sanctuary for me, and now offered continued freedom and purpose.

"| accept the position,” | said, and watched the big grin spread across her face. She turned and
announced it to the entire staff, who within moments were crowding around and congratul aing me, too.

I thought that wasthe end of it. | got dressed, bid everyone farewell, and went to see my cat. Dhreen
kidnapped me practically the moment | walked in my quarters. He informed me Jenner had been staying
with Alunthri, and that | had to come with him & once.

"Where are you taking me?' | demanded with alaugh as the Oenrallian hauled me down to the centrd
corridor.

"Be patient, Doc. Here we are.”" He stopped at one of the environomes that were located throughout
the ship. The sdf-contained modules dimensional imagers could be programmed to smulate virtudly any
environment in the ship's vast database. Tonetka had told me they were used primarily for recreationa
and training purposes.

Dhreen's spoon-shaped fingers tapped the controls, then he pulled me through the opening door
pand. A flying bundle of slver fur jumped into my ams.

"Jenner.” | buried my facein hisfur, and chuckled as his rough tongue rasped against my cheek. "l
missed you, too." Then | looked up. "Oh, Dhreen. It's beautiful.”

| was touched to see the imagers had been programmed to create aforma European garden | had
once described to Alunthri. New friends and old were waiting to welcome me as the new Senior Hedler.

"Intraining,” | said as Jenner and | were swept off. Gentle hands delivered us to Xonea, who was
waiting by an eaborately scrolled gazebo. A huge buffet had been arranged inside. Alunthri waited there,
too. The Chakacat accepted my thanksfor caring for my pet, aswell asthe exquisite program design.

"Did HisMgesty behave himsdf whilel wasin Medical?' | asked, smiling indulgently asmy cat left
meto give aplate of Jorenian fish hisexclusive attention.

"He was most distressed over your illness,” the Chakacat said with apained ook of remembrance.

"Dont tell me. | canimagine what he did to your furnishings." | gazed around & the lovely gardens.
"Thisisso amazing, Alunthri. How did you doit?'

"The dimengional imagers are quite advanced,” it said as it selected avegetarian variety of canape
from the buffet. "I wasintrigued to seeif my caculations would produce such aresult. Jorenian
technology isvery precise.”

| enjoyed the party immensdy. The food was imaginative and plentiful, Jenner ate until he was nearly
gorged, and Dhreen told hisfunniest stories. The Torinswere particularly effusive with their praise for the
beautiful landscape, and agroup of programmers got into atechnical discussion with the Chakacat. By
the end of our medl, Alunthri had become the center of attention. Which was fine with me.

| 1eft the gazebo and drifted through the gathering, exchanging pleasantries, enjoying the company. It
was anice change from being stuck in Medical for days. | scanned the surroundings to look for Reever
— not that | wanted him there— and my eyes met afamiliar gaze.

Xoneawas smiling a me. In that moment he looked so much like Kao it most broke my heart.
Some of what | felt showed, for he came to my side and took my arm.

"Walk with me, Hedler." Heled measmall distance from the party, where we hated beneath alattice
of thick vines heavily laden with brilliant flowers. "Y ou were thinking of my ClanBrother just now, were-
you not?'

| was not going to cry. Not at my own party. "Xonea..."

"l understand,” he said, and regarded the blooms above us. "The path has been difficult for you, hasit
not?' | didn't answer. | wastoo busy blinking hard. "Healer, my ClanBrother and | were very close. |



would have you be the ClanSister he would have given me, in Choice, in bond."

"Yes, well, Kao'sdead." | scuffed the toe of my footgear against the smulated grass benesth us. "I'll
just have to be your adopted sgter.”

"We are HouseClan." He released my hand and plucked arose from avine above us, handing it to
me. "You are Torin now, bound to us all. Y et you keep yourself gpart.” | gave him a perplexed look. His
brows drew together. "Y ou had no ClanSiblingsin your life before?"

"Y ou mean, brothers and sisters? Back on Terra?' He nodded. "No. | wasan only child." Thank
God, | added silently.

"l would be your ClanBrother, Hedler." He made a beautiful gesture with both hands. “In heart aswell
asname.”

| regarded him suspicioudy. "If | say yes, do | haveto put on arobe and stand up in front of the
whole crew again?'

He threw back his head and laughed. "No, | promise you, no more robes.”

That wasardief. "Then, what do | haveto do?"

"Allow meto share your path and your burdens, when you have need." Serious once more, he
handed me another rose. "Honor me with the same.”

"Okay. I'll try." I'd never had abig brother before. Kao would have liked this. He had spoken of
Xoneawith such affection. The pain swelled, suddenly beyond my control. My voice broke about the
sametimethat | crushed the two rosesin my hands. "Oh, Xonea. | misshim. | misshim so much.”

"l know, Cherijo." He pulled meinto a gentle embrace, and pressed my head against hischest. "'l do
aswdl."

| tried to return to duty the next day, but Tonetka chased me out of Medica with athreat to put mein
aberthif I showed my face again for the next three rotations. On the way back to my quarters, | nearly
walked into Duncan Reever.

Hewasthinner. He didn't look asif he'd been deeping well, either. | stepped back, and opened my
mouth to say something inconsequentia. Nothing came out.

"Dr. Grey Vell." He sudied me as one would an uninteresting leukocyte. ™Y ou have recovered from
your illness”

Yes, | thought to myself. That | had. | moved around him without responding. Of course, Reever
followed after me.

"| thought you went back to K-2," | said as he caught up and walked beside me.

"It was not in my best intereststo do so.”

"Why not?'

"The Allied forces were not pleased to discover | could board the Sunlace when they were barred
fromit."

| gaveashort laugh. "I bet they weren't.”

"There was some discussion of the exact placement of my loydties.”

| stopped for amoment. "Exactly where are your loydties, Reever?'

"As| have none, the question isrhetoricd.”

Of course he had no loydties. | was being hunted down by the League, he was just on board because
it was the prudent thing to do, and if | didn't walk away | was going to start yelling at him.

"You are upst.”

"Yes | am."

"Whet will you do?'

| stopped in front of an available environome. " Try not to wreck this equipment permanently.”

"1 will accompany with you,” he said. | wondered if | had hallucinated the link with him during my
illness. He was the old Duncan Reever once again. Passionate as an exterior hull pand. Possessing as
much warmth.



| activated the entrance console and selected a preprogrammed file. Jorenian technology had
advanced beyond what | knew asfamiliar, and | redly didn't want to wreck the equipment with my
fumbling. | should have expected to be dazzled. Still, | was startled to find that in natural habitat
re-creation, Kao's people once more exceeded the League. By light-years.

Within the chamber was an unspoiled vistaof an aien world. Dominating the scene wasthe
remarkable re-creation of apurple searushing up to lap gently against deep amber sands.

"Whereisthisplace?' | asked out loud.

"Environome file designated HouseClan Torin Marine Province, Joren, Vardlan Quadrant,” adrone
automatically answered. "Please sdlect desired amplifications.”

"No amplificationsdesired,” | told the drone, and walked into the seaterritory of Kao's homeworld.

I could smell the sweet tang of the water, fedl the cool, soft air against my skin. The crackle of the
piny, feather-leafed plantsfringing the shordine blended with ame odic hum emanating from clusters of
enormous scarlet flowers. | trailed my fingers over the velvety petals of atiny, star-shaped plant that grew
in staggered levels. | closed my eyesfor amoment. The sea even sounded like those back on Terra.
Rushing, ebbing, eternd.

That last thought snapped me out of the pleasant trance. | didn't want to think about eternity. | wanted
to stop thinking atogether for awhile. | strode down the sand.

"Y ou have agreed to take over as Senior Healer," Reever said just behind me.

I nearly jJumped out of my skin, whirled around, then forced myself to cam down. I'd forgotten | had
company. "What?'

"l sad, you have—"

"Never mind, | heard you. Y es. That'sthe plan.” | knew | was being unpleasantly curt. | wasn't going
to apol ogize to someone who invented the technique.

"Y ou won' return to Kevarzangia Two."

"No, and I've had my fill of interrogations, Reever."

"Thereissomething | must discusswith you." He put ahand on my arm. "It will not take a grest dedl
of time"

"Good." | shook off the hand. "What isit?"

Duncan Reever's eyes went from my face to the horizon, and back again. Hisface didn't show what
he was thinking, but his hands clenched. Whatever it was, it wasimportant to him. | owed him agrest
dedl, | acknowledged grudgingly, in Kao'smemory. | could try to be patient and alittle less hotile.

"Duncan, just tell me." Okay, I'd have to work on patience.

"The Jorenians have offered me passage to the Vard-lan Quadrant in exchange for my services. |
wanted to know if that is not acceptable to you.”

"Y ou want metotdll you to get off the ship?'

"|sthat what you want?'

| hated it when he answered aquestion with aquestion. "I don't think it'sany of my business.”

"My presence causes you discomfort.”

| shrugged. "I'll learn to livewith it."

"Will you?'

"What do you want from me, Reever? My blessing?' His expression never changed. Not that there
was much of oneto start with. "Fine. Stay on the damn ship. It doesn't matter to me!”

"/ don't matter to you."

"No—" | let out a pent-up breath. "No, of course not. All I'm saying iswhat you choose to do with
your lifeisyour decison. | won't interfere. | have no right to interfere.”

"Andif | gaveyou that right?"

"Gave me— what are you talking about?'



“Link withme"

Oh, no, not that again. | whirled away and started back down the shore. A few steps away from him,
| felt the power of hismind reaching out to me. | started to run.

"Cherijo." Hewasfollowing me again, shouting after me. "Stop! Pleasa”

It felt wonderful. | thought | could run forever. Run avay from Reever. From the League. From
everything and everyone. Just lose mysdlf in the sea. | bardly registered the shock of the cool water when
the first wave splashed againgt my legs.

Reever's dbility to link with me evidently had no limit on distance. From acrossthe environome | felt
him initiate the connection. Cherijo. Don't run from me. Wait. Listen.

Go away, Reever. And don't paralyze me. I'll drown.

| dove under the water, and began to swim with rapid strokes out from the shore. At adistancel
heard running steps approaching, and the splash Reever's body made when he hit the water.

You are possibly the most intractable female | have ever encountered, he thought as he swam
toward me.

Get out of my brain.

You must allow me this.

He was an excellent swimmer, far better than | was. He caught mein hisarmswithout a great dedl of
effort. | didn't fight him. Wefloated together in the dark water of an aien world, our minds sfting into
each other.

/ can't go, Reever told me asthe blinding light of histhoughts swept over me. / have tried. | want

Animage of the onetime we had sex immediately cameto me. | felt him harden against my body as
he shared the memory. | wasfaintly disgusted to fed my own senses tir to life.

You aren't doing that to me again, pal.

Reever didn't have an dien life-form controlling him now. He released me & once. No, Cherljo. |
won't force myself on you again.

| thought of Kao, of what my father had done to me. | thought of how little | really knew about
Duncan Reever.

Thelink broke like aline sngpping in half.

| was oddly shaken by his sudden withdrawa . He put an arm around me and guided me back to the
sand. When our feet touched bottom, we both stumbled together, soaking wet, to drop onto the golden
beach.

Reever didn't touch meagain. "l apologize.”

"Dont, Reever. | think I'm actudly getting used to it."

The chief linguist pushed himsdlf onto hisfeet. He good over me, hisfair hair sreaming to his
shoulders. For amoment he looked like something out of a dream.

"Doctor.” Heinclined his head, and trudged away and out of the environome. | stayed on the sands,
my arm flung over my face, and listened to the searushing up, trying to touch me.

Captain Pnor had made apoint to vist mein the Medica Bay during my convaescence. Sincel
knew he was one of the busiest Torins on board the Sunlace, it was a definite compliment. He was about
the same age as Tonetka, and had an acrid wit that reminded me of William Mayer.

When | returned to my quarters, | was even more surprised to see him there in the halway, asif he
hed al the timein the universe to spend waiting for me. | invited himin, and left him to changeinto dry
clothes. He amused himsdlf playing agame of dangle-the-ribbon with Jenner.

"Y ou seem completely recovered from your iliness, Hedler," Pnor rose and examined mewith a
practiced eye upon my return. "What did you think of environome seven?'

"It wasincredible." | briefly described the program.

"l have my homein that province. The sea has dways fascinated me. It isthe reason |'ve spent most



of my journey out here, exploring the stars.” The captain smiled, then added, "They are both vast,
powerful, full of mystery."

"l was surprised at how much your world reminded me of Terra, where my people originate.” | went
on to praise the ship's technology for afew momentswhile | prepared two servers of the Jorenian iced
fruit beverage | had grown fond of.

"You're not hereto talk about the environome technology, | gather,” | said at last as| handed him his
drink. "Isthere aproblem?

Polite but practical, he made afluid gesture and got directly to the real reason for hisvigt. "l must
inform you that our government has decided to sever dl relaionswith the League, effectiveimmediately.”

"All relations?' My server dipped from my fingers, and | had to make an awkward grab for it. That
was alot worse than a broken treaty.

"I, too, found it Sartling news, but it is done. Jorenians throughout League systems have been
recaled."

"What will this mean for your people?'

He smiled wearily. "A great ded of change." He saw the strain | felt, and added, ™Y ou must not in any
way condder yoursdf personally responsble for therift."

| made a short, bitter sound. "I'm the reason it occurred, aren't 17"

"The events, Healer, not you, forced this decison. My people have very strong traditions. We do not
adjust our beliefsto suit the greed of an dready avaricious dliance.”

"But to saver dl relations smply because they tried to deport me againgt my will—"

"The League has done more than insult a Chosen of our House. They have discarded the remnants of
what honor they once possessed.”

| didn't know what to say.

" must tell you what it will mean. Jorenian shipswill be hunted, detained, and searched. Y our life will
be at risk if you remain amember of our crew.” He frowned. "1 can find another non-League world, if
you wish, and put you off the ship.”

"No." | shook my head. "I'd rather be with HouseClan Torin."

"Senior Healer Tonetka has been most emphatic to appoint you as her successor.” Pnor gave me a
wry glance. Emphatic was gpparently putting it mildly. " Fortunately for me, | am in complete agreement.”

"Then, thisiswhere | belong, Captain.”

He smiled, ddighted, and stood. "As Commander of thisvessd, | formally accept and welcome you
asamember of the crew. Thank you, Hedler." He made agesture of relief. "My crew will also be
gratified to know they will not have to sage amutiny. | beieve that wasthe plan, inthe event |
attempted to put you off on anon-League world.”

We laughed together at that, then Captain Pnor bid me farewell and departed. Tired from my swim,
Reever'slatest link, and now this newest twist to my situation, | took adeep interval.

| dreamed of Maggie.

We were back on Terra. Maggie was walking bes de me as we made a haphazard tour of taverns
and dock supplierswho offered everything from counterfeit credit profilestoillega synnarcotics.

Thisisodd, | thought in afuzzy, haf-aware lethargy. Maggie would have never taken me near these
placeswhen shewasdive.

"Y ou're not paying attention.” Maggie took my armin hers.

"Oh." | breathed in the scent of exhaust, sweet, and a curious musky perfume. " Sorry. What were you
sying?”

"Y ou've got to begin again."

"Uh-hum." | was fascinated by the sight of two drones who had been refurbished with an odd
selection of accessories. Findly | redlized they were soliciting the crowd for sex partners, and laughter
bubbled out of me. "God, look at that. Sexdrones. I've never actualy seen one of them before.”



"Y ou don't seem too worried about it," Maggie said with an acrid smile. Shewasjust as abrasive as
she had been when shewas dive. "Wdll, start worrying, kid."

"Why?' | was sereneas| skirted apair of dockworkers dashing at each other with short, bloody
daggers. "Thisisjust adream, right?"

"No, baby girl, thisisasublimina memory | planted in your mind when you listened to my
'if-I'm-dead' disc.”

| swiveled my head around, emerging from my euphoric haze et last. "Y ou didn't.”

"l suredid.”

| cameto astop. "Maggie! How could you?'

"It'sfor the best, sweetie. What I'm about to say was aready on the disc, you just forgot what you
heard. Now you're remembering. | set it to trigger afew weeks after the first time your heart stops.”

"Why would it depend on that?"
"Because after that you would know you're not human.”
"l am." | stuck out my lower lip like achild. "I'm as human asyou are."

Maggie sighed, and pulled meinto atavern she once worked in. She yelled at the tending droneto
bring us bitterale and pushed meinto achair.

"Damn, you're stubborn. Stop arguing with me." Maggie waved away the drone and thrust aplas
server of bitterdeinto my hand. "Drink."

"| hate syntoxicants,” | said.
"Drink it or I'll pour it down your throat myself."

| took asip and made aface. Maggie swigged haf the contents of herswith afew gulps and wiped
her mouth with the back of her hand.

"I know I'll hate being dead.” She sighed widtfully. "Nothing to drink and nowhereto go.”
"Thisdreamisridiculous” | said to mysdlf. "I've got to wake up.”
"Not until you recall and accept what | stored in that smart-ass brain of yours. Got it?"

Had | ever said I'd loved thiswoman? | must have been out of my mind. To keep from snapping
back, | took another sip of the revolting bitterale she'd pressed on me. It didn't taste any better.

"Y our father discovered he could not repest the process once he had created you. It'simportant for
you to know that. Y ou are the tenth and only one who was viable. What he doesn't know iswhy."

| looked up and understood at last. "You," | said. "Y ou're the reason why | succeeded and the others
faled. You did something."

Maggie smiled dowly, nodding as she finished her drink.

"You're not just an ex-waitress hired companion, areyou?' | asked.

"Bingo."

"Y ou said you had access to my father's experiment. Did he tell you to send the package to me?”

"l dways sad you wereabright kid."

| dammed down the server. "Why? Why did you set me up for him?”

"It suited me to go along with his next stage in the experiment.”

"Suited you," | said in disbelief. "My God, Maggie, | had just buried you! Do you know what it was
likelosing you? Finding out what he had done to me?”

"l know."

"Y ou and Dad both played melike agame. I've never mattered to either of you."

"That's not true." Maggie shook her head. "I was dying, Joey. | didn't have enough timeto finish the
work | started.”

"What work?'
"Youll undergtand everything, intime."
"Tel menow."



"Listen to me. Storeit in memory for future reference. Y ou are not human. Joseph Grey Veil may
believe he's created you, but he didn't. Not entirely. Y ou must never dlow yourself to fall under his
influence again.” She said some other thingsthat barely registered on my consciousness. "When thetime
comes, you will remember. That'sal now. Timeto wake up.”

| resisted the sudden urge to break from the dream and instead reached across the table and grabbed
her hands.

"Maggie" | sad. "Who areyou?"

She began to changein front of my eyes. The tough-lined face softened, her hair darkened, and her
skin tone glowed. It waslike looking into a distorted mirror. " Someone you loved. Someone you trusted.
Someone likeyou, Joey."

| woke up with the covers knotted in my fists, my body astaut as alasutured seam. Maggi€'s last
words gill rang in my head.

"Someone likeyou."
Why did it sound like a prayer — and acurse?

CHAPTER TWENTY
Callsfrom Home

Contents - Prev

| discovered it would be months before
we reached Joren. Our journey would
also take usthrough territory the crew of
the Sunlace had never explored. During a
shared meal interval, Xonea and Dhreen
both talked about the convoluted route
and the equally involved reasons for
following it.

"Wetrangtion through different
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dimensions, then resurfacein
conventional space. Some areas we have
traveled before, but others—" Xonea
made a quick gesture. " It will bean
opportunity to survey uncharted
systems.”

"Okay." | considered thisas| chewed,
then swallowed and asked, " But wouldn't
It be safer to get out of L eague space and
transition ourselves straight to Joren as
fast aswe can?"

" Our technology has some limits,"
Xoneasaid. " It isnot possiblefor the
ship toremain in transition indefinitely."

Dhreen was more blunt. " The captain
Isn't going to take any chances by
traveling the usual routes, either." He
ignored Xonea'swarning frown. " He
knowsthe mercenarieswill set up
survelllance postsin those systems.”

" So we haveto fly around half the
damn universejust to dodgethe
League?" | asked, exasperated.



" Pilot Dhreen exagger ates, Healer,"
Xonea said to me.

"Pilot Torin doesn't know the League
likel do," Dhreen said.

"You are alarming her, Dhreen."

"It'sbetter than handing her alot of
waste, Xonea."

Both men by now were on their feet and
glaring at each other. | sighed, put down
my fork, got up, and stepped between
them.

" Okay, boys, settledown, or I'll haveto
send you to your quartersto cool off." |
looked from Dhreen to Xonea. " I'm not
kidding."

"Sure, Doc." The Oenrallian gavein
first and smiled down at me. He eyed the
Jorenian warily. " She meritsthefacts,
Xonea."

"You arecorrect, of course, Dhreen."
TheJorenian'sbig framerelaxed, and he
gave me arueful glance. " Your pardon,
Healer."




"Can wejust drop the subject?' | said.
"My food is getting cold."

After agrueling round of transition
testing, | wasin nomood torefereea
fight. Thetestswere necessary, Tonetka
Insisted, to assure | could tolerate
Inter dimensional shielding without the
negative effects of my first experience.
Necessary or not, it didn't makethe
hours| spent in thessimulator go any
faster.

The next day Captain Pnor confirmed
'd passed the testing with flying colors.
_eague for ces had inflicted the damage
oy their attempt to isolate mein the midst
of transition.

" Now that you know you are physically
capable of serving on board," Tonetka
said with satisfaction sometime later
when | reported for my shift, " it istime
to begin your training."

"Training?"

She made a sweeping gesture. " M edical




Bay management isbut a portion of the
dutiesassigned to the Senior Healer. We
have much to do."

| wassurprised to learn that Tonetka
not only super vised the inpatient and
outpatient cases, but had a myriad of
obligationsto other departments. She
was even required to go on most of the
diplomatic visitsto worldsthe Sunlace
would encounter during thejourney.

" How else can you assess what needswe
nave that can be served by other species
Knowledge and resour ces?" the Senior
Healer said when | objected to sojourn
training. " Or decide what we can provide
to them of the same?"

"I just don't see myself asan emissary
for Joren," | said, uneasy. " |'ve never set
foot on your world. | don't look like
you—"

" By the Mother, you spent too many
yearson that pathless ball of intolerance
you call a homeworld!" the Jorenian said.




" Open your mind, Healer, and for get
outer physical dimensions and
pigmentations! "

The Jorenianswer e an intrepid bunch,
that wasfor sure. | wasn't afraid of the
work or the position, but a new sense of
caution had evolved in me. So | studied
hard at being adiplomat and supervisor
aswell asa Healer.

Tonetka sacrificed alot of her timefor
my education, too. To compensate, |
often reported for duty early to help the
Senior Healer catch up on her own work.

" S0 many signalsfrom the Joren."
Tonetka pretended to beirritated as sne
sorted through the latest relaysfrom the
ship's communicationsone morning. "My
bondmate, my ClanSisters, even my
mentor. It will take me aweek toreview
and respond to all of these."

| glanced at thelist. "Why arethey
sending direct relaystothe ship?Is
something wrong?"



Tonetkatried not to look pleased.
"They have conspired to makethismy
last journey," shesaid, then laughed
softly as she accessed one of the signals.
"For example, my mate stateshere he
cannot survive another revolution. He
says| must be present to insure hislast
rites are performed properly."”

"lIshethat old?"

Tonetka snorted. "Heismy junior by a
dozen revolutions. | should bein such fine
physical condition. Why do they worry
over one soon to be embraced, like me?"

"1 think | know why they're so
insistent.” | smiled. " What will | do
without you once we reach Joren?"

Her expression grew stern. " Exactly
what | am training you to do, Healer."

"| can handlethat,” | said. " Now we
have patients we need to argue about.
Ready to do rounds?"

We had fallen into a comfortable
routine of spending the early hourswith



patients. Training continued after that
each day. Thismorning was no different,
except that one of the patientswas a
pre-surgical case, and his condition was
deteriorating rapidly.

Jorenians had a complex metabolism
that was especially resilient, and overall
wer e an extremey healthy species. The
main problemswe had with them were
Injuries, or inararecaselike Hado
Torin, effects of long-term spacetravel.
Forty revolutions of dimensional
tran-sitioning had caused extensive
vascular damage. Hado's heart was
particularly weak.

" Good morning, Hado," | greeted the
middle-aged navigator.

"Healer Cherijo, Healer Tonetka," he
said, giving us both hisendearing grin. |
performed the routine scans, while
Tonetka observed. " All iswel|?"

| handed the Senior Healer my scanner
beforel answered him. " To be honedt,



Hado, your condition isn't getting
better." | exchanged a glance with
Tonetka, who nodded dightly. " Wéll
need to perform the surgery soon." |
reviewed the specifics of the operation.
When | wasthrough, Hado requested a
moment alone with Tonetka.

| left the old friendstogether to
continuerounds. The Senior Healer
caught up with me afew minuteslater,
her face etched with worry.

"He'salmost convinced it iIsuselessto
operate,” shesaid. "Hetried to persuade
meto let him embracethe stars.”

"Youtold himtojump in alake, |
hope."

Shenodded. " | want to prep him now. |
don't liketheway hispressuresare
vacillating, or thissudden desireto make
thefinal journey."

We alerted the surgical staff, and
prepared for the procedure. By thetime
Tonetka and | were scrubbed and in our




gear, the team had Hado in a coolant
cradle, prepped and ready. Thecradle
maintained body temperature at the leve
needed to keep Hado from bleeding to
death during surgery.

One of theresdentsin training made
theinitial lasincison, while | monitored
Hado'svitalsand put the vascular
regeneratorson line. The painstaking
work of repairing over fifty separate
compromised vessals could now begin.

Minutes after the Senior Healer and |
began smultaneoudy operating, Hado's
pressures began to fall.

" Increase oxygen flow, and begin
saturating the blood,” Tonetka said.
"Cherijo." | looked at her from the edge
of my mask. " Takethe damageto the
heart."

| nodded. | worked up to thetriangular
or gan and began to assess.

" Left center aorticjunctureis
compromised in three different places.



Severe coarctation. We'll haveto replace
or bypass." | already knew what my
colleague was going to say. Replacement
was out of the question. We smply didn't
have time, and Hado would not survive
long enough for another operation.

" Bypass," Tonetka said.

"Wait a minute." | found four more
aortic junctions equally insufficient.
"Can't. He'sgot nothing left to
compensate.” | indicated theareato
Tonetka.

"That'sit, then." Tonetka sgueezed her
eyes shut for a moment, then stepped
back from thetable. "W¢€'l close him up
now. Request Hado's Speaker attend—"

"Hold on." My mind wasracing as|
studied the open chest cavity. " The
superior mesentericartery." | reached
down and traced its path with a probe.
"Here. There'seighteen millimetersin
this| can safely remove."

"Even If wefurther reduce body



temperature, we'll still haveto stop his
heart and clamp off theartery,"” Tonetka
said. " How long to remove the section
you need?"

| wasfast, and sheknew it. " Thirty
seconds.”

"By the Mother, don't drop the
lascalpdl,” shesaid.

Theteam immediately prepared Hado
for the open-heart procedure. While
Tonetka and | waited, we continued with
the lesser repairs.

"Hissignsaren't good," oneresident
said when they weredone. " Areyou
prepared to begin, Healer ?"

| took up thelascalpdl. " Ready."

The Senior Healer stopped Hado's
heart. | removed thearterial section in
exactly twenty-four seconds. While
Tonetkarepaired the extraction site, |
put thereplacement on atray to oneside
and began operating on Hado's heart.

" Pressuresfalling. Red range.”



That meant | had to work even faster.
My handsflew as| removed the
damaged section and prepped the site for
thereplacement. Hado's monitor started
to bleat dowly.

"Cherijo," Tonetkasaid. " One
minute."

Without replying, | positioned the
r eplacement section and began to suture
It into place. That waswhen the ship was
rocked suddenly by a sudden, terrifying
explosion. Hado's body shook from the
vibrations, and the bloody surface of my
glove did against the lascalpdl.

"1 don't need thisright now," | said.

"Mother of All Houses!" Tonetka
mar ched over to the suite panel and
dammed her fist against it. " Captain
Pnor! Wearetryingto perform cardiac
surgery down here!"

" Sunlace under attack,” someone said.
" Preparefor weapon fire."

"Preparemy ass,” | said, grumbling



under my mask. | continued to makethe
tiny, tightly packed lasuturesto hold the
r eplacement tissuein place. Another
series of explosionsrocked the ship, and
thistime one of the as sistants bent over
Hado and held the body motionless with
her own weight as| swore at length.

"Time!" | said, and wastold lessthan
twenty secondsremained. " Resuscitate
now."

"You'renot finished—"

"Doit!" | said." | can finish with the
heart functioning." | wanted to seeif the
replacement artery would hold against
the powerful cardiac contractions
anyway. Hado's heart wasrestarted, and
spurting greenish fluid leaked from two
areas. | swiftly closed the gaps.
Operating on an organ whileit was
beatingwasalot liketrying to dance
ballet in ankle-deep sand.

" Check your junctureste." Tonetka
leaned over, and examined my worKk.



" Good. Let's close him up now, quickly."

"I'll doit." | could work faster than the
residentsor Tonetka, and had Hado's
chest closed in another fifteen seconds. |
took a moment to breathe and then
glared at the suite panel. " We'd better be
under attack by someoneimportant. Like
the Hsktskt."

"| agree." The Senior Healer motioned
totheassstants. " Move him into
post-op."

| stayed with Hado, although therewere
no more vibrationsindicating a battle
continued. | had atension headachethe
size of the Sunlace, and wondered if the
drastic measures| had taken would keep
thisman alive.

Tonetka stormed off to vent her
frustrationsin person, only toreturn a
short time later looking moreworried
than outraged. She checked Hado's chart
and nodded over hisvitals. " He'sdoing
aswell aswe can hopefor now."



"Whotried to blow up the ship?"

" A mercenary ship attacked us. One of
thelarger deep-spacetrackers. They
managed to launch a displacer volley
before Tactical Operations could return
fire."

" L eague?”

Tonetka nodded. " The attack ship was
destroyed, but Captain Pnor intendsto
trangition the ship asquickly aspossible.
Someone might be following thefirst
tracker."

"Wecan't relocate with Hado in his
condition," | said. " HE'll arrest, and
everything we've done will have been for
nothing."

"We have no choice."

We had just enough timeto put Hado
INnto suspension sleep before we prepared
for thetrangtion. | refused to leave him
for a moment, and had a harnessrigged
beside hisberth.

"|1f we come out and he goesinto



cardiac failure, don't revive him,"
Tonetkatold me. " Kegp himin
suspension and initiate low-grade
eectristim.”

| agreed, and strapped in for thejump
to interdimensional flight. The Senior
Healer harnessed herself in a pod across
the section from us, and closed her eyes.
Maybe she was praying. | was.

The Sunlace transitioned. | kept my
eyes on the data monitorsas Hado and
my body werethrown into the state of
dimensional flux. Hispressurerose
alarmingly, and | thought | saw him open
his eyes.

An eternity of seconds passed, and then
we snapped back into nor mal space. |
kept thinking about how often this might
happen with me on board the ship. How
many patientswould havetorisk thar
livesto have me asthe Senior Healer ?

Hado survived — barely. His body went
iInto Immediate shock, but Tonetka's



advice wor ked.

Theemergenciesbegan to arrivefrom
the ship sections bombarded by the
displacer beams. Some broken bones,
and afew minor lacerations. One serious
head wound | attended to immediately.
By the end of our shift, we had admitted
a dozen new cases.

| wouldn't leave Hado, nor would
Tonetka. We stayed through the night,
spelling each other aswe monitored his
condition. By the next morning he had
Improved enough for usto move him out
of suspension. When at last he opened his
eyes, | grinned with relief.

"Navigator Torin," | said. " You made
my first surgical procedureon board the
Sunlace areal thrill. And Jorenian
medical history whileyou wereat it."

" Glad to be of service, Healer," was his
weak reply.

After we'd finished our scanson Hado,
the Senior Healer kicked me out of



Medical.

"Gotoyour quarters,” Tonetka said,
and shook her head when | began to
argue. " Immediately, Healer. | sill run
this Bay, supervise the cases, and
schedule shifts."

"You've had lessdeep than | have."

"1 requirelessthan you do. Go."

"You'reabully,” | told her as|
stretched.

"All Healersare. Go now, and
Cherijo—" She amiled as shelooked
down at the deeping navigator. " Thank
you."
| trudged out of the Medical Bay. By
thetimel got to my quarters, | wasready
to admit Tonetkawasright. | needed the
deep. Jenner wasout prowling the
corridors, so | was alone when Reever
cameto see me several hourslater.

At firgt | didn't want tolet him in. | was
still groggy from my interrupted sleep
interval. " Go away, Reever. |'m tootired




to deal with you."

"1 must speak with you now."

"Thishad better be good." | opened the
door. " What?"

He brushed past me. " Captain Pnor
asked metoview thetransmission," he
said, and sat down on the edge of my
sofa. Resigned, | walked over and
dropped into the chair opposite him. He
leaned forward. " You will not return, of
course.”

Transmission? What transmission?

" Areyou asking me, or telling me?"

"Cherijo." Heobviously wasn't in the
mood to spar, either, from the way he got
up and started pacing.

"1'm not going anywhere." | barey
smothered ayawn. "Um... what'sthis
about a transmission?"

"The League often resortsto unethical
tactics, but thisgoesfar beyond that."
Reever hadn't heard me. Hewasthat
agitated. " He must be unbalanced. The




crew naturally reacted with outrage over
the bounty. They aredetermined to
protect you. Even If it means sacrificing
theship.”

"That'snice" | said. Sacrificethe ship
my foot. Who was unbalanced? And what
was this stuff about a bounty? Maybe |
should just go back to bed and stay there
until wereached Joren. " I'll be sureand
thank the crew."

He stopped and actually glared at me.
"Your humor isinappropriate, Cherijo.
Histhreats are a serious matter."

Whosethreats? " Reever. Listen to me
for aminute, will you? | don't know what
you'retalking about. | haven't seen any
transmission from Captain Pnor."

"You haven't." He appeared bemused.

"Look, I'mtired. I'll deal with this
later. Anything else?"

He switched gearsasabruptly as| did.
"Wewill bereaching a populated system
within a few weeks," Reever told me.



"The Captain has scheduled a sojourn to
one of the more developed planets. |
reguested to be withdrawn from the
mission, but he indicated my services
would bevital."

Hewaslosing me again. " Why skip the
sojourn?" | rested my chin on my hand
and fought to keep my eyelids open.
"Don't you want to go?"

"Not if it would makeyou
uncomfortable."

"1 thought we covered thisalready," |
said. Hisunblinking stare goaded meinto
anger. " What do you want from me,
Reever? A notefor the captain? Do
whatever you want." | got up and went to
the mirrored unit wherel kept my
grooming supplies. A glance confirmed it.
| wasamess. " Isthat it?"

"| can think of several other topics of
Interest.”

"Don't get sarcastic with me. | just
woke up, I'm not responsible for my



actions." | picked up my brush, peered at
my reflection, then went to work.
" Damn.”

Therewas a huge knot at the nape of
my neck. Reever took the brush out of my
hand. " Hey, what are you—"

"Let medoit." Hecarefully untangled
the snarl, then worked the brush through
my hair. The gentle strokes |ulled me out
of my irritation. | watched hisréeflection.
He appear ed totally absorbed in thetask.

"Reever ?" Hiseyesmet minein the
mirror. " Why areyou doing this?" |
didn't mean the hairbrushing.

He understood me. " Don't you know?"
"No, and forget | ever asked," | said,
then turned and took the brush out of his

hand. Wondered how effective it would
be asaweapon. " Asfor the sojourn, you
don't haveto ask my permisson every
timewe're scheduled to work together.
Likel said, I'll handleit."

"1 want morethan your tolerance." He



touched my hair, running hishand over
the smoothness.

Yeah, | could just imaginewhat he
wanted. " Don't push your luck." His
fingerstightened for afraction of a
second. | had to get him out of here, |
thought, before he said or did anything
else. Or | would hit him." Thanksfor
dropping by. You know the way out."

| watched hishand fall away. " Thisis
not finished, Cherijo." Without another
word, heleft.

No, | suspected it wasn't. To avoid
dwelling on that, | got up and went to my
console. A signal from Operationswas
Indeed waiting for me.

A serious-looking Jorenian appeared on
thescreen. "Healer Cherijo Torin, Ndo,
ship'soperational officer. We have a
transmission from the Allied League
Intended for you."

"When did it comein?"

"Thesignal wasreceived shortly after



the skirmish with Allied forces mercenary
ship. | will relay it to you now."

" Thank you, Ndo."

| went to my food unit and dialed up a
server of hot herbal tea. It was pretty
obvious| wasn't going back to sleep
anytime soon. From Reever'sreaction,
the L eague's message was bound to be
entertaining. | returned to the console,
punched up thetransmission and sat
down to watch the show.

My father'sface appeared on the
screen. Behind him, uniformed officers
wer e walking back and forth. League
officers. At the estate?

"ThisisDr. Joseph Grey Vell, signaling
from theL.T.F. Perpetua, Pmoc
Quadrant."

| nearly dropped my server in my lap.
"What are you doing on atroop
freighter?" | asked out loud.

He couldn't respond, the signal was
prerecorded. Despitethat, | still expected



him to tell meto shut up. Maybeit was
theway hewas glaring at methrough the
SCreen.

"Thismessageisfor the non-sentient
designated Dr. Cherijo Grey Vell," he
said. Wdll, hewas still sticking by his
story that | washislab specimen. "It is
Imperativethat you return to
Kevarzangia Two and surrender to
L eague forcesimmediately."

"Sure | lifted my server and toasted
hisimage. " Just let mefinish my tea."

"1f you areunabletoreturnto
Kevarzangia Two, you may surrender to
the authoritieson any Allied L eague
world. Transport will be arranged.”

" A pickup service?" | said. " That's
convenient."

"Your oath asa physician directsyou
to*do no harm. By ignoring the
deportment order, you areviolating the
oath you sworeto uphold.”

"Am |?" | took asip from my steaming



Server, enjoying my pretend conver sation
now. " How so?"

"Your presence on board the Jorenian
ship putsevery member of the crew at
rsk."

"They don't seem to be worried about
it." All right, I'd thought the samething.
Sowhat? | was hisclone. It wasto be
expected that we'd firethe samebrain
cell on occasion.

" In exchange for your voluntary
surrender, the Leaguewill allow you to
resume your former postion on the
planet Kevarzangia Two. | have agreed
to continuemy clinical trialsthere."

My Father? On K-2? It was such a
delightfully provoking thought. Rogan
could be hisresearch assistant.

" Additionally, I will allow you unlimited
access to my complete research database.
Thiswill clarify and resolve issues that
will otherwisetaint your existence."

"Taint my existence,”" | said. " I'm




confused now. Wasn't that what you
did?"

"1f you do not surrender, you will be
pursued. The Allied League of Worlds
has offered a generous bounty for your
deliveryto Terra." Henamed a sum that
made my eyeswiden.

"That much?" | put down my tea and
got to my feet. No wonder the crew was
upset. " You must have called in alot of
favorsto get the Leagueto agreeto
that," | said out loud as| found my robe
and pulled it on. " Or did you take out a
mortgage on the estate?"

" Cherijo, you are my property."

"Really?" | turned around and smiled
at Joseph Grey Vel'sstern image. He'd
forgotten that | was encoded with some
of that unyielding deter mination, too. " |
don't think so."

"Think on this" Hesaid it asif he'd
heard every word |'d uttered. " If you
choose not to surrender, the L eague will



take whatever measures are necessary to
captureyou.”

Herecomethethreats, | thought. " They
haveto find mefirst,” | told the display.

"ThelLeague' sresourcesarevirtually
unlimited. They havealliesand treatiesin
a thousand different systems. They will
track you down."

"You hope."

" Any planet that gives you sanctuary
will beinvaded. Any ship you travel on
will betargeted. Anyone who helpsyou
will be considered an accomplice and
eliminated. You will be hunted down like
an animal until you are apprehended."
He paused, giving me a moment for that
tosink in.

It sank In. Reever wasright, thiswas no
laughing matter.

| could see worlds being occupied and
terrorized by the L eague. Ships exploding
In the midst of battle. People being
systematically exterminated. My father




would stop at nothing to get his handson
me.

"No," | said. | reached for my server of
tea, and saw that my fingerswere
trembling. | snatched them back, and
glanced up at the display. He was smiling
at me, hisdark eyesglittering with a
strange, terrifying anticipation. What had
Reever said? He must be unbalanced.

"They will bring you back tome." You
must never allow yourself to fall under his
| nfluence again. An unexpected surge of
renewed confidence bur ned through me.
Maggiewasright. | hadn't come _thisfar
by giving into fear or Joseph Grey Vell's
threats. | wasn't going to start now.
Maggie hadn't raised a coward, and this
fight wasjust beginning.

" Enjoy your freedom while you can,
Cherijo."

Before hisimage faded from the
display, it shattered. Therewasan
Immensaly satisfying explosion of sound.



The saturated console sparked and
sizzled, then went dead. Wisps of smoke
rose from the shorted inter nal
components. Shards of vid screen and
server littered thetop of the unit and the
floor around it like plas confetti.

No big deal. Consoles could be replaced.
| had plenty of servers. I'd just make
moretea.

Theexciting story of Dr. Cherijo Grey
Vel continues, coming to you from Roc in
July 2000.

Don't missit!
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