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    The couple that spies together, survives together! 
 
      
 
    As intrepid human journalist Elif Moora stalks the levels and voids of Artha Station, camera drones on alert, interview subjects reveal the inner workings of Universal Society and offer terrifying hints regarding the existence of a mysterious mastermind, one intent on destroying humanity. 
 
      
 
    Kirk Tormod, pict rogue and undercover USIA agent, has spent the past three years in pursuit of the mastermind. When Elif crashes Kirk’s investigation, damage control means recruiting her as his girlfriend. But what could one lone, human woman bring to the party? 
 
      
 
    Secrets of her own. 
 
      
 
    I Spy an Alien is a cozy, space opera thriller. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Never meet your heroes. 
 
    As I ducked a wildly flung trisave, I reflected on how much easier my life would be if I heeded good advice. Not to mention how much longer my life would be. Currently, it was flashing before my eyes. 
 
    Died because she was too dumb to stay home. 
 
    Yeah, Dad would definitely engrave that on my tombstone. 
 
    Except it wouldn’t be a tombstone. If the trisave exploded near me, there’d be no body to bury.  
 
    I clicked my fingers. “Cenotaph.” That was the memorial marker you used when the corpse was missing. Wasn’t it? 
 
    The first blade from the spinning trisave lodged in the wall behind the reception desk, vibrating from the force of its expulsion. The second stage of the trisave was due to launch. 
 
    Would the poison dart go after the nearest target or was the target preselected? 
 
    I’d recently interviewed a tebu self-defense instructor who’d given me a rundown on Universal Society’s worst weapons—in between pitying me for being a squishy, bipedal human. Tebu are somewhat similar to human-sized ants. They’re tough. 
 
    The trisave had stuck in my mind for being particularly devilish. Intellectually, I’d been curious. I’d never imagined that the information provided would be of such vital personal interest. 
 
    I ducked. 
 
    A blue hand sweeping over my head caught the trisave, and vanished. 
 
    “My—” 
 
    The blue hand—and the body it was attached to—reappeared, absent the trisave. 
 
    “…hero.” I smiled up at the six foot tall, blue-skinned man standing over me. 
 
    “Get behind the desk.” 
 
    My smile died. Of its own accord, my head twisted to belatedly focus on the other two people in the room, one of whom had to be the source of the flung trisave. 
 
    Two sedu waved their tentacles menacingly at us. 
 
    Or at my hero. 
 
    They didn’t know me. Had the trisave exploded, my death, from their actions, wouldn’t have been personal. 
 
    Such are the hazards faced by an intrepid journalist on an alien mega-station. 
 
    I put my head down and combat-crawled behind the desk. 
 
    I missed my three faithful companions. I called them Aee, Bee, and Cee. Action, Background, and Close-up. The camera drones would have captured the fast-moving events in the office of the rogue Kirk Tormod. The office furnishings might be dull, but the action certainly wasn’t. 
 
    Maybe on replay I’d be able to deduce what I’d walked in on. 
 
    Note to self: bring the cameras everywhere. 
 
    As the lone pict on Artha Station, Kirk Tormod was my best chance at adding a pict to my interview schedule. Rather than risk offending him, I’d left my camera drones at home. 
 
    “Your gatt needs higher quality gristle,” the man of the moment said. 
 
    I rubbed my left ear. The translation chip implanted behind my ear was doing its best, but some terms don’t cross species easily. I peered around a corner of the desk. 
 
    The larger of the two sedu slapped a sucker-gripped, bootied flipper against the floor. 
 
    A remarkably clean floor, I noted from my close proximity to it. In my opinion, auto-cleaners were one of the miracles of Universal Society, but not everyone bothered to use them. 
 
    Score one for the rogue. 
 
    Unless, of course, the floor was so clean because of clean-up after the last incident. I contemplated the gray floor. My blood, splattered across it, would definitely not improve its look. 
 
    Should I call for help? Would it arrive in time? Who should I call?  
 
    Kirk’s next words focused my attention. 
 
    “I don’t kill for money.” 
 
    Righteous, dude. I nodded vigorous approval. I didn’t want my first encounter with a pict to be with an assassin. 
 
    Although as a twixter, a pict would have the skills to be an excellent assassin. Pop in. Bang or stab. Maybe poison? Pop out. Job done. 
 
    “When I think someone needs to die…” Kirk lowered his voice to a menacing purr. “It just happens.” He clapped his hands. 
 
    I jolted, slamming my shoulder against the desk. “Ow.” 
 
    The two sedu were tougher. Their tentacles merely froze for a second. 
 
    Sedu are human-sized amphibians that look like a cross between salamanders and mudfish. They have flippers. The prehensile tentacles that grow from their necks and along their spines enable them to wield tools and are how they developed a complicated technological society. The more tentacles a sedu sprouts, the higher their social status. 
 
    “You’re not worth killing,” Kirk concluded. “But tell your gatt, if he sends a ‘test’ like the trisave again, he’ll go on my list.” 
 
    The kill list? I mouthed silently. 
 
    “Gatt wants to talk business,” the orange rings on a pale pink background sedu announced. “He said so. If you lived.” 
 
    Kirk sighed, loudly. “Get out.” 
 
    “Gatt’ll be in touch.” The sedu gristle departed. Their method of shuffling undulation was surprisingly swift. 
 
    Gristle had to mean muscle in human slang. They were the low-skilled, replaceable thugs a criminal operation employed. Meat shields. 
 
    These guys seemed not to have realized that if the trisave had exploded in the office, they’d have died, too. 
 
    I rose from my scared crouch and sidled out from behind the desk. “Hi.” I added a huge, ingratiating smile and a wave. Kirk and I hadn’t met in the best of circumstances, but the situation was recoverable. I hoped. 
 
    The rogue’s unimpressed gaze raked me from head to toe. He jerked his head toward the door in a clear invitation that I follow the sedu in exiting his office. 
 
    My face ached as I increased the wattage of my smile. “I guess now is not the best time, but then, there’s always something.” 
 
    One dark brown eyebrow on his blue face rose fractionally. A trisave wasn’t a small something. 
 
    “I’m Elif Moora.” I’d have shaken hands if we were closer, but in the circumstances it didn’t seem wise to close the distance between us. He was near the door. A quick shove from him—a metaphorical boot to the butt—and I’d be outside, my objective unachieved. “I’m an entertainment production manager in the Pax Galactica Corps, the PGC. I’m human. You don’t see many of my species in Universal Society. I’m part of the mission to raise humanity’s profile in its initial contact stage. We’d love to enter Universal Society as full citizens, like the picts.” 
 
    “You lack our abilities.” 
 
    My smile wasn’t working, and I was relieved to let it drop. “We have our own.” 
 
    “Huh.” So much skepticism in a single grunt. 
 
    “Maybe you’ve heard of the one-woman documentary I produce, The Human Eye?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I nodded forgiveness of his ignorance. “It’s new. I’m still growing the audience.” 
 
    “Best get to it, then.” 
 
    I slapped my smile back on my face. “Which is why I’m here!” 
 
    He sighed, every bit as deeply as he’d sighed at the sedu gristle. “Listen, lady, I’m sure you’re a wonderfully idealistic PGC elf,” I’d never heard a PGC enlisted person called an elf before, “but the problem with elves is that they have no budget.” 
 
    His statement caught me off-guard because he was right. My budget was pretty much my salary, my apartment, the three camera drones, and some supporting technology.  
 
    “You can’t afford me.” He didn’t posture. He simply stood there in a shirt of unbleached natural fabric, sleeves rolled just above the elbows, and shirt tail tucked into black combat pants. The outfit, completed by indestructible black boots, proclaimed him efficient and ready for trouble. Which he was. He’d defeated a trisave. 
 
    “I don’t want to hire you, Mr. Tormod. Kirk.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then you can leave, now.” 
 
    Out of nervous habit, I tugged at my bright, blue hair. “I wish to interview you.” 
 
    Thumb out, hitchhiker-style, he gestured at the door. “Out.” 
 
    “You’re the only pict on Artha Station.” 
 
    He advanced toward me. “This discussion is over.” I was average height for a human. He was only six feet tall, yet he managed to loom. Loom and look down his blue nose at me. “Leave, or I’ll remove you.” 
 
    I believed him. 
 
    I’d also learned a few things hanging out with Pax Rangers, the military arm of the PGC. On occasion, a tactical retreat was necessary for a campaign victory. It was about seeing the bigger picture; keeping an eye on the ultimate goal. “All right. Understood. I’m going.” 
 
    He narrowed his yellowish-hazel eyes at me. 
 
    I walked around him. “Thank you for saving me from the trisave.” 
 
    “Just remember that this is a dangerous place, and stay away.” 
 
    Yeah, nah. No promises! If I had a brilliant idea, I might be able to salvage the situation. I put some pep in my step and hightailed it out the door. 
 
    It slammed shut behind me, expressing its owner’s feelings. 
 
    Across the passage, the grill protecting the bail bond agency glared impassively. If anyone stared out through it, they’d have witnessed my eviction. 
 
    Then again, this was Fixers’ Alley, a section of the legal level of Artha Station that housed a multitude of helpful businesses where everyone wanted privacy and had their own concerns to obsess over. 
 
    I’ll be ba-ack. I kept the singsong promise silent, but I meant it. Picts mattered in the story I was telling via my new documentary. Picts were part of humanity’s emergence story—our entrance into Universal Society—whether they wanted to be or not. 
 
    Currently, humanity was in a protected initial contact stage with Universal Society. The multi-species alien civilization was assessing who we were and what we could bring to their society. If they found us lacking, we’d enter Universal Society as second-class citizens. It had happened to the eripi, the recently emergent species ahead of us. It complicated humanity’s situation that eripi were also humanoid, albeit smaller than us, and winged. Also, orange. 
 
    If we wanted full citizenship status, we needed to align ourselves with the successful humanoids, the picts, rather than the eripi, in the popular imagination of Universal Society. 
 
    It wouldn’t be easy. 
 
    Kirk hadn’t been gracious, but he also hadn’t been wrong. Picts had a few notable advantages over humans. They’d been part of universal society for millennia. They were technologically advanced. They were also insular, and managed to preserve that insularity inside the aggressively invasive Universal Society. 
 
    The secret to their power, and to the respect they commanded, was their ability to twixt. 
 
    Bio-quantum teleporting. 
 
    The ability was innate to picts, to varying degrees. 
 
    They could step from one place to another—the best of them, across galactic distances. They could carry with them inorganic objects. However, living organisms, other than the picts themselves, died in the twixt. 
 
    It was why picts made unstoppable spies, assassins and rogues. 
 
    Rogue was an actual profession in Universal Society.  
 
    Excluding Kirk’s one-man business, there were twenty-six rogue offices in Fixers’ Alley. Rogues who, likely, weren’t targeted by trisaves. But none of those rogues were pict. 
 
    I weighed the situation: metaphorical trisave in my left hand, metaphorical pict rogue in the other. 
 
    Trisaves were diabolical. They were three chances of death wrapped around obliteration. Or less dramatically, around an explosive core that registered life signs. According to the self-defense instructor, the abrupt vanishing of a life sign—not a gradual retreat, but an instantaneous disappearance—was a signal to a trisave to deactivate. Consequently, faced with a trisave launching its three individual options and counting down to the explosion, a trapped person could sacrifice themselves to save others. Or kill someone in the group to save themselves. 
 
    Unless you had a pict handy who could dispose of the trisave via twixting it away. 
 
    I listened to the rapid thumping of my heart. It had been a squeaking, narrow escape. I really should be sprinting in the opposite direction, not lurking outside the private detective agency adjacent to Kirk’s office. 
 
    When I told this story to my supervisor, I wouldn’t mention the trisave. 
 
    Czaam hadn’t been keen on the idea of me interviewing Kirk. In fact, zer had slapped zer desk with three reeds in rejection of the whole idea. “People avoid rogues, Elif.”  
 
    We were a relaxed bunch in the PGC Emergent Division’s entertainment office inside the PGC’s sprawling education campus on Artha Station. Feet propped on a stack of boxes someone would get around to recycling one day, I’d attempted to use logic to argue Czaam around to my point of view. “Obviously not everyone avoids rogues, or they’d go out of business.” 
 
    Rogues were the ultimate fixers of Universal Society. The reputation of an elite rogue was that there was nothing and no one they couldn’t acquire. They traded in information and influence. 
 
    I could be equally as sneaky. 
 
    For instance, I’d anticipated Czaam’s disapproval and looped in Mani Dyo ahead of time to add the weight of zer enthusiasm to the decision. 
 
    Several layers of management existed between Mani Dyo, the director of education for the entire Emergent Division of the Pax Galactica Corps, and me. But Mani Dyo considered my work a pet project. 
 
    With Mani Dyo I was still riding the wave of my first Universal Society success. Just over a year ago, ze’d assigned me to produce a new documentary to introduce humanity to the popular consciousness of Universal Society. The subject of the documentary had been Dr. Alexi Sur. Doctor Galaxy had been a barebones production. Basically, it had been me and my three camera drones following Alexi around, recording her introduction to life in Universal Society, her emotional dramas, and the work of the PGC Emergent Division. Along the way, Alexi and I had become friends.  
 
    “Mani Dyo is enthusiastic,” I told Czaam. 
 
    “Elif! You didn’t contact him. Not directly,” Czaam exclaimed. 
 
    “Sorry.” In any other workplace, scheming like that had the potential to ruin working relationships, but Czaam was as much impressed as appalled by my nerve in contacting our big boss. “I need this, Czaam. I need to interview a pict. Humanity needs the boost of being linked to the picts rather than the eripi. And honestly, The Human Eye, needs the audience boost too. Mani Dyo likes the idea of me interviewing a pict rogue.” 
 
    Zer reeds slumped in exhaustion. “Mani Dyo likes the idea till you end up traumatized, missing body parts, or dead.” 
 
    In my naivety, I’d bounced to my feet. “It can’t be that bad. The police wouldn’t let Kirk Tormod stay on-station if he was that dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet innocence. You’ll learn,” ze’d replied. 
 
    The trisave had offered a profound lesson. I needed to scope out the situation next time I approached Kirk. He needed to be alone… 
 
    A dull-carapaced kakikki shuffled out of the private detective agency. 
 
    I pressed back against the wall, out of her way, as I turned my head to stare at the rogue’s office. 
 
    Kirk Tormod was alone, now. 
 
    Sure, he’d just kicked me out, but for the moment I could be fairly certain there were no thugs in his office. No trisaves. 
 
    I tugged at my hair. That habit was why it ended up looking like Medusa’s snakes by the end of the day. But the habit helped me think. 
 
    A rogue’s business depended on their ability to keep secrets. An elite rogue like Kirk wouldn’t go running to the police about a trisave flung in his office, especially when it seemed that deployment of the trisave had been part of business negotiations. 
 
    The criminal underbelly of Universal Society was insane. 
 
    However, that insanity gave me a tiny sliver of opportunity. 
 
    If Kirk was keeping the trisave secret, then I had leverage. 
 
    I stopped tugging at my hair and rubbed my hands together, movie villain-style. 
 
    Viewers wanted novelty from a new species like humanity. In Doctor Galaxy, Alexi was very respectful and caring. Earnest. That wasn’t me. 
 
    I had to play to my strengths, so The Human Eye had a different vibe. Irreverent. Hard to impress, but enthusiastic. Audiences respond to energy. If I wanted an edge—and I did—I needed to ask the questions, and take the risks, that established species in Universal Society didn’t dare. 
 
    Risks like confronting a pict rogue in his lair and blackmailing him. 
 
    Picts were reclusive and mysterious, sufficiently so that if I could coax Kirk into talking about twixting, I’d have ratings gold on my hands. The Human Eye’s audience numbers would skyrocket. 
 
    I needed to succeed.  
 
    Not only for humanity. I wasn’t selfless like Alexi. But for me. 
 
    Doctor Galaxy had been Alexi. 
 
    The Human Eye was me. If it failed, I failed. 
 
    If I failed, then I’d prove correct all the people who’d looked down on me and predicted my pathetic future. 
 
    Chin up, I marched back to Kirk’s office. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Why in the rotting hells are you back?” was Kirk’s less than charming greeting. 
 
    I smiled. “If you didn’t want me returning, you should have locked the door.” 
 
    He growled and came around from behind the reception desk. 
 
    I held out my hand in the common humanoid gesture for stop. “Before you throw me out, again, just know that if you do I’ll go straight to the police and tell them about the trisave that nearly exploded in your office.” 
 
    He halted. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “Harsh and untrue.” 
 
    Pinching the bridge of his nose, he leaned against the desk. “Fine. You want an interview. What do you have to trade for it? Don’t mention the trisave. Keeping that secret is the price for me listening to you, now.” 
 
    “I need two hours of your time,” I said hurriedly. “I’m the one-woman team who produces The Human Eye, a human look at Universal Society. The show’s format is simple. In the first of two linked episodes, I provide my view of whatever new people or experience I encounter. That’s this interview. Then, in the second episode, I invite experts to educate me on who or what I encountered.” 
 
    He scowled.  
 
    To be honest, he’d been scowling before. After my explanation, he glowered. “You want me to be one of your experiences?” 
 
    He was a rogue, and rude, and despite my fascination with all things pictish, I really shouldn’t have blushed. Damn him for having such a rumbly-yumbly voice. “I don’t want to experience you,” I said unwisely. Possibly, untruly. 
 
    A grin flashed across his face and vanished. 
 
    My blush deepened, undoubtedly contrasting horribly with my dyed blue hair. “I want to interview you as a pict about twixting and as a rogue about working as a fixer.” I waved a hand explanatorily. “The work you do negotiating between parties, finding rare items, nothing illegal,” I stressed. “It would be a good advertisement for your business.” 
 
    I’d hesitated to add that last line. After all, a rogue built his own reputation and Kirk Tormod was already well known on Artha Station. Well, the people who mattered knew of him. Otherwise he kept a low profile. I’d learned about him from the police I hung out with. 
 
    Telling the police about the trisave would have been easy. The hard bit would be if they ever learned that I’d kept it secret. 
 
    Don’t worry about that, now. 
 
    I had to focus on the puzzle in front of me. 
 
    When I’d mentioned that The Human Eye would be a good advertisement for his business, an arrested look had come over Kirk’s face. Why? 
 
    “Maybe we can do a deal,” he drawled. 
 
    “Awesome!” I refused to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    Although this gift horse did have a gorgeous mouth. Masculine yet possessing enough plump fullness that kissing it would be a pleasure. 
 
    He shook his head. “You have no sense of self-preservation.” 
 
    I circled my hand in a get on with it gesture.  
 
    Apparently, the gesture, like the one for stop, crossed species. Kirk pinched his nose again. “You’ll likely regret this.” He paused, and sighed when I nodded enthusiastically. “I’ll let you interview me here, in my office, for two hours but it has to be now, and the episode has to go to air this week.”  
 
    Who needs sleep? It was Worktwo today. The linked episodes went out on Workthree and Endthree. 
 
    In Universal Society, there were ten days in a week. Seven were workdays, and weekends had three days. The nomenclature was basic: Workone, Worktwo, up to Workseven; and Endone, Endtwo, and Endthree for weekends.  
 
    Juggling my interview and broadcast schedule would be a nightmare. I’d have to bump some people back and rush others. Hopefully, everyone would forgive me. Even if they didn’t, I’d seize this chance. 
 
    I extended my hand to shake on the deal. “Done.” 
 
    His hand was as warm as any human’s. Not too warm. And not damp. Ew. I hadn’t thought if I’d been sweating from nerves. Maybe I should have wiped my hand on my jeans before shaking? No, my palms were dry. Whew. 
 
    A faintly puzzled, amused look gathered in his eyes. 
 
    I coughed in embarrassment. “I need to grab my camera drones from my apartment.” 
 
    “What’s your apartment ID?” 
 
    I rattled off the void, sector and number. “Hang on, you don’t mean…?” 
 
    “The deal is that you interview me, now. If you choose to fetch the cameras yourself, I’ll deduct that time from your two hours.” 
 
    Folding my arms in disgruntlement, I huffed whisps of blue hair off my face. “The camera drones are on the shelf above my desk.” 
 
    Kirk vanished. 
 
    I refolded my arms and tapped my foot.  
 
    Kirk reappeared. 
 
    “Damn, you’re fast.” I reached for my camera babies. 
 
    He turned his back and walked toward the inner door. Rude. 
 
    Then he opened the door and I forgot about my hostage camera drones. 
 
    The outer office was minimalist. There was no art on the walls. The floor was smooth and easily cleaned of blood or anything else. The reception desk contained an inbuilt touchscreen and nothing else. Everything was in pale shades of gray and brown, like river stones. 
 
    The inner office had the same gray floor, but its walls were white, providing a stark background for the mass of objects displayed on shelves, hanging from the ceiling, or lurching upward from the floor. Guns comprised the major portion of the display; recognizable because even those far ahead of human technology followed the same principle: point and shoot. 
 
    “Trophies,” Kirk said succinctly. 
 
    Trophies. Some of the items were highly polished. Others showed damage. Those were the scariest of all. I recognized some weapons. It’s hard to mistake a spear. Others were rarer but memorable, like the poison bulb which resembled a garlic bulb, but was manufactured so that each clove held a separate poison until impact detonated it. 
 
    I took his one word statement, trophies, as an excuse to venture closer. A series of tiny dots on a shiny board had begun to form the pattern of a flower. A magnifying glass hung on a delicate chain beside the board. I peered through it, and reality came into focus. “They’re bugs.” Miniature surveillance devices. 
 
    “Why stop at squashing a bug when I can also pin them as a warning?” Kirk’s negligent stance, even with his hands full with my camera drones, was its own warning. He was the biggest danger in this room of collected, curated menace. 
 
    I recognized three of the bugs he displayed. A single one cost the same as my salary for half the year. 
 
    “Some are acquisitions from successful jobs. Some are souvenirs of failed assassination attempts.” Kirk bared his teeth. “I’m not easy to kill.” 
 
    My knees absolutely did not wobble as I realized he’d survived worse than a trisave. 
 
    Would he collect the shrapnel from wherever he’d discarded it to explode, and display that on his trophy walls? 
 
    “The weapons?” Good for me, my voice didn’t shake. 
 
    “Not all were aimed at me personally, but each was deployed in a manner, or for a purpose, that offended me.” 
 
    He put my camera drones on the desk beside a missile shell filled with sharp, pointy things. 
 
    In the manner of a toddler grabbing their security blanket, I snatched up the nearest camera drone. As I did, I identified the contents of the missile shell as arrowheads. 
 
    Switching on Aee, Bee and Cee, and checking their settings, was automatic. “Why the rush to be interviewed?” 
 
    The first drone was good to go. It whirred up to the ceiling, dodging the technology already hanging there. 
 
    Kirk eyed the drone thoughtfully. “None of your business.” 
 
    “Fair enough. That wasn’t actually an interview question. My two hours start when all the drones are in the air.” 
 
    He shrugged and sat in the comfortable chair behind the desk. 
 
    In contrast, the bench seating on the visitors’ side of the desk was hard and uncomfortable. Everything in this office was designed to unnerve. 
 
    In itself, that provided an insight into how a rogue, this rogue, did business. 
 
    While I activated the camera drones, I mentally revised my questions. 
 
    Kirk hadn’t agreed to this interview due to a sudden attack of kindness. My mention of advertising had triggered him. I had absolutely no problem with my interviewees benefiting from The Human Eye raising their public profile, but I suspected Kirk’s intentions weren’t so straightforward. His reputation far exceeded that of my small interview program. Which meant he’d agreed for some other twisty reason. 
 
    Fortunately, since I was the editor, and I’d be cutting the two hour interview down by half, I had the final say on what message went out. 
 
    Kirk might think he was using me, but I had my own agenda. 
 
    I reassured myself that what I missed in the live interview, I’d catch during the editing process. Hopefully. The timeframe did mean I’d be rushed. 
 
    I could do this. I gave the last drone a pat before releasing it to take up position over my right shoulder. 
 
    “Do you want to comb your hair?” 
 
    “My…oh.” Crawling around on the floor, followed by tugging at my hair while I thought, must have created a fantastic mess. 
 
    Kirk took a comb from a drawer and tossed it across the desk.  
 
    I contemplated the small comb, perfect for his short, tidy, dark brown hair, and reflected on my wild, blue mane. Using this comb would cost me five minutes, even if I carelessly tore through snarls. 
 
    Unfortunately, while digital editing could easily handle cosmetic problems like a shiny nose, my hair was another issue altogether. I started combing. 
 
    Kirk watched. 
 
    In fact, our gazes locked. 
 
    Across the distance of the desk and for the length of time it took me to tame my hair, we assessed each other. I think I had something of the advantage. After all, I got to study him in his natural environment, his office, plus I’d researched his publicly available information. What there was of it. Whereas I was an unexpected and rare human intrusion into his life. 
 
    It was understandable that he was curious about me. 
 
    It wasn’t personal. 
 
    His eyes on me felt personal. 
 
    I tugged a few blue hairs free of the comb, disposed of them in a wastepaper basket, and slid the comb back across the desk. 
 
    He returned it to the drawer. 
 
    We both straightened, two duelists eager for the contest. 
 
    “Kirk Tormod, thank you for inviting The Human Eye into your rogue’s den.” 
 
    “I expect it’ll be an experience, Elif.” 
 
    “Before you became a rogue, you were an explorer. That’s a rare job title in Universal Society. What does it entail?” 
 
    “It’s self-explanatory. Explorers explore. Specifically, as a pict, I explored planets unsurveyed by standard technological or boots-on-the-ground methods.” 
 
    “You said you did so as a pict. Does that mean you twixted to these planets?” 
 
    “Yes. Are you now going to ask the cliché question, what does twixting feel like?” 
 
    I beamed at him. “I am! The ability to twixt is one of the major differences between you as a pict and me as a human. I’m curious.” 
 
    “Twixting is a two-part ability. The first is an individual’s degree of sensitivity to perceiving the world twixtually.” 
 
    I interrupted. “You’re talking of quantum fields?” 
 
    He raised an ironically impressed eyebrow. “You’ve done your research.” 
 
    “It’s not only rogues who rely on information to do their job.” 
 
    “Well, leave the quantum fields alone for the moment. Twixtual perception is a sense best understood by those who don’t possess it as hearing. You can hear a multitude of sounds, but your brain only consciously presents a few. The stronger a person’s twixtual perception, the greater their ability to act in and through quantum fields.” 
 
    “That’s the actual twixting, right?” 
 
    “Without the first perception stage, the movement stage would have random and lethal emergences. The two stages go together.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that picts vary in how far they can move through the quantum fields. Does an explorer have to possess extraordinary reach?” 
 
    His golden-hazel eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t say extraordinary.” 
 
    “But powerful?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I adjusted position, crossing one leg over the other. “Why did you change career from explorer to rogue? What is so good about being a rogue?” 
 
    Kirk looked up at the camera positioned to record both of us. “How did you come to produce The Human Eye, Elif? Why did you leave Earth?” 
 
    Because I was running away. 
 
    I smiled brilliantly for our audience. “Curiosity.” 
 
    He nodded agreement. “A new challenge.” He let a beat of silence pass, and I didn’t break it. “An explorer records what is. A rogue connects what might be.” 
 
    “That’s quite profound.” 
 
    His white teeth flashed in sardonic amusement. “Neither career forgives stupidity.” 
 
    He wasn’t a person to be underestimated. Moreover, he refused to permit others to underestimate him. 
 
    I picked up an arrowhead. “This is an unusually primitive artifact to find on a space station.” 
 
    Kirk picked up a second arrowhead, turning it over between his fingers. They were slightly longer than the human average. “The sophistication of the tool doesn’t matter as much as its fitness for purpose. That’s what I offer. The right tool, in the right place, at the right time.” A smile more lethal than the arrowhead glimmered in his eyes and thinned his mouth. “Sometimes the tool isn’t an object. Sometimes it’s a person or information. I deliver whatever the customer requires.” 
 
    He tossed the arrowhead back into the shell. “Opportunities go to those who perceive them, those who don’t allow familiarity or prejudice to dull their senses. Opportunities have to be attacked.” 
 
    Replacing my arrowhead carefully, I switched topics. “How do you explain the similarities between humans and picts?” 
 
    An indifferent shrug answered me. “Certain forms are optimal. Evolution reaches them. Take the tebu as an example. They aren’t the sole sapient insectoid species. Others are out there. Some have colonized other planets. Some haven’t. No one is as alone as they think they are. We just haven’t discovered their counterparts or connections.” 
 
    His answer hinted at the tantalizing fact that while picts were the unparalleled explorers of Universal Society, whether they shared what, and who, they found with the rest of Universal Society was a different question. 
 
    “Do you know if pict explorers reached Earth millennia ago?” 
 
    “Not personally.” 
 
    Some interviews were like trudging through hardening cement. I kept trudging. “I think they must have. There’s human history from a couple of millennia ago about a small group of people in the cold north of an island who called themselves picts and painted themselves blue. The coincidence of the name and personal adornment has to be memory of contact with your people.” 
 
    “The circumstantial evidence seems to argue for it.” Unexpectedly, he came to life, a wicked look transforming his face into startling handsomeness. “Picts and humans can’t interbreed. We can have fun.” 
 
    Do not blush, I ordered by skin. 
 
    “But we cannot have children. It’s the same for many interspecies combinations. Sex is possible, but not reproduction.” 
 
    My skin behaved itself and didn’t heat up. Relieved, I smirked back at him. “What about sexually transmitted diseases, Kirk? Do they cross species?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask an expert…on pathogens.” Inferring that he was an expert on sex. 
 
    “Does it take a certain personality type or attitude to be a rogue?” 
 
    His smirk briefly widened into a genuine grin at my change of subject and the implicit concession that he’d won the previous exchange. The grin faded all too soon into his regular neutral expression. “At the amateur or quasi-rogue level, no. They are simply people who put their personal and professional networks and knowledge to work. As I’m guessing you do to line up interviewees for your program.” 
 
    I faked a smile. “So, I’m an amateur rogue?” 
 
    “If you like the title, I hereby bestow it on you. Elif Moora, human producer of The Human Eye and amateur rogue.” 
 
    “Thanks.” For nothing, my eyes communicated the silent addition. 
 
    Perhaps he repented and that’s why he gave me a real answer, or maybe his subsequent discussion of vranyo was for his own purpose, the same reason he’d agreed to this interview on a tight timeframe. “Vranyo is the attitude of the successful rogue. You lie, everyone knows you’re lying, but no one dares to call you on it. The blatant lie is a status marker. If you can’t play at that level, if you can’t enforce a brutal lie via a wink and a stare, then you get your throat cut.” 
 
    “But rogues are facilitators, fixers, not…” I thought of the trisave and my earlier musings on how useful twixting would be for an assassin. My gaze flickered to the trophies around us. 
 
    “Rogues solve problems,” the scary, fascinating man in front of me said. “A good bluff keeps your enemies, competitors, and clients guessing. A rogue must keep everyone off-balance, while also making them feel as if you’re the only reliable safe ground in a quaking swamp where one wrong step has you ass-deep in toothy, ravenous predators.” 
 
    “Alligators,” I said. “We call them alligators on Earth.” 
 
    He smiled gently, setting off all kinds of alarm bells. His tone was equally as gentle. “But we’re not on Earth, now.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Returning to my shared office, I prepared for a herculean editing session overnight in order to have “The Pict Rogue” episode ready for release tomorrow. I refused to undermine my audience-building efforts by releasing off-schedule. 
 
    “I cannot believe you got an interview with Kirk Tormod,” my colleague Milton said for the sixth time. He had trailed me to the cafeteria and back just to repeat himself while I’d stocked up for an all-nighter. 
 
    PGC staff could eat for free in the staff cafeterias, and generally did. Or if we didn’t eat there, we could take meals from the cafeterias to consume in our apartments or—sigh—at work. 
 
    “And as I said, I will tell you about it tomorrow after the editing is done. Honestly, Milton, the editing is all I can think about.” 
 
    I had two hours of raw material. I needed to edit it to tell a story. 
 
    The question nagging me was, what story did Kirk think I’d tell? Because that calculation was why he’d abruptly changed his mind and agreed to the interview. 
 
    Vranyo. What message lurked in his description of vranyo? 
 
    “I’ve heard that the pict rogue costs the stars,” Milton babbled on. “Yet he gave you a free interview.” 
 
    Finally, our supervisor intervened. “Milton, enough. Elif performed a miracle. Maybe Kirk Tormod is lonely and she’s near enough to pict that he—” 
 
    Milton and I stared at our bulu supervisor in horror. 
 
    “Do not go there,” I said. “There was nothing sexual in our exchange. I didn’t flirt my way into the interview.” I chose not to remember certain minor innuendos or my own awareness of Kirk. 
 
    Milton extended a quizzical eyestalk in my direction. “I’ve seen you do so with other species. The eripi in—” 
 
    I picked up a celery stalk and swatted him. I intended to try to eat healthily initially before the last few hours of the editing night were sustained by pure sugary, salty junk food. 
 
    “En garde!” Milton picked up a second celery stick and prepared to duel me. 
 
    Czaam’s reeds slapped against each other. “I’m cursed with children. A bulu, cursed with children!” Bulu reproduced by separating into two parts. Children were an alien concept to them. For the bulu, procreation via division produced two entirely new individuals where once there’d been one. “Milton, your workday is over. Go!” Zer reeds pointed at the door. 
 
    Milton left, munching on celery. 
 
    “Good luck,” Czaam said to me, and followed him out. 
 
    My sigh sounded loud in the empty office. “It’s just you and me, chickadees,” I said to the powered-down camera drones. I’d already extracted their data. Basically, tonight was just me. 
 
    I ran through the interview, noting things I’d missed, and occasionally lamenting what I hadn’t followed up. I made notes of the latter. They were questions I could ask the expert commentators whom I’d interview for the second episode. 
 
    At one point, I caught arrested withdrawal in Kirk’s posture, although he corrected quickly.  
 
    I rewound. What had I asked that had gotten through Kirk’s vranyo-enforced guard? 
 
    “You are a successful rogue. What have you sacrificed to your profession?” On-screen, my gaze detoured from Kirk to some of his trophies. I hadn’t meant to do so, but visually it looked as if I’d asked, Who have you sacrificed? 
 
    He hadn’t flinched, but he’d stiffened to prevent himself revealing anything. He’d answered like a rogue, glib and deflective. “You can’t keep clean while cleaning up.” 
 
    I reached for a chocolate, trying to decide what it was about his response that bothered me. The smooth chocolate melted, but my worries didn’t. 
 
    My hand hovered over the editing buttons. I cut the snippet. It was unwise to let something go out that gave me the heebie-jeebies, unless I knew why I had the heebie-jeebies. Then it might be worth stirring up trouble. 
 
    I moved on. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I was yawning, red-eyed, and haggard by the time Milton scuttled back into the office. If you’ve never seen a tebu skip, you’ve missed out. 
 
    And you probably won’t ever see a tebu skip. Milton is one of a kind, an individualist in a conformist species. 
 
    Enlisting in the PGC offered an escape from more than one type of trap.  
 
    “Did you get it done?” he asked.  
 
    In answer, I pushed a button and the interview began playing on the big screen. “Yup,” I said through a yawn. “Scheduled to go live in four hours.” 
 
    Milton tore his attention from the screen. “You look bad.” 
 
    “Ugh.” I ruffled my rats’ nest hair. “I’ll grab a two, maybe three, hour nap, then be awake to field the real-time questions and comments on the page.” 
 
    The page was the discussion forum I ran for The Human Eye. 
 
    People could, and would, comment anywhere they liked about the program, but if they wanted a response from me, they had to comment on the program’s PGC-hosted page. An interview with a pict rogue ought to be good for increased engagement. 
 
    “I feel like I should escort you to your apartment,” Milton said. 
 
    Glancing up blearily from setting the alarm on my wrist badge, I frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “Because humans sleepwalk, and I think you are doing this, yes?” 
 
    “No. I’m awake. Barely.” I put both hands on the desk and pushed up. “But thanks.” 
 
    When I bounced off the passage walls a couple of times on the walk home, I realized Milton might have had a point. I was tired-drunk-driving an unwieldy body. 
 
    I staggered into my apartment and face-planted on the bed. In a major effort, I rolled onto my side before falling asleep. 
 
    Only to curse the alarm three hours later.  
 
    Making noises like a zombie, I took heroic measures to wake up. A cold shower. 
 
    It shocked my system enough that excitement could creep in to oust exhaustion. In less than an hour, The Human Eye, would show a rare interview with a pict. 
 
    Would Kirk be watching? 
 
    Who cared if Kirk was watching? 
 
    I blasted cold water to rinse the conditioner out of my hair, then shivered my way through drying off and dragging on a sweatshirt and black combat pants.  
 
    A kettle on top of a minibar in the corner of my room represented my cooking facilities. I boiled water for instant coffee and grabbed a breakfast bar.  
 
    Puffs of rosemary-scented air from the vents set discreetly in the walls were part of my wake-up routine. The vents were programed to start emitting the sharp, herbal scent ten minutes before my alarm and twenty minutes after. 
 
    On planets, people overlooked air, but in space, you couldn’t take it for granted. 
 
    The air management system filtered out dust particles and gases, and kept continual, nearly unnoticeable currents of air circulating. It was astonishing how important air movement was to people’s psychological health. Then again, we’d all evolved in planetary conditions. We required air to move in a space station, and the subconscious reassurance of that movement; just as aquatic species required water to move along channels and in pools. Stagnation, we instinctively knew, led to death. 
 
    I ate my breakfast bar as I rushed to work. My heart sung the song of my people, coffee, coffee, coffee. By the time I reached the office, I was awake and hopeful. 
 
    Kirk had been an excellent interview subject, after our interesting start. 
 
    Anticipation finished the wake-up job started by the alarm, cold shower, and coffee. Logging into the social page for The Human Eye I looked forward to people’s live feedback on the latest episode. My promise to viewers was that I’d be present to chat during the release of each episode and for an hour afterward. 
 
    Comments arrived steadily, peaking at key moments during the interview, the peaks slightly staggered as the time lag inherent in broadcasting defined engagement. 
 
    “Humans do look like picts.” 
 
    Yes, yes, we do. I typed quickly. “The similarity is astonishing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “So weird.” 
 
    Others were more interested in Kirk’s concept of vranyo. Quite a debate started. 
 
    “Is it lying if the other person knows you are lying, and you know that they know that you are lying?” 
 
    “Yes! Truth is everything.” 
 
    “No. It is a game. Vranyo has different rules.” 
 
    I stayed out of that debate. I wasn’t sure how I felt about vranyo. Or if this talk about it explained why Kirk had agreed to the interview on the proviso it was broadcast this week. It seemed that vranyo could be a threat; utilized as a tool for someone to show and wield their power.  
 
    If Kirk’s discussion of vranyo was a threat, was it general or specific? Who would respond to it? 
 
    “You guys look so cute together!” 
 
    What??!!! 
 
    Oh, good grief. The fans of The Human Eye were shipping Kirk and me. 
 
    “It was a professional interview.” 
 
    “Sure, sure, but I’ve been studying human body language and the prolonged eye contact between Elif and Kirk…” 
 
    Far out. A whole host of gossip about human behavior scrolled past. It was fascinating in an appalling way. 
 
    Toe sucking is a kink. Most people don’t… I didn’t engage. “Is that the time? It’s an hour and a half since the episode ended. I have to leave, folks. Thanks for watching and chatting. We’ll catch up on Endthree after the follow-up expert knowledge episode.” 
 
    “Whew.” I closed my screens. 
 
    Czaam had been monitoring the chat. “This is one time I’m glad I was wrong. I thought Kirk Tormod would bring you nothing but trouble, but that was a good interview and excellent audience engagement.” Ze tilted back on the rocking bench zer preferred. The low, barred seat had rungs zer rootlets could grip. “The accelerated timeframe is a challenge, though. Which experts will you chase down for the follow-up episode?” 
 
    I started with the easiest possibilities. “For the rogue aspect, I thought I’d interview someone from station police. They’ll have someone they can sacrifice to the entertainment gods on short notice. Governor Nai is Mani Dyo’s friend.” The governor was the station manager, and zer word was law. “I’ll mention in the request that Mani Dyo is personally interested in the episode.” 
 
    Czaam rocked in amiable approval. “You won’t even have to be overt. With Nai being a lampay and ex-PGC, the police media rep will prioritize your request. Send it directly to Captain Fou.” 
 
    Members of the same species weren’t always natural allies. They could be each other’s biggest rivals and detractors. It happened with humans. But lampays were rare enough in the PGC that those who’d served—or in Mani Dyo’s case, continued to serve—supported each other. 
 
    I noted the name of the police media representative. I had my own contacts in the police, but this was the official channel. 
 
    “For the pict aspect of the interview, it’s a bit harder,” I confessed. 
 
    Milton clicked his mandibles. “Understatement. There aren’t any other picts on-station. Perhaps if you interviewed via comms…” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted him. “The Human Eye is about my encounters on Artha Station.” 
 
    Milton’s mandibles flashed an excited magenta. “Ooh! You could ask the pict to twixt here.” 
 
    “You won’t get a pict here in time for Endthree’s episode,” Czaam said. It was a supervisor’s job to puncture dreams. 
 
    Unrealistic dreams. 
 
    “Technically, she could,” Milton said. “Twixting is instantaneous.” 
 
    “But negotiations aren’t.” Czaam pointed a reed at the floor. “You’ll have to ask one of them.” 
 
    Milton’s eyestalks cringed. “Isn’t there any other option?” 
 
    I’d already reached the same conclusion as Czaam. I stretched stiff, tired muscles in defeat. “No.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “I have teaching commitments. Lectures to deliver. Tutorials. Assessments. Plus my own research.” 
 
    Yada, yada, you’re very important. I’d known that I’d have to abase myself to sign up a pict expert in the time I had available. “Professor Dumas, I realize that your time is valuable and that I’m asking a lot of you, that you wouldn’t even consider my request if not for the fact that we share a commitment to the PGC.” 
 
    I didn’t dare say we were colleagues. My “colleagues” in the education department on the level below scorned the Emergent Division’s entertainment section, and me in particular. My lack of academic qualifications grated on them.  
 
    I was barely worth talking to. 
 
    Except that even academics needed to raise their public profile if they wanted to advance their careers. The Human Eye gave a kakikki pict expert a rare chance to pontificate to a general audience. 
 
    “I’m available any time you have an hour or two free in the next three days,” I pushed carefully. 
 
    We were communicating audio-only via our badges. 
 
    Even though I was in the office, and my tablet available, I’d grown accustomed to using the all-purpose badge strapped to my left wrist. As well as being a personal comms unit, it contained my credit balance and station resident ID, as well as my PGC ID. It was the only item I couldn’t leave home without. For a start, I wouldn’t be able to open my apartment door again without it. Since the badge was waterproof, I’d gotten into the habit of wearing it constantly. 
 
    It was a chunky piece of non-jewelry, but it was worth tolerating its ugliness for its functionality.  
 
    I heard Dumas vacillate. Kakikki were crackly when they fidgeted. 
 
    Currently, Dumas was torn between offended dignity and the desire to lecture on his expert subject. “Several times, I have requested Mr. Tormod’s time. He has always refused. How much did you pay him for the interview?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s not like I have the budget to pay guests.” 
 
    “Hmm. But you are humanoid and female.” 
 
    Unseen, I rolled my eyes at Milton, who was busy editing a script. First Czaam and now Dumas. They needed to reconnect with reality. I wasn’t exactly Mata Hari and Kirk wasn’t hard up for company. 
 
    On Artha Station Kirk might be a lone pict, but he was a pict. People seemed to forget that physical distance wasn’t the barrier for him that it was for the rest of us. He could twixt to join picts wherever they were. 
 
    I ignored the fact that he’d struck me as lonely. Doubtless, I’d been projecting. 
 
    “Very well,” Dumas conceded grandly. “You do seem in dire need of a pict expert, and I am the foremost expert on Artha Station. As you said, I owe it to the PGC to ensure the accuracy of the information you provide on your small program.” 
 
    Condescending goblin. “Thank you, Professor Dumas. I am very grateful. What time would suit you, and where?” 
 
    We arranged a three hour session in his office tomorrow. 
 
    I ended the call and slumped in my chair to pull gargoyle faces at the ceiling. 
 
    “I thought you’d be happy to have nabbed an expert,” Milton said, always ready to abandon his script, which was for a documentary on the station’s waste management system. 
 
    “I am.” I sighed. “Professor Dumas is a good choice. I am pleased. But he’s also a patronizing jerk like so many of them in the education department and back on Earth. If I wanted a university degree I could get one.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I earned my Masters in Xeno-Communication and they still patronize me. It’s doctorate or nothing.” 
 
    “Jerks.” 
 
    Milton drummed an upbeat rhythm on his carapace. “Forget them. We’re doing jobs we love. They just resent us for being a-may-zing!” 
 
    “Yeah. And at least the police have given me a decent rogue expert. Detective Inspector Carlos Wan. I have an appointment with him in…five hours.” 
 
    Czaam interjected. “Go sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, boss.” I saluted sloppily. “I’ll see you both, tomorrow. The meeting with the detective inspector is at the Game Spire.” Which was perfect. I could get dinner while Carlos Wan had an extended working lunch. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Where possible, shifts on Artha Station respected species’ natural biorhythms. 
 
    I’d chosen a bad time to take the elevator down to the education level. 
 
    Seventeen tebu PGC education staff crammed in after me. They were chattering together in their clipped sentences, all gleaming and smelling faintly of the z’shai oil they polished their chitin with. Z’shai smelled of sweet almond oil and mint. 
 
    I hugged my messenger bag and squished back against the wall. It was worth being squashed for a few seconds. If I entered the Game Spire at the education level, I’d be on the shortest path to where the police hung out before, during, and after their staggered shifts. 
 
    The elevator doors opened and the tebu marched out in unison. 
 
    Tebu who spent sufficient time together tended to synch. They had their individualists, but on the whole, tebu found conformity liberating. 
 
    Milton was a rare individualist. He’d explained the cost of it. He wasn’t ostracized, but “…I have to make judgements about everything. I have to choose. Whereas conformity frees you from deciding what to wear, how to act, even what to believe.” 
 
    Whereas us non-conformists had to decide everything ourselves.  
 
    “It’s worth it,” I whispered. 
 
    The Game Spire never closed. The café was one of the few business premises on the station that stretched between multiple levels and voids; hence, the name, Spire.  
 
    It was valued for being a multi-species, mingled-environments meeting place able to feed everyone their chosen food, even if some of the foods were fabricated rather than fresh. 
 
    If you couldn’t find somewhere to belong in the Game Spire, then you wouldn’t find a home, socially and emotionally speaking, anywhere on Artha Station. 
 
    As I entered, the big screen to my left displayed a game underway. This area being the academics’ den, the sound was muted to permit them to argue comfortably. I didn’t bother checking which teams were playing. There was always a game on at the Game Spire. 
 
    Universal Society was so obsessed with the Game that they capitalized it and added no other descriptor. Skill at the Game could advance someone professionally, but most of us were armchair experts; fans, not players. All that passion was focused on a handful of players chasing a glowing, yellow ball up and down a field where the obstacle course could be repurposed to defend against, and attack, the opposition. 
 
    I sped up. The next den was a fan den. Neutrino Blasters fans were as rabid as any other team’s with the added twist that their team had recently signed a human player, Mitch Rodriguez. Artha Station’s fans didn’t mean to be rude, but they were enthusiasts and I was human. That made them eager to study me, to poke and prod—mostly metaphorically, but occasionally for real. Normally, their curiosity amused me and I indulged it, but today I had an appointment to keep. 
 
    Slinking past the Neutrino Blasters den, I reached a transparent wall that held back blue water. Passages served the land or air-based species of Universal Society, but channels were necessary for the aquatic citizens, like the whai. The amphibious sedu could use either, but customarily navigated the passages.  
 
    Keeping a hand on the transparent wall, I followed it along to where the channel partially spilled out into a pool. 
 
    I’d arrived at the police den. A whole heap of anxiety slid off my shoulders. In a strange way, I was home. 
 
    I’d never been tempted to join the police force myself, but since Dad was a police sergeant, I’d tagged along to enough parties over the years, and to a couple of funerals, that I was comfortable among them. I respected the men and women who served. It was a job that took a piece of their souls, and they paid that price courageously in exchange for the lives they saved. 
 
    When I’d first stumbled into the cops’ hangout on Artha Station I’d recognized their off-beat, suspicious tolerance. Cops are simultaneously the most alert to, and the most accepting of, oddness because they’ve seen it all. 
 
    Or if they, as an individual, haven’t seen it all, their collective wisdom has. 
 
    On Artha Station, that collective wisdom hung out at the Game Spire, and it had accepted me, the naïve, inquisitive human. Not out of general goodwill, although there was kindness mixed in, but because of the opportunity I presented for those inclined to take it. 
 
    Like the Neutrino Blasters fans, many of the police were keen to learn about humans. I was the test model. I was welcome in their den because I readily answered the embarrassing questions that the other six humans on-station evaded. When more of us ventured out from Earth and the Gaia Sector, the police of Artha Station would be ready. 
 
    A glance at the land bar revealed the lack of a sedu leaning up against it. It seemed I’d beaten Carlos Wan to our meeting. I ambled in the direction of our agreed rendezvous point, winding between tables and swerving out of the way of waitstaff. 
 
    “Elif!” The call came from the pool. 
 
    Mahala lounged in the shallows. 
 
    I swiveled in that direction and picked up my pace. 
 
    Whai elders could grow as large as a naga. As a relative youngster, Mahala had a mere ten-feet wingspan. If you’ve never seen a whai, think of a stingray mottled purple, like a bruise, and add retractable tentacles that emerge from scattered lumps on the body. 
 
    Maybe you don’t think stingrays are cute. I do.  
 
    Dad’s a senior sergeant in a country town on Australia’s west coast where two stingrays visit the main beach regularly to be fed and petted by tourists. My experience with them prejudiced me to expect curious friendliness from whai, and Mahala never disappoints. 
 
    Mum and Dad divorced when I was thirteen. I stayed with Mum in Perth, the state’s capital city, and saw Dad in the holidays. 
 
    When I was fifteen, he flew down to Perth for a colleague’s retirement party. It was a family barbeque event, and he picked me up from Mum’s to take me with him. 
 
    A cop party! Yay! Just what every snotty fifteen-year-old girl dreams of. 
 
    Not. 
 
    Especially because, in my eyes, he’d chosen his job over me when he moved away. 
 
    His retiring colleague’s wife noticed me scowling on the edge of the party and approached.  
 
    “Thirty-two years, Brad and I have been together. Thirty of those he was a cop. These are his people.” An all-ages collection of men and women who, even out of uniform, had the watchful, authoritative attitude of experienced police officers. She smiled affectionately. “A bunch of misfits. Do you know who joins the police? People who don’t fit anywhere else. They’re the sheepdogs, chasing away wolves who’d eat the sheep, and herding the sheep so that they don’t run themselves headlong into trouble. They’re not part of the flock, but they’ll die for their sheep. That makes them special in my book. It’s not easy, though, loving someone like that and seeing what they sacrifice for their work.” 
 
    She patted my shoulder. “Your dad loves you. Never doubt it.” 
 
    It was a lightbulb moment. Dragging me to the party wasn’t a punishment or cluelessness. It was Dad’s attempt to share his world with me. He loved me.  
 
    I grew up a bit that day; loving him for who he was. 
 
    Just as he and Mum loved me enough to send me off on my galactic adventures when they’d have preferred that I stayed safely on Earth. They hadn’t said one word about me running away from heartbreak or being played for a fool—unlike the rest of my family and friends group. 
 
    Unlike my own inner, critical voice. 
 
    I smiled widely at Mahala, my particular misfit cop friend. “How are you?” 
 
    “Exhausted. I was shuffling case notes all shift.” She flopped in the shallows, the drama queen. “And why do you have your three amigos with you?” 
 
    I’d forgotten my camera drones. “The wheel on my luggage broke, so rather than try and carry them, I let them fly. They’re not recording. Yet. I’m meeting Detective Inspector Carlos Wan.” 
 
    She perked up. “Why?” 
 
    “I guess you haven’t seen the latest episode of The Human Eye.” 
 
    Embarrassed evasion was recognizable across species. As a creative, you grew accustomed to it. Friends and family supported you. They didn’t necessarily enjoy what you produced. 
 
    “Never mind. You were working, and it’s only just out. I interviewed the rogue Kirk Tormod.” 
 
    Mahala had an impressive memory for names. “The pict? You didn’t!” 
 
    “She did.” A sedu flippered to stand in the shallows. “Carlos Wan” 
 
    “Elif Moora. Thank you for meeting me, Detective Inspector.” 
 
    “Carlos, please.” 
 
    Mahala wailed. “I could have given you any number of rogues’ names who would have been better than Tormod. He’s out of your league.” 
 
    Kirk was tall, blue and handsome. Decisive. Clever. Ruthless. 
 
    Out of my league? 
 
    “He is not!” 
 
    “Kirk’s not so bad,” Carlos said. “I’ve had to squeeze this appointment into a busy day…” 
 
    “Sorry. If we grab a corner table, I’ll position the drones so that no one else is recorded.” 
 
    “I’ve reserved a nook.” Carlos led the way. 
 
    I waved goodbye to Mahala. 
 
    Distractedly, she flicked her tail in farewell, muttering about watching The Human Eye and keeping a closer eye on me. “Reckless human.” 
 
    Automation on Artha Station was efficient and unobtrusive. The Game Spire could have employed it to serve customers. The decision to hire people, instead, wasn’t for anything so vague as ambience. Staff weaving in and around the dens improved the general standard of behavior by adroitly managing antisocial behavior. All floor staff were experienced psychologists or sociologists. 
 
    As soon as we were seated, a bulu waiter took Carlos’s and my orders. I chose a salad.  
 
    The human garden on Artha Station was well underway and already productive. A sector station had to have gardens for each citizen species of Universal Society. A prestigious station like Artha went a step further and pre-emptively established gardens for emergent species as well. It took time to create functioning biohabs. 
 
    The produce from those gardens made it onto menus. Other species were already experimenting with produce from the human garden, just as I willingly ate a fair range of eripi foods. 
 
    Carlos chose a noodle and dumpling dish in imitation royal sauce. Imitation in menu-speak meant fabricated. Universal Society food fabrication was light years beyond humanity’s crude attempts, and was a tasty means of enjoying expensive foods on a budget. 
 
    As our waiter retreated, Carlos outlined his ground rules. “I won’t speak about individuals.” 
 
    “Suits me,” I said cheerfully. “Specifically if you’re talking about Kirk. I’m satisfied to have interviewed him. I can let things go at that. A general conversation about rogues, and perhaps their interaction with the legal system, would play well to my audience.” 
 
    I hoped. 
 
    Carlos twitched a thoughtful tentacle. Possessing four prehensile tentacles at his neck and three down his spine, meant he had middle to high status in sedu society. “It was a good interview. I watched it. The rogue issued a clear warning that he won’t be bullied and that he can back up his bluffs.” 
 
    Vranyo. 
 
    Mentally, I filed Carlos’s assessment of Kirk’s interview away for later consideration.  
 
    “Rogues are specialists. Low level rogues serve as guides. They have limited influence. Higher level rogues facilitate trade in goods, services, and information. There’s a false mystique around rogues, as if the best of them are masterminds. In my experience, the defining feature of successful rogues is their opportunism.” 
 
    “Kirk said they see possibilities and connections.” 
 
    “For good or ill.” Discontentedly, Carlos ran one neck tentacle along another. “Some of a rogue’s best customers can be criminals. For a rogue who chooses that path, they have to be able to protect themselves. The criminal gangs are a constant evil.” 
 
    The interview was about rogues, but Carlos’s professional life involved obsessing about criminal gangs. “The criminal gangs that network effectively beyond the station import trouble. The worst are the interstellar gangs seeking to expand. They’re our priority. If we permit them to establish themselves here, corruption will flourish. We can handle those whose operations are confined on-station. They’re a known proposition. We can contain them. The interstellar gangs possess sufficient resources to overwhelm us.” 
 
    The waiter delivered our meals. 
 
    Carlos wound a tentacle deftly around his chopsticks. 
 
    “Do the police work with rogues?” 
 
    “We do. Operating outside of established protocols isn’t necessarily illegal.” By inference, doing so was the definition of rogue activity for Carlos. “Rogues function as gatekeepers for informal systems that accrete around authorized systems or in the gaps between such systems. Rogues are points of access to these supplementary systems.” 
 
    Staring at camera Bee, Carlos’s tentacles waved slightly. “Let me rephrase. Given that trade is the basis of Universal Society, it’s useful to mentally frame most systems as markets. By their own actions, self-interested though they are, rogues enforce boundaries. People think of markets as the sale of goods, but markets include the sale of services and knowledge, and they’re defined by who has the right to enter and deal in them. Successful rogues regulate markets by who they connect to them. In effect, who they back.” 
 
    Carlos paused to eat.  
 
    I mirrored him. I’d learned to eat very slowly when interviewing someone over a meal. While waiting for him to continue, I politely masticated a lettuce leaf. Commenting on what he’d already said risked derailing his train of thought. 
 
    “Governments can impose regulations, but in practice, rogues are more effective regulators. They’re more responsive, as well as personally invested in a market’s health. They prioritize making the market work. Bureaucrats enforcing regulations prize their own efficient performance. Two very different things.” 
 
    “Bureaucrats have less leeway to exercise their judgement.” I winked at Carlos. “Which is why police might work in a bureaucracy, but they’re not bureaucrats.”  
 
    How often had Dad ranted on the topic? 
 
    For Dad, community policing was preferable to investigative work precisely because there was space to exercise judgement, and to give people a second chance, or to intervene early enough to nudge them to better choices. 
 
    “My father, and the human police union back home, are willing to strike to uphold a police officer’s right to exercise judgement in an active situation.” 
 
    Curling a tentacle in approval, Carlos slurped some noodles. 
 
    It was fascinating how vocations crossed species; that is, people drawn to a particular type of work understood each other’s motivation, and supported their efforts, despite species’ differences. 
 
    “How do you define a rogue?” the sedu detective inspector asked. 
 
    I speared a cherry tomato. “Like you, I think a rogue is a guide to foreign territory, or else an agent, someone you employ to acquire something from that territory so that you don’t have to enter it.” 
 
    “Territory rather than market or system? Territory implies a single entity controls it or that multiple entities contest it.” A flick of a tentacle forgave me my definition. “Every definition misses something. But if you’re looking for a rogue, look for those blind spots in your assumptions. As opportunists, rogues fill spaces others leave vacant.” 
 
    “For example?” I prompted. 
 
    “Maybe there was something in your definition of an emerging or volatile market as a contest for territory. Where mediators are lacking, rogues step into the space. Although they don’t fulfill the same function.” 
 
    Lost in unpleasant, tentacle-wrinkling thought, he stared into the middle distance. My third camera, Cee, adjusted its position, and that recalled Carlos from his cogitation. “Mediation is the platinum standard for negotiations, but it’s a rare individual who can remove their ego from the action. 
 
    “In the absence of mediators, the working solution is rogues. However, rogues operate to ensure they keep themselves in the middle of the relationship, even if doing so adds tension to the market. There’s been a decline in mediators in the criminal networks and we’re experiencing the consequences. Gangs are getting dumber and more short-sighted.” 
 
    After a visual examination of my salad he produced a disturbing metaphor. “You eat cheese. Humans have domesticated mammals whose milk you consume.” 
 
    “Cows. Goats, too. Sheep. Buffalo. Camels.” 
 
    He interrupted me firmly. “Think of Universal Society as a herd of ‘cows’. As mammals, healthy cows still have a few parasites. There are bacteria in their guts, etc. These are parasites that are symbiotic with the host organism or, at minimum, their predation is sustainable. Trade is the lifeblood of Universal Society. If interstellar criminal gangs, the parasites in this analogy, overwhelm the cows so badly that they die, then no one gets any milk.” 
 
    I avoided a cube of fabricated cheese and ate a second cherry tomato instead. “I’m not thrilled by the metaphor. Sorry, Carlos, but it’s gross.” 
 
    He snickered because even senior police officers enjoy disconcerting civilians.  
 
    I dared the cube of cheese, after all. “I get the idea. The gangs are parasites, but if parasites want to continue to exist, they need to respect the work of others to keep the cows healthy.” 
 
    “If they were smart, they would.” He ate a dumpling. “The ignorant, or the pathologically short-sighted, race to extract all they can from a cow before it dies, rather than share the cow’s productivity with the cow itself. They fear a rival would otherwise drain it.” He tapped his chopsticks against the bowl. “Which they probably would. Without trust, the concept of shared responsibility for the well-being of a resource erodes.” 
 
    His tentacle deftly twirled the chopsticks. “To a degree, lack of trust keeps the interstellar gangs in check. They prune themselves.” He selected a dumpling and chewed appreciatively. “For instance, it’s rare to encounter multi-species gangs at the interstellar level. We see them on-station, but stretching across space, it seems that species is the glue, the trust, they need to sustain themselves when they get that big.” 
 
    For al his detour into a discussion of criminality, Carlos hadn’t lost sight of the reason for the interview. “Which brings us back to the role of rogues. Unlike mediators, who try to resolve conflict by establishing trust, rogues aim to stand forever in the nobody’s zone carved out between competing forces. By keeping people separate and tied to contracts rather than connected by bonds of trust, rogues establish a nodal network in which they are the nodes. A network which is, ironically, more stable over the long-term than tight alliances.” 
 
    He pointed his chopsticks at me. “Differences have to be respected.” 
 
    “Or exploited?” I dared. 
 
    A noodle-slurping chuckle answered me. “Yes, some rogues exaggerate differences to maintain their position in the middle.” He lost his humor. “My father served before me. He was a sergeant. In his years, the interstellar violence of the gangs was less. It’s surged since I was a cadet. The established gangs are crossing lines their previous leadership would have enforced. Some are sedu. Those shame their clans.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s because rogues’ actions have changed?” 
 
    Carlos blinked. “What? Oh, no. No.” He dismissed the idea. “Whatever’s happening, it’s internal to the gangs.” He put down his chopsticks and studied me. “Or maybe it’s zeitgeist, which I hope to the stars it isn’t.” 
 
    Their prehensile tentacles were a sedu’s choice for precise actions. Their flippers were far less agile. 
 
    On his side of the table, Carlos suddenly slapped a flipper. It thwacked against the floor. “To destroy everything on the hope of starting again is insanity, and yet, I’ve heard whispers of such an idea.” 
 
    “Nihilism.” 
 
    One of his spinal tentacles tapped an ear. “I don’t think it translated. Nihilism?” 
 
    “A human philosophy that gives up,” I said succinctly, and probably inaccurately. “And cynically praises people for doing so.” 
 
    Carlos’s mood lightened as abruptly as it had dimmed. “You don’t approve. I agree. The attitude strikes me as misrepresenting despair as a productive force. Constructive action builds the future.” 
 
    It was a good note on which to end the interview, even if we were off topic. We were certainly out of time. Fortunately, I had a second expert interviewee lined up to help fill the episode. “Thank you for speaking so openly.” 
 
    Carlos waved a tentacle in amused dismissal. “It is your fault, or to your credit. I am tired and worried, and you’re a good listener.” 
 
    I jerked my chin toward Cee, the nearest of the three camera drones. “They didn’t inhibit you.” 
 
    Carlos straightened from the comfortable lounging posture of dining and conversation to loom. “If telling the truth can keep people safer, and more aware and supportive of police efforts to ensure their safety, why would I withhold that truth?” 
 
    Just like Dad. I undulated my left arm in my best imitation of an approving sedu tentacle wave. “You wouldn’t. Thank you, Carlos.” 
 
    That was the motivation of true police: how do we keep our people safe? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Professor Dumas’s large office was less a reflection of his status as a concession to his size. He was a multi-segmented kakikki. Something like a giant centipede. When I knocked and entered, he sat curled on his tail, leaning against a cushioned back support behind his desk. 
 
    On his desk was a shallow bowl filled with small stone carvings.  
 
    I flashed back to Kirk’s desk and the missile shell and arrowheads. Was Dumas’s bowl the civilized pictish origin of Kirk’s desk ornament, and if so, was Kirk mocking or respecting it? 
 
    A raised terrarium occupied the wall behind the professor’s desk. Three purple, needle-leafed plants grew in it: one big and two small; the small ones possibly grown as cuttings from the bigger plant. The terrarium provided an effective, aesthetically appealing background for Dumas’s bronzed carapace. 
 
    To the left, a wall screen showed a changing display of him and various picts in formal clothing. 
 
    The old snob had staged his office and posed himself for the interview. 
 
    It was a striking contrast to Carlos who’d answered my questions in the Game Spire while wielding chopsticks. 
 
    On the surface, it might appear that Dumas offered me more respect, but his whole attitude reeked of self-satisfaction. My cameras and I were merely the means of communicating his brilliance to the universe. 
 
    Aee, Bee and Cee took up their customary positions to cover all angles. Their movements distracted my interview subject long enough for me to center myself and take control of the interview. 
 
    I began with an easy question. I asked Dumas about himself. “How did you become interested in the picts?” 
 
    “By way of my original studies in comparative religion.” 
 
    As Dumas forgot the cameras and addressed me as if I was a student, my annoyance at his superior attitude faded. Dumas knew his stuff. I suspected that ninety-nine percent of picts would know less about their history and cultural evolution than Dumas did. 
 
    He had the resources to illustrate his points on hand—or claw—too. 
 
    I looked up from an array of photos of gods and goddesses carved into the interior of a mega-complex preserved twenty millennia after its construction. One of the joys of interviewing subject experts was the unexpected discoveries. I’d stumbled over one of Dumas’s obsessions. “But you haven’t been to their home world, to Ceiri?” 
 
    “I have submitted a request many times. It is very, very rare for a non-pict to receive permission to visit Ceiri. All business is handled on one of their colonized planets or associated moons.” Dumas put aside the photos and his passion for the picts’ past. “It is distressing how limited humans are in comparison.” 
 
    The attack came out of nowhere. 
 
    I’d accepted Dumas’s academic snobbery; however, this dismissal of my entire species was plain rude.  
 
    All my professional instincts went on alert. 
 
    Disturbingly, he didn’t seem to be point scoring. The gentle clapping of his uppermost pair of appendages had a sorrowful rhythm. 
 
    “Because we can’t twixt?” 
 
    “Such is the fate of all bar the picts,” Dumas replied. “No. It is humanity’s stagnation and terminal decline that I regret.” 
 
    “Whoa! We’re not dying.” 
 
    “Oh, but you are. Culturally. It seems innate to your species. Your civilizations reach a level of complexity, then collapse, unable to sustain the necessary level of cooperation. A sociologist studying humanity has derived a formula to express it. The more complex the beginning, the longer the specific civilization lasts, but eventually, it collapses. On that basis…” He shook his big, greenish-bronze head, and the whole of his upper body swayed. “Perhaps if you’d been able to extend your current civilization to that planet you colonized—” 
 
    “Mars,” I interrupted him stupidly. What did a name matter? Dumas was offensively wrong about more important things. My ancestors included Noongar people from the southwest of Australia. We were part of a living culture that stretched back sixty thousand years. 
 
    “Earth 2,” Dumas corrected me. “The tebu consortium with whom your people have partnered will take over. It’s merely a matter of time.” 
 
    “I had a front row seat to the new arrangements for Earth 2. I very much doubt those involved will permit—” I cut off my defense. It was counterproductive. I was here to interview Dumas, not present my views. 
 
    Irritably, he tapped his uncoiled tail. “You expect the Emergent Division to protect your people. And so they will. The PGC is honorable. However, this initial contact stage is about demonstrating the value you bring to Universal Society. Hiding behind the Emergent Division merely proves that humanity should enter Universal Society as second class citizens. Despite what some might have you believe, there is no shame in accepting one’s limitations.” 
 
    “You’d have us be drudges.” The word sat bitterly on my tongue. I’d witnessed the blood and agony of the eripi’s fight to reject that status. 
 
    The kakikki were full citizens of Universal Society. In fact, they were among its founding members. How honored I should be that Dumas saw humanity’s value in my species serving his! I wanted to spit. 
 
    “I believe an honest self-assessment would lead humanity to value what second class status brings them.” 
 
    We were madly off-topic, but I couldn’t stop. “Forever being less? No, wait. Of course, after a few centuries or millennia of struggle, our descendants might reach full citizenship. You think we should settle for that?” 
 
    “You should be grateful for it. Although, you yourself, are proof that for individuals there is a different path. As a PGC member, you have full citizenship status, as all of us do, regardless of our species or planet of origin. We are equal.” 
 
    He was so full of trash. He didn’t believe I was his equal. 
 
    Perhaps, to give him partial credit, it was his academic qualifications, experience and age, rather than his full citizenship species, that he rated higher than me. 
 
    Bowing his head, Dumas emitted a hollow, whistling sigh. “It is, perhaps, not your people’s fault that they have failed to grasp the reality of their situation. You were contacted prematurely. It gave you an inflated sense of your achievements, rather than rubbing your bellies in your failures.” 
 
    Kakikkis’ underbelly was a vulnerable point in their armored selves. I understood his idiom. In a disconcerting collapse of indignation, I also somewhat agreed with him. Our colony on Mars was failing. It had faltered at the one year mark, but a year of living in a colony, on a planet we’d discovered, technically met Universal Society’s requirement for entry into it. Technically, we’d colonized Mars. 
 
    I frowned. “Do you know who pushed for our entry into Universal Society?” 
 
    “Who voted for it in the Universal Assembly is a matter of public record. But who influenced the representatives to vote for humans’ early admission, I am unsure.” 
 
    Resting an elbow on his desk, I propped my chin on my hand. “The hantu declined to join Universal Society three centuries ago. They were wise enough to judge themselves unready. Whereas my government—the many human national governments—jumped at the chance. We have gotten good technology.” It was helping us to repair Earth’s environment. 
 
    “Latching onto Universal Society and what it offers like parasites.” 
 
    “Oooh. Offensive, but true. We didn’t pause to build a strong foundation before our introduction to Universal Society, and we’re nowhere near as ready as the eripi, and they still ended up second class citizens.” 
 
    “The eripi are not a good role model for you in accepting a path to second class citizenship.” 
 
    “Who is?” 
 
    Silence stretched as he considered me as well as my question. 
 
    I tried not to fidget, although humans were biologically incapable of being as still as kakikki. 
 
    “Comparison is as misleading as it is informative. You are humanoid. The eripi failed to target the advantages of drudge status. They could have improved their foundation and lost fewer lives if they had been strategic rather than initially overconfident in their abilities.” 
 
    “That sounds like humans.” 
 
    “Indeed. The picts, on the other claw, drove every aspect of their engagement with Universal Society and claimed full citizenship within seven years of contact. They had, of course, investigated us and prepared their case. You lack the picts’ unique twixting advantage, but the hantu are a model humans could have followed.” 
 
    “By putting off engaging with Universal Society till we were better prepared. I agree. But that horse has bolted. We have to handle our situation as it is, recovering our position rather than starting strong.” 
 
    He tapped his tail approvingly on the floor. “You grasp the challenge.” 
 
    “In part,” I agreed. “Do you think the hantu will accept the invitation to join Universal Society when it’s next offered?” 
 
    “I do not know their society.” 
 
    “Me, either.” The hantu were skinny, gray humanoids. Beyond the fact that they’d had the intestinal fortitude to delay entering Universal Society until they felt ready for it, I knew next to nothing about them. 
 
    I dragged the discussion back to the picts, but with a twist I wouldn’t include in the edited episode. “What do picts find sexy?” 
 
    Dumas’s appendages froze. “Pardon?” The change of topic, or the topic itself, shocked him. 
 
    I pointed at myself. “Breasts? Hips? Legs? What makes a female pict sexy?” 
 
    The elderly kakikki professor recovered. “Long fingers.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Before the pantheon of pict gods coalesced into the Mother Goddess, the goddess of twixting had long fingers. It became the ideal. After millennia, you’ll note that pict fingers are longer than human fingers.” 
 
    I stared at my hands. I’d noticed that Kirk had large, strong hands. My own fingers were long for a human. I’d found long fingers useful in learning the piano and guitar. I flexed my hands. Are you sexy? I wasn’t about to stain my skin blue, but I could paint my nails a similar color to Kirk’s. 
 
    I had a range of nail polishes to match my neon blue hair. Some were for drama, like cyberpunk pink, but I had a seafoam blue polish reserved for subtle days that was a fairly close match to Kirk’s natural nail color. 
 
    Dumas whistled politely, recalling my attention. 
 
    I tucked my hands under my thighs. “What advantages does twixting grant the picts? How has it shaped their society and place in Universal Society?” 
 
    “Such sweeping questions. Pict retrieval experts can twixt into sites too dangerous to enter conventionally. Exploration and courier roles are obvious. As spies, picts combine their twixting with cutting edge concealment technology. It’s why, while the great majority overlook the pict representatives in the Universal Assembly, the truly knowledgeable regard their retinue with caution.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Picts seldom act in the affairs of others, of outsiders, but do not mistake their failure to act as the inability to do so. Perhaps because of their ability to twixt anywhere, they have an inherent respect for boundaries.” 
 
    His gaze went past me, focusing on a thought or memory. “When they do act, they are ruthless.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    On the release of Carlos and Dumas’s joint expert episode on Endthree, the feedback was less personal than for my interview with Kirk. 
 
    It also had an odd flavor. Some of the commenters picked up on Dumas’s comments concerning humans. The comments echoed and expanded on his opinion that humans should pursue second class status in Universal Society. 
 
    “Humans are incapable of sustained, independent growth.” 
 
    Debatable. Our poor performance on Mars, and subsequent partnership with a tebu consortium to develop it, could justify that statement. However, if other species had joined earlier in their development cycle, they’d have been as messy as humans. 
 
    We weren’t ready for Universal Society. Except we were hitched to this comet now and we had to adapt. 
 
    Fortunately, humanity was resilient, inventive, and cooperative. We could achieve a good position in Universal Society. 
 
    The next comment knocked the wind out of me. 
 
    “Humans would be a curse on Universal Society. They are abnormal. They seek destruction. They even have a word for it. Apocalypse. The end of the world. At first, it meant the destruction of a city or region. Now, their civilization is global. Will they destroy their home world in pursuit of ending it all?” 
 
    I hadn’t included Carlos’s musing on a zeitgeist of nihilism in the episode, yet here was a comment referencing it. 
 
    Other commenters piled in. The majority contended that Universal Society would never have initiated contact with humans if we were that dangerous. 
 
    But a few couldn’t let it go. “Humans steal from the future.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” someone responded philosophically. “Give and take. Success and failure.” 
 
    I had to say something. “We plant gardens. Any species who plants gardens values the future. Values life. We can feel despair. All sapients do. But we also rescue each other from it. Gardens are our promise to the future. And not to be boring, but can we talk about Professor Dumas’s insights into the picts rather than speculating about humans. Professor Dumas was amazingly kind in granting me the interview. I’d like to respect the knowledge he shared.” 
 
    Not unexpectedly, my sanctimoniousness won a bouquet of virtual boos. However, the discussion shifted back to picts’ insularity and how rare it was for someone like Kirk to base himself on Artha Station. 
 
    I silently blessed the regular commenter who redirected the conversation to Carlos’s views on rogues. 
 
    “The cop was wrong. Mediators and rogues are completely different. A mediator solves problems to the satisfaction of the parties in conflict. A rogue solves problems to their own satisfaction.” 
 
    “How is that a problem?” another commenter challenged. “A smart rogue won’t poop where he eats.” 
 
    Ew. 
 
    “Universal Society works because rogues link disparate systems. Without rogues, any blockage in the system would stall everything. Rogues find work arounds.” Perhaps this commenter was a rogue. They were certainly positive about rogues. 
 
    “I think picts are dreamy. You should have interviewed a pictish pict expert, not that creaking professor.” 
 
    “Professor Dumas is highly regarded by picts as well as by the academic community,” I answered. If I didn’t defend my experts I’d find it hard to engage new ones. And redirect… “If you could twixt, where would you twixt to?” 
 
    Responses exploded. 
 
    I loved this part of my job. 
 
    It was tough to come down from the endorphin high of the episode’s release and the animated and disturbing conversation that flowed from it. Rather than force myself to focus, I let my mind wander and pick at the attack on humanity’s penchant for self-destruction while I looked up pict news and affairs programs. 
 
    No alerts had come in yet that any pict media had picked up Kirk’s interview for The Human Eye.  
 
    I studied how female picts presented themselves. “Corsets? Really?” 
 
    “What are you muttering about?” Milton asked. 
 
    I waved him off, and zipped my mouth so as not to encourage his curiosity. When your documentary project is station waste management, any distraction is a good one. Milton might be bored, but I was the opposite. My brain was too full. 
 
    I focused on the screen. The corsets weren’t health-endangeringly nipped in at the waist, but they definitely emphasized boobs and butt. No high heels, though. I found that odd. Perhaps long legs weren’t as important to pictish notions of attractiveness? Long fingers were much in evidence, exaggerated by long nails. 
 
    Nail extensions were the devil’s work. I’d never wear them. They snagged on everything and…was I really contemplating how to look attractive pict-style? 
 
    Yes. Yes, I was. 
 
    I stretched my fingers. Out of curiosity, what sort of pictish clothing was available, cheaply, on Artha Station? 
 
    Just as food could be fabricated, so too could clothing be printed out. I checked the fab-modiste’s list. Picts were on it, but not humans. Really, I should have thought of this earlier. We shared a body type. I could wear pict clothing rather than sending back to Earth for human clothes when mine wore out or when I wanted something new. 
 
    Corsets. The steampunk leather, lace and aged metal look appealed. But I kept scanning and there was a safari corset. The fab-modiste called it a “jungle motif outerwear undergarment”. I called it sexy. The khaki and other shades of green would suit the blue-skinned picts and my own cool-toned, light brown skin. Even better, I could pair it with jeans so that I didn’t look as if I was trying too hard to be pict. 
 
    And I wouldn’t do blue nails. I’d pick a shade of green. 
 
    Holy cats! I realized I was going to do this. My subconscious had already decided. I was going to seduce Kirk Tormod into some follow-up media. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because the anti-human outpouring after our interview was the strongest response to The Human Eye that I’d had so far. I couldn’t resist. I had to stir things up some more. “You are crazy, girl.” 
 
    Milton looked up from his work. “I could have told you that.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I sashayed down the passage to Kirk’s office. I hadn’t stuffed my corset, but with it pushing up my breasts, I felt different.  
 
    Like a puffed up pigeon. 
 
    No, that wasn’t sexy. 
 
    I’d worn high-heeled sandals despite high heels not being a pict thing.  
 
    I was a model strutting down the runway. 
 
    Sashay, sashay.  
 
    I should have brought my camera drones, but as on my first visit to his office, I didn’t want to spook Kirk.  
 
    Not that the rogue seemed to scare easily, or at all. Witness how he’d handled the trisave. 
 
    How would he handle me? 
 
    I stopped in front of his door. It was shut. 
 
    If he wasn’t in, I’d be simultaneously disappointed and relieved. 
 
    Flirt-face on, I smiled at the door.  
 
    It opened.  
 
    Kirk stepped into my space, way into my space, but only to stare over my shoulder. He looked both ways. “Go, now.” 
 
    “Or…” I tried to sidle around him and into the reception area; the area where I’d nearly died by trisave. At least I couldn’t see any sedu thugs lurking inside. 
 
    A solid, blue body in a black t-shirt and tan combat pants blocked me. 
 
    This was no time to play fair. I dug my fingers into his ribs and tickled him mercilessly. 
 
    The big, bad rogue flinched and slapped at my hands. “What the hell?” 
 
    I slipped inside. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re risking.” But he closed the door. Actually, I’m pretty sure he locked it. Whoever he was waiting for, whoever’s appointment I’d intruded on, he didn’t want them entering unannounced. 
 
    I remembered my script. I’d rehearsed it as I dressed and walked here. “I’m here to say thank you.” 
 
    Eyes on the screen by the door, the one showing the empty corridor outside, he didn’t look at me. “No one says thank you in person unless they want something else.” 
 
    Huh. Insight from the rogue. Of course, understanding people so as to manipulate them was part of his trade. Nonetheless, it didn’t show me in a good light. I pouted. “Cynic.” 
 
    He peered sideways at me. “But you’re not denying it.” 
 
    I tried to inhale deeply to huff in dudgeon—dudgeon is a much better word than snotty attitude—but my corset halted the movement. I hadn’t laced it overly tight, but enough that my pushed up breasts bounced with the aborted sigh. 
 
    Abruptly, I changed tactics. I couldn’t seduce…uh flirt answers out of Kirk if he was fixated on the screen and whoever was due. “Have you visited the human garden on the station?” 
 
    The question won me a longer, incredulous stare. 
 
    I forced a brilliant smile. “We could have a picnic. Aii!” The doorbell shocked an incoherent shriek out of me. 
 
    Kirk checked the screen, and swore. 
 
    The translation chip embedded behind my ear conscientiously translated the anatomically impossible action he wished on his visitor. 
 
    Visitors, plural. 
 
    I peeked at the screen and instinctively retreated a step as I recognized the two thugs from the other day. They flanked a prosperous, multi-tentacled, high status sedu. 
 
    “Gatt is here in person and you—” Kirk scanned the office reception area and the two doors leading off it. One led to his private office. The other was presumably a bathroom. But who knew with rogues? Maybe it was an armory? 
 
    Kirk muttered a succinct syllable. 
 
    The translation software glitched, stymied by whatever he’d spat out. 
 
    However, his next words came through clearly. “You’re my girlfriend.” 
 
    He must have hit the door release because the door opened on my squawked, “What?” 
 
    Kirk put a finger through the loosely laced lower ties of my corset and tugged. 
 
    In high heels, and off balance, I fell into him. 
 
    He kissed me. 
 
    Three dangerous people were crowding into his office, brushing past us, and he was possessively, leisurely devouring my mouth. 
 
    He was also doing serious damage to my commonsense.  
 
    I wound my arms around his neck and responded enthusiastically. 
 
    Ending the kiss, Kirk had to pry my arms away from him. 
 
    I’d be embarrassed about that later. “Mmm,” I said dreamily. 
 
    “A human?” The central sedu examined me from head to toe. 
 
    If he was hoping to disconcert Kirk, he failed. 
 
    The rogue spun me around as if to show me off before drawing me back against his body, my back to his chest. “Exotic, isn’t she, Gatt?” He ran a caressing hand up and down my front. 
 
    I wriggled in protest. I was not a doll to be displayed. 
 
    I also wriggled because, well, the caress felt nice. 
 
    Stupid hormones. 
 
    Gatt pointed a tentacle. “She’s Pax Galactica Corps.” 
 
    I stilled. Who is he to recognize me? 
 
    “She’s a plaything,” Kirk responded, but he’d gone tense behind me. 
 
    Shifting sideways, I smacked the back of my hand against his stomach. 
 
    He squeezed me. “A feisty plaything.”  
 
    I hadn’t been scared of him before, not truly. I’d been nervous of his reputation and rightly terrified of the trisave, but I hadn’t feared him. 
 
    The hardening of his hold and the deepening of his voice signaled a fundamental change in how he presented himself, and it was menacing. 
 
    Politely menacing. 
 
    Tauntingly menacing. 
 
    This was a man who dared people to challenge him, and reveled in their fear of doing so. 
 
    Vranyo. He’d discussed the concept in his interview.  
 
    Was I a bold lie that he didn’t expect people to believe? 
 
    No. He’d warned me to play along. 
 
    I was not his girlfriend, but that lie was between him and me. 
 
    I was missing important information. 
 
    How and why was Kirk spinning my presence to bolster his reputation? 
 
    Gatt gestured to the door. “Get rid of her.” 
 
    Kirk’s unimpressed quarter turn from Gatt as he answered was a masterpiece of dismissal that crossed species. “She’s a valuable asset. Not all my plans center around you.” 
 
    The two thugs flippered forward, tentacles stretching out. 
 
    In contrast, Gatt’s immobility seemed a greater threat. 
 
    As a people, the sedu have a violent history that has codified their society into a strange pattern. 
 
    Alexi, of Doctor Galaxy fame, and I had discussed them a lot since she’d followed her heart into the middle of their ongoing conflict. Alexi’s fiancé, Pax Ranger Major Soren Agha, had accepted a promotion out of the PGC Emergent Division to a command position in the Szomoru Sector. He was in charge of the region’s diabolically difficult peacekeeping tour. 
 
    The Szomoru Sector was a prime sedu stomping ground, which meant it was a conflict zone. Ever since their introduction into Universal Society a millennium or so ago, they’d defined themselves by the civil war of that time. 
 
    The bedrock of sedu society was family. You were born into one of the clans, and you stayed in it, but on reaching adulthood, a sedu was given a single fate-defining choice. You could choose whether to belong to the law-abiding half of the clan or the criminal half, irrespective of which half you were born into. All sedu understood that the two halves supported each other, and that a family who allowed either half to whither would be incomplete. 
 
    Vulnerable. 
 
    Prey. 
 
    After first encountering the thugs and their trisave—a present from their gatt—I’d checked what that faintly familiar title meant. 
 
    Gatt was more than a title. It became the person’s name.  
 
    Gatt was the boss, the head of the criminal half of whichever family he belonged to. Every other aspect of his identity was sacrificed to that position. Gatt. 
 
    But why was a gatt on Artha Station, in Kirk’s office, far from his family’s home world and the stations they controlled? 
 
    Was his family a small one? 
 
    Or had I walked into something huge? 
 
    My mouth felt stiff, but I smiled at Kirk. “If you want me to leave, babe, I’ll—” 
 
    He squeezed my waist, whatever that was meant to mean. The two thugs stopped moving. “Stay. Stay and entertain Gatt’s two friends while he and I close our deal.” 
 
    Gatt’s tentacles twitched. “There is no deal.” 
 
    Kirk shrugged, all his chest muscles moving against my back and reminding me that he was a predator to match the sedu criminals in front of me. “My mistake.” Kirk slapped my butt and strode to the inner office. “Shall we discuss the non-deal?” 
 
    A low sound blurted from Gatt, like a distant foghorn. Angrily, he flapped a front flipper for the thug nearest me to stay. The other thug accompanied him into Kirk’s office. 
 
    I stared at my thug, the orange and pink one. The blue and magenta thug guarded Gatt. “Do you need me to entertain you?” 
 
    Globular eyes regarded me impassively. 
 
    “No? Good. I mean, I can do a great mime, and my dancing is first rate, but for that we’d need music, and I don’t know if your boss would—” 
 
    “Gatt,” the thug corrected me. “Do not disrespect.” 
 
    “Got it.” I did. I was in gangsterland. 
 
    I wandered around the reception area. Kirk had told me to stay, and although I wasn’t sure what benefit there was to him in my presence, I wasn’t sure enough of my safety to disobey. What if sedu had some weird custom like lesser people not leaving before Gatt? Would my pet thug restrain me? Knock me out? If he’d had a trisave last time, what other devilish gadgets might he have hidden away in his vest? 
 
    Reaching the desk, I hitched myself up on it and crossed my legs. 
 
    Thuggie stared at me. 
 
    I tugged at my corset. The speed of events had left me breathless. Or perhaps it was less the rapidity of events as my fear. Gatt was scary. Kirk was arguably scarier. And then, there was the unfortunate discovery of my physical response to Kirk. Definitely scary. 
 
    Was I a fear junkie? Kissing Kirk had taken me from mildly interested to where’s-the-bed in less than no time, and I did not indulge in casual sex. Hell, since Alan, I didn’t risk intimacy full stop. 
 
    “Such a coward,” I muttered to my sandalled feet. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    I’d forgotten Thuggie. “No. Me.” 
 
    He blurt-grunted acceptance of the confession. 
 
    The inner office door opened. Gatt undulated out. Thug-the-Second followed him. Both ignored me. Even Thuggie ignored me, moving fast to open the outer door and check the passage ahead of his boss. 
 
    There were no courtesies between Kirk and Gatt. His client departed in silence. Satisfied? Offended? Contemplating a second trisave delivery? 
 
    Kirk put a finger to his lips. Ssh. 
 
    I closed my mouth. 
 
    He curled that same finger, inviting me to follow him. 
 
    That should not have been sexy. 
 
    I hopped off the desk. 
 
    Kirk closed the door, shutting us inside the trophy room. Uh, that is, inside his office. “Anything said in here is truly private. The outer office, I can’t guarantee.” 
 
    The missile shell and arrowheads from my first visit now sat nearer the visitor’s chair. Did that signify anything? Concentrating on the desk rearrangement was better, safer, than staring at Kirk. My skin prickled that he was so near. 
 
    I could edge away on the pretext of examining his trophies. 
 
    However, my feet remained stuck to the floor near where, arms folded, the rogue leaned against the wall.  
 
    He scowled. “Looks like we’ll be going on that picnic. I’ll consider it a thank you present.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He deliberately misunderstood. “Because I just saved you. Again.” He pushed away from the wall. “Sometimes the best method of demonstrating an object’s unimportance is to flaunt it.” 
 
    Object: me. 
 
    Status: unimportant. 
 
    Message: received. 
 
    “I see. Whereas true treasures are hidden away?” 
 
    He bowed his head in sardonic agreement. “When I agreed to your interview, I was using a PGC human to poke at a client. It should have ended there, but you have the sense of a mumpty chick and turned up again.” 
 
    Who was the client who could be provoked by Kirk answering a human’s questions? 
 
    Was it Gatt? 
 
    If sedu had a problem with humans, I needed to alert Alexi. She was in sedu territory. Of course, she was also on a PGC transport armed for war and commanded by her fiancé, but best not to take any chances. 
 
    I looked around the office at the array of trophies. “I guess this is your treasure vault.” 
 
    He blinked at me. It was the tiniest flicker of surprise, but I’d take my wins where I could. He hadn’t anticipated that observation. “Hardly.” 
 
    My self-satisfaction deflated. 
 
    And because he was a smug pict rogue, he spelled out the obvious. The obvious being how imbecilic my assumption had been. “I can twixt. I don’t keep my treasures anywhere accessible to non-picts.” 
 
    “Or other picts, if I’m reading you right,” I said sourly. 
 
    He smiled, or smirked. Yeah, it was a smirk. “I don’t think you’re reading me at all. I’m not a blue-skinned human.” 
 
    I folded my arms under my corset-enhanced breasts. “And I’m not a brown-skinned pict.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, Adam’s apple bobbing. “Right. But before we move on. Why did you return?” 
 
    The objects in the room weren’t treasures. They were trophies. Vranyo. Not the lying aspect this time, but the flaunting of power. Power which was partly his as an individual, but also partly his species’ abilities and reputation. 
 
    “There was a strong anti-human sentiment threading through viewers’ discussion of the expert episode that expanded and explained your interview.” 
 
    “Ah. That aired today.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected he’d watch it. “Professor Dumas was my pict expert. He kicked things off by saying humans should be grateful for second class citizenship.” 
 
    His mouth quirked in an invitation to shared humor. “You think you should be Empress of the Universe?” 
 
    “Universal Society is a democracy,” I said flatly. I had been worried about anti-human sentiment. Now, I was concerned about what I’d stepped into with my visit coinciding with Gatt’s. 
 
    Kirk pushed away from the wall. He selected an arrowhead and tossed it into the air. “Health, education, law enforcement. In theory, everyone in Universal Society has a right to basic services that preserve their well-being. In practice, resources are finite, and full citizens get first crack at them.” 
 
    He tossed the arrowhead back into the missile shell. “Justice is…less available to drudges. Idealists, like the PGC, fight for them, but the weight of the system is against them. Drudges are dependent on the honor of others.” 
 
    I tapped my ear. On Earth, I’d heard people talk about depending on the kindness of strangers. Was this a mistranslation. “Honor?” 
 
    “Laws fail. Systems fail. Only a person’s individual sense of justice remains. Honor is the gift and receipt of justice.” 
 
    He shocked me into silence, then prowled toward me. “I can’t help you.” 
 
    I extended my arm and put a defensive finger against his chest. He halted. “You are a complicated man.” 
 
    “Gatt isn’t.” The short statement changed the mood in the room. “He’s not someone whose attention you should have caught.” 
 
    I lowered my finger. “I’m aware.” 
 
    Kirk stepped back. “Our conversation is off the record. If I find you quote any part of it, anywhere, you and I will have trouble.” 
 
    “Private. Got it.” 
 
    “Part of my edge as a rogue is that twixting means I can’t be trapped. I don’t partner with anyone. I don’t employ staff. I keep my private life off-station and out of sight. In my lifestyle, an anchor is a vulnerability.” 
 
    The blood drained from my face as I realized where he was heading. “A girlfriend who isn’t a pict, who can’t twixt, anchors you. Gatt could use me as a hostage.” 
 
    “Only if he thought you were important to me.” 
 
    “You implied I was important to your plans.” I rubbed the goosebumps on my arms. I could mentally mock Gatt and his thugs in the safety of Kirk’s office, knowing he was present and that the station police were a scream and a few passages away outside. Thinking of Gatt getting me alone and using me in his plans was unnerving. 
 
    Kirk shoved his hands in his pockets. “Plans change. Gatt knows I’m adaptable. I wouldn’t necessarily bother to recover a game piece taken off the board. On the other hand, if I was emotionally invested in you, he could use you against me.” 
 
    Because I wasn’t pict, Kirk couldn’t twixt me out of danger.  
 
    Correction. I couldn’t twixt myself out of danger. 
 
    He saw me as limited. 
 
    I shoved my hands into my jeans pockets. “So, you want to parade me around to prove how unimportant I am. To demonstrate to Gatt, and anyone else, that you’re using me. What are you using me for?” 
 
    “That’s my business.” 
 
    Which involves me. But I bit my tongue. Kirk seemed genuinely concerned about my future state of health—that I’d remain all limbs attached and breathing—which meant I needed him. 
 
    On the other hand, thinking I needed his knowledge and skills was what had gotten me into this situation. 
 
    I sighed. The corset protested. “When are we having this picnic?” 
 
    “Tonight. Not at the human garden. We’ll meet at the glass tree in the universal garden.” 
 
    If the purpose of the picnic was to be seen, the universal garden made sense. Even at night, the varied sleeping habits and staggered shifts of station citizens meant it would be populated.  
 
    “Bring a jacket,” Kirk added. “It’ll be cool.” 
 
    Which meant he intended to picnic in a cool zone.  
 
    “Fine. Nine? Ten?” 
 
    “Meet me at midnight.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    In my opinion, picnics deserved pretty dresses and party food. Neither were on the program for this midnight rendezvous. I wore a white shirt that would show up in the darkness and my gold booty shorts with white tights underneath and canvas sneakers. The outfit would be a style-fail on Earth, but we weren’t on Earth, were we? I carried a bento box by its pretty pink ribbon.  
 
    The glass tree occupied the center of the universal garden. Eight lines radiated out from it, defining the eight minor gardens, each occupying its own unique microclimate. The reflective pots that composed the glass tree enabled a multitude of plants to be grown on it. Via mysterious, alien technological trickery, on the one structure, the eight distinct aspects of the tree grew the plants of the region each aspect faced. 
 
    Kirk waited by the alpine aspect. He inspected my outfit. “You’ll freeze.” 
 
    Or there are seven other minor gardens, we could enter one of them. 
 
    However, never say Elif Moora is unprepared for a social emergency. I handed him the bento box, and unfurled the cape I’d had slung over my arm like a folded blanket. It swirled out, light as silk but warm as wool. 
 
    The hakma cape was the first expensive purchase I’d made on Artha Station. It had cost two months’ salary and I’d had to dip into my savings. Fortunately, in my first posting on the PGC Shiro, I hadn’t spent much of my salary. 
 
    Kirk grunted. What he didn’t do was pass back the bento box for me to carry. He balanced it on top of the basket he held. 
 
    I snuggled into the cape as we descended the slope to the alpine garden. 
 
    Contradictorily, in a space station garden, a zone devoted to mountain plants existed in a hollow. Heat-loving desert plants occupied the highest level. This was due to the imitation solar lighting coming from the roof and to the fact that hot air rises. 
 
    The alpine hollow was chilly and discreetly lit by cleverly placed lighting. The path curved between trees that were clipped half again as tall as me.  
 
    “Do you know, I looked but I can’t find a pict garden in the station directory, yet sector stations are meant to have a garden unique to each citizen species. Artha Station has one for humans, although we’re only emergent. But the pict garden is missing…” I spun in a slow circle. “Or is it?” 
 
    Confident either in the dryness of the ground or the waterproof nature of his dark gray pants, Kirk sat on a circle of grass half-ringed by a low purple-leafed plant. I recognized it from Dumas’s terrarium. Kirk opened the picnic basket, seemingly intent on its contents. “What are you implying?” 
 
    Tucking my cape carefully, I sat beside him. “Is the universal garden actually the pict garden?” 
 
    He stared at me over the basket, making me suddenly conscious of how close our faces were. “Why would it be?” 
 
    Which wasn’t a no. 
 
    “Because I’m beginning to have some suspicions about picts. How much of Universal Society do you influence? Picts don’t have to be blatantly present to shape events. You don’t have to reside where you work. You can twixt in and out.” 
 
    Kirk laid out the food he’d brought: fruit, pastries, cakes. He popped a tiny, unfrosted cupcake into his mouth whole. “Why would we bother? Among my people, I’m an anomaly in that I’m curious enough to interact with other species. Picts are insular.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you don’t meddle for your own advantage.” 
 
    “Not us,” he answered absently. “You don’t block another’s twixt.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Maybe I should raise the issue of picts’ behind-the-scenes role in Universal Society with Professor Dumas. 
 
    Kirk selected a pastry roll. “Try a magma roll. Waternut pastry and an aria berry filling. Both should be safe for human consumption.” He bit into the flaky pastry roll and a tangerine ooze escaped, as did the mingled scent of treacle and balsamic vinegar. 
 
    I tried a magma roll. It was sweeter than I’d expected. The pastry reminded me of cashew nuts and the filling was more citrusy in flavor than its aroma suggested. 
 
    “Good, hmm?” 
 
    Where I’d filled my bento box with pictish foods from a fabricator and the same fresh genzian fruit (similar to grapes) that Kirk had packed, he hadn’t thought to bring familiar foods for his guest. Instead, he had a pictish picnic basket. Although I didn’t see the wafers I’d ordered the fabricator to produce. 
 
    Picts filled wafers with three flavored creams. Custom designated that they be eaten in order of smoky, salt, and finally, sweet. 
 
    Kirk lounged comfortably. “You’re right about the universal garden. It began its existence as a pict garden, and is still managed by picts.” 
 
    I choked on a green and pink cupcake. “There are other picts on-station?” 
 
    “They twixt in. The head gardener assesses the garden, gives directions, recalibrates the technology that manages the place, and leaves again. Happens twice a week.” 
 
    He poured hot spiced tea into two cups. 
 
    “Thanks.” I sipped and ceased coughing and spluttering. 
 
    “Most picts never move further than twenty miles from where they’re born. They’ll twixt further for work or vacations, but home holds their heart.” 
 
    “Where is your heart?” 
 
    He grinned. “I don’t have one.” 
 
    Rather than study his grin—and I thought I was a flirt? I had nothing on Kirk’s devastating charm, when he bothered to switch it on—I looked up at the sky. Or where the sky would be if this was truly night in a garden on a planet. I got a surprise. “There are stars up there!” 
 
    Kirk put his cup aside and lay down, wriggling his shoulders into the cold ground. Picts had a greater tolerance for environmental extremes and microorganisms than humans. 
 
    Humans were better long distance runners, though. Yay, us! And yay me, for remembering useless facts.  
 
    Kirk smiled at the ceiling. “It’s a reproduction of the night sky from Ceiri’s northern hemisphere. If you know what you’re looking at, it gives away that the universal garden began as a pict garden.” 
 
    I lay down to stargaze, careful to keep my cape wrapped around me. “On Earth, the stars are brighter in the outback, away from the light pollution of the city. I’d lie on the scratchy lawn in Dad’s backyard, his dog Tammy snoring beside me, and stare up until it felt as if the stars came down to surround me. It was a lot warmer than this.” 
 
    Kirk rolled on his side and shoved the picnic basket away. “When I was a kid, I’d lie on my parents’ lawn and dream of all the places I’d twixt to, once I was independent.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine you ever dependent on anyone.” 
 
    He bopped my nose. “Imp. I was the reason Mom and Dad had such strict rules against us twixting alone.” 
 
    “Don’t bop me.” I swatted his hand away. “Remember, I know you’re ticklish.” 
 
    That grin.  
 
    I smiled back without having given my mouth permission to move.  
 
    “You’d have to catch me, first,” he said, but he didn’t attempt to escape my tickle threat. In fact, he rolled closer. He hovered over me, a hand either side of my head. He was warmth and strength, temptation, blotting out the stars. “We are not a good idea.” 
 
    I wet my lips. “For so many reasons.” 
 
    “So, this is all fake.” 
 
    “Obviously.” He was keeping me safe while using me for some mysterious purpose, and I was using him to flaunt a human-pict relationship in front of human-haters. I needed to know from where the anti-human propaganda was emerging. 
 
    “Glad we agree.” He kissed me. 
 
    Or I surged up and kissed him. 
 
    Either way, he was soon pressing me into the purple grass as our tongues tangled. Tonsil hockey for the win! 
 
    But teenagers fumbled, still learning the game. Kirk was all adult; asking as well as commanding, but also giving me what I demanded. My cape fell open easily, my shirt presented little more difficulty, both of us impatient. 
 
    It was as if we were established lovers, separated for months, and starving for each other. 
 
    Gasping for breath, I pulled my mouth from his. “Not PG-rated.” We were in a public space. I could hear the crackling tones of kakikki nearby. Anyone could see us. Anyone could record us. 
 
    Kirk chuckled deep in his chest.  
 
    Oh stars and heavens. I felt that rumble and I wanted more of it. “Kirk.” Plea or warning, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    He rolled off me, and I hastily sat up to rebutton my shirt and wrap the cape around me. 
 
    “We’d have had to stop soon, anyway. I have business in a few minutes.” 
 
    After midnight? I bit my tongue on my human protest. He was a pict. Maybe it wasn’t midnight wherever it was he’d twixt to. 
 
    “More tea? Cake?” He played the courteous host as if we hadn’t just been devouring each other. 
 
    “No, thanks.” Betrayingly, my voice was husky. 
 
    Stars, who was I kidding? I’d already proven I was a willing victim to his charms. “I guess our attraction to one another makes the roleplay easier. You know I’m the trophy human girlfriend?” 
 
    “Hold that thought for when we return to the glass tree.” He repacked the picnic basket efficiently. 
 
    My bento box sat unopened. I scooped it up.  
 
    Kirk held out his hand and helped me up. “We have a few minutes.” Before his next appointment. He pulled me in close, whispering in my ear. “You have to play along. We’re using each other, remember?” 
 
    The fact that he bothered to warn me raised prickles all over my skin. He clearly anticipated me hating his scheme. 
 
    I rubbed my cheek against his. “Of course, snookum.” 
 
    He mumbled something unintelligible even to the translator, and picked up the picnic basket, taking the bento box from me and shoving it in. Walking back to the glass tree, his hand rested possessively on my hip. 
 
    A pict male waited at the glass tree. The man wore a white shirt, long sleeves tightly cuffed above knobbly wrists, and dark green trousers that flopped over blue sneakers.  
 
    My recent study of pict fashions meant I recognized expensive clothes when I saw them. 
 
    He smiled beatifically at me before transferring that smile to Kirk. “I am so happy for you.” 
 
    “Skip it,” Kirk growled. 
 
    The smile didn’t dim. The stranger merely returned it to me. “I’m Boris.” His long-fingered hands performed an elegant namaste. The folded fabric over one of his shoulders began to slip. 
 
    Kirk plucked it free and shoved it at me. 
 
    Baffled, I accepted it before attempting to return it to Boris. “I’m Elif.” 
 
    “Dee-lighted!” Boris truly meant it. “The suit is yours. Keep it, keep it. Kirk paid for it. And the model…” Boris turned and dived to the side. He straightened up holding a flat package larger than the folded fabric. He shoved it at Kirk. “You’ll need to program in your metrics.” 
 
    “I told you to inflate it,” Kirk grumbled. 
 
    Boris peeked at me. His body hunched in embarrassment. “Kirk. I was trying to be discreet.” 
 
    “If I want discretion, I’ll pay for it. How am I to know the model isn’t punctured?” 
 
    “It’s brand new.” By now, Boris was doing a wriggly dance of social awkwardness. 
 
    I elbowed Kirk. “It’s fine.” Whatever this was, it would be fine. And if it wasn’t, Kirk would have to find another way to solve it. Being mad at Boris was like scowling at butterflies. 
 
    “Fine,” Kirk echoed me, but in tones of exasperation. He dropped the package he’d been so concerned about on the ground, and took the fabric from me. A quick shake unfurled it. “This is a desire-training suit.” 
 
    Boris turned his blushing face aside, before peeking back at us.  
 
    I gawked at Kirk. 
 
    He shook the suit at me. “You wear it and touch the model.” He kicked the package at his feet. 
 
    Light dawned. I comprehended Boris’s awkwardness and appreciated his attempt at discretion. Too bad I didn’t share it. “You have a blow-up doll in there.” I stabbed an accusatory finger toward the package, while glaring at Kirk. 
 
    “And it’s all yours, darling.” 
 
    This was why Kirk had told me to play along. 
 
    “You…you…” It took a heroic effort. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kirk smirked. 
 
    Boris ceased his dance of awkwardness and beamed at us. “I hadn’t realized humans needed desire-training the same as some picts do. Some of us,” he clearly included himself in the group in question, “find sexual encounters difficult. The model will hold Kirk’s pleasure metrics. When you touch it in ways that he finds stimulating, your suit will reward you with the pleasures you enjoy, be they touch, scent, color, vibration—” 
 
    “Okay!” I interrupted hastily. “What a thoughtful gift, Kirk.” 
 
    “I thought we’d enjoy testing it together. Humans are more sexually-motivated than picts, so this may be too much for you.” 
 
    Boris interrupted. “No, no, I took that into account. The suit won’t overwhelm Elif. Although it is of pict design, which made it significantly easier to deliver than the sedu suit you requested, I modified the suit to start simply. It will calibrate from a low pleasure baseline.” 
 
    The word sedu cut through my full body, hot-flushed embarrassment. 
 
    I must have shown my sudden alertness because Kirk gripped my elbow. “There are some people you don’t speculate about,” he warned. 
 
    People like Gatt. 
 
    Boris took the warning for himself. “Of course not. I would not intrude, Kirk. I’m merely professionally curious about a human’s response to the suit.” 
 
    The desire-training suit. 
 
    Well, if anyone was observing Kirk and me, they’d be positive that Kirk was treating me as a sexual novelty and that I was down for the ride. 
 
    Kirk dismissed Boris, who twixted away, then walked me to my apartment.  
 
    The passages seemed to narrow and lose air as we got closer to home. They also heated up. I had to shed my cape. 
 
    Since we were promoting the idea of us as a couple experimenting sexually with each other’s exotic status, Kirk couldn’t leave me at the door. Fortunately, once he was in my apartment, he could twixt away, and no one would be any the wiser as to when he left.  
 
    He’d be taking that ridiculous suit with him, too. 
 
    The door closed, shutting us in together. 
 
    A small, spider-like robot sat in the middle of the floor. It flashed green. 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    Kirk explained its presence before I could finish the question. “I twixted in prior to meeting you at the glass tree. I left the spider to secure your apartment’s privacy. It will have found and zapped any bugs.” 
 
    I inspected my small apartment afresh. People would invade this tiny space, my limited personal territory on Artha Station, to spy on me? The idea drenched me in an icy bucket of reality. The stakes of whatever game Kirk was playing were high, and beyond me. 
 
    While I grappled with this new, vulnerable view of my situation on the station, Kirk unpacked the model and inflated it. 
 
    It had a head, lips, arms and legs, and dangly bits. A male humanoid. 
 
    I blushed. It was a juvenile and embarrassing response, but then again, I was embarrassed.  
 
    “You need to leave the model propped up near your bed, and put the suit on to stretch it out to your shape. You needn’t use it, just stage it to look as if you have and will.” 
 
    The spider crawled up his leg to his hand. It was an effective reminder of why I had to stage my apartment: I was under scrutiny. 
 
    Privacy is odd. 
 
    You can achieve it by appearing to blend in with the herd, but once you’ve caught someone’s attention, it’s a lot harder to hide. In fact, hiding becomes a matter of being able to afford to purchase the luxury of privacy. 
 
    Kirk could. The spider was proof. It was also necessary for his profession as a rogue. 
 
    But I was a relatively poor PGC worker. 
 
    “I’m playing way above my pay scale.” 
 
    “Say rather, outside your experience.” Kirk flicked the spider’s green light off. “Money is a crude means of assigning and agreeing value, and of storing value. I take money for some jobs. But I also trade in goods and favors. Favors being markers for future services.” 
 
    “What happens if someone doesn’t pay their IOU?” 
 
    His mouth was thin and level, in contrast to the relaxed fullness of when he’d kissed me. “I have ways of ensuring honorless goblins regret their choices.” 
 
    I shivered. 
 
    He contemplated me dispassionately. “I’m careful who I accept favors from. When someone owes you a favor, it ties them to you, either in gratitude or resentment or both. In my business, that means they try to get an edge over you.” 
 
    Like Gatt. Did the deal they’d negotiated concern Kirk supplying a desire-training suit? 
 
    “But you have a plan?” I asked. 
 
    Stony resolve stared back at me. “Yes. All you need to do is be uninteresting.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Apparently, I hadn’t been uninteresting enough. 
 
    Gatt and a mushroom-pink and rusty-brown thug flippered into the elevator I was riding from the entertainment level to the first trade level. 
 
    The elevator I was alone in. 
 
    I contemplated the closing doors. Should I have dashed out? 
 
    I really wished I had my three camera drones in the air. There was something about the threat of being recorded that kept people’s behavior in line. Usually. 
 
    Unfortunately, the camera drones were stored securely inside my repaired rolling luggage which stood beside me. I gripped the handle tightly. 
 
    The thug pressed the button for the void between the two levels.  
 
    One heartbeat. Two. 
 
    In an open area, even in Kirk’s office, the size of the sedu hadn’t intimidated me. This thug, though, loomed larger than either of the previous two I’d met. He could easily combine the duties of guarding Gatt and threatening me. 
 
    I felt as endangered as if I’d woken from sleepwalking to find myself among sunbaking elephant sea lions on Earth. 
 
    The sedu weren’t actively threatening me; their mere presence was threat enough. 
 
    The doors opened and I took a gulping, impossible-to-conceal breath. 
 
    “Ms. Moora, please accompany me.” Gatt’s mucousy voice had a harsh rasp at the end of certain syllables. 
 
    Station police ought to have electronic eyes on the elevator, but in the time it would take them to get here anything could happen—and technology could develop criminally helpful blind spots. Money spoke a multi-species language. 
 
    Tugging at my luggage, I trailed Gatt obediently out of the elevator. But I won’t follow him to a secret, secondary location, I promised myself and the memory of Dad lecturing me on self-defense. 
 
    Gatt halted at the side of the passage, near a watercooler.  “You’re not brainless or you wouldn’t be trainable. Why become involved with Kirk Tormod?” 
 
    Trainable. Gatt had instituted surveillance on Kirk or on me or on both of us. He knew about the desire-training suit Boris had supplied. 
 
    And he wanted one. I’d bet money that the sedu suit Boris had mentioned was for Gatt. 
 
    I discovered that fear does have advantages. For instance, it blocked me from imagining Gatt putting someone in a suit to train them to…ew.  
 
    Nope. My fear was battling to suppress my unwanted, active imagination. 
 
    Was Boris designing an inflatable model to be programmed with Gatt’s pleasure preferences, a freaky, splotchy-green sedu model with too many active tentacles? 
 
    My skin crawled. 
 
    What was it Gatt had asked me? Why become involved with Kirk Tormod? 
 
    I relaxed my strangling grip on the luggage handle. “Curiosity. The exotic factor.” 
 
    The thickest of Gatt’s neck tentacles waved from side to side. It was the equivalent of a human shaking their head. No, he didn’t believe my answer. 
 
    I wanted to be away from him. Now, and in the future. So, I paid for my escape with the coin of truth. “I’m lonely. He’s nearly human.” It was a truth. The complete truth was that Kirk was Kirk, not some random pict, but that was a truth I couldn’t let Gatt suspect. He couldn’t be allowed to imagine anything personal between Kirk and me. Gatt had to be convinced that Kirk and I were using each other. 
 
    Flaunting our supposed relationship was meant to keep me safe. 
 
    The thug grunted as he continued scanning the passage for threats. When he turned his head, the shift in light and shadow emphasized the jagged scar below his left eye. Had he gotten it in a knife fight? A barroom brawl? 
 
    Gatt considered me. “There are eripi males, if males you prefer.” 
 
    “They are smaller than me, too much smaller.” 
 
    “Big is better,” the massive thug agreed. 
 
    His input earned him a scathing look from his boss, which he ignored. He couldn’t ignore his boss suddenly undulating down the passage, away from the elevator. The thug followed him, swiftly drawing level. 
 
    Their lack of farewells seemed an utter dismissal. One I was grateful for. But I couldn’t look like total prey. My self-respect wouldn’t allow it. “Sedu are odd,” I muttered. 
 
    One of the huge thug’s tentacles waved back at me. He’d heard. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    My rolling luggage hit my ankles as I launched myself away from the watercooler and further from my disturbing interview with Gatt and his sidekick. 
 
    I shouldn’t have been on the crime boss’s radar, not to the extent of warranting a personal intervention. 
 
    Bending down, I massaged my abused ankle. How mistaken can a girl get? I’d thought today would be fun. 
 
    I gave up on my tough girl act for a minute and sat down on the luggage. It was just my luck that now that I didn’t need them, people reappeared. 
 
    A haughty kakikki rattled her tail, disapprovingly. “Seating is available in the common space down that corridor.” 
 
    In other words, stop blocking the passage. 
 
    She had a point.  
 
    “Sorry. I bumped my ankle.” I massaged it again by way of illustration. 
 
    “The perils of flesh,” the exoskeletoned kakikki observed disdainfully. However, to her credit, she added, “Do you require assistance?” 
 
    Her translated observation reminded me of the old fire-and-brimstone preachers one of Dad’s aunts used to listen to. And quote. 
 
    The perils of the flesh… 
 
    Kirk had reminded me they could be fun. 
 
    Gatt had reminded me there was always a price to be paid. 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be fine.” I stood and tugged my luggage into motion behind me. 
 
    To interview Kirk and broadcast his episode the next day, I’d had to reschedule my appointments. Fortunately, today’s interview subjects, a group of whai aquanauts, had sufficient entertainment industry experience to respect my need to seize opportunities.  
 
    They’d have been far less understanding if I hadn’t guaranteed that their interview would play this week, in time to promote their grand finale show on Artha Station and hopefully to lock in other employment opportunities before their departure. 
 
    I quickened my pace. Gatt and his thug might have left me with wobbly knees, but I needed to respect my interviewees’ time, and it was still quite a distance to Whai Town. 
 
    In fact… 
 
    Generally, I preferred to walk through the station. I enjoyed the exercise. But since time was ticking away, I hopped on one of the transit belts that ran down the arterial corridors of the station. I’d jump off at the nearest passage to Whai Town. A town that wasn’t a town in the planetary sense of the word. 
 
    On a sector station, a town was a species-specific space station connected to the greater body of the core station.  
 
    Imagine Artha Station as a spiky layer cake. Its core, with all the layers (that is, levels and voids), extends out spikes, or arms, which are the towns.  
 
    The core is multi-species. The towns are species-specific. 
 
    Artha Station is so immense that Whai Town, which is one of the smaller towns, is still bigger than Gaia Station, the sector station for Earth’s region of the universe. 
 
    The core of the station is structured in levels and voids. The levels are military (including private military and mercenary companies), legal (courts, contracts, law firms, and Fixers’ Alley), trade, medical, trade (again), entertainment and education. 
 
    Education, according to my induction package from the PGC education department, states that education is the lowest level because it is foundational. I think that’s purely academic snobs justifying why they’re stuck far away from everyone. 
 
    To be fair, I doubt it’s the educators whom station designers exile. No one wants noisy students next door. 
 
    In between levels are voids. Not that they’re actual voids. They’re mixed-purpose spaces for residential, storage, manufacturing and cheaper business premises. 
 
    Station management, like the Game Spire café, crosses levels and voids, and includes engineering and maintenance, logistics, station management, and police. Basically, anything that keeps the station running. 
 
    Like transit belts. 
 
    The one smoothly rushing me forward had the advantage of being busy. There were no opportunities for unwelcome secret conversations. No opportunity to be cornered and threatened. 
 
    I started singing, belting out a 1980s Aussie rock classic.  
 
    I’d learned that coping strategy from Mum. When life got tense in the kitchen—she was a chef—Mum turned up the tunes and sang. 
 
    I added some dance moves. 
 
    If I didn't do the occasional crazy stuff, life would be…too real. 
 
    It was why I’d dyed my hair blue after— 
 
    Nope! I’d dyed my hair blue to celebrate enlisting in the PGC. 
 
    It wasn’t rewriting history to ignore the bad bits, was it? 
 
    A group of uniformed logistics staff, kakikki mostly, raised their appendage badges to record me, the rare-in-the-universe human. 
 
    I waved. A few years ago, I’d been the lead singer in a band, the Overworked Witches of the West. The public spotlight didn’t bother me. 
 
    In fact, I thrived on people’s approval. Nothing else matched the energy that came from bouncing energy back and forth with a happy audience. 
 
    But good things end. 
 
    My time on the transit belt ended before my second song. My luggage rolled off smoothly. I bowed to the audience and checked my badge. I was a fraction late if I was to keep my appointment on time. I hated that my fear—sensible caution—had kept me from taking a less populated shortcut. As punishment for cowardice, I started jogging down the passage leading to Whai Town. 
 
    A channel swooped in on the right and paralleled the passage. The rolling luggage picked up speed as the passage slanted downward, and then, abruptly, we were there. 
 
    My luggage bumped my ankle. Again. 
 
    Whai Town. 
 
    To enter it properly, I’d need to don scuba gear. Whai Town was an aquatic space station for an aquatic species. Dimly, through the adjacent channel’s transparent walls, I glimpsed the open-pattern, aquatic offices and shops situated to catch the interest of entering whais.  
 
    I entered the terrestrial lobby, instead. 
 
    For all my worrying, I’d beaten the aquanauts to the pool. As instructed, I looked for the orange pontoon in the welcome section. According to her message, the pontoon Mahala had booked for the interview was the third to the left. The welcome pontoons’ sloping sides allowed whais to lounge in shallow water while talking to terrestrial visitors. 
 
    One of Mahala’s cousins was part of the aquanautic group, and it was through Mahala that I’d arranged the interview. 
 
    I picked up my luggage and carried it, hugged to my chest, as I wobbled along a narrow gangplank onto the orange pontoon. 
 
    Despite the weight and my precarious balance, it felt good to hug something protectively to me. 
 
    Gatt had scared me, and all the bravado of my singing—the equivalent of whistling in the dark—couldn’t strip away my body’s memory of fear. 
 
    I’d researched Gatt previously. Not deeply. Not enough to alert anyone to my interest, I hoped. But enough that I knew he’d become Gatt eight years ago when he’d led the Niedz family’s criminal half into an underground conflict, a gang war, with the Lasica family. Prior to Gatt’s leadership, the Lasica clan had been one of the sedu’s top seven families. After Gatt finished with them, he’d stolen their place for his own clan, and he’d defended their position ruthlessly ever since. In fact, he’d raised his clan even higher in the rankings. 
 
    Such an important, vicious person oughtn’t to have time to be interested in me. 
 
    “Focus, Elif!” I put the luggage down and reached up absently to adjust my ponytail. “Whai Town. Aquanauts.” 
 
    Aquanauts specialized in underwater work on stations and planets designed and inhabited by terrestrials. Their counterparts were terranauts, who worked on the surface, on land and in the air, on aquatic stations and on planets colonized by aquatic species. 
 
    Working in alien environments was of personal interest. When I was born, humans still thought of aliens as science fiction. We, as a species, had to learn how to thrive in alien environments. 
 
    Retrieving the camera drones from my luggage, I checked their settings and released them. The familiar activity of checking them over calmed me. I only squeaked a little when Mahala called my name. 
 
    She lounged easily on the slope of the pontoon in front of me, but for once she wasn’t smiling. She beckoned me closer. 
 
    Aee, Bee, and Cee, my three camera drones operated efficiently on land, in the air, and underwater. I left them to take up their action, background and close-up positions as programmed, and crossed to the edge of the pontoon where I knelt, grateful that I’d thought ahead to wear a short summer dress over a bikini top and swim shorts along with aqua shoes. Already, Mahala’s arrival and imperative summons had sent water sloshing onto the pontoon. 
 
    “Carlos asked me to pass on a message.” 
 
    Coming on the heels of Gatt cornering me, that sounded ominous. 
 
    Like all whais, Mahala’s recall was excellent; close to word perfect. “‘There is danger in glamour. What attracts you like a foolish moth to light also attracts predators, and they are jealous of the light. They don’t share. They devour.’” She flicked water at me. “You were seen letting Kirk Tormod seduce you.” 
 
    First Gatt, and now, Carlos. Both were sedu, although from opposing sides of the law. Why in the stars did they care what Kirk and I did? 
 
    Also, sidenote: Kirk had been smart to pick the universal garden for our relationship demonstration. It was far more surveilled than I’d guessed.  
 
    I shivered down to my toes at the memory of our kisses, but played it cool in answering Mahala. “It was a mutual seduction.” Or at least, that’s how I was going to present it. I couldn’t reassure her that the relationship was fake. I couldn’t even reassure myself. We might be pretending, but the chemistry was real. 
 
    “Cops,” I mock-complained. “Let them into your life, and you’ll never walk alone, again, unobserved.” Mahala knew my father was a police sergeant. “As a kid, I used to accuse Dad of having eyes in the back of his head. He’d say that all cops grew them, and so did parents, to spot trouble before it could ruin lives.” 
 
    “Ha! Truth,” she crowed. 
 
    “So’s the bit about police being busybodies,” her cousin Miere said, having swum up unnoticed. Whais could be sneaky underwater.  
 
    Mahala immediately attempted to flip him into the air. They wrestled, splashing and sloshing water before she emerged victorious.  
 
    Meantime, I introduced myself to the other three members of the group and their leader, Remy. 
 
    Remy was the thinker of the team, and he picked up on an issue from Carlos’s interview. “Aquanauts need mediators. There are shrinking opportunities for newcomers as trust decreases. We need someone to advocate for us. Failing that, we’re forced to do things the hard way.” 
 
    Miere snorted, undaunted by being trounced by Mahala. “You mean, the entertaining way.” 
 
    His boss scowled. “People aren’t as open to new ideas as in our grandparents’ generation. They started an aquanautic business five decades ago and had it turning a profit in three years!” 
 
    All the aquanauts, plus Mahala, sprayed water in disbelief. 
 
    Remy slapped the pontoon. “Now, it’s alright for those who are established, but for us starting out, it’s nearly impossible. People don’t want to give strangers a chance. It’s why we perform. We’re all specialist engineers, yet we’re forced to entertain the uneducated public with stunts to demonstrate our abilities.” 
 
    Three of the aquanauts swam away in a seemingly impromptu display that Aee and Bee tracked. Cee continued to record Remy. 
 
    “There used to be more mediators to keep people comfortable with strangers. To keep us talking to each other. Building trust.” He flicked his skinny, barbed tail. “You interviewed that rogue, right? Yeah. Rogues put people in contact with each other, but they stay in the middle. They keep people separate so that they build their wealth and reputation controlling the meeting ground. I’m sick of being exploited by employers and rogues.” 
 
    “Cut that bit out,” Mahala said to me. 
 
    “No problem.” I could sympathize with Remy’s frustration. I certainly wouldn’t ruin his business prospects by broadcasting his problems. “Establishing a new business against the power of incumbents is tough.” 
 
    It was also the nature of life and struggle in Universal Society. Trade was the basis of everything. 
 
    Economic growth required confidence in law and order (that contracts could be enforced), confidence in the future, and confidence in one another. Emergent species who seemed unlikely to increase Universal Society’s overall confidence level were doomed to enter it as second class citizens. 
 
    According to Professor Dumas, that was humanity’s fate. It explained why I sympathized so strongly with Remy’s frustration. 
 
    Sometimes it felt as if the system was weighted against us newbies. Which it was. When you’ve struggled and sacrificed for your privileged position, why would you hand it over or weaken it? 
 
    “Off the record,” I said. “Do you compete against businesses that utilize indentured service contracts?” 
 
    Mahala groaned. “Not this again.” 
 
    “What’s ‘this’?” Miere asked. 
 
    His cousin answered him. “Elif thinks indentured service contracts are slavery.” 
 
    If humanity entered Universal Society as second class citizens, indentured service contracts were likely to be many humans’ fate. How else would they escape the increasing stranglehold alien corporations would institute on Earth? 
 
    I addressed Remy. “Slavery always distorts the market. If you’re competing against indentured service contract staff, then their employers will have lower costs than you.” 
 
    Remy looked uncertainly at Miere. “I think almost all aquanauts are full citizens?” 
 
    I scoffed, but silently, because I could be professional. But honestly, if full citizenship meant that you wouldn’t sign an indentured service contract, then plainly second class citizenship and indentured service contracts went hand in glove as a deplorable inequality.  
 
    Officially, indentured service contracts were limited to seven years, but when a contract took you, and often your family, out to a remote site, the chances of you being able to leave and travel to somewhere that possessed actual, alternative opportunities was low. You couldn’t earn enough on the drudge contracts to improve your or your family’s life. 
 
    Mahala disputed my negative attitude. “Loads of people on the station have indentured service contracts. They like the certainty of them. Where they’ll live, what they’ll receive, what is expected of them, it’s all spelled out in the contract, and on a station like Artha, the legal system enforces the contracts. It’s a good deal.” 
 
    “But not one that interested you.” I regretted the personal swipe as soon as I said it. 
 
    “The police force suits me better. I can swim to my own guardian current.” 
 
    “And we need guardians.” My tone offered my apology. 
 
    Mahala smiled at me, forgiving my attack. Whais have great smiles. 
 
    Miere flip-flopped in the shallows. “You should interview someone who is thinking of signing an indentured service contract, one who is serving it, and one who has completed their service.” 
 
    The other aquanauts returned from their display. “I’d watch that interview,” the smallest, energetic female said. “An indentured service contract might be in my future yet.” 
 
    If they couldn’t turn a profit. 
 
    “Tell me what you love about being an aquanaut.” I focused on the positive aspects of their chosen career. “Who are your heroes? Who inspired you to become an aquanaut?” 
 
    Their answers morphed into a friendly wrangle about who was the best ever of the aquatic Game players. 
 
    If you wanted to decide who was the best of the best, it always came back to the Game. Universal Society was obsessed with it. Even in the PGC, those who got ahead tended to be players, and good players at that. 
 
    Personally, I had no interest in chasing a ball over an obstacle course which the opposition was permitted to alter in dangerous ways. 
 
    Call me crazy, or lazy, but I’d rather be out dancing or visiting new places or just chilling among friends. 
 
    Pulling my dress over my head, I folded it on top of my luggage, beside a towel I’d included, and slid into the water. Part of me interviewing the whais had to include the new-to-Universal-Society human experiencing their environment. 
 
    They “rescued” me in a comedic display of their skills before we were interrupted by visiting sedu from a pontoon two across from our orange one. They’d been visiting for trade, apparently, but they and their whai hosts couldn’t resist joining in the fun. 
 
    Interviews often had onlookers crashing the party. On occasion, like now, it worked. 
 
    The whais and the three sedu frolicked in the water, while I retreated to the sloping side of the pontoon to sit in the shallows. 
 
    The sedu in water were a revelation. Politics had to be why this amphibious species had chosen to define themselves as terrestrial because in terms of freedom and power of movement, in the water they were powerhouses. Their relatively clumsy bodies on land remained blocky in the water, but brutal. The whai moved gracefully. The sedu charged. 
 
    Although these were friendly sedu. 
 
    They accompanied us as the whai aquanauts and Mahala swam along the channel back to the core of Artha Station, and I walked on the other side of the transparent wall. 
 
    I was grateful for their presence, even if we parted before I reached the transit belt. I was still wary after Gatt and his thug cornered me, and having people around was both a reassurance and a distraction. 
 
    Trundling back toward my apartment on the transit belt, I’d normally have been plotting how I’d edit the interview. The problem was, I couldn’t shake thoughts of Gatt. 
 
    Why was he on Artha Station, and what had brought me to his attention? 
 
    Related question: how important were the desire-training suits Boris supplied? 
 
    I knew they were EXPENSIVE. In my great aunt’s words, I’d had conniptions when a quick search revealed their price and how difficult they were to acquire. Picts, apparently, were reluctant to share their toys. The desire-training suit staged in my apartment was worth a mansion on Earth. 
 
    How the heck had Kirk acquired it so fast? He and Boris had to be friends.  
 
    Well, that had been clear in their interaction at the glass tree. 
 
    They were good friends who could ask and answer outrageous requests. 
 
    Gatt wasn’t a friend, though. If he wanted a rare desire-training suit such as I had, he’d be mad that I acquired one so easily. 
 
    If I hypothesized that the suit was important to him—and really, what else did I possess that a criminal boss would envy?—then it might explain why he was on Artha Station. 
 
    Had Kirk been in position to demand an in-person meeting before agreeing to procure a sedu-adapted suit? 
 
    The trisave that had nearly killed me in Kirk’s office might have been Gatt’s warning not to demand he jump through any additional hoops. 
 
    “Ow!” My luggage bumped my abused ankle yet again as I exited the transit belt. “Damn and blast. Idiot.” My ankle didn’t deserve to suffer for me being stupid enough to become lost in speculation while crossing the station. 
 
    And yet, I continued speculating as I limped onward. 
 
    Gatt was a VIP. The Niedz clan was an interstellar gang. He was one of the people Carlos feared establishing a foothold—flipperhold? tentaclehold?—on Artha Station. Gatt was too important to travel so far from his own territory. 
 
    What was terrifying was that pleasure wasn’t the only thing that could be trained via feedback. 
 
    The suits’ feedback function could be used for torture. 
 
    Would Kirk really provide a crime boss with a rare torture device? And would he use me to flaunt it? 
 
    In my apartment, I left my luggage open to dry, and dried by hand my three drones, even if they were waterproof. The whole time, I kept glimpsing Boris’s inflated model of Kirk leaning drunkenly against the wall by my bed, stuffed in between the bed and desk. 
 
    Ickiness crawled over my skin as I recalled Kirk’s warning that my apartment could be bugged. Perhaps I was surveilled wherever I went. Gatt hadn’t caught me in the elevator by chance. 
 
    If I was boring enough, would Gatt lose interest in me? 
 
    I wasn’t good at being boring or enduring boredom. 
 
    So, was Gatt interested in the desire-training suit, and for what purpose, or in me as a possible vulnerable point for Kirk? 
 
    I needed to consult an expert. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The sign on Professor Dumas’s door said he was free to address students’ questions or concerns.  
 
    I buzzed, and the door opened. I took it as an invitation to enter, only to be brought up short by the sight of a young bulu sitting on a narrow bench in front of Dumas’s crowded desk. You can tell a bulu’s youth because zer clump of reeds is smaller from zer progenitor’s division. “Oh, sorry! I hadn’t realized…sorry, Professor Dumas, I—”  
 
    “You’re a human,” the student gasped and extended three reeds to touch my right leg and arm. Because Dumas took up so much room as a kakikki, the student sat close to the door. 
 
    Zer action was intrusive, but I’d experienced similar boundary-trampling from the Neutrino Blasters fans at the Game Spire. There was no malice or perversion in their curiosity about humans. However, in their enthusiasm at my alienness, they forgot their manners. 
 
    “Rae!” 
 
    Rae startled, reeds rattling before shrinking together, abashed. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “You should be,” Dumas responded severely. “I shall talk to Elif now, privately. You have already been here for thirty three minutes.” 
 
    “I’m just so curious about the—” 
 
    A crack silenced zer. 
 
    Dumas had slapped the end of his tail against the desk. 
 
    The terrarium that had been behind Dumas’s desk for his interview now stood to the side. The side furthest from where his active tail curled and uncurled. 
 
    Rae scuttled out on zer rootlets, and I took advantage of Dumas’s eagerness to rid himself of the bulu student and perched myself on the bench. “What did you think of the expert episode?” 
 
    “Your audience is easily distracted.” Dumas wasn’t. His ego didn’t blind him to the curiousness of my presence. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “It’s not for my job,” I began. “I have a question about…” Euphemisms could trip up the translation chip. For a useful answer I needed to ask a clear question. I wanted to know the role of desire-training suits in pict society. “I heard that picts are less sexually motivated than humans and—” 
 
    “You are curious if the lower sex drive contributes to their stable society?” 
 
    “Uh, yes?” I could certainly live with that interpretation of the reason for my curiosity. 
 
    Dumas clasped his second highest appendages together and prepared to lecture. “Picts are sensual beings. I believe, and correct me if I’m wrong, that humans frequently conflate sensuality with sexual activities?” 
 
    “Sensual is often employed as a euphemism for sexual, so, yes.” 
 
    He nodded at my confirmation. “For picts, sensuality is valued in itself. They are aroused by colors, by sound, airflow, perfumes, by so many stimuli. To be clear, by aroused, I mean that the picts give themselves over to their senses.” 
 
    Whereas humans gave ourselves over to our sexual impulses. I got what he was inferring. 
 
    “Picts do not chase new experiences. They are satisfied by saturating themselves in the familiar.” 
 
    Which might explain why Kirk claimed most picts lived within twenty miles of their birthplace. 
 
    As an explorer, how much of a variation from the norm was he? 
 
    “The valuing of the familiar could lead to stagnation except that it is balanced by their appreciation of otherness. Picts live in the familiar, but they value the unfamiliar, even if most do not pursue it. That is the role of the explorer, to discover and reveal the exotic.” 
 
    Me. I was the exotic in Kirk’s life. Blue-haired, human me. 
 
    And the way Dumas expressed the picts’ reaction to it was disconcertingly voyeuristic. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to ask that might help me understand Gatt’s interest in me, and how to remove it. Maybe the suits didn’t matter. 
 
    Before leaving my apartment, I’d showered off the saltwater from my swim. My hair was still damp. When I ruffled it distractedly, strands stuck to my face. “Pfft.” I was wasting Dumas’s time, and yet, I didn’t leave. “Professor Dumas, what is the plant in the terrarium?” 
 
    “Ah. It is called honor. It is one of my most prized possessions. Not because of its monetary value. Picts never buy or sell it. What it represents is priceless. A dear friend, now departed, gave me the original plant, from which I’ve struck two new plants, which I may, one day, have the joy of gifting to someone.” 
 
    His tail traced a circle on the floor. “The plant is called honor because it grows around the temple of the Mother Goddess, the first temple in the Mountains of Dawn on Ceiri. Pilgrims take a sprig from the temple plants to strike, then gift resulting plants.” 
 
    “So, it’s a holy herb.” 
 
    “Not in the sense that I suspect you mean. It is called honor because people give it to say that they’d stand before the Mother Goddess alongside the recipient. It honors the relationship between them.” 
 
    It honors the relationship between them. 
 
    To onlookers, and even to me, Kirk had defined our relationship as superficial. Physical. We were both scratching an exotic itch. But he’d brought me to a glade half-enclosed by honor plants. 
 
    Suddenly, I was very focused and kind of breathless. 
 
    Communication happened on many levels, verbal, physical and symbolic. 
 
    “It resembles purple juniper,” I said to fill the silence as I considered the notion that Kirk had subtly and profoundly complimented me. 
 
    “Juniper is an Earth plant?” 
 
    “Yes. We add its fruit to alcohol.” Mmm. A gin and tonic on a hot summer’s evening. 
 
    Dumas rattled a sigh. “A sign of maturity in one living among aliens is to accept things as they are and not by comparison to items from one’s species’ environment.” 
 
    “But doesn’t all understanding begin from what is familiar?” 
 
    The snick of a closing claw expressed Dumas’s scorn for my sophomoric challenge. “Find the familiar in the alien, but do not define the alien by the familiar.” 
 
    I tugged at a strand of hair. That bit of wisdom was too mind-bending for me. 
 
    Dumas relaxed his claw in defeat. “Students never want to learn. They want to believe whatever opinions they have already half-formed, even when ill-informed.” 
 
    “Harsh. And I’m not a student.” 
 
    “But you are young, and so is your species. Elif, humans may appear similar to picts, but you are distinct. Tread your own path.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    With Gatt and Dumas’s very different warnings occupying too much brain space, I was delighted when Milton’s exclamation interrupted my half-hearted attempt at editing the aquanauts’ interview.  
 
    “Rattle my carapace and bleach my eyes,” he shouted. 
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    When he failed to answer, his very silence engaged my full attention. I abandoned musing on Gatt’s strangeness and pict sensuality and the damn stupid suit in favor of demanding additional information. “Milton? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m trying to decide if I should tell you or not. Maybe I could leave and send you a message?” 
 
    I crossed to his desk and rounded it to peer over his shoulder at the screen. 
 
    My own face looked back at me. But not how I looked now. The face on screen was younger, the hair blonde, my smile tired but content. I recognized the photo. I recognized the man hugging me in it all too well.  
 
    “Why do you have a photo of me and my ex-boyfriend?” I asked carefully. 
 
    Milton scooted his chair away. 
 
    The photo had been taken at the end of a charity funrun that Alan and I had completed together five years ago. 
 
    I’d been painfully naïve.  
 
    I noticed the audio-off symbol on Milton’s screen, and switched on the sound. 
 
    A friend’s voice—one of Alan’s dental student friends, Duane—announced to the world, “Elif was devastated.” 
 
    Milton paused the video. “It’s on human media.” He sounded as subdued as I’d ever heard him. “Apparently, it’s to be a series of reports on why people departed Earth for the stars. You’re the subject of the first episode.” 
 
    My lips felt stiff. “Not Alexi?” Of the two of us involved in Doctor Galaxy, she was the famous one. 
 
    Milton answered a different question. “Alan refused to talk to them.” 
 
    “Can you send it to me? Please?” I needed to watch it from the start. 
 
    I wobbled back to my desk, feeling divorced from my body. Sitting down, I tugged hard at my hair, trying to kickstart my brain. It felt as if I’d been tasered. 
 
    Don’t be so precious. You exploited Alexi’s heartbreak to promote Doctor Galaxy. This isn’t any worse. Only this time you’re the one in the hotseat. 
 
    I started the video. 
 
    Someone had done their research. It was all there. Meeting Alan in my gap year, the year I’d taken off between high school and university. He’d already been studying biology. We moved in together. I worked as a waitress. He switched to dentistry and got loans to cover his studies. We dreamed big dreams. He convinced me to follow mine. I was creative. Be creative—in between working as a waitress to pay an increasing proportion of our bills. 
 
    The engagement ring.  
 
    How had the journalist found a photo of my ring? 
 
    I rubbed at my finger to erase the phantom weight of memory. I’d become restless, resentful, as the years passed. I’d wanted something more. Children even. I’d wanted to be a mom. 
 
    “After I’ve got my degree. Once we’re established.” Alan had given me the cheap ring and a promise. 
 
    I’d started video blogging. Vlogging. I’d built a bit of a following. Not quite enough to monetize the vlog and quit my job. 
 
    Then finally, finally, the end was in sight and a new beginning possible. Or rather, the joy I’d waited for for so long. Alan graduated. He got a job. Dentists were always in demand. I didn’t care whether we married first or not. I wanted children and maybe even to go to university and study for the communications degree I’d put off. 
 
    It had been a Tuesday night. 
 
    Why do people moan about Mondays? Tuesdays are worse. 
 
    I came home at my usual hour, three hours after Alan. 
 
    He was already in bed, and he wasn’t alone. 
 
    I closed my eyes. On-screen, the journalist recited the facts, giving them a salacious twist. In my mind I was back in our apartment. The one I’d thought we’d outgrown given that we were planning to start a family. 
 
    Only I’d been planning that. 
 
    Alan’s plan was simpler. 
 
    He wanted out. He wanted out of our relationship, but he’d been a snake to the end. He hadn’t had the guts to tell me how he’d used me. How I’d supported him emotionally and financially for years, and now, he was shedding me. 
 
    Disposable Elif. 
 
    The woman he was in our bed with wasn’t even important to him. More fool her, she’d thought she was. But he dumped her easily. It was me he’d taken care to scheme about. 
 
    Reputation. 
 
    He’d set me up to make his own life easier. To protect himself. 
 
    “I made a mistake.” He’d said the appropriately pleading words, but the calculating gleam in his eyes, the hardness there, revealed the truth. Being found cheating was exactly what he’d been after: my shock and hurt, and my impulsive action. 
 
    I threw the engagement ring at him. 
 
    He fielded it neatly, satisfied. 
 
    Technically, he hadn’t ended our relationship. I had. 
 
    He wasn’t the bad guy. He’d made a mistake, and cruel woman that I was, I wouldn’t forgive him. I refused to try again, which meant that “throwing away”—yes, he actually used those words—the years we’d had together was my choice. My decision. 
 
    Obviously, then, he didn’t owe me anything for my years supporting him.  
 
    I’d chosen to leave. 
 
    I pressed my fingers over my eyes. I’d “chosen” to leave after he stabbed me in the guts and twisted the knife. 
 
    On-screen, the journalist interviewed Alan’s mother. “They got together too young. Alan outgrew Elif, but she clung on. She never tried to make anything of herself. Never went to university…” 
 
    Czaam entered our shared office and Milton pounced. Conversation murmured between them. Czaam’s reeds rustled in agitation. 
 
    I reached frantically for professionalism. It was a good shield to hide behind. 
 
    And there were professional implications for a PGC Emergent Division entertainment agent to consider. 
 
    For instance, did the people producing this gutter journalism have any idea of the trouble they were causing? On Earth, it didn’t matter. But a Universal Society audience would receive a clear message: Don’t trust humans. They can’t even honor an intimate relationship.  
 
    All species betrayed and were betrayed by their own. But humanity was under the microscope. We were the ones in the initial contact stage where our future hinged on the reputation we built, now. 
 
    Czaam approached my desk slowly. 
 
    Milton retreated to his own. 
 
    On-screen, the journalist tracked down Mum, doorstepping her at the hotel where Mum was head chef at the fusion restaurant. 
 
    Mum looked wild, red flags of outrage flushing her cheeks. “We’ve all had people in our lives who’ve disappointed us. I’m proud of Elif. She didn’t let Alan’s actions limit her dreams or dissuade her from taking risks. She’s a wonderful person.” 
 
    “Milton says the story has been picked up across Universal Society.” Czaam’s reeds fidgeted with the edge of my desk, running along it. “I’m sorry, Elif.” 
 
    “It’s history.” I attempted to force conviction into my tone and it came out explosively, almost defensively. I stood and shook out my hands and whole body. Shake it off.  
 
    Milton had crept up to join us. “Are you okay? Are you having a fit?” 
 
    I snorfled. The snort-laugh probably didn’t help to convince my concerned co-workers, my friends, that I was okay. “I’m literally shaking off the reminder of my humiliation. I’m over the heartbreak.” 
 
    I was.  
 
    I wasn’t over the rage that tempted me to think that I’d wasted years on Alan. I hadn’t. I’d still lived my own life, in between accommodating his. “No!” I refused to think that way. 
 
    Milton sidled backward. 
 
    Czaam merely flinched, zer reeds waving away from me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I grimaced. “Emotional flashback. I’m okay.” 
 
    Warily, they studied me. 
 
    I smiled. “Honestly.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could message a friend?” Czaam said. 
 
    Zer suggestion struck me like a thunderbolt. “Why didn’t Mum or any of my friends warn me? They were interviewed…” 
 
    “Milton, send me a copy of the show.” Czaam scooted to zer desk. 
 
    We each bent individually over the episode. For the moment, I ignored the messages that were now popping up on my badge and screen. 
 
    “They patched in your mother and friends last,” Milton said. We’d each edited enough programs to know how it worked. “They must have released it fast. They knew exactly where they’d slot in comments from your friends, and they elicited the comments they wanted.” 
 
    Deep in thought, Czaam twisted and untwisted two reeds. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Join the club,” I muttered. “It ought to be impossible that an episode on my life could reach me before my mum and friends’ warnings.” 
 
    Milton swirled his eyestalks. How that didn’t make him dizzy, I had no idea. But in Milton, it was a sign of perturbation. “Could someone block messages from Earth?” 
 
    “It’s possible they could delay them,” Czaam said. “Earth is connected to Universal Society, but not directly. Messages go out via the station. On its own, I could accept a glitch, but the episode itself…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Milton and I chorused.  
 
    Having pushed down my emotions to analyze the report, the slant given to it was unmistakable. 
 
    Ostensibly, the show was produced on Earth for Earth, by humans for humans. However, to anyone trained in the PGC Emergent Division, it was plain as day that the show was actually optimized to communicate to Universal Society. 
 
    It used the language, the pacing, in fact the entire format was a rip-off of the Emergent Division’s popular educational entertainment documentary series, Revelation. 
 
    “I’m taking this downstairs,” Czaam said. The level below hosted our bosses’ offices. In effect, Czaam was hitting a low-key emergency button. “If we need you, Elif, I’ll call.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Czaam called. “Elif, could you come down to Paeony’s office, please?” 
 
    “Right away.” I certainly wasn’t doing anything worthwhile at my desk. Staring at a screen frozen on a whai in mid-dive helped no one. 
 
    Paeony was tebu. She was head of the PGC Emergent Division’s entertainment department on Artha Station.  
 
    Her boss was the kakikki, Du Vul, who was head of the PGC’s entire entertainment department on the station and in the surrounding sector. He occupied the seating area to the left of Paeony’s desk. 
 
    I sat on a bench seat beside Czaam in front of Paeony’s height-adjustable desk. Currently, she’d lowered it almost to the floor. It was her method of opening the space for discussion. 
 
    “First, this seemed personal. Do you have any idea why someone in Universal Society might target you?” Du Vul asked. “Who might target you?” 
 
    Paeony’s compound eyes registered everything in her office, including my tension. “It mightn’t be personal. Someone may have selected Elif as an easy target because she’s in entertainment. Most humans in the PGC are Pax Rangers, and military protocols restrict access to, and reporting on, them and their families. Education sent me a memo regarding an upswing in anti-human sentiment recorded last month.” 
 
    “Did they?” Du Vul asked. Decades ago, before joining the PGC, he’d been a mediator. People still spoke in awe of how he’d mediated a resolution to the Havij Crisis and prevented a sector-wide famine. 
 
    Three mediator teams had been involved in the Havij Sector prior to Du Vul. Each had failed to establish open communication between the competing consortiums that owned the planets and stations in the sector. 
 
    Rather than preventing problems, they exacerbated them. Conflict lines were drawn. 
 
    Then, over eight years, Du Vul had mediated a stable economic system across the sector. The Havij Sector remained prosperous to this day. 
 
    The elderly kakikki was a remarkable and intimidating person. 
 
    Although, maybe not so much to his younger colleague. 
 
    Paeony brought her two eyestalks together in a tebu frown. “Du Vul, the outreach unit briefs me on human emergence issues since I am responsible for a human.” She gestured in my direction. 
 
    I stayed silent. 
 
    In fact, silence filled the room as Du Vul pondered. “Statistically significant changes don’t simply appear. An increase in dislike for a little known, emergent species suggests that someone is stoking such sentiment.” 
 
    “Unless this is personal,” Czaam returned to the point. “The exposé hurt Elif.” 
 
    Our bosses regarded him, then me. “Elif?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It hit me personally. Whether it was meant to or whether my life was simply a convenient tool for someone, I can’t judge. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be more detached.” More analytical, less emotional. Like Kirk the rogue. 
 
    Can bulu read minds? Czaam asked, “Could it be triggered by your involvement with the rogue Kirk Tormod?” 
 
    If I told them the truth, that Kirk’s and my relationship was fake, I risked that truth escaping. Whoever had delayed my mum and friends’ messages to me could have tentacles in the PGC Emergent Division. Could it be Gatt? Why would he bother? What would he gain? Before I confessed to a fake relationship with Kirk, I needed to consult him. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Czaam’s reeds rustled. 
 
    The bosses conferred. 
 
    Would Kirk be able to explain why my private life had been dug up and displayed for tabloid entertainment?  
 
    The argument to counter my paranoia was that the exposé wasn’t intended personally; that I was merely an ideal example of the nihilism that mystified Carlos. The anti-humanists would argue that in running away from Earth, I’d destroyed my life. In the aftermath of Alan’s betrayal, I could have rebuilt. I could have pursued vengeance against him, forgiven him, or simply gone on without him. Instead, I’d burned my bridges in a personal apocalypse and fled Earth. 
 
    But I hadn’t lost anything. I’d gained by embracing Universal Society. 
 
    “Elif?” Paeony was sympathetic. “It’s been an unnerving experience. You may wish to book a therapist. They are training in human psychological needs. Therapy is your decision, but take the rest of the day off. You’ll know best what you need.” 
 
    “Thank you. Um…I’m sorry, but I spaced out during your discussion. What did you decide?” 
 
    Du Vul stood. Considering his huge, segmented body, it was a slow, deliberate, and impressive process. “We’ll ask Gaia Station to send someone to look into the delay in messages forwarded from Earth and to trace the contacts the human media involved has with Universal Society citizens. It is the timing that concerns us.” 
 
    It concerned me, too. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It is our duty and honor,” Paeony said. 
 
    The PGC Emergent Division valued the welfare of members of an emergent species who were prepared to trailblaze life in Universal Society. My bosses were worried that my position as a trailblazer explained the exposé. 
 
    Czaam and I left the office together.  
 
    “I should message my mum.” 
 
    Ze patted my shoulder. “Take the time you need. If any of us can help, we’re here for you.” 
 
    “I know.” I touched the patting reeds briefly. “Thank you.” 
 
    But they couldn’t help me. 
 
    I headed for my apartment. This was my problem. 
 
    I’d flaunted a relationship with Kirk to elicit a response from anti-human activists. I’d done so deliberately because I wanted to discover who cared about humanity entering Universal Society and was bothered by the level at which we joined. 
 
    In short, who cared enough to sabotage us? 
 
    “Mum, I only just got your messages. I’ve seen the exposé. What a stinking pile of trash. I’m fine. It feels like that stuff with Alan happened ages ago, almost to a different person.” 
 
    I was a different person. Walking down the passage to my apartment only emphasized it. While messaging, I dodged two happily chatting bulu and veered aside for seven tebu marching to the elevator. 
 
    My old friends’ and family’s world was no longer mine. 
 
    My concerns weren’t theirs. 
 
    In rehashing Alan’s betrayal, someone had attacked an old scar, and I’d flinched, but not from real pain; only the memory if it, and I pushed that aside in favor of curiosity. 
 
    If someone had targeted me because of my supposed relationship with Kirk, it could be because he was pict and I was human, and as such we threatened the anti-human agenda. If people positively linked humans to picts we’d enjoy a rise in status in the popular imagination. Picts had quite a halo in Universal Society. 
 
    The attack could also be personal, personal to Kirk. 
 
    I doubted it, though. Hurting me wouldn’t hurt him. We’d emphasized the superficial sexuality of our fake relationship and the desire-training suit was frosting on that cake. According to our story, we were both indulging in alien kink. 
 
    Unbidden, the memory of kissing him in the universal garden returned. It had been real. So had the growing emotions behind it. 
 
    If I did matter to him, and vice versa, neither of us could let that attraction define us or our actions. 
 
    The flurry of messaging from Earth lessened, and I pushed back from the narrow desk in my apartment. My gaze fell on the desire-training suit. 
 
    Inspiration and devilry sparked. 
 
    I wished to speak privately to Kirk, and his office was the most secure, private location I knew of. All I needed was an excuse to visit. 
 
    The desire-training suit was soft and light against my skin. 
 
    What better excuse for a visit to a lover than a girl eager to try out her training? 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “Darling,” I purred as I prowled into Kirk’s office. My vampy entrance wasn’t wasted. The outer door had been open. Kirk was mid-discussion with an eripi man. “I can’t wait to show you what I’ve learned.” 
 
    I peeled off my hakma cape and draped it over the reception desk. Then I draped myself over Kirk. The bail bond agents chatting in the passage outside could see in. My body, in the skintight suit, was on full display. 
 
    I stifled a giggle at the eripi’s goggle-eyed expression and flaring wings. 
 
    Kirk recovered fast. “I hope you’ll do more than show me. I want to experience your talents.” He took my teasing and turned it back on me, upping the ante. 
 
    It was clichéd. It was irresistible. I walked my fingers up his chest, biting my lip against the still-threatening giggle. Some of my amusement was genuine, some was shock at my own daring. I felt very exposed in the silver suit. It covered all of me, right down to the finger and toe gloves, but it did so with second-skin precision. “I’m positive I’ll please you.” 
 
    Kirk’s visitor choked. “Gotta go.” The eripi flew out the door. 
 
    The sedu and kakikki bail bond agents laughed. 
 
    “I hope I haven’t chased off a client.”  
 
    A large hand settled on my butt. “Do you really care?” He squeezed. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Kirk shut and locked the outer door, and hustled me into his inner office. As soon as the door closed behind us, he dropped the lecherous attitude and his hold on me. “Elif, why are you here?” 
 
    I’d scooped up my cape in passing. Now, I wrapped it loosely around me. “I have a question, and I think you’re part of the answer.” 
 
    “Information isn’t free.” 
 
    I pouted. “But darling…” 
 
    He gave a crack of laughter. “Not even.” 
 
    Abandoning the act, I grinned. “Actually, my question might be an issue for you. That’s why I want to check. But you need to keep a little bit of information about me confidential.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    Sitting, I smoothed the cape over my knees. I didn’t have permission to confide in him. On the other hand, an information exchange required me to contribute something. “You need to know this bit of information to understand why I agreed to fake a relationship with you.” 
 
    “Rogues keep secrets.” 
 
    It wasn’t a promise, but it was good enough for me. My secret wasn’t Earth-shattering. “I’m a USIA agent. A spy.” 
 
    For a second, he imitated a statue before his shocked impassivity cracked. “You?” 
 
    I nodded at the explosive, incredulous question. “Me. Although I’m only an itty-bitty spy.” 
 
    “‘Itty-bitty’?” 
 
    I held my thumb and index finger a fraction apart. “A minor spy. Previously, I was employed by the Australian national intelligence agency. We weren’t an important country in Earth affairs—until the PGC built the space elevator on our land.” 
 
    “You’re a spy.” It seemed my news needed a while to sink in. 
 
    I hazarded a smile. “I guess my cover is solid?”  
 
    He began laughing and seemed unable to stop.  
 
    I spoke over him. “My job was to make myself a target for any anti-human sentiment. Draw it out into the light. I interact with The Human Eye fans and critics online, and I’m available for interviews, even as I conduct them. I’m an accessible human. Mitch Rodriguez is another. The new Game player. He’s a former Pax Ranger and protected by his Game team. The other possible target is Alexi of Doctor Galaxy fame. These days she’s safe on patrol in the Szomoru Sector, and before then, she always had my three camera drones watching her.” 
 
    “Those drones aren’t here, now, keeping you safe,” Kirk observed. 
 
    “I’m an itty-bitty target, remember? Or I was. That’s what I need to check with you. Paranoia is normal for agents, so I don’t want to assume I’m more important than I am.” 
 
    “Because you’re only itty-bitty.” 
 
    I grinned at him, but he didn’t smile back. “An exposé just showed on Earth and released in Universal Society about the…the failed relationship that was the impetus for me joining the PGC.” 
 
    “Did your Australian agency suggest you join?” 
 
    “Ha! Nope. They wanted better-educated, higher-level agents to infiltrate the PGC and Universal Society. According to them, I should stay home like a good girl, waitressing and picking up information as well as tips. I enlisted on my own, joining the PGC Emergent Division’s education department, and the USIA reached out to me.” 
 
    Recalling that first contact via an eripi reminded me of how I’d felt. “They made me feel valued. I was someone who could be obtrusively unobtrusive. I’m not Mata Hari.” The translation chip mightn’t handle the name. “Not a dangerous, alluring spy. I’m simply willing, able, and prepared to be a lightning rod for anti-human sentiment. They’re positive someone sabotaged the eripi’s emergence and their subsequent second class status. The USIA wishes to see who crawls out of the woodwork to act against humans.” 
 
    I glanced up at the ceiling where normally one of my camera drones would hover. “The Human Eye provides good cover for me to poke around, asking questions. I indulge my natural curiosity as camouflage for a handful of targeted interviews.” 
 
    “Was I a target?” 
 
    “Ironically, given the outcome, no. You were a personal interest. Not you, as you,” I added hastily. “I didn’t know you. I meant you as a pict.” 
 
    “A random choice.” His tone was musing, his eyes confusingly both abstracted and piercing. 
 
    “I can give you my handler’s name, if you promise to be discreet in contacting her. She won’t be happy with me.” 
 
    “For telling me? What upset you enough that you did?” 
 
    “Oh!” I’d forgotten. “That exposé, the timing of it after we were seen together in your office and picnicking. I wondered if it was an anti-human thing, people not wanting humans positively associated with picts. You lot being so perfect and all.” 
 
    “Or?” he prompted. 
 
    “If the reason you involved me in your plans, the timing of your interview especially, is why I was picked out. They even ensured a delay in messaging from Earth so that Mum and everyone’s messages didn’t reach me before the episode aired.” 
 
    He folded his arms. “That sounds personal to you.” 
 
    “Yeah. On the other hand, Gatt intercepted me yesterday.” 
 
    Muttering, Kirk closed his eyes as if a migraine pained him.  
 
    Me. I was that migraine. “He had a new thug guarding him. A massive pinkish guy.” 
 
    Kirk’s eyes snapped open. “How many tentacles?” 
 
    Startled by his intensity, I blanked. “He was big.” 
 
    “You said that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t really noticing.” 
 
    “You were scared.” 
 
    I appreciated the absence of sympathy in his voice. I’d been raised on tough love. “The big guy was like Gatt. I think he had nearly the same number of tentacles…you know, not bare like the two thugs here in your office. Oh, and he had a scar like a lightning bolt under his left eye” 
 
    The flotsami mine, a whai security device, that hung from the ceiling swayed from Kirk’s triumphant punch. Flotsami mines were designed to endure physical punishment, although this one was presumably deactivated. “Amgatt.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “A clan’s amgatt is second in power to the gatt, but it’s not a purely leadership position. He, or she, is the enforcer.” 
 
    I rubbed my arms. “He waved a tentacle at me as he left. I believe I amused him.” 
 
    “Hmm.” It was a resonant hum of speculation. 
 
    I poked him in the ribs. “Share.” 
 
    He looked down his blue nose at me. 
 
    I bounced up from the chair. “Gatt and Amgatt came to me. What’s so interesting about the enforcer?” 
 
    Kirk’s mouth thinned as he debated how to answer, or whether to answer. “It’s interesting that he’s on Artha Station. They wouldn’t normally be away from their territory together, and they didn’t arrive here together. Amgatt must have slipped in.” 
 
    I lowered my voice. “Does Gatt not want him here?” 
 
    “He brings attention to Gatt’s presence. But if Gatt allowed Amgatt to accompany him when he warned you off, Gatt must recognize his enforcer has reason to be here.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like none of your business.” 
 
    I huffed. “Are you eight years old? Didn’t I tell you I’m a spy? Everything is my business.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he said darkly. “A sedu enforcer’s job is to protect the clan against enemies and against its own weaknesses.” 
 
    I wasn’t following. “Like you? It couldn’t be me.” 
 
    Kirk was pursuing a solo train of thought. “Ironic. Three years of building contacts among criminals, and Gatt finally reaches out to me for something personal.” 
 
    Something personal that was also linked to me… “You mean, the desire-training suit?” 
 
    “The technology has other applications.” Kirk retreated behind his desk before divulging more information regarding a client than I’d ever imagined he’d share. “Gatt wants the suit for his son. Sedu are meant to live in water and on land, but sedu society has evolved to favor a terrestrial lifestyle. Gatt’s son can’t adapt. Mentally. Gatt hopes that the suit will stimulate his son’s senses as if he’s in water, even though he’s on land. Actually, it’s a clever idea.” 
 
    Effectively distracted, I studied the pads of my fingers which would go prune-like if I stayed in water too long. I was the result of terrestrial evolution. 
 
    Gatt’s son, and all sedu, were amphibious. If the son had to spend more time in the water than on land, how was that a problem? “Couldn’t the son simply commit to a job that requires him to be in the water? Like an aquanaut?” 
 
    “Gatt’s ambitious for his son, who is under pressure to function according to social norms rather than biological requirements. His ambition for his son is what makes Gatt vulnerable. He has a pict courier on standby to deliver the suit to his son on Gniewny.” 
 
    “A courier, not you?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    Kirk’s smile held lethal satisfaction. “He doesn’t trust me near his son. It’s interesting that he’s risked himself.”  
 
    I broke the reflective silence. “So, Amgatt followed Gatt to Artha Station to check that no one takes advantage of him, including you.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “But how does that involve me? Does it involve me? Why would anyone interested in your dealings with Gatt go after me?” 
 
    He tapped a long finger against the polished rim of the cut missile shell—and totally failed to answer my question. “I’ve acquired some rare equipment for people via my pict connections. A lot of pict technology is ‘borrowed’ from non-Universal Society species.” 
 
    It was another effective distraction. I reclaimed my seat. “You guys steal tech!” 
 
    “We try paying, first. Otherwise, we’ll pop in and borrow the intellectual property.” 
 
    I was wide-eyed. “Intergalactic corporate espionage. Is that what explorers do?” 
 
    “Off the record, yes, some of us.” 
 
    “You really are a rogue.”  
 
    He nodded. “That’s my cover story.” 
 
    I choked on nothing. “Your cover story?” 
 
    His smile was infuriating. “Us USIA agents have to stick together.” 
 
    “You’re never!” 
 
    “I’m undercover, after Gatt.” 
 
    I slumped on the uncomfortable seat, reassessing everything I thought I knew. Believing him. That one piece of information rearranged the puzzle and brought coherence. 
 
    Kirk was after Gatt and the Niedz interstellar family gang. A high risk, high reward target. The trisave in his office proved the high risk. The high reward…well, if I was stupid enough to tip my hand by asking Carlos, I was certain that the police detective could provide copious evidence of the damage Gatt and his people caused. Bring Gatt and his key people to justice and many lives and significant suffering could be saved. 
 
    Kirk’s original strategy hadn’t included me. To protect me, after I’d encountered Gatt’s thugs in his office, he’d modified his plan. 
 
    I crossed my fingers, hoping I hadn’t inadvertently ruined anything. 
 
    I’m only a small bump. 
 
    But small bumps can become major problems. A small mosquito bite can lead to malaria and death. Small, itchy bumps can cause big problems. 
 
    Gatt, or rather, building a case against him, was a goal too important to derail. 
 
    How long had Kirk been under cover? 
 
    If he had to sacrifice me to protect his operation, he’d do it. My life wasn’t more valuable than the multiple lives to be saved by bringing Gatt to justice. 
 
    Unraveling a sedu family clan’s criminal gang was a tough ask. 
 
    If Kirk had a way of doing that, I’d never forgive myself for getting in the way of him doing so. 
 
    I scratched at my arm. A small itchy bump, that was me. 
 
    Question: what could a small itchy bump do? 
 
    Answer: play the part Kirk assigned to me, that of the human flirt. Gatt did seem to accept the role for me. 
 
    Kirk had other ideas. 
 
    “We sever any connection between us, now,” he said. “You can use the bathroom, but you’re to strip off the suit and leave it here. When you walk out, you’ll look angry and embarrassed. Your hair more of a mess than normal.” 
 
    “What? Why? I am so confused.” 
 
    When he stood, I automatically mirrored the action. 
 
    “You fit right into the Emergent Division, which is a pack of idealists.” 
 
    “The universe needs idealists.” I wouldn’t be shamed into being embarrassed by my optimism. 
 
    “I’m aware. We need them—to remember ourselves. But for the light to survive, some people have to go into the dark.” People like him. “You’re not one of them.” 
 
    I hated the buried grief in his voice and body language. His revelation of his undercover operation explained the contradictions in his behavior; the difference between the man I irrationally trusted and the man he acted as. “Darkness doesn’t extinguish light.” 
 
    Did he grieve for the man he could have been? Three years undercover, trying to get closer to Gatt, what bloody compromises with his conscience had he had to come to? 
 
    He put a hand at the back of my neck, tugging me toward him; partly controlling, partly comforting. “You are so much trouble.” 
 
    Like I hadn’t heard that before, and from a police sergeant. I tried an appealing smile. It had always worked on Dad. 
 
    Kirk’s scowl became a full-on glower. “I read you into the situation regarding Gatt because that’s less dangerous than permitting you to ping around like an unaimed vrat. But this is not your operation. You need to get out.” 
 
    “That’s one of the first things you said to me. Get out.” 
 
    “And you didn’t listen very well. This time, I’ll ensure you do.” Hands suddenly rough, he spun me around and pushed me toward the door. “We end our fake relationship here and now. Go strip.” 
 
    I caught myself against the door. “What?” 
 
    “That stupid suit stays here. Anyone watching my office will have seen you arrive in it. You depart without it. Your cape covers everything,” he finished, scornful of my hesitation. 
 
    The hakma cape might cover me from neck to wrists to almost knees, but without the suit I’d be naked beneath it. Having a cape as my sole protection as I navigated the route back to my apartment would be humiliating. 
 
    Humiliated was how Kirk wanted me to leave his office. This was the end of our fake relationship. After this I’d have to avoid him, and he was establishing the reason. 
 
    “The bathroom is on the left. No! I can’t guarantee it’s as secure as this room. I’ll turn my back.” He did so, staring at a row of disarmed grenades and similar small explosives. 
 
    Unwillingly, I removed my cape. I slipped out of my shoes. Then I began to undress and wriggle out of the suit. Naked. I stood in his office naked. My skin burned in confused embarrassment and awareness. Hurriedly, I wrapped the cape around me. “Where…” I had to clear the huskiness from my voice. “Where do you want the suit?” 
 
    Kirk turned around. “In the trash.” He strode to me, and took it without touching me. The suit thudded into the trashcan. “Your hair is appropriately wild.” 
 
    Involuntarily, I touched it, and the soft cape whispered over my skin. 
 
    “You don’t look like you’ve just had sex,” he said coolly. “Or that you’re frustrated because I refused it and dismissed you. You should be angry, not bewildered.” 
 
    I felt rejected. He understood his USIA operation and had the right to kick me out of it. I had, unwittingly, trespassed. “I was the same with Alan. Confused as to how he could treat me as he did. I…but this is a job. This is how I help you catch Gatt.” I took a deep breath. “Give me a moment to think about Alan and how angry I felt once it sank in.” 
 
    Standing tall and disinterested, Kirk gave me that moment. “No one will question me. If anyone dares to comment, I’ll tell them the truth. Even with a desire-training suit, the appeal of playing with a human is of limited duration. Simple minds, simple bodies. Over-eager to please.” His gaze raked me disparagingly. “Boring.” 
 
    I didn’t even have to think of Alan to feel angry. “Can I leave, now?” 
 
    He crossed the distance and kissed me with all the insult a kiss could hold, all the overwhelming power of his greater size and body, and all the breaking of the fragile connection we’d woven between us. He stepped back. “Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    In times of bewildered, angry embarrassment, you need your friends. 
 
    Well-covered in a sweatshirt and jeans, but barefoot since I was hiding out in my apartment, I pressed the heel of my hand against the center of my chest and the hollow feeling behind it, which I refused to acknowledge. 
 
    Alexi had no idea that Kirk had just broken up with me or that we’d been in a fake relationship. She had no idea that he’d struck at my insecurity. 
 
    Simple minds. 
 
    Not enough. 
 
    I knew I was enough, but sometimes the doubts crept in. Not educated. Not financially stable. The latter had improved since I’d ceased supporting Alan, but I had years to make up for. Not wanted. 
 
    No relationship. 
 
    Not good enough for anyone to invest in. 
 
    I studied my ordinary human hands before focusing on Alexi’s message on the tablet. 
 
    She was responding to the exposé of Alan’s and my relationship breakdown. The few minutes time lag meant each of us had to complete our thought before sending. 
 
    “I’m over it,” I said. “Alan’s a sad memory. I’m mad that he ruined the good memories from earlier years and…and that his actions made me question myself. I’m over it. In fact, I’m bored of me.” Bored or frustrated, and concerned at the strength of my emotional response to Kirk pushing me away. I shouldn’t feel like this. “Tell me about life on Zomru. Wasn’t it your latest stop?” 
 
    “Zomru was muddy. I’ll send a video. I filmed a mud tulip over there. They have these weird gardens of mud and slime. They advised human visitors to wear lifesuits.” All-over covers. “The tebu and kakikki simply hosed themselves off afterward. Not a single bulu ventured planetside for R&R. Apparently the mud of Zomru feels ‘ooky’ to them. Ah, got it.” 
 
    She added a video of a green flower growing from purply-brown mud streaked with pale green slime. 
 
    “The smell in the garden was like rotting orange peel. According to the sedu medical staff,” of whom there were many since the PGC transport was patrolling a sedu sector, “the garden smells bad to sedu, too, but is reputed to have health-giving properties. It’s biologically-based, rather than the rotten eggs smell of natural, sulfur-scented hot springs on Earth.” 
 
    The screen returned to a live-recording of Alexi. She looked relaxed and happy onboard the PGC Seong, the transport her fiancé commanded. “Actually, Zomru was cool to visit. I’m not saying I’d visit a mud garden again, but I’d choose Zomru any time over a station. Sedu are so uninterested in humans, it’s relaxing. In just over a month we’ll dock at Bolesny Station and ugh…Soren already has invitations for him and me.” 
 
    Stations tended to be multi-species, where people would be interested in human visitors. 
 
    But if sedu were blatantly disinterested in humans, my thoughts circled back to the question of why Gatt and Amgatt sought me out?  
 
    Suspicion straightened my spine as I belatedly realized that Kirk hadn’t answered that question. Instead, he’d distracted and dismissed me. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I had the simple job—simple jobs for simple minds—of controlling my curiosity, and avoiding Kirk and Gatt and any suspicious behavior. I lost myself in my usual routine on Artha Station. It just so happened that my circuit of the multi-species gym the next day brought me to the sedu section. I spent an hour wading through mud. Although, in this instance, the “mud” was a gel that was UV sterilized after each user. Nonetheless, it gave me a truer appreciation of Alexi’s complaints about Zomru. At least this mud didn’t stink. 
 
    Thighs aching, I showered off the gel, and the feeling of the gel, before trudging down the ramp to the education department for my weekly appointment in the PGC linguistics center.  
 
    I’d chosen the ramp over stairs, mindful of my thighs, but I should have completely wussed it and taken the elevator. I groaned as I finally reached level ground again. 
 
    The translation chip was a miraculous piece of technology that united the disparate peoples of Universal Society, but it wasn’t omniscient. Especially in the early years of a species’ engagement with Universal Society it had to be manually revised. Even afterward, the software had to be regularly checked that its automated updates kept pace with languages’ natural evolution. 
 
    Trys was glad to see me. 
 
    He was a mullow.  
 
    Prior to meeting him, I’d had an irrational prejudice against his species. It was wrong. It was also so superficial that it embarrassed me. Mullows were a slug-like species that excreted slime to move. In multi-species spaces, they wore a sleeve device that kept their mucous confined and which gave them traction. The slime had disgusted me. 
 
    Now, after interacting with the clever, cheerful and welcoming Trys, I knew that mullows were fanatically clean and scrupulously respectful of others. 
 
    I adored him. 
 
    It helped that the feeling was mutual. 
 
    He reared up in welcome. “I ask the other humans on Artha Station questions, but you are the most helpful. You actually note when the translation software misses clarity. Other linguists envy me my attentive study subject.” 
 
    Returning his bow, I assured him I was honored to help. “The translation chip is a miracle. Besides, you bribe me.” 
 
    As always, he had an array of human foods and my favorite soda from Earth. 
 
    I ate and drank while we conversed. 
 
    Either Trys was the soul of tact or he hadn’t heard the gossip surrounding me. He never referenced the exposé involving Alan or my failed relationship with a pict rogue. Instead, we covered Universal Society’s political and celebrity news, and happenings on Earth. 
 
    But others cared, or at least, wished to gossip. 
 
    After a three hour session with Trys, I popped into one of the bathrooms in the linguistics center. Emerging from a species-appropriate stall, I saw a tebu re-glistening her mandibles. 
 
    She tucked the tube of sparkly gloss into a bag as I reached the row of sinks and the mirrored wall behind them. “You’re Elif the human, right?” 
 
    “Guilty on both charges. I am Elif, and I am human.” I washed my hands. When I looked up, she could have been watching me in the mirror or counting floor tiles. Compound eyes on eyestalks see everything. 
 
    “You’re dating a pict.” 
 
    I ripped off some of the paper that tebu used to polish their carapaces. It was also highly efficient at drying human skin.  
 
    Previously, the tebu staff in the linguistics center had ignored me. Was this one seeking gossip or something more serious? Did she want to know for herself or was she asking on someone else’s behalf? 
 
    As I’d said to Kirk, paranoia went hand-in-hand with being a spy. 
 
    In the mirror, I smiled at the tebu. “I don’t know if you heard about the human media’s publication of a bad break-up I had with a guy on Earth?” 
 
    She nodded, mandibles glowing an uncomfortable yellow. She might be trying to feign light curiosity, but that green-tinted yellow gave away her discomfort. My answer should have been a matter of idle curiosity or entertainment for her. It wasn’t. 
 
    If she was being used to elicit information from me, why choose a tebu? Other species who worked in the education department were far better at deceit. 
 
    Unless whoever gave the order didn’t think a human could interpret tebu mandible color and body language? 
 
    Hands dry, I threw the damp paper in the recycling chute. 
 
    It would be in line with the anti-human propaganda that people underestimated me. 
 
    Which worked to my advantage. 
 
    “Human men weren’t a sufficient distraction from Alan, my ex-fiancé. I thought a pict might do the trick. Or the twixt.” I winked heavily. 
 
    The tebu linguist looked bewildered, as well she might. The pun of twixt for trick didn’t work in English, let alone in translation. 
 
    I patted my tummy to indicate self-indulgence, as tebu did. “I was attracted. I indulged. And now I’m done. Been there, tried the blue—” 
 
    A rattling cough of embarrassment interrupted me. Her mandibles glowed a mortified red. 
 
    No, her question hadn’t been motivated by a desire for gossip. If it had been, she’d have wanted the salacious quote I’d been about to give her. Instead, I’d outraged her tebu notions of decorum. 
 
    I smiled brilliantly and sauntered out. 
 
    Behind my smile, I was worried. 
 
    I needed to confide in someone, but now my paranoia was doing a dance of suspicion. Could I trust my tech equipment to keep my communications private? 
 
    The tech I’d been trained on was sufficient for my mission of presenting myself as a target for anti-human sentiment. The encryption wasn’t at a level where I was willing to risk trusting it and possibly jeopardizing Kirk’s undercover operation against Gatt. 
 
    How badly compromised was the PGC by spies and outside interests? 
 
    I chose to approach the subject obliquely. With Milton. He’d grown up in Universal Society, and more importantly, in the PGC. His parents and grandparents had all served. Also, he was a realist. His was the grand optimism that never flinched from the truth. “Our bosses are investigating who delayed communications from my family and friends on Earth. It would have had to be someone in the PGC. They’re the gatekeepers to my human world.” I leaned forward, elbows on my desk. “Milton, why would someone do that?” 
 
    “It does seem personal, doesn’t it? They wanted to maximize the shock value of the episode for you. Might they have naively thought that, if the PGC had prior warning, it would intervene to prevent the episode from being broadcast because you’re one of us?” He was being tactful. His anonymous “they” was code for clueless humans. 
 
    “Humans might think that way,” I conceded. “Humans can be brought to believe almost anything. But would it be a human in the PGC acting or someone else?” 
 
    His mandibles glowed softly, a loyal blue. “Everyone has loyalties to someone inside or outside the PGC and the divisions within it.” We were the Emergent Division, and that was the division currently responsible for Earth and the Gaia Sector. 
 
    “Don’t hold us to too high a standard,” he warned. “The PGC is as fallible and flawed as any agency. For instance, major leaks are investigated, but some degree of leakage of even confidential information is accepted. People talk.” 
 
    Uncertain of my best course of action, I played down the tebu’s gossip session in the bathroom, noting it in my report to my USIA handler as “unexpected curiosity from a linguist”, and continued to adhere to as normal a routine as I could. 
 
    Given the interviews I conducted for The Human Eye, my routine was seldom routine. I crisscrossed Artha Station sporadically, chasing down interview subjects and experts. 
 
    There was one change to my routine. A security precaution. 
 
    I complained that carting three camera drones from interview to interview was a hassle when they could fly around me instead. Mahala signed off on the drones’ flight, as long as I kept them tucked in close unless actively interviewing someone in a safe-flight space. 
 
    According to Artha Station’s official policy, respecting others’ privacy was important. 
 
    However, I knew full well that other people wore personal security cameras. Aee, Bee, and Cee were just more blatant. Hopefully, their visibility would be a deterrent. 
 
    Unfortunately, they weren’t foolproof. Signal jamming was real and effective. It was partly why Gatt had been so confident in accosting me. 
 
    Consequently, I walked alertly. 
 
    Being me, I also took a few calculated risks. Like the shortcut between dropping off a thank you gift of pickled seaweed to Mahala (for arranging the interview with her cousin’s group, not for the camera drone flight permission—that would have been bribery) at her station on the legal level and my scheduled interview with an aquanautic expert down on the education level. The interview was thrilling because the expert was a naga. 
 
    The human nickname for nagas was dragons. 
 
    Liu was a water dragon. 
 
    Nagas were terrestrial. All of them could fly, but only a few enjoyed underwater activities. 
 
    Liu was the chief aquatic engineer for Artha Station and employed aquanauts whom he terrified by appearing unexpectedly to inspect their work. 
 
    Liu would be only the second naga I’d ever interviewed. His personal assistant had squeezed me into a twenty minute spot that had opened up before a guest lecture he was giving in the Artha University School of Engineering. 
 
    I was to meet Liu in a tutorial room beside the lecture hall thirty minutes before the lecture, which meant I had to be early so that I could be set up and ready to go when he appeared. Hence, risking the shortcut. 
 
    Beep, beep, beep. The low but persistent beeping signaled the presence of an active cleaning robot. Since the noise was growing louder, I assumed it was ahead of me. 
 
    The transparent walls of channels had to be regularly cleaned to ensure that aquatic and terrestrial companions could traverse the station together and remain in visual communication. Clean walls also signified a healthy, self-respecting station. 
 
    As the cleaning robot came into sight, I admired its performance. Murky cloudiness gave way to clarity as it advanced on the dirt. A second robot matched its pace on the aquatic side of the wall. 
 
    I tripped over my own feet. 
 
    Aee, Bee, and Cee flew on a short distance before registering that I’d halted. 
 
    My feet were glued to the floor. Not because of leaked cleaning fluid, but because of what the cleaned glass revealed in the channel. 
 
    I leaned sideways into the shadow of a healthy kelp growing on the other side of the transparent wall.  
 
    Carlos was chatting to Amgatt! 
 
    I could scarcely believe it. But the scar…the scar was a lightning bolt below the bigger sedu’s left eye. 
 
    Why was a respected police detective meeting a clan enforcer, and not even the enforcer from his own clan? 
 
    Wary and fearful, I matched the cleaner robots’ pace till I was out of sight of the two sedu. Then I skedaddled, both to keep my appointment with Liu, and to escape. What if Carlos was actually a bad guy? 
 
    Thanks to my panicked pace, I arrived early at the tutorial room and had everything set up prior to Liu’s two minutes’ early arrival. 
 
    I’d sent him a copy of the aquanauts’ episode. He’d evidently viewed it and had opinions. My interview questions were unnecessary. 
 
    “Those kids. I remember when their grandparents started out.” Nagas lived for centuries. In his two hundreds, Liu was comfortably middle-aged. “The kids take for granted the lifestyle their grandparents earned. If they’d stayed in the family business, they would have continued to operate in that bubble of respect, as their parents did. Unless their own actions destroyed it. Their parents stayed and increased the family business’s reputation. It’s admirable that this younger generation wishes to strike out on their own, but respect isn’t money. It can’t be borrowed. They have to earn their own.” 
 
    According to Liu, Remy and the other aquanauts had ignored professional courtesies. “To get respect, you have to give it. For example, their parents and grandparents travel with their families in whai-designed and built spaceships to stations and planets to deliver contracted services. That is not how they started. Aquanauts starting out should demonstrate their respect for the dominant species of the particular station or planet they are to work on by booking passage on spaceships designed by that species. They should show respect for the engineering design principles of the people whose technology they’ve contracted to service.” 
 
    “Why haven’t their parents told them this?” 
 
    “I expect they have. People do not listen. They see what others have and expect to have the same. They especially do not want to sacrifice their physical or emotional comfort.” 
 
    “…by, for instance, traveling on a non-whai ship in the aqua-zone,” I concluded. Such a journey would be unpleasant. 
 
    “Buyers for the aquanauts’ services seek to contract people who demonstrate adaptability, independence, and resilience. As well as knowing their job.” 
 
    Liu spoke authoritatively because he was one of those buyers. 
 
    His interview was being recorded in a tutorial room adjacent to where he’d lecture engineering students. His advice was meant for more than the whai aquanauts. 
 
    Rising from his crouch, Liu towered over me. “Elif Moora, you are earning respect by respecting us. Your interviews show us ourselves in a new, but positive light. You show our flaws, tactfully, and not all of them. You concentrate on what each of us provides our communities. It is well done.” 
 
    Overwhelmed, physically and emotionally, I reached out and patted his bulky, scaled arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    I stayed for his lecture, but the engineering discussion soon lost me. Sitting up the back of the auditorium, I braided and unbraided a lock of hair as I considered Carlos and Amgatt’s meeting. I had Liu’s permission to record the lecture, but my camera drones didn’t require direction. 
 
    Cops met with informants, but a clan enforcer wouldn’t be an informant. 
 
    Snitches get stitches. The playground taunt ran through my mind. 
 
    Was it different among sedu, given that they somehow balanced legal and criminal halves of the same clan? 
 
    I didn’t understand the sedu. Even their habitat was divided, being both terrestrial and aquatic. Had straddling that divide contributed to the duality of their society, and the co-mingling of legal and criminal enterprises? 
 
    Applause marked the end of Liu’s lecture. He didn’t take questions. He said precisely what he intended, and nothing more. 
 
    The massive naga swam out through a channel, ahead of the whai professor who’d introduced him.  
 
    Chattering students either followed, or bolted up the stairs and ramp to freedom. 
 
    I was among the last to leave, discreetly accompanied by the camera drones, and I took the most public route possible back to the office. I neither wanted to witness, nor suffer, any unexpected encounters. 
 
    Abandoning the camera drones on my desk, I wandered into the PGC entertainment department’s breakroom intent on sugary comfort. 
 
    A sedu colleague stood by the sink, rinsing out his mug before refilling it with water. 
 
    On impulse, I asked him for his “amphibious perspective”. “What is life like when it’s evolved to include both terrestrial and aquatic environments? 
 
    Reginald shrugged his three tentacles. “We live almost completely on land these days. If you can’t—if you’re a ‘muddy’—then you lose status. Job opportunities are closed to you. Families won’t accept you in the marriage market. It’s worse even than being an ‘ordinary’ like me with only three tentacles.” 
 
    “You are far from ordinary, Reginald.” I spoke nothing but the truth.  
 
    Reginald had taken body ornamentation to the extreme. His tattoos rippled when he moved, each designed around an embedded synthetic gem, some of which flashed colors according to his mood. Well, Reginald claimed they were mood gems. Milton said the gems were temperature-sensitive. Genuine mood gems were too expensive for poor PGC workers. 
 
    “You’re extraordinary, too, Elif.” He saluted me by raising his mug high with a neck tentacle. 
 
    “Cheers.” I waved my own mug of hot chocolate powder vaguely as he undulated out. 
 
    So, “muddy” was the term for those sedu who couldn’t live solely on land. Prejudices were weird to outsiders, but nonetheless powerful. 
 
    Gatt’s terrestrially-averse son had a lot to lose. 
 
    I filled my mug with hot water, stirred, and sipped. It was fake, but good. The fabricator was excellent at manufacturing flavorings. The hot chocolate tasted smooth and as if I’d added cinnamon, orange zest and vanilla. 
 
    I ambled back to my desk. 
 
    If Gatt was dynastically-minded, which the clannish sedu were, then he’d lose face alongside his muddy son. 
 
    Was the clan’s enforcer contemplating a coup? 
 
    I had other sedu-related questions, too. 
 
    The trick to surviving my life was to pursue activities that fulfilled multiple goals. Oh, and protip for journalists: curiosity is never bad.  
 
    Shamelessly, I revised the script for the group interview scheduled for tomorrow, and slipped in a couple of personal interest questions. 
 
    The Game Spire’s management had agreed that I could interview a few of their chefs, and had arranged for me to meet a group of four, after lunch.  
 
    We sat in an office off the education level kitchen. The chefs needed a few minutes to wind down from the lunch rush. It always took Mum ten to twenty minutes after closing to shake off her preoccupation with what had gone wrong, or right, in her kitchen, and to jot down ideas for future meals.  
 
    In the cooldown period, I asked the sedu chef Darin how his society had survived and thrived for millennia when half of it was crime-based. 
 
    “Common misconception. Less than half of sedu society is organized for criminal activities, and even those who join the criminal traditions of a clan will spend most of their lives, sometimes all of their lives, pursuing legal activities. Everyone needs chefs, for example.” Darin’s five tentacles gestured inclusively at his non-sedu colleagues. “A well-respected family limits their criminal component to a third of the clan. It is rotters like the Niedz clan who give us all a bad name. Flippers, but I’m glad their gatt has left the station.” 
 
    I was surprised by the news, but not surprised to learn it from Darin. 
 
    I was certainly relieved.  
 
    Chefs learned all the good gossip. News filtered through the Game Spire to them. They fed us, their customers, food. We fed them information, via the waitstaff. 
 
    I was giddily relieved that Gatt and Amgatt had gone— 
 
    Wait! Did Amgatt leave with Gatt? They’d arrived separately. Had they left separately? 
 
    Darin didn’t notice my loss of attention. “As long as sedu criminal gangs remain interwoven with their law-abiding kin, the damage they do observes reasonable limits, and we’re fine with it. A family incapable of protecting itself is no family at all.” 
 
    Sedu were fierce. From their history, perhaps they’d had to be. 
 
    Clan feuds that spilled into space were targets for PGC peacekeeping efforts, like Alexi and Soren’s in the Szomoru Sector. 
 
    After regarding me respectfully, Darin transferred his attention to his colleagues. “This isn’t as off-topic as you may imagine. The incorporation of interstellar criminal gangs in a sustainable sedu culture is only possible because our criminals retain their capacity for gratitude.” 
 
    His fellow chefs groaned, whined or whistled according to their species. It was all unmistakably a complaint, but they were focused on the interview, now, and not on their kitchens. 
 
    “It’s his idée fixe,” Judy, a tebu chef, explained. 
 
    Darin flicked a tentacle at her. “Gratitude is the basis of Universal Society’s enduring success. Gratitude creates appreciation. Appreciation creates gratitude. Consider how every sector station is required to provide species-specific gardens. People believe it is for residents’ and visitors’ wellbeing, and it is. But beyond physical relaxation and recovery, the gardens elicit conscious and unconscious thankfulness. The station is only as healthy as its occupants are grateful.” 
 
    My mother was a chef, and her hobby was her herb and vegetable garden. I understood how gardens became a chef’s obsession. “I hadn’t considered gardens’ socio-political implications. They’re certainly culturally important. Many human cultures imagine paradise, the afterlife, as a garden.” 
 
    “As we grow, so we dream,” Darin said somewhat bewilderingly. “Tebu gardens…” He was passionate and informed on his pet topic.  
 
    I let the sedu chef indulge his obsession for a few minutes, describing different species and their gardens. I’d have cut it off sooner, except that the discussion drew out his colleagues’ ideas and prejudices. 
 
    The familiar wrangle with their colleague’s idée fixe also relaxed them and they forgot the camera drones. 
 
    “Gardens are the most efficient, multi-purpose recyclers,” Judy said. “A society lives or dies by its waste management.” 
 
    “You should meet Milton,” I said involuntarily. “He’s producing a documentary on Artha Station’s redesigned waste management system.” 
 
    Ilya, the eripi chef, cut in. “It’s a vital subject. People don’t understand, but to survive long-term, a society’s waste has to be near zero. Everything has to be valued for itself or repurposed.” 
 
    “Except picts,” the kakikki chef said. “They cheat. They twixt resources in and out of their planets and stations so that their inputs and outputs equal zero.” 
 
    We all regarded Sarka with respect. 
 
    Darin twined two tentacles in thought. “You’re saying they mimic a closed system by being exceptionally open.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Judy, the tebu chef, spoke up. “Elif, you mentioned your colleague Milton. I’d be interested in talking to him about his work.” 
 
    “His work!” 
 
    She was interrupted by hoots and clatter.  
 
    Her mandibles glowed an embarrassed but proud blue. 
 
    “Oooh. Milton!” 
 
    “Is that the polite one she’s been mooning over?” Darin had to catch up. 
 
    “I’ll give you Milton’s number,” I promised. 
 
    Milton had an admirer. 
 
    Darin dismissed such frivolity. “Picts shouldn’t have to twixt resources in and out. If a market is functioning as it should, it handles waste. The problem is that people try to game the system. 
 
    Judy emerged from her happy Milton daze. “Speak plainly. It’s not gaming the system that hurts. It’s trying to wreck it in your favor that ruins it for everyone. Now, that is criminal.” 
 
    “Or smart business?” Sarka suggested. “Any operator encounters the temptation to alter market conditions in their favor. We try to get bargains.” 
 
    “That is the nature of markets,” Darin said. 
 
    The kakikki chef clicked her claws in dissatisfaction.  
 
    “How could it be done?” I asked. 
 
    “Intimidation. Standover tactics,” Darin said. 
 
    Sarka swatted him, gently, with her tail. “Or we could try the legal route.” 
 
    “Which isn’t necessarily more ethical,” Darin muttered. 
 
    “Valid,” Ilya said. 
 
    Nodding, Sarka accepted the judgement. “Still, if you were taking the legal route, the obvious tactic is to hoard. By which I mean, stockpile sufficient stores of the product so as to be able to refrain from additional purchases for long enough that suppliers collapse, either closing or being forced to sell. Then you swoop in and purchase the suppliers’ businesses cheaply. You’d end up controlling supply and demand.” 
 
    Darin objected. “What about competitors? How would you eliminate them? Legally?” 
 
    “There’s also government regulation,” Ilya said.  
 
    “But in theory…” I mused. “Sarka could make her idea work.” 
 
    She laughed. “Not me, personally. But I like thinking about possibilities.” 
 
    All the chefs did. I checked the time and winced. “Sorry. I got caught up. Guys, we’ve gone way over time. I apologize.” 
 
    Darin swished a negligent tentacle. “That’s what junior chefs are for.” To manage the kitchen in their absence. “It’s been an interesting discussion.” 
 
    Everyone agreed. 
 
    “Just remember to give Judy Milton’s contact details,” Ilya added wickedly. 
 
    Since Milton’s contact details, like mine, were publicly available, I did so. I also made a mental note to give him a hint to look out for Judy’s message. 
 
    Heading back to the office with my camera drones circling me, I thought about how much ground the group interview had covered and which experts I’d need to interview. Really there was enough for two episodes, which would give me two follow-up interviews with subject matter experts. 
 
    That would work. I wanted to interview a gardener to explore some of Darin’s insights. The stuff about markets was also fascinating. 
 
    What trouble could a clever, ruthless player cause in Universal Society markets? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Mahala called me. Before I could think of how to discreetly mention Carlos and Amgatt’s secret meeting and what the hell Carlos was up to, she had a request. “Can we meet? At Minor Courtroom Q5 in twenty minutes?” 
 
    I had to check my nav-guide. From the office I could reach the legal level in eleven minutes—if the elevator gods blessed me. Then I’d have to jog out to Minor Courtroom Q5. All the minor courts were held at the outskirts of the level. “I might be a few minutes late.” 
 
    “Do your best…and Elif, this is just between us? No cameras.” 
 
    “Sure.” Huh? 
 
    Milton flicked an eyestalk in my direction. 
 
    I shrugged. “No idea, but that was Mahala.” No use denying it. I’d greeted her by name. I locked my camera drones in my desk since I had no idea when I’d be back for them. Probably after Milton had left for the day.  
 
    He was leaving early since he had a date, tonight. 
 
    “Have fun at the club,” I called on my way out. “I want to hear everything in the morning.” 
 
    “Not everything. Hopefully, I’ll have things I need to censor.” 
 
    I laughed before conserving my breath to hurry through the space station. Mahala’s twenty minute deadline was impossible to meet, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try. 
 
    Challenge accepted! 
 
    At the door for Minor Courtroom Q1, I checked my wrist badge. 
 
    I was four minutes late, and counting. “Not bad.” I jogged on. 
 
    Q2, Q3, Q4. 
 
    All the doors were shut, but Q4’s light wasn’t on. No court was in session. 
 
    No light shone for Q5, either. I read the schedule posted beside it quickly, then, stupidly, plunged in. 
 
    Not literally plunged. The Q-series minor courtrooms were mixed terrestrial and aquatic. Notwithstanding my hasty entrance, I remained on dry floor—and skidded to a halt. 
 
    Carlos, not Mahala, stood in the shallows of the courtroom’s pool. 
 
    Belatedly, caution reared its head. I retreated to the doorway. 
 
    Despite busily inputting a command to his tentacle-worn badge, Carlos noticed my reaction. He waved a reassuring tentacle. “You’re in the right place, Elif. I had Mahala set up the meeting. We must be careful. Kirk will twixt in in a second. My contact is in position to ask him—” 
 
    Kirk twixted in. He held a reduc pistol ready to fire. 
 
    My shoulders relaxed and I let my weight settle evenly, no longer poised to move fast. 
 
    Kirk’s gaze passed over me as he scanned the courtroom. The open-framed magistrate’s table and bench seating hid little. He focused on Carlos. “Detective Inspector Wan, I expected Phiri the rogue. What do you want?” 
 
    “To warn you, secretly, that Elif is being set up for an assassination attempt on you, Kirk.” 
 
    I collapsed onto a bench. “What?” 
 
    Kirk lowered the reduc pistol, but remained ready to fire. 
 
    “Amgatt wishes an alliance with Vargr, my clan,” Carlos said. “He’s willing to sacrifice Gatt to get it. As proof of his genuine intent, he mentioned the plot.” 
 
    Amgatt’s motivations could wait. I stared from Carlos to Kirk in bewilderment. “But how could anyone imagine that, even if I would, I could, murder a pict? Kirk can twixt away!” 
 
    “Poison,” Carlos said. 
 
    Poison. 
 
    Poison would work because Kirk allowed me close. We’d shared air, food, and kisses. 
 
    “What else?” Kirk asked Carlos. 
 
    “Concerning you and Elif, nothing. I am curious as to why Gatt is involving Elif in his plan. His modus operandi leans toward brutal directness. I’m also curious why he considers you a threat to be eliminated. You are headquartered on my station.” 
 
    If there was going to be trouble, the police detective inspector wished it elsewhere. 
 
    Kirk holstered the reduc pistol. “I can easily relocate my office. I’ll consider it. For a full exchange of information.” 
 
    Carlos accepted the terms. Rogues traded in information. If he wanted Kirk gone, he needed to pay for it. “Gatt left two days ago on a passenger liner. Amgatt left five hours ago on a courier.” 
 
    People on passenger liners traveled in comfort. People on couriers travelled a third faster, but in a confined, no-frills manner. 
 
    Kirk frowned at Carlos. “Any idea of the poison Gatt intends to use? Or who he’s employed as the actual assassin?” 
 
    The sedu detective’s tentacles went rigid, which was a sign of profound disturbance. “No. If Amgatt knows, he didn’t admit it. As for assassins, we have contract killers on-station, but I doubt any of them are capable of setting up an attempt subtle enough to convict Elif. Gatt must have imported talent, someone who slipped past our screening.” The failure of the police to identify an assassin infuriated him. 
 
    It spooked me. Goosebumps erupted over my arms. 
 
    “I’ll handle it from here,” Kirk dismissed Carlos. 
 
    The detective inspector wasn’t willing to be dismissed. “Why does Gatt want you dead?” 
 
    Kirk shrugged. “It happens. You might be surprised to learn that rogues aren’t universally popular.” 
 
    “Generally because they’ve cheated people.” 
 
    “Not me,” Kirk ground out. He turned to me. “Our relationship broke down publicly, so however they’re approaching the set up, it would be on the grounds of revenge. We’ll disrupt that narrative. Where are you normally, this time of day?” 
 
    “My office. But I left early because Mahala…because Carlos had Mahala arrange this meeting.” 
 
    Kirk paced. “Whoever Mahala is, what reason did she give for the meeting?” 
 
    “Mahala is a police office, a whai,” I told him. “She didn’t give a reason…” I pulled myself together. “I assumed it concerned her younger brother. He’s having some trouble and…never mind.” Carlos was senior to Mahala. I didn’t want to spill her family troubles to him, if she hadn’t already. “She seemed upset, so I rushed here. We’re friends.” 
 
    Kirk halted in front of me, positioned so that he could watch Carlos and the entrance. “We’ll go with that then. If anyone asks, you met Mahala privately in a mixed-environment space to discuss her troublesome younger sibling. People understand family troubles. Meet me at the Promise Fountain in half an hour. Act surprised.” He twixted out. 
 
    Surprised, I could do. I stared blankly at the floor where he’d stood and the wall behind it. “What are you plotting?” I asked his vanished self. 
 
    Carlos answered. “Don’t rely on Kirk Tormod. You can’t. Your safest option may be to claim a family emergency on Earth and return home.” 
 
    “Leave Artha Station?” The advice shook me out of my preoccupation with Kirk and his sudden absence. Twixting was the defining difference between us. He twixted. I had to obey the laws of physics. “I can’t leave, but I’ll be careful. Thanks for your warning, Carlos.” 
 
    He slapped his tail. 
 
    Ruefully, I answered his wordless reprimand. “I think I told you once that my father is a police sergeant. He says the most frustrating part of community policing is the good advice he shares, and which people ignore. I’m not ignoring you, Carlos. I appreciate your warning of the trouble that’s found me.” 
 
    “But you won’t leave.” 
 
    “I might.” Who knew? My life was spinning out of my control. But for now I had to act as if I was staying on Artha Station. Which meant meeting Kirk, a fellow USIA agent, on time. “Bye, Carlos.” 
 
    Half an hour would get me easily back through the warren of legal passages to the Promise Fountain in the center of the entertainment level’s main entrance.  
 
    Easily, if I didn’t lose time jumping at shadows. 
 
    I rubbed my arms as I walked fast through the less populated areas till I could trail a group of lawyers—a gaggle of lawyers? a murder of lawyers?—to the central elevators. They exited at the residential void, but other people entered and traveled on down. 
 
    Finally, the elevator doors opened to the bright lights and bedlam of the entertainment level, specifically to the main section that drew in the crowds and parted them from their money, all while artificially boosting their mood. 
 
    The cheerful surroundings failed to raise my mood. I wasn’t sad: I was worried. Nonetheless, I put a smile on my face and shook my shoulders, swaying first them, then my whole body, till I danced to the venue’s beat. 
 
    It was calculated. The lighting and the subtle background music communicated a rhythm derived by exaggerating the pulse of quantum wave-time. All species found it harmonious because at the quantum level, all of us vibrated to it. 
 
    I skipped around a naga family composed of two huge adults and three children who, though young, still loomed over me.  
 
    The youngest of the kids shimmied to the same music I heard, and I paused to dance a few steps with him, to his parents’ amusement and his siblings’ sudden interest in what had previously been too lame for their adolescent coolness. 
 
    Children. There was no better reason to fight for the future, and no better mood boost than their enthusiasm. 
 
    Laughing, I continued on to the Promise Fountain. 
 
    It flung its jets of water higher than the nagas. The beauty of the changing patterns of water and light and how they fell in time with the softly chiming music was breathtaking. The pool was in constant motion, rippling and reflecting the lights and falling wishes of visitors. Every tourist to Artha Station, and many of those traveling for work or employed on visiting spaceships, stopped at the fountain to indulge in superstition. 
 
    I collected an ice charm from one of the automated vendors. The delicate water crystal sat lightly on my fingertips. The station governor supplied the charms free. Flung into the water, the idea was that the ice charm carried your wish to Fate’s ears. 
 
    “What did you wish for?” Kirk murmured in my ear. 
 
    I jumped. 
 
    He pressed close, absorbing my jolt of surprise as he wrapped an arm around me. “I hope you wished for me.” 
 
    I turned in the circle of his arm. 
 
    The teasing, romantic nonsense didn’t match the calculation in his eyes. 
 
    If empty flirtation was the game we were playing, I’d win. “What else would a girl wish for?” I fluttered my eyelashes. My friends and I had mastered that trick when we were thirteen and giggly. Our first boyfriends had been horrified. 
 
    Kirk smiled dotingly. “Then allow me to make all your dreams come true.” He brought his free hand out from hiding behind his back. He held a purple box tied in a silver ribbon. 
 
    “Ooh.” 
 
    We were attracting attention. 
 
    The naga family had followed me. The mother whispered an excited explanation to her kids. I couldn’t hear what she said, but the kids suddenly flared their wings in anticipation. 
 
    Evidently, a purple box from a pict meant something. I wished the naga mom had explained it to me. 
 
    I unwrapped the silver ribbon. 
 
    Kirk took it and shoved it in a pocket. 
 
    The lid of the box stuck for a moment, before I lifted it away. 
 
    Kirk took that, too, and collapsed it with a shake, shoving it in the same pocket. 
 
    Inside the box was a wrist badge. 
 
    The PGC had supplied the wrist badge I wore. It had a dull screen framed in matt black, attached to a plain black strap. 
 
    Kirk’s wrist badge looked to be made of platinum. 
 
    He collapsed the box, and stuffed it in a pocket. Then he took my wrist and removed my comparatively clunky badge. It went in yet another pocket. Very gently, he retrieved the new badge from me and wrapped it around me wrist. The platinum threads were pliable, lacing around my wrist and lower forearm in an intricate pattern. 
 
    He raised my hand to his lips and kissed the palm. “My true call.” 
 
    His lips felt as scorching as the ice charm had been cool.  
 
    Around us the crowd erupted in chatter and applause, their romantic hearts delighted by our performance. 
 
    I still didn’t understand the box or why the wrist band, expensive though it looked, was greeted with such awed enthusiasm. “Kirk?” 
 
    He kissed me as if he was the Casanova of the Artha Sector and beyond. He was convincing. 
 
    I forgot why I was kissing him, and only remembered when we came up for air. This was a performance to explain why we were back in each other’s lives—and to spoil the attempt to assassinate him and blame me for it. 
 
    Kirk scanned the crowd, gave a wicked grin, and announced loudly. “Let’s go somewhere more private.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Kirk whisked me out of the crowd around the Promise Fountain with the public statement, “My office is closest.” 
 
    The not so subtle subtext was that we were in a hurry to reach privacy. 
 
    The problem was that his announcement risked someone getting to his office ahead of us, or intercepting our path to Fixers’ Alley. I couldn’t twixt as Kirk could. My humanity was a vulnerability. 
 
    All I could control was our image. I could keep up the act of being madly attracted to him. I definitely wasn’t plotting to assassinate him. Uh no, no assassin-y thoughts here. 
 
    The majority of the non-humanoid audience might miss the nuances of our body language as I hugged his arm to my chest. They wouldn’t miss my infatuated gaze. I stared at him and licked my lips. 
 
    Sedu licked their lips to stimulate mating pheromones. 
 
    I released Kirk’s arm to wrap mine around his waist and snuggle into him. 
 
    He rested his hand on my hip, occasionally sending it roaming up to my shoulder and the sensitive skin of my throat before trailing back down. 
 
    It was a performance, but add in the touch of fear that an assassin could jump out at us at any moment, and the effect was arousing. 
 
    Fear and lust. The body could confuse the two. It was why couples rode rollercoasters together. 
 
    No one attacked us. 
 
    Kirk and I tumbled into his secure office, and separated.  
 
    I concentrated on slow, steady breaths. 
 
    Kirk emptied his pockets, the rubbish going into the trashcan and my old badge laid out on the desk in front of a visitor’s seat. 
 
    I smoothed my thumb over the platinum wrist badge enclosing my arm. “What is this?” 
 
    “Prevention, hopefully. Protection against pict assassins, at minimum.” 
 
    Startled, I looked at him. “You’re angry.” 
 
    “Furious.” Arms folded, he leaned against his desk. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover. The badge is the least of it.” 
 
    “So, you believe Gatt did order—” 
 
    “Gatt might have ordered a hit on me, but the decision wasn’t his.” 
 
    “Uh. What?” I wound a strand of hair around my fingers and pulled hard. None of this made sense. “You’re after Gatt. You said so.” 
 
    “I had you investigated. You are USIA and formerly of an Earth national agency. There are no suspicious gaps in your history, or red flags in your finances or activities. I should be pleased you’re being set up to be my murderer. In a way, it’s encouraging.” 
 
    “Encouraging?” I released my hair. It should have sproinged out like a coil to reflect how I felt: electrocuted. Instead, it fell limply. 
 
    “We’ve caught the real target’s attention.” 
 
    The real target? “Who isn’t Gatt?” 
 
    “Gatt’s puppeteer. The mastermind.” 
 
    He said it so casually, the mastermind. 
 
    I slapped my hands on my thighs. “And for those of us who don’t know who the mastermind is?” 
 
    “None of us do,” Kirk said. “Their identity is what this operation aims to discover. I wish you weren’t involved, but it’s good that we’ve caught their attention and they’re reacting rather than acting. That means they’re having to improvise, and that’s when things slip. You and me aren’t a combo anyone could have predicted.”  
 
    We’re not that unlikely, I grumbled to myself. Our audience at the Promise Fountain had been convinced. “You investigated me. If you suspected I could be this mastermind’s tool, why did you tell me, before the background check, that you were a USIA agent?” 
 
    “Simple. If you were the mastermind’s agent, you’d have fed back information confirming that I was after Gatt, and had no suspicion a mastermind existed.” He gripped the edge of the desk. “I’ve spent three long years chasing Gatt, trying to win his attention to infiltrate his network, and identify the mysterious person behind him. The team’s been working on it since before then. Eight years ago, Gatt sold his soul to a devil to win against the Lasica clan. Part of the price he paid was to become the devil’s stalking horse. Gatt is the best lead we have on the mastermind, but they’ve covered their tracks well.” 
 
    “How do you know someone’s behind Gatt?” 
 
    “Painstaking analysis. Gatt isn’t the only stalking horse, but in the handful of other instances we’ve flagged, their activities required far less direction from the mastermind. It’s Gatt whose actions—the volume and importance of his orders across the criminal network—require the closest direction for implementation and adjustment.” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders. “I’m not the only undercover agent. Certainly not the most experienced. But I’ve been the first to, finally, build a solid link to Gatt.” Passing a hand over his face, he wiped away some thought or emotion. “By training, I’m a botanist and explorer. I agreed to go undercover because of an experience as a far-twixter. All picts can twixt, but not to the same degree. As a far-twixter I have the greatest range.” 
 
    “Valuable in an explorer.” I was paddling to stay afloat in this sudden flood of information. “And as an agent, I guess.”  
 
    “Three and a half years ago, the brother-in-law of one of my explorer team members asked me to escort his team to a planet outside his twixting range. The matter was urgent. The USIA had gotten intel on it as the holding location for juvenile nagas.” 
 
    “What were they doing to the kids?” 
 
    Kirk’s expression went flat. Scarily flat. The kind of non-expression that meant a person felt too much. “The children were being bred and harvested. Naga youngsters are easier to control than the adults. Their wings were clipped and fire sacs removed. Blood and other bodily fluids, plus scales, were taken in life. After death, every part of them became a commodity.” 
 
    His long fingers curled and uncurled. His gaze locked blindly on a poison bulb displayed on an eye-level shelf. “I couldn’t go back to exploration and leave whoever was ultimately behind that operation to continue.” 
 
    The delicate poison bulb ought to have frozen under his icy stare. “The USIA team was working to disassemble the trade in body parts from inside.” His word choice emphasized the revolting nature of the crime. “They started finding connections. A trade in body parts, a trade in slaves. Arms-trafficking. Drugs. Money laundering. All the evils of organized crime.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and focused on me. “It’s taken us too long to identify the mastermind because we were looking in the wrong place. We were looking inside Universal Society. As a pict, I should have guessed earlier. We explore outside Universal Society to bring back what we need. I should have at least considered that the mastermind could be an outsider manipulating us. Someone who had years of knowledge of our society and access to our technology to run their operation undetected.” 
 
    “An enemy? Who in the stars is stupid enough to challenge Universal Society? Who could?” My mind boggled trying to imagine the size or technological capability of a society that dared challenge Universal Society, even sneakily. Who could evade Kirk’s team tracking back communications from Gatt? 
 
    “Not an enemy. The opposite. Someone who wants in, but wants to join Universal Society with a powerbase already established.” 
 
    I blinked. “Humans are the only people currently in emergent status. It’s not us!” 
 
    Kirk’s grim expression lightened. “No one thinks it is. This began before humans learned of Universal Society’s existence. One proposition is that the mastermind’s activities began during the eripi’s emergence. There is some evidence to support the idea.” 
 
    We were talking centuries. Three at least. 
 
    “It would have to be a long-lived species.” I contemplated the flotsami mine hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    “Or the mantle of mastermind is passed on. A group effort.” 
 
    I tilted my head in acknowledgement of the point. “However, the more people who know a secret the less likely it is to stay hidden.” 
 
    Staring at his feet, he laced his fingers at the back of his neck. “We suspect that it is a family, handing down the responsibility intergenerationally. The current mastermind chose a sedu stalking-horse. That’s likely because the mastermind shares some cultural features with them. Clanship defines the sedu.” 
 
    Clans and warfare, but their legal and illegal maneuvers were all clan-based. 
 
    “Each species has its quirks, its characteristic ways of operating,” he continued. “What we’ve indirectly observed of the mastermind doesn’t fit the profile for any Universal Society species. Then someone reacted to me getting involved with you.” 
 
    “An assassination is a pretty big reaction.” Moreover, we’d only just learned of it. 
 
    Unless Kirk had faked his surprise. 
 
    I scowled. I’d believed him. How good an actor was this rogue? 
 
    “First, there was Gatt’s warning and the TV exposé on your last break-up.” He held up two fingers, then lowered them. “Now, factor us into the calculation merely as representatives of our species. A pict and a human, positively engaging. Who would that worry?” 
 
    “My mum? Ack. Sorry.” In self-chastisement, I pulled at my hair. Not the time for humor. Still, it was better than stress management via singing. I could feel survivor songs building up in my mind. Power ballads about girl power. Not helpful, brain. “I just…who would it worry?” 
 
    “A humanoid,” Kirk said. “It’s the common thread. You, me and the eripi, if you accept that someone, this same mastermind group, sabotaged the eripi’s emergence.” 
 
    “You and me is not a significant sample group.” 
 
    “Straws in the wind. It’s a lead we can pursue.” He stretched his arms over his head, cracking his spine. “Whoever the mastermind is, they’ve been playing this game for years, and one consequence, which every profile agrees on, is that the practiced denial of empathy generates suspicion verging on paranoia in the subject.” 
 
    Pushing aside song lyrics—seriously, did I have five competing earworms?—I translated that sentence. “The more evil the bad guy does, the more he believes he’s surrounded by enemies. Well, he would be. He’d be racking them up.” 
 
    “Both real and imagined enemies. The latter is the paranoia I’m talking about. Someone who inhabits a world in which he destroys anyone and everyone in pursuit of his goal judges others by himself. Hence, the mastermind believes themselves surrounded by enemies.” 
 
    Seriously chilled by the idea of living such a hate-filled life, I rubbed my arms and bounced on my toes. “This mastermind of yours…why do you think they’ve particularly identified humans as enemies?” 
 
    A buzz from the other side of Kirk’s desk distracted him. He circled around it to open a drawer. 
 
    The buzz had been no louder than a bee in full pollen-gathering ecstasy. 
 
    But Kirk’s reaction meant it was important. He’d been listening for it. 
 
    Whatever was in the drawer, he didn’t remove it. But his eyes widened before he glanced at me. The slam of the drawer closing punctuated his statement. “Amgatt is dead.” 
 
    My body understood the implications before my conscious mind caught up. Dread weighted all my muscles and sank my stomach. “How?” 
 
    Not dead, I thought. Eliminated. 
 
    “The courier he was on exploded. No survivors.” 
 
    The crew, and however many passengers had been squeezed into the courier, were casualties of the mastermind’s clean-up. 
 
    “It mightn’t involve us. You and me.” Kirk sat in the big, comfortable chair behind his desk. “Amgatt spoke to Carlos because Amgatt intended to move against Gatt, to replace him as clan chief. If Gatt is critical to the mastermind’s plans, then this was a preventative measure against Amgatt.” 
 
    “It strengthens Gatt’s position. People will assume he pre-empted Amgatt’s move against him. Why did Amgatt visit Artha Station in person?” 
 
    Kirk fingertip-massaged his forehead. “Every layer of this game adds another mystery.” He flattened his hand on the desk. “When people develop a criminal gang, it’s generally a goal in itself. They control their territory. They defend it. On occasion, they try to expand.” 
 
    “As Gatt did,” I said. 
 
    “And that’s where our profile first let us down. We assumed this was an ordinary criminal, pursuing ordinary goals. The person using Gatt as their stalking horse began building their network years before they gained control of Gatt. But they weren’t building it to become a criminal boss. The interstellar criminal network is a steppingstone. They developed it to advance their personal ambition. Amgatt died because he threatened it. They couldn’t allow him to eliminate their stalking-horse.” 
 
    “You’re guessing.” 
 
    “The whole team is. That’s who sent me the alert about Amgatt’s execution and…your future.” 
 
    I flung my arms up. “Now what?”  
 
    “The team was already debating what to do with you. The mastermind’s proposal to frame you for my murder means that the third option—ignoring you—is off the table.” 
 
    “What are the other options?” 
 
    “Reading you into the operation, which I’m doing. Or protective custody for an indefinite period. It seems you’re a trigger. We need to exploit the mastermind’s impulsive reaction to you.” 
 
    “To me?” Was I the mastermind’s target? “It’s not just me. It’s me in combination with you. The mastermind came out of the shadows after Gatt got your attention and after I released your interview.” 
 
    “I spent years trying to get Gatt’s attention.” His exasperated tone revealed that he considered them wasted years. 
 
    I disagreed. “You spent those years building the reputation that has now hooked the mastermind.” I wandered the room. “What if the assassination attempt Amgatt warned about is akin to a four-year-old boy pulling a girl’s hair because he likes her? Or a girl pulling a boy’s hair? Or whatever! The idea that you torment the person you’re obsessed with because you don’t think you deserve their positive attention, so you’ll settle for negative attention. Maybe it’s not me, but you, that triggered the mastermind’s attack.” 
 
    Kirk’s alert gaze tracked me. “My team is listening. Go on with your thought.” 
 
    Involuntarily, I glanced around. It’s an instinctive response to being told you’re under observation. It’s also a response a spy should control. I rubbed at my arms, and encountered the platinum wrist badge, which didn’t help calm my freak out. “Why would the mastermind care that a pict was playing around with a human?” 
 
    By his prompt answer, this was a well-considered issue. “Maybe they’re similar enough to us, to our species, that they’re jealous of what we do and can do?” 
 
    “A humanoid? The eripi?” 
 
    Kirk interrupted my faltering guesswork. “No. Outsider, remember? Instead of prioritizing gaining control over a particular aspect of Universal Society’s criminal underbelly, the mastermind has prioritized sending tentacles out to spread influence. What we have is an outsider wanting in, and wanting a position of power. The most logical humanoid species is the hantu.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “But they don’t want to join Universal Society!” Planting my hands on the desk I leaned forward. “The hantu were offered engagement three centuries ago, before the eripi, and they declined.” 
 
    “However, they’re to be offered engagement again in two years. 
 
    “Everyone says the hantu will defer engagement again.” 
 
    Kirk mocked me. “Everyone says.” 
 
    I flushed. Everyone says was not an acceptable report from a USIA agent. Open source intelligence—information in the public domain that anyone could learn—made up the majority of intelligence, but it had to be checked and proven. Analyzed. 
 
    “If the hantu do join,” Kirk said. “A hantu with influence across Universal Society would have a unique opportunity to become the key hantu representative in the Universal Assembly and a power in its operation.” 
 
    I hitched myself up to sit sideways on his desk. “Going from outsider to part of the leadership group in one move. That’s certainly ambitious.”  
 
    “Radical,” he agreed. “Which means the mastermind has prepared meticulously. Every move is considered five steps ahead.” 
 
    He picked up an arrowhead. “Hantus have a rigid social structure. Going against a group decision, such as preparing for engagement with Universal Society when the hantu vote was against it, is social and economic suicide. Consequently, when this mastermind’s ancestors set their plan in motion, it had to be completely secret. A hantu discovered acting in Universal Society would suffer immediate ousting from hantu society.” 
 
    I nodded along, faster and faster, as I caught up with Kirk and his group’s analysis. “Which would defeat the purpose of the mastermind’s activities, the reason they’ve built their criminal network across Universal Society. The mastermind has to remain in hantu society with a significant profile to have a chance of claiming a hantu representative position to the Universal Assembly. Hantus have to vote them into it.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers. “The guy we’re dealing with is the culmination of intergenerational ambition.” 
 
    “Which humanity threatens to derail,” Kirk said coolly. 
 
    “Huh, what?” I was lost again. So much for my brilliant deduction.  
 
    To him, it was old news. “Picts, eripi and humans have a bipedal form similar to hantus. Humanoid. It’s a rare form in Universal Society, and since picts have kept a low profile, it’s recently been shaped in the universal imagination by the actions and status of eripi, and now, by humans.” 
 
    My hand crept back to my hair, twisting a lock of it. “That…no. You proposed earlier that the mastermind’s ancestors sabotaged the eripi’s emergence.” 
 
    “A hantu would find it difficult to challenge picts’ place in Universal Society, but excepting us—and we keep to ourselves—they could establish themselves as the pre-eminent humanoid species. From the mastermind’s perspective, the timing is tight. Hantu society is about to debate whether to engage with Universal Society or defer it. The mastermind has to swing that decision to yes. The hantu track events in Universal Society. The mastermind doesn’t want the distraction of humans while hantus are deciding whether to enter Universal Society, and on what basis to enter. Therefore, they must settle ‘the human problem’ fast. Sink them into oblivion before they enter Universal Society as citizens. But,” he held up a long, blue finger, “make it appear that humans destroyed their own opportunities.” 
 
    Thinking of some of my people’s less than sensible schemes, I said sourly, “That wouldn’t be hard.”  
 
    “Harder than you might think, this early in the initial contact stage. Humanity has to quickly and irretrievably sink themselves. Otherwise, given the eripi’s second class status, hantu will assume a bias against humanoids in Universal Society and again vote to delay engagement.” 
 
    “So many assumptions. Contradictory assumptions,” I muttered as I wound my hair into a tight, vicious topknot, and spiked it through with a pencil. “I am so confused. Isn’t that literally the opposite of what you claimed earlier?” 
 
    “No. Listen carefully. I’m saying that the mastermind can’t exterminate humans via disease now that you are in contact with Universal Society. Doing so would risk hantus rejecting joining Universal Society out of fear—fear that they, as humanoids, might suffer equally disastrous consequences.” 
 
    Horrified, I stared at him as I slipped off the desk and back onto my seat. “You’re talking about genocide. The elimination of my people.” 
 
    “Almost all of you live on a single planet. A pathogen would spread quickly.” 
 
    Shock rendered me lightheaded. “That’s diabolical.” 
 
    “It’s a future, one we don’t believe will happen.” 
 
    My stiff, bloodless lips shaped the words, don’t believe will happen. “We need to identify the mastermind. Even if there’s only the slimmest possibility of someone conceiving and acting on such an evil idea, we have to do something.” 
 
    “To be clear, then, you’re rejecting protective custody?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I am!” 
 
    He didn’t smile, but his expression softened. He passed me my old badge. “You’ll need to synch your new one.” 
 
    “For the new super-spy one? You guessed I’d want to work with you.” 
 
    An odd smile curved his mouth. “I did act on certain assumptions. Like recognizes like.” 
 
    We had recognized each other at our first meeting. My body had tingled with more than lust. That indefinable sixth sense had insisted, pay attention, this person is important. 
 
    However, now wasn’t time for personal admissions. Not while we were being watched. 
 
    I adjusted my posture, sitting as straight as if reporting to a USIA director. Professionalism first. Feelings later. “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “Your cover as a PGC entertainment officer, producing The Human Eye, is solid, but won’t hold up to an in-depth investigation. The mastermind will know who you are. Probably already does. It could be a factor in deciding to frame you for my murder.” 
 
    Had it also been a factor in the TV exposé of my failed relationship with Alan? Had that been a warning that the mastermind could blow my cover anytime?  
 
    Kirk clenched his right fist, then stretched his fingers wide in an exaggerated, explosive gesture. Boom! “Hatred exposes a person. It bursts out. We think that you, or you in combination with me, can trigger that explosion. A person’s hatred increases with their target’s success. If they lash out, then they’re not planning five moves in advance, and we have a greater chance of identifying them.” 
 
    “I get the logic, and I have no problem making a show of myself in a good cause. What do you need me to do? Your team’s clearly been thinking of possibilities.” I tapped my new wrist badge by way of example. 
 
    His mouth thinned as he stared at his gift before returning his gaze to my face. Half an hour hadn’t been long, even for a twixter. He’d had the wrist badge ready. “I’ll be twixting in to hantu planets and stations to investigate. I’m often gone from Artha Station, but an additional, distracting reason for my absence—” 
 
    “Hold up! Why will you be investigating hantu society?” 
 
    “The team’s budget is limited. We have to maximize our resources. I can twixt in. Therefore…” 
 
    While Kirk was gone, would I be alone on Artha Station?  
 
    Trusting my handler with information about the mastermind operation wasn’t an option. Kirk had accurately identified the low-level of my agent status and that of my handler’s. We weren’t capable of ensuring the confidentiality of our communications. Not against the level of sophisticated threat the mastermind posed. 
 
    I sighed at my own thoughts. Who was I kidding? My handler wasn’t interested in me. 
 
    Since I’d started, she’d initiated contact twice. Once, I’d tried contacting her and been told not to bother her with my small concerns. 
 
    The attitude was annoyingly familiar. I’d encountered it when I worked for the Australian intelligence agency. In deskbound agents’ eyes, I barely ranked above informants. 
 
    Therefore, while I conscientiously filed reports on my experience as a human, the attitudes I encountered and the potential for misunderstandings that could be exploited, I expected my reports to be ignored. 
 
    In fact, I felt a greater sense of loyalty and trust toward the PGC entertainment department and its director, Mani Dyo, than I did to the USIA. 
 
    That didn’t mean I was trusting Kirk blindly, either. 
 
    He could be lying to me. At the worst, he was a bad guy and not a USIA agent. However, even if he was, there was literally nothing he’d gain from me playing along with his con. 
 
    Well, he’d gain a sexy fake girlfriend for a few days or weeks.  
 
    Truly, I didn’t think he was lying, but even if he was, I didn’t endanger anyone by playing along. 
 
    Naturally, I didn’t confide any of my reservations to Kirk. “What will you look for?” 
 
    The infuriating man issued an order rather than answering. “You can’t research anything, in any way, concerning hantus.” 
 
    I slapped my old badge against my thigh. “I know.” 
 
    He grimaced a half-hearted apology. “The team has given me a number of intelligence requests. They’ll be watching you while I’m gone. The new badge will give you some protection. Also, you should stay in my apartment. It’s secure.” 
 
    “Oh.” I had come in at the end of this operation. Kirk’s team had a complex strategy underway, one capable of pivoting and adapting to new information. They would use me. They didn’t need me. 
 
    Meantime, I had to handle the new information that a possibly-hantu criminal mastermind might hate me personally or wish to destroy me as a representative of my species. 
 
    Lovely. 
 
    “This office is secure,” Kirk said. “I can’t guarantee the reception area or bathroom. Or my apartment here on-station. I need to check them for poison and traps.” As he approached, he assessed me. My hands didn’t shake and I met his eyes steadily, but it was logical I was distressed. He’d unloaded a lot on me. “Apartment first, and then you can move in. I’ll increase the security on it.”  
 
    My mind hadn’t stalled yet. “You don’t use the apartment?” 
 
    “I haven’t been. It’s been safest for me to twixt elsewhere, directly from here.” 
 
    Whereas I was a non-twixting human. I was vulnerable. Which was partly what made me attractive bait for the mastermind. Either I went into protective custody or I went about as normal. Kirk’s office and apartment would be my safe zones. 
 
    I rose. “I’ll need to inform PGC logistics of my change of address.” 
 
    “Will they care?” 
 
    “On-station, PGC staff can live wherever they want. Excepting Pax Rangers. Most people stay in PGC accommodations because it saves money. I’m assuming you won’t charge me rent?” 
 
    He clasped my hands. His thumb drifted over my new wrist badge. “No. It shouldn’t take you long to synch your new badge.” Sadness lurked in the downward curve of his mouth and the creases of his eyes before he squeezed his eyes tight shut. When he opened them, he’d banished all emotion. “Welcome to the team, Elif Moora.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t actually part of Kirk’s undercover operation team. I was the rookie no one wanted, but whom they’d exploit in their revised strategy. Either I made myself useful, or I went into protective custody. 
 
    No, thank you. 
 
    Kirk left me alone in his office, twixting out on his own mysterious business.  
 
    My business was to look adoring and enthralled by Kirk. To appear to be in love. 
 
    Frustration thrummed through me. I had so many questions! 
 
    Like, for instance, why was the purpose to identify the mastermind, not catch them? Were there rules against interfering with a non-Universal Society species even when they’d interfered with us? 
 
    Also, I couldn’t fathom why Kirk and I apparently going at it like rabbits would affect the mastermind.  
 
    Nonetheless, my role was clear. To cement our Promise Fountain performance, I had to be seen leaving Kirk’s office after a romantic interlude. 
 
    I was to solidify our cover story while he twixted among the hantu, investigating. 
 
    Faking a sexual glow of satisfaction to fool non-humans was easy. I ran on the spot, did jumping jacks and squats, and basically pushed myself to sweat. 
 
    Oh, the glamorous life of a spy! 
 
    At the fountain, I’d wished humanity could join the happiness of the Artha Station crowd. Even if that happiness was partly manufactured by clever design, it brought together disparate people in a shared experience: the pursuit of hope. 
 
    I wanted humanity to have a fair chance of standing independently and being judged for itself, alone. That was why I’d agreed to put myself at risk putting on this performance. 
 
    I dropped down to do push-ups, which I hate. 
 
    Utilizing a prop like the desire-training suit to prove our cover story was so much easier. 
 
    Kirk had chosen the suit to demonstrate a superficial, sexually-motivated relationship between us. The suit had been on his mind due to Gatt’s quest to save his son’s social status.  
 
    Except that Gatt had “wasted” time traveling to meet Kirk personally to negotiate for the suit. Had Gatt’s personal visit been an attempt at intimidation? After all, Gatt had kicked off negotiations by delivering, via his thugs, the warning shot of a trisave. Deliver a working suit, or else! 
 
    On a metaphorical level, we were all like Gatt’s son. We wore the skin that ensured social acceptance. 
 
    Now, Kirk and I had to act as lovers in public, but remain emotionally distant. Don’t compromise the mission. 
 
    Red-faced and sweating, I stood and shook out my hair before finger combing it. 
 
    My badge had finished syncing. I stared at the pict tech, “borrowed” from who knew where and refined by people like Boris. 
 
    Humanity had to find its own place in Universal Society, one that wasn’t a copy of the picts’, eripi’s or anyone else’s. We needed the freedom and security, the optimism and fundamental decency of Universal Society to grow into ourselves. We needed the courage to refuse to be limited by others’ expectations of us. 
 
    It happened all the time at the personal level. As individuals, people demanded different aspects of us. They encouraged us to develop what best suited them, at the expense of what might help us more. To our parents, we’re children. To our employers, workers. To a Game team, fans. Each identity was true. None, alone, completely captured who we were. 
 
    We had to decide that. 
 
    Head held high, face flushed, I left the office, hopefully looking as if Kirk and I had just finished indulging in amazing sex. 
 
    Now I’m hurrying to my apartment to pack so that I can move in and live happily-till-the-mastermind-is-caught with my sexy pict boyfriend. 
 
    Yay, me. 
 
    I was at my most sarcastic when overwhelmed. And being stressed and overwhelmed, I was easy prey for anyone clear in their demands, even someone with whom I had a love-hate-respect relationship. 
 
    My new badge buzzed an urgent message from Dumas. “I must see your wrist badge.” 
 
    Intriguing. 
 
    His strange demand prompted my memory of how the naga mother at the Promise Fountain had seemed to recognize the purple box Kirk gave me. 
 
    If I honored Dumas’s request, I’d get an expert’s explanation of what I wore on my wrist. Patently, there was more to it than I realized.  
 
    Impulsively, I ditched my plan to return to my apartment, and headed for the professor’s office. 
 
    Being unpredictable was probably a good precaution against assassins, too, since, according to Carlos, there was at least one running around Artha Station intent on framing me for murder. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Dumas leaned over his desk to study my wrist badge. 
 
    I admired it, too, as I turned my arm this way and that for Dumas to examine the badge without removing it. 
 
    The agitated drumming of his tail shook the desk. “Has Kirk Tormod explained what this is?” 
 
    “My boyfriend’s had to twixt away on rogue business, and before then, we were preoccupied.” I tried, but failed to blush on command. “I assume the badge is more expensive than the PGC standard. The wrist band is pretty.” 
 
    Distressed by ignorance, Dumas whistled piercingly. 
 
    I clapped my hands to my ears. 
 
    His muffled apology reached me a couple of seconds later. 
 
    “My apologies, child, but honestly…tcha!” He re-coiled his centipedal body. “Kirk Tormod was an explorer before he became a rogue. He must have retained his explorer status because what you wear so casually on your limb is an explorer’s promise, a true call.” 
 
    Warily, I cradled my wrist. “A promise of what?” 
 
    “Of protection. Explorers are capable twixters. So capable that sometimes they go out of range of easy reach. In their absence, they desire their loved ones’ protection. Exploration can be lucrative. Exploration teams fear returning to find their family and friends held hostage for their gains.” 
 
    So far, so vague. Dumas’s explanation failed to explain what the wrist badge I wore did. 
 
    His next words froze my impatience. 
 
    “An explorer’s promise is worn as a warning to all. Threaten or hurt the one who wears it and any and all explorers will eliminate the miscreant. Picts are the elite assassins of the universe. None will act against an individual wearing an explorer’s promise. That is how powerful the token on your limb is.” 
 
    But it wasn’t all-powerful. The mastermind wouldn’t respect it. He was willing to go after Kirk, an actual explorer. 
 
    Lurching forward, Dumas demanded, “Do you not understand? Do you not comprehend the gift that you have been given?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I did. Was giving one to a partner common practice among USIA agents? Would Kirk have protected anyone who’d been partnered with him undercover? Or was it personal, as Dumas implied? 
 
    Employing a distraction, I evaded his question. “Do you think Kirk has wasted it on a human, on a second class citizen?” 
 
    Dumas rose on his coils. “Tcha! Stop obsessing over irrelevancies.” 
 
    Humanity’s future felt very relevant to me. 
 
    The elderly professor lectured forcefully. “Freedoms and opportunities, and the degree of influence to shape the future, all differ between people, groups, and species. The differences do not render anyone lesser.” 
 
    He sank back on his coils. “I suspect that your obsession with full citizenship status means you are confusing authority with leadership. An official leadership position provides legal authority. Other authority comes from expertise and from appreciation of a person’s action. From honor.” 
 
    Both of us looked at his terrarium where the pict honor plants grew. 
 
    “The PGC is a model of Universal Society,” Dumas said. “You and I are employed in the education department. I am an academic. You are an entertainer. We both serve to ensure people continue to understand each other across species, across distance, and across disparate cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. We should comprehend and communicate the truth of things.” 
 
    “Except that we have competing truths. Drudges—” 
 
    The table rocked as he slammed his tail against the side of it. “Drudge is an inaccurate, offensive label. Second class citizens are simply species who’d be unduly burdened by the responsibility of co-leading Universal Society. Collapsing under responsibility can look like immorality, criminality or a selfish absorption in short-termism. Some species are self-aware and accept a niche that supports them. Others…” Dumas’s silence said, like humans. “Ambition outstrips ability.” 
 
    “Isn’t that patronizing, though?” I protested. “Who has the right to judge another? I know the wisdom in the Emergent Division is that popular opinion is the best assessment, that over decades or centuries of emergence there is time enough for popular opinion to coalesce around a fair judgement. Mani Dyo doesn’t think that happened for the eripi.” 
 
    Dumas clasped two upper appendages together. “Mani Dyo is, of course, entitled to zer opinion. Mullows entered Universal Society having demonstrated limited technological creativity, but their constantly changing planetary environments that necessitate judgement on personal versus communal responsibility for the cost of recovery and adaptation has developed their ability to bear the weight of responsibility for decisions regarding Universal Society’s present and future good.” 
 
    Despite, or perhaps because of, his resolute assignment of humanity to second class status, he regarded me compassionately. “Do not be so hurried and fearful. Humans have decades, if not centuries, of emergence in which to prove themselves.” 
 
    Which was all well and good, yet anyone who’d researched interview techniques knew that the initial assessment of a person, or in this instance, a species, was nearly impossible to shake. It would be much harder later to retrieve a bad first impression. 
 
    In my human opinion, I had every reason to be wary of the future. 
 
    “What frightens you?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    “People who have a defense against kindness.” 
 
    Shocked by the swift certainty of his response to my random challenge, I gaped at him. “I did not expect that answer.” 
 
    “Many things are achieved by kindness.” 
 
    Tipping my head to one side, I considered if Dumas was providing a hint for humanity’s path forward. 
 
    “Kindness is the crack through which good things grow. Even in the most inhospitable soil, it finds a way. People who poison kindness, who rip it out and trample it, frighten me. If you encounter someone who attempts to destroy kindness, protect yourself.” 
 
    Or perhaps Dumas was warning me. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Talking with Dumas calmed me enough that I could think of practical matters without having to force my focus. In his own scholarly manner, he’d offered kindness. 
 
    Standing in the middle of my apartment, I pondered my options. 
 
    If Kirk’s apartment was meant to be a safe place, I assumed his team wouldn’t want my cameras in it. I’d collect them up from my apartment tomorrow and store them in the office for ease of access. 
 
    Clothes and toiletries went into a bag. 
 
    I reached for my instant coffee and packaged snacks, and reconsidered. Could they be poisoned? 
 
    Doubt is insidious. 
 
    I frowned at my bag of belongings. Technically, someone could have introduced poison into anything. Were there poisons that could touch human skin and leave me unaffected, but kill picts? 
 
    If there were, Kirk would warn me. Explorers had to be aware of those sort of risks, surely? 
 
    I certainly couldn’t afford to buy everything new. I could buy a few new clothes and some cheap toiletries. However, that would be odd, and we wanted this to appear as if I was moving in with Kirk. 
 
    He can decide. I swung the bag over my shoulder and headed out. 
 
    At his apartment, I buzzed and he let me in. 
 
    He had a solution for the risk represented by my belongings. “Drop your bag in here.” 
 
    I shoved my bag inside a hazmat bag. 
 
    It self-sealed. He picked it up, twixted out, and left me blinking at empty space. I addressed the empty space. “So, this is your apartment?” Great hosting, dude. I understood and endorsed the precautionary measures. I also felt abandoned. 
 
    The apartment had a hotel vibe, which supported his claim of rarely occupying it. Inhaling, all I smelled was the neutral odor of filtered air. My own apartment had acquired the scent of me: my hair and body products, the lingering aroma of coffee, and the scent of rosemary that helped wake me in the mornings. 
 
    Although double the size of my apartment, it was minimally furnished. A long, low, red sofa was the focal point of the living area. Three cream cushions, spaced equidistance along it, exactly matched the wall color. No rugs broke up the dark timber floor, merely a coffee table and a single potted plant similar to bamboo, if bamboo had palm-sized, scarlet flowers. Clever lighting cast the plant’s shadow as an angular pattern over the wall. Abstract black and white prints filled some of the remaining blank space. 
 
    I touched a leaf. Sniffed it. Fake. 
 
    Kirk returned. He blinked, and swiveled fractionally, orienting on me.  
 
    For the first time, I witnessed awkward-Kirk. 
 
    He shoved his hands in his pockets, withdrew them, put them behind his back, then blew out a long breath before consciously relaxing his arms. 
 
    “Are we being observed? Recorded?” I asked. 
 
    “Observed.” 
 
    I patted the low-backed sofa. “Looks comfy.” It was long enough for me to stretch out on. 
 
    “The bed is yours. I won’t be staying.” 
 
    “Oh.” Between the hantu investigation and sleeping somewhere safe, he wouldn’t linger at the apartment. 
 
    Turning away, he grabbed a book from the coffee table.  
 
    “Uh, thanks?” I accepted it. The title said everything. The Hantu. 
 
    “Read it here, don’t take it out of the apartment, and no notes.” 
 
    I hugged it to me. “Thanks.” 
 
    He pressed a finger to the spot between his eyebrows, which was the acupressure point in humans for the third eye. Not that we had a third eye. 
 
    “Headache?” I asked sympathetically, before panicking. “Poison?” 
 
    “Stress.” He sat on the sofa, heavily denting the cushions. 
 
    “Well, that’s good.” I shifted the book on the hantu from hand to hand. 
 
    He laughed, wearily. “Better than poison.” 
 
    I put the book on an arm of the sofa and walked behind it. “A headache I can help you with. Massage?” 
 
    He visibly shivered. “I’d kill for a massage. Sorry. Bad choice of words. You can ask me any questions while you…oh yeah.” He groaned as I dug my fingers into his tight neck and shoulder muscles. 
 
    “How much tension are you carrying? Never mind. Stupid question. We were just told someone wants to kill you.” I concentrated on the massage for a couple of silent minutes. “I’ve been thinking about how the mastermind is hiding behind Gatt. To some extent, then, Gatt’s reputation is the mastermind’s.” 
 
    “But which part is real and which is misdirection?” Kirk mumbled. Of course he and his team had already considered the question. 
 
    However, he’d said I could ask anything. What I really wanted was to talk through my concerns, and while I massaged his shoulders, I had a captive, informed audience. “Gatt’s reputation is that he delivers what others won’t. The sedu criminal gangs scare me when I imagine how many atrocities Gatt has committed his clan to and it’s only now that Amgatt is drawing a line and willing to replace him as head of the clan.” 
 
    I added a scalp massage to Kirk’s headache treatment, and he shivered, again. “Gatt’s position is weakening on a couple of fronts. You explained how picts ‘borrow’ technology from people outside of Universal Society. In that sense, you deliver what others can’t. Add in that you’re a rogue, literally someone who delivers the impossible, and you’re the ultimate rival to Gatt.” 
 
    “Except I have morals.” 
 
    “And lack his criminal network’s resources,” I added. “Still, you can see why the mastermind might fixate on you once Gatt used you to get the suit for his son.” 
 
    Kirk turned awkwardly to face me. “Are you trying to convince yourself that none of this is about you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. Really, I think I’m just trying to understand.” I took a deep breath. “But I don’t need to understand to perform whatever role is required to catch the mastermind.” 
 
    “Identify,” Kirk muttered. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    He rose. “I’ll collect your bag. Warren will have finished scanning it.” He twixted away. 
 
    Which didn’t mean I was unobserved. I picked up the book on the hantu and sat on the sofa. 
 
    Two minutes stretched into twenty before Kirk returned. “Your belongings were clear. We should decide our next performance.” 
 
    The tired, sensitive man of earlier had been erased. The man who stood before me was a hundred percent USIA agent. 
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Three gossip-worthy displays of our supposed relationship and a grand finale to provoke the mastermind.” 
 
    “Like a trisave,” I murmured. 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. 
 
    I elaborated. “Three targeted attempts, and then, annihilation.” 
 
    “Maybe not quite that dramatic. I thought dancing for the first. Tomorrow night. I’ll provide the dress.” He twixted out. 
 
    So much for discussing our plan. 
 
    Restless, now, I stood and explored. Previously, out of an odd sense of politeness, I’d refrained from venturing further. 
 
    Now, I found his bedroom. It was as minimally furnished as the living area: a large bed, covered by an emerald-green satin quilt, two small bedside tables, and a walk-in closet. 
 
    In the closet, I catalogued three shirts, two pairs of cargo pants, and one pair of jeans. Underwear and socks occupied a single drawer. A ballistic-proof coat hung above a pair of boots. 
 
    The clothes I’d stuffed in my bag were a match in paucity. 
 
    When I’d finished adding them, the closet remained pathetically empty. 
 
    I stowed the rest of my personal belongings in the lush bathroom, showered, moisturized, and went to bed alone. 
 
    No, not alone. I had the book on the hantu, and I read into the night, on the basis of know your enemy. 
 
    It unnerved me. 
 
    The hantu ideology of insufficiency was strong, and was the official reason they’d given for declining to engage with Universal Society three centuries ago. But according to the author of the book, the real reason was that Universal Society banned (and rigorously enforced its ban) on gene warfare. 
 
    Hantu viewed the genetic disruption of their enemies’ children as a valuable weapon, and routinely deployed it. Along with countermeasures. 
 
    Indignant, I snapped the book shut. Such incredible hypocrisy. The mastermind had distributed anti-human propaganda framing humans as reckless destroyers of the future when all the time, hantus attacked children! 
 
    My dreams that night were blood-tinted memories of the emergency department on the PGC Shiro and the wounded eripi adults and children I’d seen there as Alexi had tried desperately to save them. 
 
    Memories were bad enough, but when I fell asleep once more after washing my hands and splashing my face—as if dream blood had splattered on me and had to be cleaned away—the new nightmares were pure horror fiction. Picts transformed into hantus who transformed into humans before exploding into tiny tebu-like ants spilling out of a human corpse. 
 
    I hoped my subconscious was just being an ass, and that it hadn’t put together the clues for a real life nightmare that my conscious mind—and Kirk’s team—had missed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t read about hantus in the office, but I could research theories on the nature and exercise of power in Universal Society while at my desk. 
 
    Personal beliefs influence our judgement on what is an accurate analysis of the universe and the players in it. 
 
    It drove me wild when people proclaimed that their view of reality was the only possible one. People like Professor Dumas. 
 
    What was a must-never-doubt belief one decade could be turned on its head a couple of decades later. 
 
    Just think about how recently human geologists agreed that there were tectonic plates on Earth. Before then, they’d believed, and taught, that land mass movement was due to the planet heating and cooling. 
 
    Random information. I was the queen of random information. 
 
    “Ah, Elif?” Milton waved a claw in front of me, uncharacteristically hesitant. “If you could cease glaring at the innocent screen…um, no. Glaring at me is not an improvement.” 
 
    I sighed and smiled. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What are you reading, to make you so mad?” 
 
    Squinting at the screen, I ruffled my hair. “It’s not so much what I’m reading as…well, yeah, try this.” I cleared my throat. “ ‘People mistake ownership of resources as the source of power. In fact, it is the person who determines the deployment of the productivity of those resources who exercises power. This is why people say knowledge is power. Knowledge is the basis on which effective powerbrokers deploy resource productivity.’” 
 
    Milton leaned back. “All right. New question. Why are you reading socio-economic theory?” 
 
    Because I wanted to understand what the mastermind was attempting. Because even academic gobbledygook was better than my own thoughts. 
 
    “Trawling for ideas. Trying to get smarter. I’m thinking of asking to interview Governor Nai.” 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m working my way up to it.” On Artha Station, the station governor was akin to God. “Now, how can I help you?” 
 
    His mandibles brightened to an almost incandescent rose-pink. “Judy’s and my date last night.” 
 
    Work and worries forgotten, I scooted my chair closer to him. “And? Where did you take her?” Judy was the tebu chef I’d interviewed. “Do you like her?” 
 
    “Judy is wonderful.” 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    “Did you know she has a team she plays on regularly?” 
 
    In Universal Society, playing only ever meant playing the Game, two teams chasing a yellow ball up and down a dynamic field. Since Milton was an avid amateur Game player and fan, Judy’s enthusiasm sounded promising. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “She has such a strategic mind,” Milton said reverently. “And she’s fast and flexible.” 
 
    Flexible for an exoskeletal tebu was measured differently than for endoskeletal me. 
 
    “Does this mean you played with or against her last night?” 
 
    “I played against her. She won. She was sooo distracting.” 
 
    I laughed. “I hope you told her that.” 
 
    “Of course,” he responded indignantly before he did a happy dance, tapdancing on all his four legs while waving his arms (his upper pair of appendages) in the air. The dancing was fine. The singing was…excruciating. 
 
    I adored him. I could have envied him his happiness, but instead I was glad. Also, selfishly, I was grateful that his happiness obsessed him sufficiently that he hadn’t yet heard of my faux romance. Normally, Milton was gossip-central, although not in a negative way. He simply liked people. 
 
    “Dance with me, darling!” 
 
    “If you promise not to sing.” 
 
    “Then you sing!” 
 
    I sang a punchy love song he could stamp to, and danced along to it. 
 
    At some point, Czaam arrived unnoticed. When we collapsed, puffing, behind our desks, ze rustled zer reeds in amusement. “So, I have two lovestruck fools in the office.” 
 
    “Two?” Milton extended his eyestalks in my direction. 
 
    “I have video,” Czaam answered. A quick couple of swipes on zer reed badge and a recording of Kirk gifting me the wrist badge at the Promise Fountain showed up on our office wall screen. 
 
    “Oh my goshlings!” Milton cried as he grabbed my hand and examined the wrist badge, the explorer’s promise. “How did I miss it?” 
 
    “Thoughts of Judy blinded you,” I teased. 
 
    Czaam settled behind zer desk. “Get it out of your system,” zer advised. “We won’t get any work done till the two of you are semi-sane again. Love.” The bulu shook zer reeds in feigned disgust. 
 
    “Love is wonderful. Judy is wonderful!” 
 
    I had to match Milton’s enthusiasm without appearing fake. Czaam mightn’t experience sexual attraction as we did, but zer had studied human physiology and mannerisms to support me. Milton had, too. They were fantastic colleagues, which meant I felt even worse about fooling them. 
 
    “Kirk is amazing.” Truth. “I know there’ll be some problems and some prejudice, him being pict and me, human. He’s worth it.” 
 
    The glowing pink of Milton’s mandibles reduced to a happy peach shine. “He must think the same of you,” he addressed my concerns gently. “Elif, you’re you. You’re not a model human. You don’t owe anyone insight into what it is to be human. You don’t have to conform to their expectations. You…we are more than the work we do. For all that I think you could have chosen someone safer than a rogue to get involved with, at least you’ve got a life outside of working and representing humanity.” 
 
    “Thanks, Milton.” Blinking my eyes rapidly because I did not cry in the workplace, and certainly not because a coworker was kind, I returned to the safety of my socio-economic text. 
 
    Without a buyer, the system fails. 
 
    I stopped breathing. I re-read the sentence. 
 
    Without a buyer, the system fails. 
 
    The revolutionary, empowering force of an epiphany washed over me. 
 
    It wasn’t the sentence that had hit me. It was the thought behind it, or rather, the thought it provoked in me. 
 
    The mastermind didn’t want the system—Universal Society—to fail. What the mastermind wanted was to hijack a portion of its success. 
 
    I’d misunderstood everything. I’d given the opposition too much credit. I’d believed Kirk’s overestimation of his target. 
 
    We weren’t looking for a mastermind, but a hacker! I had to bite my lip hard so as not to shout my epiphany to the entire station. 
 
    Maybe the present mastermind was following an inherited gameplan, but the original “mastermind”, their grandparent or whoever, had been a hacker. 
 
    When the chef Sarka, Judy’s colleague, outlined how someone could gain control of a market, she’d really been talking about how a system could be twisted for individual gain. 
 
    Hackers find and exploit a bug in the system to twist it to do something the system’s designer didn’t intend. Hackers disrupted. 
 
    Only, this time the stakes were huge because the system being twisted was Universal Society. That’s why Kirk and his team mistook the preparation for the hack as the activities of a mastermind’s masterplan. 
 
    KISS 
 
    Keep it simple, stupid. 
 
    We’d overcomplicated the analysis.  
 
    Can’t see the forest for the trees. 
 
    I was thinking in cliches. Ugh.  
 
    If we were after a hacker, not a mastermind, then there was a single point to their action. That was the point to identify and work back from. Forecast to unravel. Could that work? 
 
    “Try. Let’s work this through,” I muttered. I went back to the earlier text I’d read aloud to Milton. “‘…the person who determines the deployment of the productivity of those resources…exercises power’.” 
 
    The best hacks were simple. 
 
    In what market could a hantu outsider control how resources were deployed? Deployed meant more than employed. It meant by whom, when, and how. 
 
    Given that Gatt was the mastermind’s primary stalking horse after they’d invested heavily across generations in growing their criminal network, logically you’d expect the target market to be linked to the criminal underworld. 
 
    However, Kirk was certain the mastermind wanted public political power, so the market they overtly controlled had to be publicly acceptable. The mastermind’s worst actions would be reputed to Gatt. 
 
    Without a buyer, the system fails. 
 
    How could this work? I slid down in my chair so that I stared up at the ceiling. I didn’t dare record any aspect of my thinking, not even a doodle, so I visualized factors and possible connections on the ceiling. 
 
    Start by assuming that the mastermind’s ancestor predicted that the hantus’ emergence would affect a particular market. It was the target for the hack. 
 
    Which market? 
 
    What might hantu contribute to Universal Society? 
 
    I didn’t even know what humans brought to Universal Society, let alone the capabilities of another, unfamiliar species. 
 
    I needed to finish reading the book on the hantu. 
 
    No, forget the hantu. Distantly, I noted that my hands were shaking. What market exists where a buyer could stockpile supply and no one would notice? 
 
    I remembered Darin and Ilya’s critique of Sarka’s scenario. 
 
    Bottomline, for the strategy of accumulating an excess of the product to work, you had to eliminate alternative buyers, and ensure that no government or other authority interfered, and that you had an end buyer for your product. 
 
    Okay, okay. What provides the best concealment for driving other buyers out of the market and obscuring the collapse of suppliers? 
 
    Volatility. 
 
    In Universal Society, periods of natural volatility occurred when existing players struggled to value the potential contribution of an emergent species. 
 
    It circled back to which Universal Society market would have the political payoff the hantu hacker dreamed of. Which one could be subtly taken over? 
 
    Maybe my economic naivety was showing in my thinking, but my hypothesis could explain the mastermind’s focus on Kirk. 
 
    From staring at the ceiling, I slammed upright. “I…um…I think I need time at the gym, Czaam.” I needed time to think, and sometimes, I thought best while moving.  
 
    A casual wave of two reeds signified zer had heard and agreed. 
 
    Our work occupied us at odd hours and places. We tried to schedule time together in the office, but it was acceptable to juggle work and lifestyle requirements. 
 
    I jogged out of the office, heading automatically for my apartment. I hadn’t packed my exercise gear yet. 
 
    Prudently, I chose a well-populated, safe route while I contemplated Kirk’s appeal for the hacker. 
 
    Picts picked up technology in advance of Universal Society’s expansion. They were experienced evaluators of what an emergent species brought to Universal Society. 
 
    The hacker wanted something from Kirk. I kept thinking it was a service, an opportunity that a rogue could deliver. However, that answer didn’t explain the hantu hacker’s hostility toward me. As the target, it felt damn personal. 
 
    Because it was! 
 
    The hacker envied me my relationship with Kirk.  
 
    Kirk said he’d been working for three years to attract the hacker’s attention. What if he’d succeeded a year ago, two years ago? Say the hacker had been watching Kirk, adding him to their plan. The hacker might feel possessive of Kirk. Jealous. 
 
    The hantu ideology of insufficiency inspired a drive to improve and expand. What they possessed was never enough. They altered themselves so as to acquire more resources, more of everything. In a twisted way, it explained their use of genetic warfare. It was a perverted offshoot of their drive to improve themselves. 
 
    And when they looked at the picts, the hantu—or this hantu hacker—thought they saw the same motivational force. 
 
    The hacker admired Kirk. 
 
    They had completely misunderstood the picts’ drive to acquire resources, that is, new territory, organisms, technology and ideas. 
 
    The picts were the hantus’ opposite, driven not by an ideology of insufficiency, but one of sufficiency. For picts, their sufficiency had to be sustained, and since even the most efficient waste system loses something—at minimum, to entropy—to maintain what they had, they required additional resources. And change.  
 
    I scanned my badge to enter my apartment. In my absence, the air had completely refreshed, and smelled neutral. Half-empty, recapped shampoo and conditioner bottles sat by the kettle where I’d discarded them in favor of unopened, safety-sealed bottles. 
 
    It was one of the mind-boggling truths of the universe that to maintain what you already had, you had to change. You had to keep up with the universe’s constant state of change.  
 
    I wrestled my neon-yellow crop top on and the matching black and yellow-striped shorts. My bumble bee outfit. I finished it with a jaunty ponytail and a black sweatband. 
 
    In the gym, I greeted those people I knew in the various groups clustered around species-specific equipment and the shared running track. 
 
    Eripi hovered overhead, engaged in wing-strengthening exercises. The flutter of their wings kicked up quite a storm, sending the various scents of people of all kinds exercising swirling through the huge space, almost but not quite, overwhelming the air management system. 
 
    Fah, one of the PGC linguists, swooped low, tugging mischievously at my ponytail before flapping hard to soar back to one of the hanging perches. 
 
    “I will catch you one day,” I shouted at her. When I touched my ponytail, she’d added one of her hairclips to it. This one was a blue star. I had three of those already, and at least two from every other color of the rainbow. It had become a game between us. When I visited Trys for my weekly linguistic session I’d sneak in and add a new candy to Fah’s desk. 
 
    Fah and her friends giggled, high and happy. 
 
    Settling myself on a boring exercise bike, I decided that Dumas was wrong. He’d stated that picts’ valuing of the familiar, born of their indulgence of sensuality, was responsible for their society’s stability. 
 
    On the contrary. Stability was achieved by reaching out. 
 
    Alone, one became unstable. An “other” was required to simultaneously define oneself against and to embrace. Sometimes that other was both challenge and reassurance; thereby, eliciting a push-and-pull relationship. However, generally multiple others existed. Different people performed different roles in a relationship over time and changing circumstances. 
 
    I showered at the gym and dressed in a simple tunic and pants bought new from a fabricator. That way I oughtn’t to unknowingly bring poison, planted by someone else, into Kirk’s apartment. 
 
    I gnawed on a protein bar as I chewed on the question of why the hacker had switched from wanting Kirk to wanting to kill him. 
 
    Because the hacker was a psycho was the cliché answer. You couldn’t mastermind the crimes the hacker had without being a psychopath. Either the hacker had been born lacking empathy, or the family had cultivated psychopathy through the generations. 
 
    Either way, the ultimate power of existence was that of life and death, and the hacker exercised it to kill those who displeased him.  
 
    Jealousy. If the hacker couldn’t possess Kirk, if Kirk was “straying” by entering into a relationship with a human, then the hacker would rather kill Kirk than lose him. 
 
    Some might call that pattern of behavior obsessive. 
 
    What had fueled it? 
 
    It was no good having a jumble of ideas unless I could organize them and back them up with evidence. 
 
    I dusted off my hands. I had work to do. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Dumas had sent me a lot of information subsequent to Kirk presenting me with an explorer’s promise, a.k.a. my wrist badge. Pict voting patterns were part of it. 
 
    Bless the prof’s pict obsession! It meant I had easy access to expertly curated information on the picts without having to search for it. 
 
    Over the millennia, picts had consistently voted for full citizenship for species that could be classed as revolutionaries, and in the Universal Assembly, on an ongoing basis, they allied with creatives. 
 
    In general, Universal Society had failed to identify the picts’ interests and habits. The public overlooked the pict representatives’ support of creatives because people of all species failed to recognize and value unassuming forms of creativity. For instance, they ate but did not appreciate the genius of the Game Spire chefs. Professional chefs created food trends that complemented cultural trends and tensions. 
 
    Quiet revolutionaries were those species who looked at reality in new ways, and could both communicate their ideas and enthusiasm to others and were willing to pay the price, and bear the responsibility, for the changes they championed. Like the mullows. 
 
    To be fair, it was easy to miss the picts’ support for change. Comprehending its nuances explained why pict representatives hadn’t backed the eripi’s entry into Universal Society as full citizens. 
 
    By many measures, eripi possessed greater evidence of productivity than humans. They had more colonies than us. However, their focus was on exploiting existing ideas. They could fully utilize what was, but struggled to create new concepts. They could enlarge, but not revolutionize. 
 
    The hantu hacker had identified the potential of allying with picts, but picts were elusive partnership targets. 
 
    Among pict rogues, few took on new clients. Similar to the whai aquanauts’ grandparents, pictish roguery was a mature industry occupied by inherited businesses. As an independent newcomer, Kirk was a rarity.  
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t be judging all picts by him? 
 
    I paused in my political analysis, and left my tablet, books and an old-fashioned notebook scattered over the apartment’s coffee table. 
 
    Ugh. The line between analysis and speculation was blurring, as was the line between professional and personal interest. 
 
    I stretched out on the sofa and let my head hang over the arm. Maybe the extra blood flow would clarify my thinking. 
 
    Kirk twixted in. One moment I was alone. The next, there was a man and a dress. 
 
    “Oh wow!” I rolled off the sofa. 
 
    His rogue acquisition skills were impressive. The dress was designed for a fairy tale princess. 
 
    Ice-blue crystals glimmered on a pale blue, corseted bodice above a cascading snowfall of a skirt.  
 
    My eyes widened like a cartoon character’s; a good match for the princess dress. 
 
    Kirk raised his other hand. “I have matching shoes.” A pair of strappy, crystal-bedazzled sandals. “I noticed humans like high heels.” 
 
    “Some of us.” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    I smiled. “I do. When I’m feeling sexy.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    Because tonight was all about our sexy, mastermind-provoking performance. 
 
    I shoved everything else out of my mind. Or tried to. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    A mezzanine surrounded the slowly rotating dancefloor. Our table was by the balcony. I refused to contemplate how much it cost. The nightclub was exclusive, and had the premier security to prove it. Kirk led me down to the crowded floor. We couldn’t be blatant about performing. No taking a solo turn. But we still attracted attention among the majority tebu and kakikki crowd. 
 
    I put my arms around his neck. 
 
    Deliberately, he splayed his long-fingered hand against my back. His other hand rested on my hip. The dual-track song playing let us choose to slow dance, while a line of tebu trod a stamping line dance. 
 
    The song ended. 
 
    As we gazed at each other, I drew my hands’ down from Kirk’s neck to rest on his chest. 
 
    The DJ allowed a minute of silence and shuffling, chatter and movement onto or off the floor, before beginning a new mood, signaled by a swirling pattern of green across the floor and dancers. 
 
    The green lighting resembled sunlight filtering through wind-ruffled trees. Kirk traced its patterns along my arms to my naked shoulders, his blue hands shifting to turquoise, aqua and teal. His head was bowed toward me. His shoulders a barrier against the rest of the dancers. 
 
    A woodwind sounded the first note. 
 
    Kirk slid his hands down my back as the music swept us into a fantasy, intoxicating and ephemeral, composed of strings, woodwind, and drums. And us. 
 
    The woodwind invited; its notes pure and summoning. 
 
    The strings seduced; sobbing, promising, luring us closer. 
 
    The drums insisted. My hips swung to their beat.  
 
    And when the music grew wild, Kirk whirled me through the dance, ending by kissing a line up my throat to end in a kiss that went on and on between gasping breaths and that insistent drumming. 
 
    Nope. Actually, the song had ended. The sound I heard was my own excited heartbeat. 
 
    “We’ll have a drink, then do that again,” Kirk said. 
 
    His eyes burned into mine. 
 
    Our performance of being lost in each other was compelling because, speaking for myself, I was. 
 
    We drank—from sealed, poison-free bottles—and danced. Kirk had chosen a place for display, not talking. Or maybe our bodies spoke just fine. 
 
    Mine buzzed. My pretty, pretty high heels rubbed blisters on the back of both feet and on my right little toe. I didn’t care as I laughed and let Kirk lead me off the dancefloor and toward home. 
 
    Elation and wariness chased through my veins. If anything about tonight had been normal, we’d have ended it together. But Kirk’s team observed the apartment. Where we should have had privacy, we’d have separation. He’d twixt out. I’d go to bed alone. 
 
    We couldn’t even kiss on the walk back to the apartment. We had to be alert for danger. 
 
    Camouflaging my vigilance, I snuggled against him. If I had my camera drones with me, they could watch for threats. 
 
    According to Dumas, the wrist badge meant we weren’t in danger of pict assassins twixting in, but there were other ways to surprise a twixter. Alone, Kirk could twixt away. That I was with him made me a vulnerability. I anchored him. 
 
    My pace increased. 
 
    “So eager to get me alone,” he teased. 
 
    Two of the five eripi walking past giggled. 
 
    I purred my answer. “Always.”  
 
    Our voices could flirt while our eyes continued to scan the corridor. 
 
    Finally, we reached the apartment. Kirk kept a possessive hand on my back as he opened the door. Every inch of him proclaimed him an eager lover—until the door shut out the rest of the universe. Then he moved away fast, as if I burned him. 
 
    “A good opening performance.” He glanced at me before focusing on the red-flowering not-bamboo. He used my trisave metaphor. “Two more, and then, the explosion. I’ll collect you tomorrow afternoon at three to view apartments. Meet me at my office.” 
 
    I slipped off the pretty, and pretty painful, sandals. “Office. Got it.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” He twixted out. 
 
    Yawning, I hoped he was remembering to sleep as he twixted onto and off planets and stations, searching hantu society for the mastermind. Lack of sleep led to carelessness that led to death. 
 
    In the luxurious bathroom I showered, anointed my blisters and yawned again at my reflection. Sans makeup, I had panda eyes; shadowed by tiredness. Nonetheless, emerging from the bathroom, I avoided the large, lonely bed, and curled up on the sofa. The book on the hantu was my excuse for avoiding the bedroom.  
 
    The book failed to hold my attention. 
 
    I wanted…many impossible things. Daydreaming wouldn’t bring them to life. 
 
    What was ripping me apart was that the relationship Kirk and I were faking could have been real. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Czaam had zer own questions about my emotional sanity. “Why are you giving up your apartment? I thought humans had a courtship stage before cohabitation. Why are you rushing things?” 
 
    Because giving up my apartment signaled my fake commitment to Kirk. The PGC logistics department would give me a few days to clear it out. It wasn’t a huge risk. Logistics would readily assign me a new apartment when I requested it after Kirk and I broke up. 
 
    If a miracle happened and Kirk’s hantu hunting identified the mastermind fast, then I might even be able to reclaim my apartment before its reassignment. 
 
    Not that I was emotionally attached to the apartment. Relinquishing Kirk would be harder.  
 
    I pinned a smile to my face. “I’m not rushing anything. Kirk is—” 
 
    “A rogue, far more sophisticated than you, and…stars assist me,” my supervisor cut zerself off. “Sexually reproducing species have such muddled thinking.” 
 
    Milton entered in time to hear zer complaint. “And don’t we enjoy it! The highs, the lows, the carapace rattling joys.” It seemed someone was having a wonderful time with his chef. 
 
    Czaam slapped a reed against zer desk. “Elif, Du Vul wishes to talk to you.” 
 
    I half-rose. “Now?” 
 
    “He said when you came in, today.” 
 
    Which was now. 
 
    “Ooh, somebody’s in trouble,” Milton singsonged. Employee-employer relationships had some commonalities across the universe; notably, the power imbalance. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at my colleague. 
 
    He whirled his eyestalks. 
 
    We were mature like that. 
 
    “Elif is not in trouble.” Czaam braided zer reeds in an act of patience. If ze’d been human, ze’d have counted to ten. “Du Vul has information regarding the messages blocked from Earth.” 
 
    My pulse skipped. “I wonder what he’s discovered.” 
 
    I trotted down the ramp to Du Vul’s office.  
 
    His assistant directed me to go straight in. “Take this with you.” 
 
    Awkwardly, I juggled the crate. It had airholes and, by its weight, there was something inside. “A pet carrier?” 
 
    “Du Vul’s rock flea.” 
 
    I stared at the assistant uncertainly. “I think the translation chip glitched.” 
 
    “It’s a small reptile. It won’t hurt you. A keeper just returned it from the live-feeding yard, so it’ll sleep a few hours, digesting.” The tebu assistant chuckled and gave me a friendly shove toward the inner office. “It won’t eat you. Nor will the boss.” 
 
    Du Vul was as elderly as Professor Dumas and even bigger, but as the PGC chief of entertainment for Artha Sector his office was significantly larger, which meant his coiled kakikki body didn’t look as overwhelming. 
 
    Or perhaps, Du Vul was better at appearing non-threatening. He had been a mediator, after all. For him, body language was a tool. 
 
    “Elif, good morning! And you’ve brought Spot home. Thank you. If you’ll pass him over?” 
 
    Gladly. 
 
    Du Vul grasped the crate between two of his upper appendages. He twisted around and placed it on the floor beside a substantial terrarium that occupied the side wall. “I’ll sort Spot out later. Now, there is no problem, so please, sit and cease feeling anxious.” 
 
    His eyes sparkled good-humoredly. “Not that telling anyone not to feel what they feel has ever worked. But I have good news. The distasteful exposé of your personal life, although regrettable, does not seem to be linked to the communications block that delayed your family and friends’ messages to you.” 
 
    Pure coincidence? 
 
    I didn’t believe it, and I wasn’t reassured. On the contrary, I took it as evidence of how layered were the mastermind’s schemes that they fooled even the politically experienced Du Vul.  
 
    Depressingly, but as expected, my USIA handler hadn’t responded to my report on the potential actions of aliens on Earth, or their human agents, affecting humanity’s communications with Universal Society. 
 
    Aloud, I thanked Du Vul for the good news, and ensured that my body language expressed gratitude and relief. 
 
    “Very good.” Du Vul extended sideways his top pair of appendages in a gesture of kakikki openness and contentment. “We shall now talk of our own concerns. Of entertainment. My congratulations to you, Elif. Your interview program, The Human Eye, is steadily growing its audience, and your reported interaction with viewers is positive and constructive. Well done.” 
 
    Everyone likes praise. I smiled at Du Vul. “Thank you. I can’t believe how lucky I am to have such a fascinating project, and such a fantastic supervisor. Czaam provides excellent guidance and support.” 
 
    “Indeed. Czaam is a remarkably competent person. But The Human Eye is your creation. Your vision, well-implemented. If I was still a mediator, I would use your work.” 
 
    I blushed at the compliment. “Really?” 
 
    “You are insightful, non-judgmental, and open. As your proposal for the program promised, you provide a new perspective on life in Universal Society. That is valuable. It is half the role of a mediator.” 
 
    “What’s the other half?” 
 
    “The two are linked. A mediator is one who reveals truth to others, and provides them the emotional security to accept it. Mediators reflect back people’s statements and positions, helping to clarify them. It is an ongoing and vital process to maintain the integration of people and systems from disparate backgrounds.”  
 
    He tapped his tail. “Which is as good a working definition of Universal Society as you’ll come across. Each generation thinks itself unique, and therefore, uniquely positioned to overthrow their ancestors’ traditions and contracts. Yet the truth is that values don’t change significantly over time, although the expression of them might.” 
 
    I tilted my head, considering Du Vul; forgetting, for the moment, that he was my boss. Just now he was an intriguing person. Maybe I should interview him? “Do you regret giving up your job as a mediator?” 
 
    “Or have I merely changed the form of it? Is this the path I walk to reach the same goal of harmony?” Du Vul’s coiled body tensed and relaxed. “Everyone struggles with change and with who they are. Where they belong. It is good when we can look back and judge that the cost of what we chose, what it is we surrendered in choosing our path, was worth it. But even when it seems otherwise, it is dangerous to allow regrets to grow and block our path forward.” 
 
    Somehow his ominously huge body expressed compassion. “Mediators are people who create trust. They can draw it out of people. Not instill it. They help people find the courage to feel it. Our work in entertainment enables us to do the same. We foster connection. You are skilled at it, as you’ve demonstrated first with Doctor Galaxy, and now, with The Human Eye.” 
 
    Despite the sleeping rock flea in its crate on the floor and a crammed virtual message board peppered with reminders, event flags, and to-do lists that indicated his time was crowded, Du Vul seemed unrushed.  
 
    Perhaps it was his mediator training choosing where and when to invest time and energy.  
 
    I calmed under the influence of his quiet, shared reflection.  
 
    “I believe in the importance of mediation, but working as a mediator became disheartening. It was difficult to be independent. You operate as a team that includes fact finders and intelligence agents. It became impossible to be neutral. Like it or not, who paid for the mediation influenced the outcome. In practice, mediation became a process of guiding negotiations to a particular solution, even offering bribes to those involved so as to reach that goal.” 
 
    All of his visible claws snapped open and shut in disgust. “I ceased working as a mediator and joined the PGC to focus on the aspect of mediation that I enjoyed—encouraging people to appreciate differences and, at my most hopeful, to find common ground.”  
 
    He nodded. “You’re good at that, Elif. You’re exceptional at reading alien body language and mood.” 
 
    Torn between gratitude and doubt of his praise, I didn’t manage a response. 
 
    Du Vul didn’t expect one. “In fact, humans show signs of being a ‘glue’ species.” 
 
    When I’d interviewed Carlos, he’d used the word glue for trust. 
 
    “Humans aren’t trusted,” I objected. “Most of Universal Society is scarcely aware we exist.” 
 
    Du Vul was not dissuaded. “At this point in time,” he said mildly. “Your species is in its initial contact phase. Everything takes time. However, consider that the eripi didn’t receive the help given to humans.” 
 
    “If you’re talking of Mani Dyo’s assistance to build our reputation via Doctor Galaxy—” 
 
    “Among other things, which perhaps I should not speak of.” 
 
    I twisted my ponytail around and around my hand. “That just makes me wildly curious.” 
 
    “Curiosity can be motivating.” Du Vul paused. “You have focused on Universal Society’s attitude toward humans, but you must also consider humanity’s response. Humanity has only engaged with Universal Society for a decade, yet already you have people who are PGC veterans. They didn’t hesitate. They joined the PGC as soon as it was possible. That kind of willingness to engage with the unfamiliar is impressive.” 
 
    I could have countered that many humans were xenophobic, but why shouldn’t we be judged by the best of us? 
 
    “You should include guest episodes in The Human Eye,” Du Vul ordered gently. “Add a different human interviewing someone wherever they are, not just on Artha Station, which is your territory. I believe you are acquainted with the Game player, Mitch Rodriguez.” 
 
    “I am.” I also feared bringing him to the mastermind’s attention. 
 
    However, if Mitch was asked, he’d choose to face the threat. As a former Pax Ranger he remained committed to the welfare of Universal Society. 
 
    “I’ll draft some ideas for an expansion of The Human Eye,” I promised Du Vul. I’d also ensure I scheduled the additional humans for a few months down the track. Judging by Kirk’s plan for our fake relationship, he expected to initiate a crisis or resolution of some kind in the next few weeks. Even if he had to force it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Some days I loved my job! 
 
    Deep in the social media jungle, I’d carved out a safe space for viewers of The Human Eye to chat. AI carried some of the moderation load, removing dubious content, but I still checked in a couple of times a day, minimum. People appreciated me being present, and I valued them. We had some interesting chats.  
 
    After Kirk’s presentation of the explorer’s promise at the Promise Fountain, The Human Eye discussion forum exploded. Viewers reposted recordings of the event shared by those who’d been present. 
 
    There was a chorus of “I called it!” as they claimed that they’d seen the spark between Kirk and me. Some commenters were unintentionally rude, and scolded for it by their peers. Applauding Kirk and me for “matching ugliness” as bipedals and soft-skinned beings was rude. Picts were respected, but not beautiful, by Universal Society standards. What Kirk and I had going for us was cute ugliness.  
 
    Aww. Just what I’d never aspired to. 
 
    “Elif?” 
 
    I glanced up from the comment I was drafting. 
 
    “The TV show Universal Truth has asked to interview you.” Czaam’s reeds rustled in mingled triumph and irritation.  
 
    Comment forgotten, I gaped at zer. 
 
    Ze swished an impatient reed. “You remember Universal Truth. The program is one I suggested you watch as a model for what you do. Not that we have their budget, but they schedule a wide array of interview subjects and are leaders in identifying cultural trends.” 
 
    Multi-Galactic Communications (MGC) was huge. It was one of the three pre-eminent media corporations in Universal Society. Its influence was enormous. 
 
    Corporate commercial television had an insane budget compared to the entertainment section of the PGC. We competed by providing worthy educational programs, like Milton’s documentary on Artha Station’s waste disposal system, and by being cleverer. Wittier. More ingenious. We had to solve problems creatively rather than throw money at them. 
 
    We could be both minor competitors to MGC and totally in awe of it. 
 
    Being asked onto Universal Truth was a coup. 
 
    Except that once I wrapped my mind around the invitation, rightly or wrongly, I saw the hidden actions of the mastermind. 
 
    Du Vul’s discussion of trust and humans as a glue species had sunk deep.  
 
    Inevitably, the suspicion occurred that interviewing me might be an attempt to further anti-human propaganda. So many things could go wrong. 
 
    Or right. 
 
    I didn’t have to sink into pessimism. But I did have to be prepared. I’d need to— 
 
    “You don’t want to?” Czaam asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Pardon? Oh! No, I’m already thinking about it. This is a great opportunity. Did they say what they wanted to interview me about?” 
 
    Czaam stood taller, rootlets stretching. “About your experience as a human in the PGC.” 
 
    Of course ze’d be pleased. The PGC Emergent Division was all about engaging and integrating a new species. 
 
    I beamed. “So, it’ll be a positive interview. The PGC has been an awesome experience, and enabled me to meet fantastic people.” 
 
    “That’s the attitude.” Czaam extended zer reeds like a starburst. “You’re going to shine.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    If I didn’t shine, my jewelry would. 
 
    When I met Kirk at his office to fulfill the second act of our performance, he had a new prop waiting for me. 
 
    A boldly designed platinum ring to match my new wrist badge sat among the arrowheads in the missile shell on his desk. He tossed it to me. “Yours.” 
 
    The inset sapphire was stunning. Sliding it on, I tilted my hand and the stone blazed blue fire. “This is…” The USIA team’s budget wouldn’t run to expensive jewelry. “Is this fake?” 
 
    Did we dare use a fake ring to sell our fake relationship? 
 
    But if it wasn’t fake… 
 
    I stared at the ring while I fought my emotions. It looked like an engagement ring, the sort a billionaire might give on Earth. 
 
    “It’s real,” he said, voice deep. 
 
    Feelings are wretchedly inconvenient. Mine wanted to riot. I’d have preferred the ring be fake and our relationship real. Rather than reveal my emotions for those watching Kirk’s office, I managed to ask a question that didn’t matter. “Are you rich?” 
 
    “Successful rogues are.” 
 
    I tilted my hand to another angle, winning another flash of light from the gem. “So, I’m a xeno-lover and a gold-digger?”  
 
    Xeno-lovers were those who chose partners of different species as a kind of challenge. They had a particular reputation, one which despised them for treating people as objects to be acquired and discarded. 
 
    Long fingers graceful, Kirk caught my hand and tilted it to admire the ring. “I’m considered the xeno-lover, except this time I’m dazzled and hooked. You’re the naïve human I’m taking advantage of.” A self-derisive smile glimmered. 
 
    Both of us were hurting from having to pretend that what we truly felt was fake. 
 
    “I’ve displayed you at the dance club. The ring will show I’m spoiling you. Now, we need to nest.” 
 
    “Right.” I wobbled a little when I turned back to the door. I was off-balance in more ways than one. “I’ve been invited to interview on the TV show Universal Truth, tomorrow.” 
 
    Kirk had stretched out a hand to steady me, but halted before actually making contact. 
 
    “I think the mastermind arranged it,” I said. “By the timing, I’d say it was initiated before the decision to try and kill you and frame me for your murder.” Those were horrible words to say. All the worse because it could still happen. We were being careful. “The media group isn’t as agile as the PGC. They have a longer lead time. Plus, the mastermind had to conceal any trace of where the order to interview me originated.” 
 
    “Or the TV people could just be interested in you.” 
 
    “Ha! No. I’m a dull worker bee. Mitch has been interviewed by sports shows as a human playing the Game professionally. I could understand interviewing Alexi as Doctor Galaxy or Soren as a mission commander, but me…” I grinned at him ruefully. “You’re my claim to fame. Dating you. I expect this interview was intended as a follow-up to the exposé of my relationship failure on Earth.” 
 
    I’d have to brace for more anti-human propaganda, and how to counter it. I knew firsthand how clever editing could misrepresent a person. 
 
    Kirk frowned. “You think this will be a personal attack.” 
 
    “To some degree. I think they’ll try to provoke an emotional outburst, probably by mentioning Alan.” 
 
    His scowl deepened. 
 
    I shrugged. “Emotional outbursts play well, even across species. I don’t have to give them what they want.” 
 
    “You’ll refuse the interview?” 
 
    I poked him. “I hear that shock in your voice, mister. You think I can’t resist the camera.” 
 
    “I don’t think that at all. You prefer to produce your TV show to starring in it. With The Human Eye, your focus is always on your interview subjects.” His scowl twisted into something wryly admiring. “What I can’t envisage is you backing down from a dare.” 
 
    A dare like a potentially antagonistic interview. 
 
    I nodded. “It’s a character flaw.” 
 
    He grinned. “Come on, then. Our second performance awaits.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I’d known Kirk was a successful rogue before seeking an interview with him. I just hadn’t guessed the degree of his success. After seeing the apartments he had us view, I realized he was rolling in it. 
 
    If we’d been genuinely looking for a home together, the first apartment would have given me nightmares. “It’d be like living inside a disco ball or inside the gaudy heaven of an insane god. All bling and no compassion. Sharp and glittering.” 
 
    After the second apartment, we were near enough to the universal garden that I pulled him in for a visit. 
 
    We both needed a breather, and here we could be half performance and half genuinely us. 
 
    The lights set far overhead displayed the Ceiri constellations, Kirk’s familiar stars. 
 
    “On Ceiri, the morning star is called the Herald Star, although it’s actually a planet.” He wrapped his arms around me, his chest warm against my back. 
 
    I rested my hands on his muscled, blue forearms. “Earth has the same thing, a morning star that’s the planet Venus.” 
 
    His breath brushed my ear. “The star appears before the promise of dawn. It’s not a promise, itself. It’s hope. In the early pantheon of our gods, the Herald had the star as his symbol. He was the messenger of the gods, giving us their edicts, explaining them to us, and receiving our prayers. 
 
    “Hope acting in darkness. A symbol to hold onto when one is alone and holding onto faith.” 
 
    His arms tightened at my understanding. “A promise that the hard times will be worth it.” 
 
    I wanted to turn and hug him, kiss him. I wanted the reality, now, of that implicit promise. 
 
    One day, maybe, he and I could be real. 
 
    Or perhaps it would all fall apart. 
 
    An agent who’d been undercover for three years was not a good emotional risk. 
 
    To be fair, viewers of the exposé of Alan’s and my relationship might think the same of me. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The journalist on Universal Truth the next day certainly hammered that point, implying that I, as a representative of all humans, was flighty, faithless and parasitical.  
 
    Orinya smiled as she delivered the insults. Ambition shone in her eyes. For the no-longer young eripi woman, interviewing me was her big break.  
 
    The producer of the Universal Truth had decreed that ze wouldn’t waste the time of zer star hosts on interviewing “such a drab human sporting pathetic blue hair. As if anyone could mistake her for a pict.” 
 
    Kirk has brown hair, thank you very much. 
 
    I thought my blue hair gave me a burning, gas-flame brilliance. 
 
    The producer was a lampay, and zer gaseous body was a very unimpressed, downright morose, olive-green. 
 
    The TV studio was located in the void between the entertainment and education levels where the rent was cheaper. MGC might be a major media corporation; that didn’t mean they wasted money on their staff’s comfort, or that of unimportant guests like me. 
 
    I refrained from wriggling on the narrow bulu bench they’d given me as a seat. 
 
    Orinya had a cushioned bar stool, cranked high to raise her an inch above me despite her smaller stature. 
 
    We bared our teeth at each other as she opened the interview by bringing up Alan’s and my break-up. 
 
    The producer would be sure to splice in segments from the human media’s exposé. 
 
    Czaam would be furious at the personal attack. 
 
    I’d expected it. “Orinya, thank you for your sympathy. I’m sure you’ve experienced the heartbreak of failed romances. Many of them.” 
 
    She flinched. 
 
    That’s right, darls, I fight back. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Nothing as dramatic as your rejection. And I handle the conclusion of my relationships in a mature manner—” 
 
    “Of course you do. With age comes maturity.” It didn’t matter where in the universe you lived, the media preferred youth, unless you were an established star, which Orinya wasn’t. She was running out of time to establish herself. “In another decade I’m sure I’ll be able to match your maturity.” 
 
    The producer’s olive-green hue shaded to a clear aqua. I’d amused zer. Or Orinya’s outraged expression had. 
 
    The bulk of the Universal Truth’s audience barely knew humans existed, and didn’t care to learn about us ugly bipedals. Me being perkily rude to Orinya, who was not a known and loved personality, added a glimmer of interest to the show. I wouldn’t have taken that tack if she hadn’t started the game. This was on her. 
 
    I’d bet that my relationship with Kirk was off-limits. The mastermind absolutely did not want humans linked to picts in the popular imagination. 
 
    Humans might be considered ugly, but our close lookalikes were respected. 
 
    Universal Society was the product of millennia of civilization. It was the collective wisdom of multiple species. But it wasn’t perfect. Power counted, and picts were quietly powerful. They influenced policy direction. 
 
    As another humanoid, the hantu hacker wanted to hijack some of that influence, which meant getting annoying, distracting humans demoted out of the picture, just as had happened to the eripi. 
 
    At least it saved me from Orinya bringing up the desire-training suit. Would even a deep-dive background search have dug up that information? It shouldn’t have, but Kirk had gifted it to me at the glass tree and I’d worn it to his office with my hakma cape slipping occasionally. Someone might have recognized it. Of such small things are tabloid feeding frenzies formed. 
 
    I had reservations about the picts’ desire-training suits. Maybe, physiologically, some picts did find them useful. However, I thought it dangerous to play a part that pleased someone else and led you to falsely accept their pleasure as your own. 
 
    Milton’s final bit of advice before he’d seen me off to this interview echoed in my mind. Don’t be afraid to be amazing. 
 
    Orinya chose the wrong moment to attack. “Your attempt to escape the emotional devastation of your failed relationship on Earth by running away to space is a fascinating expression of your species’, that is, humans’, inherent weakness. Have you heard Dr. Junqui’s assessment of humanity?” 
 
    She had impressive breath control. She didn’t pause, but raced into the quotation. “‘As a species, humanity is a dumb parasite willing to destroy everything, including its own existence, in a mindless attempt to escape from itself.’” 
 
    I laughed, angrily. “How too cute and deluded.” She and the viewers could decide if I meant Orinya or Dr. Junqui, whoever they were. “Humans aren’t escapists. We’re searchers, adventurers. Humans are curious. That curiosity rescues us. After every disaster—or ending, as you call it—curiosity is the driver for humanity rebuilding and building better. I didn’t run from a broken relationship. I used my sudden, if initially unwanted, freedom to explore. And I am glad I did. The universe is an amazing place.” 
 
    I smiled at the nearest camera. “Curiosity is my superpower, and I embraced it years ago on Earth to succeed as a vlogger. It has inspired and empowered everything I’ve done in the PGC, first with Doctor Galaxy, and now, in producing The Human Eye.” 
 
    Of course, the lampay producer would edit my response to show whatever zer had been ordered to produce. But I felt righteously energized. 
 
    My mood held strong when Kirk entered the apartment that evening. 
 
    Lounging on the sofa, balancing a mug of hot chocolate on my stomach, I’d been musing on the role of mediators in the mastermind’s schemes. 
 
    Had I been misled by my own awe of them? 
 
    I’d been thinking that perhaps the hacker was responsible for the absence of effective mediators in the market, that is, operating in Universal Society. 
 
    Sidenote: research this point. What is happening to mediators? 
 
    However, the hacker didn’t value mediators. Why would they? If you refused to see the other person’s point of view, it freed you to destroy them. 
 
    The hacker didn’t care about the system that was Universal Society, only about seizing an opportunity their ancestor had identified and exploiting it for personal advantage. 
 
    If the hacker was corralling mediators—yet to be proven—it wasn’t to exploit their control of mediators for market power. It was about what the absence of mediators opened the door to: an erosion of trust. 
 
    At Kirk’s entrance, I sat up, putting the empty mug on the floor. “I’d bet anything that you and every member of your team are full citizens from full citizenship species.” 
 
    “So?” A single, tired, impatient word. 
 
    “Which means you lack a visceral understanding of the fear that drives the mastermind.” 
 
    Continuing his monosyllabic responses, Kirk grunted skeptically. “Fear?” 
 
    “Insecurity. You take for granted the security of belonging to Universal Society. Hantus and humans have to carve out a place. Humans now. Hantus when they choose to engage. We have to build a foundation on which to stand in a complicated alien system.” 
 
    “At this point the mastermind has resources.” 
 
    “From their criminal network, which means they can’t tap those resources in their true identity without revealing their criminal activities and ruining the point of the exercise, which you believe is political power.” 
 
    He bent and collected the dirty mug, taking it to the sink. “I could be wrong.” 
 
    I followed him. Wisps of blue hair drifted around my face when I huffed. “We could all be wrong.” However, I genuinely believed that Kirk’s team overlooked the hacker’s insecurity. “We’re acting on speculation and assumptions.” 
 
    And uncertainty bred acrimony. I’d forgotten that fact. 
 
    Kirk rinsed the mug and upturned it in the sink before pouring himself a soda. 
 
    We argued over the third taunt we’d fling at the mastermind. 
 
    “If I was human, as part of our relationship developing, you’d introduce me to your family and friends and I’d have to win their approval. We can’t do that because it risks drawing the mastermind’s attention to them. The team’s analysis is that, as it stands, there’s no benefit to the mastermind in attacking them, but we can’t guarantee it. Alexi and Soren are the obvious substitute.” 
 
    Which was where we disagreed. 
 
    Oh, I agreed that Alexi and Soren were my friends and were high profile humans in Universal Society courtesy of Doctor Galaxy, which I’d produced. Where I disagreed was putting them in danger as part of Kirk’s team’s plan to draw out the mastermind. I was already a pathetically baa-ing lamb dangled in front of the wolfish hantu hacker to provoke an impulsive strike. Alexi and Soren didn’t need to be endangered as well. 
 
    “Soren has already agreed,” Kirk said. “I twixted in and spoke to him.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Not about the mastermind. I said that you’re a target for anti-human sentiment and that I wanted to support you. I admitted that there were risks involved, that they might become targets for anti-human activists. When I twixted back in, he’d spoken to Alexi. She was with him in his office on the PGC Seong 
 
    Hypocritically, I was outraged at this keeping of secrets; like I didn’t have dozens of my own. “She hasn’t messaged me.” 
 
    “She won’t. We’re presenting it as a gift from me to you, and building a message trail that the mastermind can intercept, with a lot of effort, and hopefully—” 
 
    “Inadvertently reveal a connection back to them.” I stood and paced in a tight circle before facing him again. 
 
    Him and his observing team. 
 
    I could never forget that we weren’t truly alone. Nothing we said was just for us, just between us. 
 
    Kirk had his team backing him. 
 
    I stood alone, under the shadowy threat of protective custody. If I refused to play along, I could be locked away. 
 
    They could spoof messages from me to Alexi or to anyone else before whisking me away on the pretense of a romantic vacation, illness, or whatever. 
 
    Kirk invaded my personal space. He smoothed my hair. “I’m closing in on the mastermind. I’ve found evidence of expensive instant messaging communications from hantu space to Universal Society.” 
 
    Which hantu shouldn’t have need of, or access to. 
 
    Until a species agreed to emergence, to join the one-way track to integration into Universal Society, citizens of Universal Society were banned from contact. Some communications existed. Just as some Universal Society citizens, like xeno-biologists and sociologists, were granted permits to study the external species in person, and with the species’ agreement. But none of that ought to require in-time communications. A lagtime was expected in messaging across the universe. 
 
    I took a deep breath while Kirk still cupped my head. 
 
    His eyes drilled into mine, demanding I trust him. 
 
    Or demanding that I protect myself by going along with the plan? 
 
    I was an insignificant USIA agent. I had no right, and wouldn’t be allowed, to jeopardize an ongoing investigation that I’d barged into. I’d signed on to assist Kirk and his team on the understanding that they ran the show. 
 
    However, I’d agreed to risk myself. Not to risk Alexi or anyone else. “Will they be safe?” I whispered. 
 
    He didn’t laugh and dismiss my worries as many people would have. Alexi was on a PGC transport commanded by Soren. There were fewer safer locations, even in combat. Transports were behemoths bristling with offensive and defensive technology and a highly trained crew. Plus, the array of fighter craft docked to them. 
 
    On the other hand, the mastermind’s reach was troublingly extensive and demonstrably elusive. 
 
    Kirk squeezed my shoulder. “Gatt’s clan has limited influence in the Szomoru Sector. In fact, the clans there, the ones Soren peacekeeps, are more likely to act against the Niedz clan than cooperate. They certainly won’t let Gatt get a flipperhold in their territory. The mastermind’s options out there ought to be limited or nonexistent.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, for once showing the weight of the three-year undercover operation. “We have to taunt the mastermind into a mistake.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Kirk only gave us two days to prepare, the idea being that the mastermind couldn’t organize a response in the Szomoru Sector in that timeframe. 
 
    I intended to spend that time working my own angle on the case. All I had to do was acquire the freedom to focus on my own concerns and not my performance as Kirk’s biggest Game fan. 
 
    Basically, I passed the baton to Milton, shamelessly exploiting my friend’s obsession with the Game. “Milton, you know how you invited Judy to play the Game with you—” 
 
    “She was amazing!” 
 
    “Kirk has decided that he must prove himself to my friends. He’s set up a game against the human commander of the Szomoru Sector Peacekeeping Mission.” 
 
    Crack! Milton had lunged over his desk, smacking his abdomen against the edge. “Major Soren Agha? The PGC amateur champion?” Of course a Game fanatic like Milton would know Soren’s player history and how quickly Soren had adapted to the Game. “Is it being broadcast?”  
 
    “Kirk’s arranging it. I can’t twixt in to watch, so—” 
 
    “I’ll watch it with you!” 
 
    Bait taken. The idea was to gain publicity for the game, and by association, increased awareness of Kirk’s and my relationship. Milton’s enthusiasm would achieve both. Being in love himself, he was all about the romance. Well, the romance and the promise of an exciting game. 
 
    Czaam rustled reeds in amusement. “I imagine there’ll be significant interest. Who has Kirk recruited for his team?” 
 
    “Members of his former exploration team.” And Boris, the creator of the desire-training suit whom I’d met in the universal garden. 
 
    Milton scrambled the rest of the way over his desk. “You’re not joshing me?” 
 
    “Be careful! Did you hurt yourself?” 
 
    “What?” Milton’s wild gestures rejected my concern. “An all-pict team against…is Major Agha fielding an all-human team?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Woohoo!” 
 
    Yup, publicity wouldn’t be a problem. Picts were the elusive rockstars of the Game. They couldn’t employ twixting on the field or they’d win all the time—the objective of the Game being to get a yellow ball past the other team to the goal on the far side of an AI-operated, randomly-generated environment. 
 
    The Game required physical ability, strategic thinking and intelligent adaptability both of plans and in modifying the elements of the Game field. 
 
    Milton spun in a circle in the center of the office. “This will be epic! Let me tell Judy and my team and…I’ll post the news on one or two Game forums. We should have a PGC cheering section, but for Soren or Kirk?” 
 
    “Kirk,” I said like a good girlfriend. 
 
    “Major Agha,” Czaam said. 
 
    Milton exercised the wisdom of Solomon. “We’ll divide and cheer for both.” 
 
    By agreeing to everything he suggested, I won the time to put together a business case for the PGC to train humans as mediators. It was a good distraction from worrying whether news of the game would push the mastermind into acting against us. Us being Kirk and me. His team were safely tucked away somewhere unknown. And yes, I held a degree of bitterness about the team’s bossiness while they, personally, risked nothing. 
 
    Well, maybe their careers. 
 
    For years, Kirk’s team had been chasing a ghost. The USIA hierarchy couldn’t have unanimously believed in the mastermind’s existence or the team would have been better funded. I recognized the pattern. Someone high enough up was a true believer, and so, approval and funding for the operation limped along.  
 
    It was ironic that the mastermind was an actual ghost, at least, by human slang. We called the hantus haunts due to their gray, skeletal-thin bodies. There was something plain eerie about images of them. 
 
    I shivered at the thought of the hantu hacker. Anticipating the reactions of an unknown, powerful stranger was not conducive to serenity. 
 
    Czaam spoke quietly, but still shocked me. I’d been lost in my own thoughts. “You seem overwhelmed. I’m not sure if it’s possible, but should I try to wind back some of Milton’s arrangements for viewing the game?” 
 
    “No. Milton’s plans sound like fun. I…you’re a good boss, Czaam, and a good friend. I’m just distracted.” 
 
    “I’m sorry the interview I encouraged you to do for Universal Truth was such a mess. You handled it well. You came out looking more professional than that eripi woman.” 
 
    I sighed silently even as I thanked him. Czaam had fretted over the interview ever since it went to air.  
 
    In some ways, Orinya was a victim of the hacker. She’d been their catspaw. But she hadn’t had to let ambition blind her to the basic courtesies and standards of her profession. She’d attacked, and I’d fought back smarter. 
 
    The risk of playing covert intelligence games was that your hands got dirty and your ideals stained. Back on Earth, when I may have been as naïve as Orinya claimed I was now, I’d sworn that I wouldn’t compromise my values. 
 
    Ha! 
 
    In the absence of serenity, there was work.  
 
    I couldn’t prove that mediators were being stockpiled off the market, their services underutilized, but Du Vul’s comments pointed to it. As had Carlos and Remy’s mention of the absence of mediators. 
 
    If the PGC accepted my business case, they would prove or disprove the theory. 
 
    Maybe Kirk and his team wouldn’t care. They obviously had a ton of information and analysis concerning the mastermind that they hadn’t shared with me. But I was curious. Something about the situation regarding mediators was off. 
 
    In the proposal, I emphasized the importance of human trainees shadowing mediators. Perhaps interning with them. 
 
    If my proposal was approved, not only would the PGC need to identify mediators and recruit them to the mentoring program, but they might even increase the number of mediators. 
 
    Fostering connection was the opposite of the disruption a hacker caused. 
 
    Connections kept systems functioning. 
 
    Connections defined how a system expanded and how it replicated itself for the future. 
 
    Hantus altered their future via epigenetic warfare, that is by how the genetic code of life was expressed. Coming from that mindset, mediators were a conspicuous target for a hack by the mastermind’s ancestor because mediators had the ability to change how the legal system and institutions of Universal Society were understood and engaged with.  
 
    Mediators shaped the future by clarifying which values were transmitted and in what altered form. 
 
    Someone had done an excellent job of encouraging Universal Society to forget the power of mediators. 
 
    They distorted who the mediators are. Du Vul had said as much, but hadn’t gone further to consider whether that action had been deliberate. 
 
    Would it be possible to get mediators to discuss the status of their profession? I should interview some. 
 
    “Woohoo!” Milton crashed my musing and Czaam’s anxious muttering. “Judy’s convinced the Game Spire’s management to host a Kirk-Against-the-Humans Game Party. Everyone can watch it together.” 
 
    “Can we not call it Kirk-Against-the-Humans?” I asked. 
 
    “Aha!” Milton swatted me. “I knew you’d say that. Alternative names include The Courting Game, Gaming for Her Heart, or Game of Bipedals. I don’t like that last one.” 
 
    “I don’t like any of them,” Czaam said, saving me from having to say the same. 
 
    “Boring,” Milton singsonged. 
 
    “Let’s stick with the literal,” I suggested. “Kirk’s Explorers versus the PGC Seong’s Best.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Kirk’s skin was stretched tight over his cheekbones and faintly flushed purple. Embarrassment didn’t suit him. His rictus grin screamed “get me out of here” when I’m sure he meant to show enthusiasm. 
 
    I pinched one blushing cheek. “You’re so cute when you’re nervous.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous.” He squeezed my waist. 
 
    “Not about the game.” Milton cheerfully intruded. “But about impressing Elif and her friends. All of us.” He gestured with his first pair of appendages, and the crowd roared. 
 
    The Game Spire had put the Galaxy Lounge & Pool at our disposal. 
 
    People had arrived early, pre-gaming by watching a professional league game on the three big screens. 
 
    Kirk would twixt out in a few minutes to join his team. 
 
    The Game was somewhat like chess but played fast and physical on a dangerous, changeable field managed by an AI.  
 
    Actually, it was nothing like chess. 
 
    Despite the special suits the players wore, they could be seriously injured or even die. Players were forbidden from directly attacking each other, but they were encouraged by the rules of the Game to repurpose elements of the field for offensive and defensive purposes. 
 
    Boris would be an undoubted asset in the latter venture. The man was a technological genius. 
 
    “A kiss for luck.” Kirk kissed me extravagantly, all performance, and as always, with just enough truth sneaking in for us to be aware what we risked: not just our lives, but the possibility of a future. 
 
    Perhaps there could never be an “our” future.  
 
    That thought added potency to my kiss. 
 
    Kirk touched my face gently before twixting away while I was still catching my breath. 
 
    The time lag in the broadcast from the PGC Seong meant that we wouldn’t see Kirk arrive on the game field, as shown on the three big screens, for nine minutes. 
 
    For professional league semi-finals and finals, the Game Spire covered the cost of a live broadcast, but Kirk and Soren’s game was a friendly match. 
 
    We all settled in to watch events that would have happened nine minutes earlier. 
 
    Mahala and her younger brother led the aquatic section of the cheer squad. Other off-duty cops had also wandered in to enjoy the show, which included the audience’s antics.  
 
    The Neutrino Blasters’ fans were out in force to study how humans worked together in playing the Game. There was significant debate among the fandom whether the Neutrino Blasters should recruit another human to play alongside Mitch. 
 
    Meantime, it seemed as if every PGC education department staff member and many from other departments were also there, and either cheer-led by Milton who’d painted himself blue in honor of Kirk, or by Reginald who led Soren and the PGC Seong’s Best’s cheer squad. 
 
    In a back corner, where they couldn’t block anyone’s view, Du Vul and Dumas spoke quietly.  
 
    “Kirk’s arrived!” Milton shouted. 
 
    “Woohoo!” the cheer squads shouted, waved appendages and brandished an array of Game banners and streamers, light sticks, and noisemakers. 
 
    Skillfully avoiding the boisterous fans, waitstaff circulated, serving food and drink and clearing away. Judy and the other chefs had done us proud. 
 
    As graceful as the waitstaff, Aee, Bee, and Cee, my three camera drones, wove above and through the crowd. Many of the viewers of The Human Eye were invested in Kirk’s and my relationship. Broadcasting the party was a means of including them—and intensifying the mastermind’s annoyance. 
 
    Strangely, the tumult of noise had the odd effect of isolating me. It was as if I existed in a bubble. 
 
    Outwardly, I joined in Milton’s hijinks, acting the part of an enthusiastic girlfriend thrilled by her boyfriend’s attempt to please her. 
 
    Inwardly, though, I was distracted by how the performance felt like the culmination of my experience over the last few weeks. I’d lied less than people might imagine, if they knew the role I’d taken on. The truth had simply been hidden by misdirection. 
 
    Both Kirk and I were living lives in which we hid part of who we were. Both intelligence agents. Both lonely. But we hadn’t managed to hide from each other. From the beginning we’d recognized a connection. 
 
    A friend back in Australia called it a kismet kiss. “When the soul knows.” According to Lacey, it wasn’t always romantic. It was about recognizing that handful of people whom fate connected you to. The people who had the potential to truly see you and journey with you. 
 
    Kirk had expressed that same sense when he brought me to picnic among the honor plants in the universal garden, and he’d given me the wrist badge, the explorer’s promise. I’d formed the habit of running my fingers over the warm, smooth platinum. 
 
    What had I shown him? What had I given him that showed that I recognized him as a kismet kiss? 
 
    A snippet of a song, as yet unwritten, sang in my mind.  
 
    “Night’s darkness does not disguise my Herald Star.” 
 
    The music was haunting. The words I’d have to translate into Pictish. It was too important a gift to entrust to a translation chip. 
 
    “Goooooaaaalllllll!” The crowd screamed out Kirk’s winning charge down the right side of the field. Mud and gravel showered him. He slid across the goal line, yellow ball tucked against his chest. 
 
    Feet and rootlets stamped the floor in approval. 
 
    On-screen, Kirk jumped up, flinging the ball high in the air before his team mates tackled him. 
 
    Soren and Wyatt, the two humans who’d almost caught Kirk, grinned even as they bent over, hands on knees, panting. 
 
    This was how the Game ought to be played, how every type of game should be played: with joy. The quick grins, the laughter, and the shouts of good-humored banter meant that both sides emerged victorious, even if only one side won. 
 
    Kirk’s team, of course. 
 
    It was that spirit, rather than the actual tactics and play employed by the two teams, that had the audience in the Game Spire stamping its approval. 
 
    Shaking hands after the match, it was obvious that Kirk valued humans, but the display of his exploration team members doing the same took it from a lone, lovestruck pict embracing humans to much-respected explorer picts doing the same. 
 
    The hantu hacker ought to be losing their mind to rage. 
 
    When Kirk twixted into the Game Spire party, half the crowd cheered him. The other half had moved on to the next broadcast game from the professional league, and didn’t as much as look around. 
 
    Fanatics. What can you do? 
 
    In his enthusiasm, Milton chest-bumped Kirk before attempting a play-by-play analysis. He didn’t get far before Judy ordered him to dance with her. “Can’t you see Kirk’s here for Elif, not you?” 
 
    “Oooh,” the listening group, including Czaam, teased. 
 
    Kirk and I escaped after half an hour. 
 
    Still buzzed on the crowd’s energy, I forgot precautions, and as we entered a side passage I wasn’t watching our surroundings. I was watching Kirk’s face, admiring the happiness lurking in his eyes and subtly curving the corners of his mouth. I watched the same face harden in an instant as his eyes focused somewhere behind me. 
 
    Whip-fast, I turned my head to see a sedu fling straight at me a round, gray object the same color as the currently empty passage.  
 
    The sedu’s tentacle snapped the golf ball-sized object at me faster than an ordinary human could throw. 
 
    Kirk caught the ball one-handed, an inch from my face, same as he’d caught the stupid, yellow ball in the stupid game against Soren, the game entered into to taunt the mastermind. Except with this catch there was no triumphant grin, no laughing challenge to his opponent and the audience.  
 
    He twixted away in the very instant his hand intercepted the ball. His long, blue fingers were still closing around it as he vanished. 
 
    I had no weapons on me. But I had three camera drones. They were programmed to respond to my voice and body language commands. I’d invested a lot of time training their AIs. I pointed. “That sedu. Record him. Stick with him.” 
 
    The sedu undulated away fast, even before I finished my orders. 
 
    The three drones flew after him. 
 
    I sprinted for Kirk’s apartment.  
 
    The drones had a narrow range that centered on me. They couldn’t track the sedu. I’d used them as a distraction, one that paid off better than expected. The sedu assassin either believed that the camera drones could pierce his (female sedu tended to be smaller) disguise or feared that they were weaponized. 
 
    The drones hit the end of the distance Artha Station police permitted them to range from me. As programmed, they returned. They accompanied me as I ran to Kirk’s apartment. 
 
    I should have been terrified for myself. I was. My breathing rasped, constricted by fear. But I also panicked because Kirk would not have left me alone with an assassin if he’d been physically capable of returning. 
 
    I remembered our first meeting and how he’d handled the trisave. 
 
    He’d twixted away and back, disposing of the trisave in an instant. 
 
    I smacked my badge against the scan-lock of his apartment and burst inside to contact his team. 
 
    My three drones darted in and hovered. 
 
    Where had Kirk twixted to? What was happening to him? 
 
    Kirk needed help now. 
 
    The instant the door closed behind me, I shouted for Kirk’s team. “Kirk’s hurt. He intercepted something. I don’t know what. My drones, they were recording!” I could play back the video for clues. “He twixted out. I don’t know where!” 
 
    No response. 
 
    Wasn’t the apartment meant to be surveilled at all times? 
 
    I screamed up at the ceiling.  
 
    Abruptly, my camera drones thudded to the floor, inert. 
 
    “Be quiet.” The pict who twixted in was older than Kirk. His skin was a paler blue and his hair mostly white. Judging by his expression, he hated me. “Kirk is in a coma. He’s receiving treatment. It was tuyn, a poison. Do not look it up. Do not do anything. Do not say anything. We’re erasing any evidence of what happened. He shouldn’t have risked himself for you. Kirk is actually useful.” He scooped up my drones and vanished, presumably to complete the erasure of events. 
 
    The only evidence of what had happened was my unstoppable shaking and Kirk’s absence. 
 
    People would believe he’d twixted out on rogue business. 
 
    The erasure would be effective on the general public. The assassin had chosen an unsurveilled, unsecured area. With my camera drones confiscated, I was the only witness. 
 
    That thought wriggled in among my worry for Kirk. 
 
    His team was leaving me staked out for the assassin, while denying me information on Kirk. And this assassin was either brilliant, or brilliantly stupid, to have targeted someone wearing an explorer’s promise. 
 
    Or they weren’t an assassin at all. Just a thug. 
 
    A thug who possessed a rare and vicious weapon. Like the two thugs whom Gatt had sent to Kirk’s office with a trisave. 
 
    I glared around the stage set that was Kirk’s apartment. 
 
    I’d be damned if I let his team intimidate me into frozen inaction. 
 
    Kirk had intended the game against Soren to enrage the mastermind. We hadn’t anticipated that the mastermind had the means to strike back so swiftly and…I gritted my teeth…potentially lethally. 
 
    And this pict, who hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself, expected me to sit quietly without news of Kirk! 
 
    A very Australian curse issued from between my clenched teeth. 
 
    Let the translation chip of whoever was surveilling the apartment translate that! 
 
    I was like a trisave, except that I was skipping the three targeted attempts at dealing damage and jumping right into the final obliteration stage. I wanted to blow everything up and to hell with the consequences. 
 
    I paced and swung my arms, pulled my hair and rubbed at my arms. I tended to process emotional stress physically, and I felt trapped in the apartment. 
 
    My right hand halted, frozen over the wrist badge I wore. An explorer’s promise. 
 
    An explorer’s promise went both ways. The explorer had all explorers protect their loved one while they were away. But the loved one had a responsibility to the absent explorer, too, and to protecting their interests. 
 
    Very carefully, I traced the wrist badge. 
 
    Could I do this? 
 
    Should I do this? 
 
    I was still in trisave-mode; ready to blow up everything. Boom! 
 
    When Alan betrayed me, the way he’d ended our relationship had hurt more than the ending itself. I hadn’t been invested enough to want justice. To want revenge. 
 
    I was invested now. 
 
    I was all in. 
 
    Kirk’s USIA team could and would do whatever they damn well wanted, ineffectual though they’d proven. Kirk had been injured—I couldn’t even think that a coma might mean death—under their watch. They might try to deflect the blame to me, but it was their fault. Their agent. 
 
    That’s all he was to them. An agent. Replaceable. 
 
    But to me… 
 
    The mastermind would regret everything. 
 
    But I’d start small. I’d start by finding out who had thrown the tuyn poison. 
 
    I punched my fist into my palm. If it weren’t for the fact that Gatt was on a passenger liner en route to his clan’s home planet of Gniewny, I’d have blamed him. 
 
    Could the hacker have seen the game, seen the pict team’s respect for the human team, and ordered Gatt to organize an assassination? 
 
    Kirk had designed everything to trigger the hacker’s impulsive response. 
 
    But would there have been time? I’d thought that contracting an assassin took time, especially when the target was a former pict explorer and someone wearing an explorer’s promise. 
 
    Unless the poison thrower wasn’t a professional assassin, but a clueless thug, as I’d suspected earlier. 
 
    A sedu thug would be Gatt’s choice. And if I was the target—and the gray ball of poison had been heading for my face with speed and seeming precision—then Gatt or the mastermind must have wanted Kirk, left alive, to know who’d killed me. 
 
    Kirk had said that non-twixting, non-picts were a vulnerability for a pict in his line of work. 
 
    But where had the poison come from? 
 
    “Aaaargh!” 
 
    The soundproofed apartment smothered my scream. 
 
    Everything was speculative. Kirk’s team had shut me out from any real data. 
 
    He could die, and I wouldn’t know. 
 
    I pressed my hands hard over my eyes. No. Kirk will fight. He twixted away to somewhere he knew he could get help. 
 
    I can get help, too. My hands dropped to my sides as I worked it out. 
 
    The pict who’d abandoned me here without news wasn’t the only pict I knew. 
 
    Kirk had introduced us. He hadn’t meant to, but Boris had taken the opportunity when he delivered the desire-training suit. And Kirk trusted Boris. He’d included him in his Game team today. 
 
    I suspected that Kirk had bought my wrist badge, the explorer’s promise, from Boris. 
 
    Back in more innocent times, when this whole operation had felt more like a game, I’d researched Boris. I’d even found a photo of Associate Professor Boris Erskine who lectured at the Ceiri University of Technology, and ran his own small exploration technology consultancy on the side. 
 
    Milton had provided player profiles for the members of today’s Game teams.  
 
    However, it was my earlier research that meant I had a contact number for Boris. 
 
    If I messaged him from here in the apartment, would Kirk’s team still be surveilling it? 
 
    Absolutely, if they had me staked out as a goat to lure in the hacker. 
 
    I had to outwit them. 
 
    Pouring myself a glass of water, I sipped it while studying the floor in the small kitchen. I’d only have one chance at this, so I needed to get it right. 
 
    Even before I contacted Boris, I had to be crystal clear on what I wanted from him and what I could tell him. Should tell him. 
 
    I was finished protecting the USIA team’s operation, but I was still a USIA agent myself, and more importantly, I didn’t want to endanger Boris as a civilian. 
 
    The simplest explanation for how Gatt ordered such a fast hit on me post-game, assuming it was Gatt who’d arranged it, was that he was still on Artha Station. 
 
    Was it possible? 
 
    What if the mastermind had been interested in Kirk prior to Gatt purchasing a suit for his son? Perhaps there’d always been a grander plan. 
 
    Anger blinds and leads to unwary action, but so does success. 
 
    In succeeding in finally attracting Gatt’s attention, what might Kirk and his team have overlooked? 
 
    Gatt had visited Kirk’s office, conspicuously accompanied by two thuggish bodyguards. He’d made quite an impression. That trio, traversing the space station, would have had everyone scrambling out of the way—and remembering them. 
 
    Political leaders on Earth, especially hated dictators, used body doubles. 
 
    If Gatt had made himself memorable, had it been for a reason? 
 
    Badge identification claimed to be unforgeable, but the head of an interstellar crime gang would have the means, if anyone would, of circumventing security. 
 
    Most importantly, everyone wanted Gatt to leave Artha Station, so they’d have readily believed a carefully scripted lie that seemingly fulfilled that wish. They would have seen Gatt and his two thugs leaving, and silently cheered. 
 
    I hadn’t ever doubted Gatt’s departure. 
 
    Nothing Kirk had said, acted, or implied suggested he or his team had doubted it, either. 
 
    Was I just crazy with grief and fear, and seeing phantasms? 
 
    My fingers ached. I blinked dry eyes, focused on my hand, and saw the fierce, bloodless grip I had on the glass. Carefully, I placed it on the counter. 
 
    If Gatt was on-station, I had a chance to help Kirk. No, not help him. But I could avenge him. I could most definitely disrupt the hacker’s criminal operation. 
 
    Turning the hacker’s principles against him would be a pleasure. 
 
    The simplest method of disrupting a system was to corrupt an element of it. People were a no-brainer option because the truth is, we’re easily corruptible. Everyone has vulnerabilities. 
 
    Gatt, himself, was a weak point in the hacker’s schemes. 
 
    Kirk and his team had to have a mountain of evidence against Gatt. They’d had their chance. They could have scooped him up any time, but no, they’d left him out there, continuing his evil, life-destroying ways, on the hope that they could identify the mastermind. They’d wanted the puppeteer, not the puppet. 
 
    But Gatt seemed a damn good target to me. 
 
    I’d thrown away lofty goals the moment the sedu had flung poison at me, and Kirk had intercepted it. 
 
    Kirk’s team was no use to me. 
 
    I could go to Carlos. 
 
    Amgatt had. 
 
    What had the Niedz clan enforcer offered Carlos? It had to have been more than a warning about an assassination attempt against Kirk. 
 
    I gripped the sink. 
 
    Had the thug’s aim actually been off this time and Kirk had been the target? 
 
    “Don’t doubt yourself.” The thug had stared into my eyes in the instant I’d turned my head and spotted him. 
 
    Amgatt had wanted Carl’s goodwill—or that of Carlos’s clan. Carlos’s numerous tentacles displayed his high status in sedu society. He’d been an obvious power player to Amgatt. 
 
    However, I wasn’t sedu. My view differed significantly. It wasn’t Carlos I needed. 
 
    All my analysis and half-formed plans circled back to Boris. I needed allies, plural, but I’d settle for one awesome one. 
 
    Mediators can be ruthless. I respected them because I apprehended that people who understand people can be the most brutal, if subtle, opponents. I intended to teach the hacker that lesson. Gatt, too. If Kirk’s team also learned not to disrespect people like me, bonus. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I kept my message to Boris curt and compelling. “This is Kirk’s Elif. Vital we talk. Now. At the glass tree.” The tree loomed above me in the universal garden. 
 
    Boris twixted in. “I thought you’d be celebrating.” The words were casual, the way he scanned the garden was not. He was dressed for a party. Clearly, Kirk’s team had intended to celebrate their win. He had his right hand in his luxe jacket pocket, and I’d have bet it held a weapon. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I had; that is, how closely Kirk’s team watched their staked out goat, and whether they were prepared to instantly intervene or merely to track clues back to the mastermind. I rushed my explanation.  
 
    “Kirk’s an undercover USIA agent. I am too, but I’m not important or part of his team. They won’t tell me everything. I don’t know what they’ll do. He’s been poisoned. Tuyn. He twixted out. A pict team member said Kirk’s in a coma. I have an idea who may have done it. With your help we can test it. If we can talk somewhere securely. Kirk’s team wants the guy behind the crime boss who a police detective inspector said had planned to kill Kirk and frame me for it. We thought the crime boss’s plan was cancelled when the informant was killed.” 
 
    Vigilantly, Boris watched the garden rather than me. The charming, slightly ditzy persona he’d displayed in our first meeting, and in flashes during the game, was gone. He’d abandoned his camouflage. 
 
    Were people so intimidated by his intelligence that he faked a reassuring persona?  
 
    I needed his incisive intelligence. 
 
    “How can I trust you?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I’d done what little I could to show that, at minimum, I wasn’t a threat. I wore close-fitting clothes that couldn’t hide weapons, and I hadn’t sought replacements for my confiscated drones. “Would Kirk have given someone he didn’t trust an explorer’s promise?” 
 
    If you can’t trust me, trust Kirk. 
 
    Boris grunted, the inelegant sound at odds with his expensive appearance. “If you could twixt, we’d go somewhere secure. As it is…I have to collect some equipment. Stay.” He twixted out. 
 
    Relief had my spine sagging. I caught myself. The moment of relief was when enemies struck. I kept a lookout. Anyone could be lurking in the beautiful twilit garden. Anyone could twixt in. It needn’t even be the hacker’s work. If Kirk’s team intervened, my plans were similarly undone. Protective custody would restrict my future. 
 
    No matter what happened, my breaking the rules so thoroughly would mean disciplinary action and dismissal from the USIA. 
 
    Boris twixted back. 
 
    I jumped and yipped. 
 
    He ignored my nervous reflex. “I have someone checking for news of Kirk. Tuyn poison, I know where he’d have twixted.” 
 
    Some secure explorers’ hospital, I hoped. Please, please, please, be alive.  
 
    “Cover your mouth with your hand. Audio is hidden.” It was an order that I explain myself. 
 
    “Kirk has been undercover trying to get close to a sedu interstellar gang boss, the gatt for the Niedz clan. That’s the guy who ordered the original hit on Kirk and, I think, this one. A sedu threw a poison ball at me. Kirk caught it.” 
 
    Hiding my mouth with my hand was a bad idea. My mouth got the wrong idea: that it was okay to wobble because no one could see. I bit my treacherous lower lip. “Everyone believes Gatt left on a passenger liner and is en route to Gniewny. But it’s not Gatt who is jealous of Kirk. It’s the person using him as a stalking horse. The real bad guy. The one Kirk is really after.” 
 
    “USIA plots are always complicated. Go on.” 
 
    “Kirk’s team is trying to trace who contacts Gatt. The mastermind evades them.” 
 
    Boris snorted. “Mastermind. That melodramatic claptrap isn’t Kirk.” 
 
    My shoulders hunched. “I think he’s been trying to protect me from his team since I stumbled into their operation. They’re…single-minded.” 
 
    “A polite descriptor. If they’ve gotten Kirk—” 
 
    I turtled up even more, shoulders nearly touching my ears. I was doing everything I could not to think of Kirk in a coma, dying. “Kirk’s team has been letting Gatt run around because they want the person behind him. I want Gatt.” I looked entreatingly at Boris. 
 
    He surveyed the garden. 
 
    “I want justice,” I insisted. “If Gatt ordered the hit, I want him brought to justice. For all his crimes. Detective Inspector Carlos Wan would arrest Gatt, if we presented him with a signed confession.” 
 
    Boris broke off his professional scan of the environment. His eyebrows formed high arches of surprise. “You expect us to get a confession out of a gatt?” 
 
    “Everyone has a vulnerable point,” I said grimly. 
 
    Midway through a conceding nod, he stilled, and tapped his left ear. 
 
    He had a message. A live transmission? News of Kirk? 
 
    He tapped his ear again before his hand moved to cover his mouth. “Alive. Coma still. Safe. Friend standing guard.” 
 
    “Oh God.” My knees gave out and I sat on the ground. 
 
    Boris cleared his throat. “I was going to question whether you had the right idea, disrupting a USIA operation Kirk’s involved in, but a gatt in the hand is worth two masterminds in the bush.” 
 
    “Just one. One bad one.” I almost sobbed as I tried to laugh at the translation chip’s semi-success in translating into English whatever pictish idiom Boris had employed. 
 
    “The heart is wiser than bureaucrats. What do you need from me?” 
 
    I rose to my feet. If we needed to move quickly, sitting on the ground was inadvisable. Almost as inadvisable as going after Gatt. “We need to prove Gatt’s on-station. You need to message him. Sedu understand vengeance, clan vengeance. You played in Kirk’s Game team. Gatt will accept that you regard Kirk as part of your clan.” 
 
    “Okay.” Wary, very wary. 
 
    “Gatt would know that you provided the suit for his son, right?” 
 
    Boris slapped his forehead before hastily covering his mouth. “The sedu suit. Gatt’s son is the muddy?” 
 
    I pulled my ponytail tighter. “Gatt’s son is his point of vulnerability.” 
 
    “You are a dangerously astute woman.” Boris offered the compliment in passing. “I included my company’s name on the packaging for the suit.” 
 
    “Stars bless you. So, Gatt will recognize you. It was the only variable I couldn’t count on. Well, that and whether the mastermind’s minions or Kirk’s team would intercept me. We can do this.” I shook out my hands before recovering my mouth. For anyone watching and aware of pict and human body language, we had to scream, Conspirators! Here be secrets. 
 
    The other variable I’d feared had been Boris, himself; not merely whether he’d respond to my message and believe me, but whether he had the toughness to threaten a gatt. 
 
    He did. 
 
    “If Gatt’s not on Artha Station, my plan and assumptions fall apart,” I admitted. “But if he is, we have a chance. However, you need to twixt away before you message him.” I’d lock myself in Kirk’s office. I’d be at the mercy of his team, but that would be more mercy than Gatt would offer me. 
 
    “His son as the blood debt for Kirk’s life.” Boris had guessed my hasty, hateful plan. 
 
    “Sedu culture is based on the satisfaction of a wrong committed against one’s own. Clans, feuds, and vengeance. The aim is for Gatt to surrender himself to save his son. I’m guessing that his body double is traveling on the passenger liner. You’ll have to bluff that we know Gatt is on Artha Station.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong? If Gatt is truly on the passenger liner?” 
 
    “Then you and I have made a bad enemy and enraged the USIA team.” 
 
    Boris laughed. “You sound like you don’t care.” 
 
    “For myself…I want this to end. I want…I need justice, not just for Kirk, but for all of Gatt’s victims. To stop him adding more victims to his list. It’s worth the risk to me. I know I don’t have the right to ask you to take this risk.” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He tapped my wrist badge. “You wear an explorer’s promise. I’m an explorer, even if not currently active. It is my duty to protect you, just as Kirk did.” 
 
    Kirk who was in a coma, no guarantees of the outcome. 
 
    I grabbed Boris’s jacket sleeve. “I don’t want you hurt. Maybe…but…Gatt has to be stopped.” 
 
    “He will be. If you’re right and he ordered someone to kill you while you’re wearing an explorer’s badge, his days are numbered. I’m willing to do this your way.” 
 
    “You’ll kill him?” 
 
    “Maybe not me.” But maybe, yes. Boris drafted a message. “This is what I’ll send him. ‘I designed the suit. I can kill your son with it, torturing him first. Tuyn is a vicious poison. I’d prefer to kill you.’” He hesitated. “Where should I tell him to meet me on the station?” 
 
    “There are empty courtrooms. Minor Courtroom Q5.” I recalled the schedule that had been posted by its door. “It’s free all day.” 
 
    “I won’t need that long. You can’t come with me.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you. You can twixt out if things go bad. I’d be an anchor. I’ll lock myself in Kirk’s office. It’s safer than the apartment.” 
 
    He tapped his ear. 
 
    I waited, hyperventilating. 
 
    He frowned, and tapped his ear again. “I have to go. Can you make it to Kirk’s office alone?” 
 
    Alone. 
 
    “No idea. But I’ll try. We still have to—” 
 
    “Office.” He shrugged off his jacket, draped it over my shoulders, and pulled a hood from the collar, tugging it up over my head. “Don’t worry about how you look. Run.” 
 
    I ran. 
 
    I exercised every day, but by the time I reached Kirk’s office, the distance and my fear left me a sweaty, breathless mess.  
 
    However, no one had tried to kill me. 
 
    Could they be waiting in Kirk’s office? 
 
    Ambushing me in safety sounded more like something Kirk’s team would do than the mastermind. But might Gatt order it, independently? 
 
    I huddled the jacket closer and opened the door, sliding inside. I couldn’t see anyone in the front room. 
 
    Not that it mattered, when picts could twixt in. In surveilling his office, Kirk’s team could twixt in any time. 
 
    I clutched Boris’s jacket as I hurried to the inner office. If Kirk’s team kidnapped me, Boris would agitate for my release from protective custody. I wore an explorer’s promise. I’d forgotten that I wasn’t a nobody. Kirk had attempted to protect me even from the USIA. 
 
    Boris began speaking the instant he twixted in. “They kicked Dorian out of Kirk’s room. Out of the hospital. He’s twixting in now.” 
 
    Another member of Kirk’s Game team appeared.  
 
    “Dorian will stay with you,” Boris continued rapidly. “I’m twixting out to message the Niedz Gatt. The suit is a good threat. I can twixt in and command the suit to seal. Gatt is aware, from when I tweaked the suit’s customized settings after the son had worn it a day, that I don’t have to be in its immediate vicinity to affect it,” he finished grimly, and vanished. 
 
    I released my hair from its ponytail and ruffled it, hiding my face for a second. 
 
    Boris wasn’t bluffing. If Gatt tested him, Boris would supply proof that he could torture Gatt’s son. Kill him. 
 
    My great-aunt would be horrified. She believed that an eye-for-an-eye was wrong. 
 
    So did Dad, for different reasons. It generated a downward spiral of violence. 
 
    However, both believed in justice. 
 
    Gatt’s victims had been denied justice for too long. 
 
    Kirk’s team had believed there was a valid reason, and I’d just trampled over their entire operation. 
 
    “Kirk’s been keeping secrets.” Dorian moved to where rows of guns were on display, magnetized to the wall. “This is quite a collection. Uncharacteristic.” 
 
    The final word invited questions. 
 
    I only had one. Well, two. “How is he? Will he survive?” 
 
    “Exploration hospitals are the best at responding to poisoning and toxic shock.” 
 
    I twisted my blue hair in a knot that instantly fell apart when I released it. I was too close to doing the same. Emergency emotion diversion! I re-focused on Boris. “I wish we could be in the courtroom for the meeting.” If the meeting happened. If Gatt was still on Artha Station. We were waiting for Boris to send his message and for Gatt’s reply. 
 
    “He’ll have back-up.” 
 
    “Gatt?” 
 
    Dorian had been gazing around the room, examining the contents and alert for new entrants. He blinked at me. “Gatt? Probably. If he’s on-station. Boris, definitely.” 
 
    “Back-up from your team?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I perched on Kirk’s desk and picked up an arrowhead to fidget with. 
 
    Dorian folded his arms. “Plants. At home, Kirk is surrounded by them. Images in the house. Real plants in the garden. Things that will survive while he’s away.” 
 
    “He’s a botanist, right?” I filed away the knowledge that Kirk had a house. Of course he didn’t live on the station. It’s why his apartment felt so impersonal. His real life was somewhere else. Could agents, three years undercover, have a real life? “I’ve only known the rogue.” 
 
    “Same man,” Dorian said briefly. But then he added, “His grandmother was a botanist. He loved her. They worked together. She took him with her on expeditions when he was young. At school, he’d tell these amazing vacation stories…” 
 
    His shoulders twitched, shaking off memories. “You know he’s a far-twixter?” 
 
    “He said.” 
 
    “You’re not pict. What you mightn’t know is the implicit obligations that puts on him in our society. It’s a rare ability. Far-twixters are vanguards or protectors. Being a rogue lets him help others while still amusing himself. It’s why none of us guessed he was undercover. Rogue suits him. Damn USIA. My brother-in-law’s a USIA agent. They’re single-minded.”  
 
    “I’ve noticed,” I said dryly. I glanced at the ceiling. Were they actively surveilling us? “But they haven’t twixted in.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he hummed noncommittally, and tapped his ear. 
 
    Like a kid making a wish, I held my breath. 
 
    “Gatt’s on-station,” Dorian said. “He’s agreed to the meet.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    A solemn nod. “Now.” 
 
    And then we waited, and waited. 
 
    Dorian paced circuits around the room. 
 
    Rather than bump into him, I huddled in Kirk’s chair behind the desk. 
 
    Boris twixted in. His shirt was rumpled, one sleeve rolled up, the other dangling, cuff open. His expression was weird. 
 
    “Kirk?” I demanded. 
 
    “No news. Gatt’s dead.” 
 
    I thumped back down in the chair, unaware that I’d stood at Boris’s appearance. “How? What…?” 
 
    Dorian guided Boris to the uncomfortable bench seat Kirk provided for visitors. Boris sat. Dorian remained on guard, one hand on Boris’s shoulder. 
 
    “You were right,” Boris said to me. “Gatt’s vulnerability was his son. It was…” He shuddered. “It was like being in a tragic epic. Gatt seemed resigned, almost satisfied that there was an ending. He recorded a confession, including the location of two caches of evidence. Apparently, even a crime boss can consider some crimes too vile. He committed them, but part of him…stars! I believe part of him desired punishment.” 
 
    My eyes almost bulged from my head. 
 
    “He had a poison capsule in his mouth. He killed himself. He made me promise to tell his son, so his son and his son’s family could hide.” 
 
    Dear God. “From the mastermind?” I said. It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    Boris nodded jerkily. “I told the son.” A beat of silence. “Then I delivered a copy of the recorded confession to Detective Inspector Wan and directed him to the body.” 
 
    The body. Gatt was dead. 
 
    “I wanted him to stand trial.” I was lost. I was sorry that I’d sent Boris into such a situation, but I couldn’t regret that Gatt was gone. It was unexpected. I’d thought the sedu would resist. 
 
    Dorian seemed unaffected. “We have a saying, I don’t know if it translates. ‘When you ride the tiger, you can’t dismount.’” 
 
    I was cold, goosebumps running in a rash over my body before retreating. “It translated. It finishes, ‘because it’ll eat you.’” I rubbed my arms. 
 
    Dorian squeezed Boris’s shoulder hard. “Gatt chose his death when he agreed to the mastermind’s deal and fulfilled the mastermind’s will. His death is on him.” 
 
    “And Kirk?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re trying to find out,” Dorian said, frustrated. 
 
    His answer shook Boris out of his funk. “Still blocked?” 
 
    “Genessa’s working on it.” Dorian released Boris’s shoulder, then slapped it. “Elif.” 
 
    Boris straightened. My name hadn’t been for me. By the tone, it had been intended as a reminder to Boris, one he understood. “Kirk would want you safe. We’re not accustomed to extracting people who can’t twixt, so arrangements have taken some time.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to be slow. “You want me to leave?” I looked up at the ceiling, at unseen watchers. “Will they let me?” 
 
    “Does the USIA want to take on the Explorers’ Guild?” Dorian asked. With Boris’s arrival, his language was looser and more aggressive. He’d been containing himself so as not to scare me. He’d been right to. I remembered his style of play in the game, just a few hours before. This man took no prisoners. “They need us as couriers and spies. You wear an explorer’s promise. You’re ours.” 
 
    “Can you take me to Kirk?” However long the journey. 
 
    Boris and Dorian exchanged glances. “We’re working on it. Better that he join you at a safe place.” 
 
    I scrubbed both hands over my face. “Yeah. I forgot. He’ll twixt in…as soon as he’s recovered.” And I needed to evacuate because the hacker was going to be furious when news of Gatt’s death reached him. Leaving my entire life behind without warning would create a huge mess if and when I was able to return to it. “I’m ready.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Life onboard a covert capsule doesn’t have the space to supply distractions for its occupants. Unfortunately. 
 
    Covert capsule was what Boris called the small spaceship he, Dorian and me were hiding in. We’d reached it after a high-tech, gadget-wearing circuit around Artha Station till Boris was satisfied we’d fooled everyone and everything, shed all surveillance, and were clear to enter the waste disposal system as our exit from the station.  
 
    Once onboard, Boris had engaged the covert capsule’s full stealth system and flown us off the waste transport ferry where Dorian had hidden the covert capsule. 
 
    I’d had no idea that a talented twixter could transport something as big as a spaceship.  
 
    Boris then snuggled the small spaceship below one of the station’s outposts. It was outrageous impudence, and incredibly reassuring. The outposts were an integral part of Artha Station’s security measures. If the covert capsule could hide from them, it could hide from anyone. 
 
    Pict technology, borrowed from who the hell knew where, and further refined, was impressive.  
 
    I’d eaten and slept a couple of hours. Mostly I sat tight, trying not to ask, again, for an update on Kirk’s health, which they couldn’t provide. 
 
    The hospital had stonewalled Genessa’s attempts to gain updates on Kirk’s status with, “no change”. 
 
    To my frustration, none of them would simply twixt into Kirk’s room. “It’s an exploration hospital,” Boris said. “Twixting into a patient’s room in any hospital is forbidden. Doing it in one of our own would be…we can’t.”  
 
    He was so definite that I believed him. Whether it was culturally forbidden or the ban technologically enforced, the relevant factoid was that neither he nor Dorian would do it. 
 
    If Kirk died, the hospital would inform Genessa. No news was, in that sense, good news. 
 
    But the lack of information and our helplessness wore on us. We’d congregated in the covert capsule’s efficient—read: tiny—kitchen. 
 
    Boris and I sat across from each other in bench seating at the narrow table. Dorian stood at the counter pouring himself a fourth cup of the pictish equivalent of espresso coffee. 
 
    Boris had a confession to make. He gave a shrug that ended in an apologetic wriggle. “I didn’t believe the mastermind existed till Gatt’s fear and confession confirmed it.” 
 
    I gawked at him. “Why did you go along with my idea to hook Gatt?” 
 
    “To get Gatt. If he was on Artha Station and had ordered the hit on either Kirk, as an explorer, or you, wearing an explorer’s promise, then Gatt had to die.” 
 
    A clatter from the sink announced that Dorian had swigged his drink and abandoned the cup. “Of course he did.” 
 
    I curved my right hand over my wrist badge. I’d avoided thinking about how pict explorers created and maintained the protective value of their explorer’s promises. They enforced it via lethal punishment of transgressors. “I guess people have been warned of the consequences.” 
 
    The two pict explorers nodded. “Everyone is aware.” 
 
    “There are so many legends woven around picts,” I said wearily. “The mastermind fixated on Kirk as a new pict rogue whose loyalties could be bought. That’s how Kirk presented himself. The rogue part mattered, but Kirk being pict mattered more.” 
 
    I put my elbows on the table. “It’s not that you, all of you picts, have a high profile in Universal Society, but to those who actually understand how things work, you matter, and to everyone else, you’re mysterious and sophisticated.” I eyed Dorian’s dishevelment doubtfully. He wore a t-shirt over cargo pants and his brown hair stood on end, even more rumpled than mine. 
 
    Actually, let’s not think about the state of my hair.  
 
    Worry and tiredness were having a positive effect on my reasoning, clarifying it. “Mediators are like the filters in an air management system.” 
 
    “Mediators?” Boris regarded me as if I’d lost my mind. 
 
    Poor guy. He couldn’t follow simple logic. Mediators were important to Kirk’s investigation. I’d just gotten things a bit mixed up as to why. But everything was becoming clear. 
 
    I might need one of Dorian’s espressos to stay awake. 
 
    “Mediators,” I said firmly. “They remove noxious ideas and attitudes so that everyone can breathe. Can find the clarity and confidence to risk connection rather than combat. You don’t notice healthy systems. It’s failing systems that grab our attention, and the mastermind has been careful to keep their hack discreet.” 
 
    Dorian objected. “Running an interstellar criminal network is not discreet.” 
 
    “Three years,” I said. “Kirk was undercover three years trying to discover the mastermind’s identity. His team only recently guessed they were chasing a complete outsider, a hantu. A cool customer.” 
 
    My outdated slang seemed to translate. 
 
    “The mastermind was only cool till pressure was applied. Before then, they sat smug outside Universal Society, thinking themselves untouchable. Undiscoverable,” Boris said, catching on to my thinking. “That’s what Kirk wanted, wasn’t it? To drive the mastermind into unconsidered action.” He leaned into my space. “But why does Kirk matter to the mastermind? Was Kirk’s cover blown? Did you blow it?” 
 
    My hand flashed to my diaphragm, covering it as if he’d punched me. “No. What a horrible thought? Jerk. I don’t matter. The mastermind hated that a pict was involved with a human. I mattered in that sense. Kirk wanted our fake relationship to provoke—” 
 
    Boris gripped my wrist, over the wrist badge. “Honey, your relationship with Kirk isn’t fake.” At least he was back to being sympathetic. 
 
    Dorian’s grunted laugh endorsed Boris’s view, less sympathetically. 
 
    I defended myself. “We’ve been pretending it’s fake. His team watches everything.” 
 
    A tap on my wrist badge halted me. 
 
    “Not any more,” Boris said. We’d left them behind. He regarded me intently. “Go back to mediators.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Aren’t they awesome? I admire them, and the role they fill in the system. But my admiration meant I got things upside down when I thought about the mastermind.” 
 
    I drew imaginary circles and lines on the table. “If we go back to the air management system metaphor for Universal Society, then mediators are filters. But if filters are failing in their purpose, the emergency response is respirators. Over time, if the problem with filters and how they operate isn’t fixed, what was the emergency response, the respirators, becomes the default, that is, becomes part of standard operating procedure.” 
 
    I searched Boris and Dorian’s faces, checking that I hadn’t lost them. 
 
    “Okay,” Boris said, doubtful but encouraging. 
 
    “I assumed that the mastermind also valued mediators and was trying to corner the market in them. If you control the mediators you can control the values that underpin the decisions reached, the contracts negotiated.” 
 
    Dorian cleared his throat. “There are other factors.” 
 
    Nodding fast, I continued. “But what if you can replace the filters with respirators? What if the activity I saw that I assumed was the mastermind collecting mediators to control their market, and therefore, services, was actually about discrediting and undermining their value so that the mastermind could substitute respirators?” 
 
    “And who would these metaphorical respirators be?” Boris asked. “Or should I be asking, what they’d be?” 
 
    Blue hair whipped my face as I shook my head. “No, it’s who. If I’m right. If my huge leap of hantu logic is correct.” 
 
    “Well, don’t keep us in suspense.” Dorian stood beside Boris, looking down at me. 
 
    Were they truly interested and convinced, or indulging me as a distraction? We were all desperate for news about Kirk. 
 
    “The hantu vote on engaging with Universal Society is due in two years. The mastermind is aiming everything at that vote being yes. Humans are currently emergent, but we’re barely a blip in Universal Society. We’re pretty much a one-planet, neophyte species. Hantus are way ahead of us in terms of planets colonized and in technological development.” 
 
    Technologist Boris grimaced. “I don’t know much about hantu tech and society, but human tech is limited.” 
 
    “We’re wide-eyed enthusiasts, though.” I slid out of the bench seating, too worked up to sit still. “As per the original hantu hacker’s plan, the criminal network they subverted and expanded has worsened things in Universal Society. Carlos, Detective-Inspector Wan, said as much, although he was talking about Gatt.” 
 
    Straightening my spine, I breathed deeply. It all made terrible sense. “The mastermind wants to take advantage of the increased stress from their criminal network’s activities and the hantu’s emergence to introduce a replacement for mediators. A replacement which requires people to not be thinking clearly. Stress is a great inhibitor of critical thinking.” 
 
    “Are you stringing this out on purpose?” Dorian asked. 
 
    “Do you have news on Kirk?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then we have too much time to fill,” I said, and wrapped my arms around myself. 
 
    Boris punched Dorian in the arm. 
 
    I continued unhappily. “The mastermind had to set things up so that Universal Society’s full citizens would be stressed enough to embrace a miraculous novelty. A monstrosity which we ought to deplore. Would normally deplore. It’s an abomination that the hantu value, and the reason they refused engagement with Universal Society three centuries ago. If they engage with us this time, then now is the last time the mastermind can legally employ this tactic.” 
 
    Dorian growled. 
 
    “I’m not trying to draw this out,” I protested. “It’s just such a horrible idea, and saying it out loud makes it real. I don’t know if you’re aware, but Kirk got involved in this operation after he twixted a USIA team to rescue naga children whom the mastermind’s criminal network was farming and selling their body parts.” 
 
    Dorian sat on the bench I’d vacated. “My brother-in-law’s mission. I asked Kirk—” He broke off. 
 
    He wouldn’t want my sympathy for involving Kirk. 
 
    I continued. “The hantu genetically modify children as part of their culture. They use it as a weapon of war, destroying their enemies’ future.” 
 
    Now, both picts looked sick. 
 
    “My theory is that the mastermind has genetically altered hantus to appeal to the different full citizen peoples of Universal Society so that they can present as independent hantu fixers, filling the gap left by the mediators whom the mastermind has been undermining and sidelining.” 
 
    “Subtle changes,” Boris muttered. “They all think bipedals are ugly. But ugly plus elements that reflect and praise certain features of the relevant species would foster trust.” 
 
    I pointed at him. “Yes. All of that. Picts can twixt, and that collapses geographic distance. The original mastermind decided to fake the same effect for cultural distance. The hantu fixers might reflect some features of their designated Universal Society species, but it’s all fake. All smoke and mirrors.” 
 
    “The mastermind would enter Universal Society with a guaranteed position of influence. Power,” Dorian said. He sounded like he believed my way-out, awful theory. 
 
    “But why would the mastermind want Kirk?” Boris objected. 
 
    Kirk answered. “To introduce and lend my reputation as a pict to the genetic victims.” 
 
    I flung myself at him, gripping his shirt. “Are you okay? Truly? Why are you only here now? You—” I punched him, but since I still held onto his shirt, the punch had little impact. 
 
    He smiled at me. “I’m fine. You did good. You and Boris, Dorian, everyone.” 
 
    “You were in a coma!” Letting go of his shirt, I began patting him all over. 
 
    He caught my hands, lifted them to his mouth, and kissed them. “One hundred percent medically cleared. I’m good.” 
 
    I glared at him and sniffed indignantly. “So, why do I want to cry?”  
 
    “Because you’re happy.” 
 
    “I am soooo happy.” 
 
    He gathered me into a hug. “Cry it out, then I’ll kiss you.” 
 
    “I refuse to cry.” 
 
    He held me tighter. “I love you.” 
 
    I burst into tears. 
 
    He rubbed my back, and kissed my hair and ear and cheek. He found a box of tissues and presented them to me. He was perfect. 
 
    I blew my nose and told him. “I love you, too. I must because I think you’re perfect, and obviously, you’re not, and—” 
 
    He kissed me. 
 
    I kissed him back more. More everything. Except that I had, in every sense, met my match. So the kiss and associated activities became scorching. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    I jumped. 
 
    Kirk didn’t. 
 
    I’d completely forgotten Boris and Dorian. 
 
    They had been amazingly patient. Now, they attacked Kirk, and included me in the group hug. 
 
    “What the hell, man?” 
 
    “We thought you were…no one would tell us anything. Even Genessa couldn’t get—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kirk said. 
 
    Dorian let go long enough to shove Kirk’s shoulder. “You don’t have to apologize.” 
 
    “I do.” Kirk grabbed hold of me again, but not as a shield against Dorian. Kirk held onto me like he’d been afraid he’d lost me. “Dorian saw me sedated. The sedation was so the doctors could attempt a radical treatment. It worked.” He cleared his throat, purple tinting his blue cheeks. “It worked fast.” 
 
    “Man, you didn’t,” Dorian growled. 
 
    I guess happiness and relief had slowed my brain. I took longer to put it together.  
 
    In fact, Kirk had to spell out his confession. “We’ve kept an eye on you,” he said to me earnestly.  
 
    In the background, Boris swore about stupid USIA spy tech. 
 
    I couldn’t look away from the mingled caution, regret and resolution in Kirk’s eyes. 
 
    “It was an opportunity, especially when you went after Gatt. The mastermind, who we have a name for now, was angry. They were impulsive when they ordered the hit on you. When Gatt died, they knew instantly. Whatever Gatt had embedded in him…the mastermind reacted out of rage and panic. They’d grown accustomed to controlling events.” 
 
    “Kind of like the USIA,” Dorian muttered. 
 
    Kirk winced. “The team was able to trace the mastermind’s impulsive, rushed communication to a secondary puppet.” 
 
    “And surveille us,” Boris interrupted grumpily. He ceased glaring around the kitchen of the covert capsule to glare at me. “I must have missed a bug on you.” 
 
    “On Dorian,” Kirk said cheerfully. “They placed it on him in the hospital.” 
 
    Dorian swore. “Where?” 
 
    “Nape of your neck.” 
 
    “Do not explain anything else till we return,” Boris ordered Kirk. “Dorian, my lab.”  
 
    They twixted out. 
 
    I ambush-kissed Kirk. 
 
    He didn’t mind. 
 
    On his return, Dorian did. “Break it up, buddy. You’re in my bad books for spying on me. I want answers.”  
 
    Kirk sighed. “As I was saying, I twixted to the mastermind’s location and—” None of his confession had been easy. Now, he stopped completely. 
 
    “Did you kill them?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It happened in the line of duty. In the moment, to save other lives, and absent other options, police and agents might have to kill. “No trial?” I whispered. 
 
    From the perspective of the three pict explorers, the question wasn’t fair. Boris and Dorian had explained it was the price for maintaining the effectiveness of the explorer’s promise that I wore. 
 
    Kirk’s tone was very gentle, low and calm. “We let Gatt go on for so long because we had to identify the mastermind. Once we did, we couldn’t allow them time to enact contingency plans and…” He glanced from me to his two friends. “This goes no further.” 
 
    We promised. 
 
    “I twixted the contents of the mastermind’s personal office to a USIA agent who will pretend to be him.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Just as we’d promised in chorus, now we questioned Kirk incredulously in the same united voice. 
 
    He answered steadily. “The best way to ensure you destroy all elements of a criminal network is to take it apart from the inside. All of this started for me when I far-twixted a team in to rescue naga youngsters who were being farmed for body parts.” 
 
    “At my brother-in-law’s request,” Dorian said. “I’m sorry I got you involved.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” Kirk locked eyes with his friend before looking back at me. “That original mission also involved a senior USIA agent, a naga. A DNA test revealed that one of the children was his nephew, from a half-sister he’d lost contact with. For him, from being a heinous crime to be stopped and punished, it became a personal crusade. The plan was always for the team to identify the mastermind and the naga agent step into the role. He’ll clean up from the inside. No one will escape him.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “Are you still needed?” 
 
    “Not as a USIA agent. I quit. The roguery is entirely my business. In establishing it, I couldn’t risk taking money or support from anyone. It would have been a trail the mastermind could have followed. So, I’ll continue it independently.” 
 
    Our relationship discussion suffered from two overly-involved eavesdroppers. 
 
    “At least you won’t have to buy a spaceship.” Dorian jerked a thumb at me. “She likes people,” he said disgustedly. “Which means you can travel by passenger liner or, if Elif stays in the PGC, whatever they provide.” 
 
    “I’ll probably stay in the PGC. But I’m quitting the USIA, if they haven’t already fired me, or worse.” 
 
    Privy to USIA discussions that I hadn’t heard, Kirk’s mouth twitched. “I think they’ll accept a dignified resignation.” 
 
    I grinned. “I don’t do dignified, but I can do enthusiastic.” I flung my arms in the air and twirled around. “Freedom! And a universe to explore.” I hugged Kirk tight. 
 
    Boris elbowed Dorian. “I told you she was one of us.” 
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    I hope you enjoyed I Spy an Alien and Doctor Galaxy, too. The Pax Galactica Corps series has proven a fantastic break between Nora’s series, The Adventures of a Xeno-Archaeologist, and Cherry’s spin-off trilogy, which is my next release. I needed that break so that Cherry became her own person, and not an extension or copy of Nora.  
 
    And wow, has Cherry been keeping secrets! The Delphic Dame trilogy ventures into new territory. Salvage is out June 22. Pre-order link: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BRHLZRY4  
 
    You will not believe what’s happened to humanity in the five centuries since Cherry’s people were isolated. From a probably-not-haunted abandoned space station to hijinks in interstellar space, you’ll need your lifesuits on and your magnetized boots fastened, ready to run! 
 
    I’m hoping to return to the Pax Galactica Corps series in early 2024 with Alien Haunts. 
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