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Abigail Scott

Draft 1 - Part 1

Time-index:03:11:14.03 local-differential:00:00:05.28
First interval of Winter, High Imperial Codex
Well! What can I possibly say to quantify the significance of this date?
I should confess this is one of the stranger diary entries I have felt compelled to write, but only because I
had become convinced this day would never come! But at long last, here we are, back in Coalition Space. More
importantly, at long last, Mirii and I are to be guests of honour at my brother’s Day of Union with Eri.
After countless, innumerable moons of dithering, Iios has finally summoned the courage to ask Eria’dane’s
hand. The one thing I would have thought easiest for him, just to say five simple words, was instead “the
hardest thing he has ever done”, and I cannot see why that would be. I could understand it if he were more like
me! I waited far too long to ask my little Mirii to join my side, but that is just what I am. Indecisive, I should
say. Overly concerned with the doing the logical thing that is right. In my defence, I suppose I could say I was
hesitant because I feared what it may do to her, but ultimately I should put it down to plain idiocy from my
part. I have nearly lost her so many times, to lose her simply because I failed to take the initiative to say “I
love you” would have been unforgivable.
Ah, me. See me take another tangent? It is not me I desire to talk of; it is my brother who I opened this
notepane to discuss. I still cannot put into words how he frustrates me. I suppose it is concern that he will not
live up to his promise? So many great things that he could become, and yet he dithers! Would often rather run
himself in circles and defer a decision than take a straight line and just do something. I still do not understand
why he found this so difficult! He is the most forthright and boldest cob I know, never one to shy from a
challenge, and yet he took longer to ask Eri for what they both wanted above all else than we have even known
each other!
I suppose it could be argued that to make such a commitment would have been the death knell for his old
lifestyle. Perhaps it is solely that which made him fear taking that last step to her side! To say ‘I am yours, and
yours alone’ would have been a difficult commitment for him, I imagine, given his tendency to always be
looking towards the brighter stars, and to want those things he did not consider he could ask from her.
I wonder how close he came to losing her altogether? Ah, I should not voice such things, it is imprudent
to ask, and gossip of such a nature is not something I desire – and ultimately I would only be saying “I told
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you so”. It thankfully did not take long for Eri to accept the invitation. I must confess to a degree of concern
that she would not agree, that she would have already started to rove and look elsewhere – communication
across the border has never been easy, and with my brother’s lack of updates I was almost convinced that she
had tired of waiting and left him, after all this time. I see why so many of my biological kin have a pathological
need to know things! To not know allows the mind to invent many terrible things to fill the gaps.
Speaking of the border, Mirii and I have been given special dispensation by Domina Iianie to cross it to
attend the festivities, although we have been reliably informed by her Aide that remaining here for any
‘unnatural’ length of time will risk us both being branded social deviants, and arrest warrants being issued in
preparation for our return home. I am not sure what ‘unnatural’ is being taken to mean, in this instance, but I
am fairly sure our traditional bureaucracy will mean I end up apologising profusely to our Government for
‘outstaying my welcome’ regardless how quickly I return. I just hope Iianie will continue to be as moderate
as I have come to expect from her when I go to apologise to her. I feel comfortable in the knowledge that
regardless what precautions I take, something will go horribly wrong, because it always does when my sibling
is involved.
I probably should confess that I had originally debated remaining here for what my peers would define as
an ‘unnatural’ length of time, because I do miss my dear relatives terribly, but Iianie is the most moderate
Imperial I have known, and I feel ashamed at the idea of taking advantage of her good nature. I should not like
to lose her as a friend because of my own selfish nature.
Ergo, I feel… compelled, as it were, to ‘behave myself’ as instructed, if only for Mirii’s sake. I do not know
what I could possibly say in my defence if I were to get us both arrested on our return solely because of my
self-indulgence, and I could not forgive myself if Mirii should be branded outcast and deviant because of me.
She feared coming here in the first instance! To never be permitted to return homeAch, again. I seem to have developed the knack of tormenting myself with what-ifs. We will return home
safely, after the festival – and may feel comfortable enough to at last decide to plan our own? Mirii’s and my
Union was not so much “low key” as “barely noticeable” – the legalities of it were all compliant, but it was
hardly the lavish “ceremony” my brethren would have enjoyed. Mirii was happy, of course, but then she is
usually happy. I really must try to convince her that she does not always have to consider all attention to be
acceptable!
The festivities themselves will not be for a good half-month, Coalition Standard Time, which will give us
plenty of time to get ready. Mirii knows very little of this world, and it is a constant source of both fear and
fascination to her. The more she learns of other cultures, the less… shocked… she may be when she learns of
Vullish marriage customs. Hm. Perhaps I should broach the subject with her sooner!
I am still undecided if being here fills me with joy, or dread. I am happy beyond words at being back with
my family! Because I have missed them terribly – sweetest Eri, the most noble person I have known (and
certainly one of the most patient, for putting up with Iios!), and my brother, my idiot, argumentative, wonderful
rogue of a twin. Conversely, I am filled with dread because it was here that I allowed myself to dabble in
terrible things. Things I should not mention here, I think, lest word gets back to the Territorial Council. There
are those who would do anything in their power to see me reduced to nothing. Hmm.
It is reassuring to see that Iios has grown up a lot since we last met, which makes a wonderful change from
the norm. It is particularly nice to think how I will not have to pursue him around and patch up his disasters
quite so often! I have run out of fingers to count the number of times he has tied himself literally into knots
with one scheme or another. At least, to revise that, he still has his schemes, but no quite so many self-destructive
ones.
And little Mirii seems to be enjoying herself, at long last. She was so subdued, so anxious when we arrived,
that I was convinced I had perpetuated yet another grave error in judgement, but she has finally relaxed. She
is even beginning to see some of her fellow sapients as equals, not dangerous animals to be feared and reviled.
And at last, at long, long last, she has finally started making her own decisions – our disastrous “holiday”
seems to have taught her far more than I ever could have. Some days I could dance when she disagrees with
me! They are little decisions, of course – what to cook for her parents, when they come to visit, what clothes
to wear, a small new piece of jewellery from the market – but the more I let her culture her inventive side, the
more daring she becomes with it. It seems unwise to say I hope she becomes wilful, but then I do hope she
does!
Akin to this, Iios has taken her shopping, to keep her entertained while I sort out our paperwork, but I
refuse to contemplate what they might bring home! Fate can all but guarantee it will not be anything normal,
although every now and then he does have the occasional gem of an idea among his frequent moments of
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lunacy. Last time he took her out, she came back with her hair cut, and she looks particularly elegant for it.
Never something I would have considered encouraging her to do, if I am honest with myself! She had always
looked so refined with long hair, I did not consider a more traditional style would suit her so well. (Ah, me,
am I resenting my brother for just this once having a better idea than I?)
Ordinarily I would have to trust my sibling to behave himself, which is never a wise thing to do, but Mirii
has not been slow to cry foul every time he has thus far “behaved inappropriately in public”, and I do not think
any stories of outrageous behaviour will reach my ears today. (What is ‘outrageous’ when Iios is concerned,
anyway? Every time I think I have his mindset worked out, he does something exponentially more shocking
and I have to get back to work on finding a ‘baseline’.)
I am worried that Mirii is rather in awe of my brother – I hope this is not a bad thing! His captaincy may
have forced him to ‘grown up’, as it were, but he still has the unsettling habit of allowing a bad idea to develop
into a full-blown ‘project’. I cannot help but worry that he will now have a willing assistant for whatever his
latest silly project might be. I hope on all our Universal Truths that they do not come back having both disgraced
themselves in public because of it. For an Aramus captain to be filmed in skimpy lingerie and feathers,
pole-dancing outside a busy restaurant at midday is bad enough, but I do not think I would be able to find a
large enough rock to hide beneath if he roped Mirii in as well.
…I have got to stop tormenting myself with imagined horrors like this. They are only shopping. Shopping!
What harm can possibly come of it? That she comes back with a wardrobe of inappropriate clothing she will
never wear? Hardly on a par with the sort of social disgrace Iios is so good at.
The more I think about it, the more I feel I ought to have gone with them – if only to maintain an air of
sensibility! – but I must get our paperwork in order. My old friends here have been more than accommodating,
even filling out most sections of the dozen forms I have here, and I do not want to be ungrateful and defer the
final sections until we have the bureaucrats breathing down our necks. The quicker I get the paperwork
completed, the quicker Mirii and I are ‘legal aliens’Ding-ding.
Behind his desk in the guest quarters he shared with Mirii, Doctor Sei paused his recording, and lifted his
head. That had been the doorchime. “Hello?”
“It’s only me, Sei,” a familiar voice replied, muffled through the bulkhead. “I haven’t had the chance to
say hi since you arrived!”
“Eri!” He stood up fast enough to knock his chair away; it scooted off across the floor on its casters. “Come
in, come in, please-!”
There was a soft noise of amusement from outside, and the door slid silently back to reveal the xenobotanist
he’d been longing to see ever since arriving here days ago. She’d not found time to tear herself away from her
duties, because the work didn’t stop for visitors, and she was labouring hard at helping plan the revitalising of
an old colony ravaged by flooding. She was still dressed in her grimy worksuit, so had clearly been looking
forwards to seeing him enough to come straight down from the transport.
He tried to keep them under control, but Sei’s emotions gave a big kick inside him at seeing her. Eri –
Eria’dane Dawnstep – had once been a pure-blooded biological Vulline, until the accident that almost killed
her. Saving her required putting her mind into a non-biological body – and that had been the one thing that
had put her relationship with Iios in greatest jeopardy, awaking to find a Kiravai face staring back at her. But
they crawled their way up through the murk, sorted things out, and were even now rebuilding her bit-by-bit
as she’d looked before her accident.
It had so far left her looked trapped somewhere between Kiravai and Vul – primarily Vullish, with neat,
rounded little feet in comparison to Sei’s broad, splayed toes, a long, thickly furred tail where Sei had a feathery
little stub, triangular ears that stuck out from the side of her head, and cloaked in a velvet fuzz of short hair,
where Sei’s skin was totally smooth. Her face was still more Kiravai than Vul, though, with a long, narrow
snout and large blue eyes.
No matter that she looked radically different to how she had looked when he last saw her, Sei recognised
her instantly. In spite of his efforts to the contrary, to maintain a polite aloofness, his face broke into a delirious
grin and he all but fell out of his chair in a rush towards her. “Eri.”
“Sei,” she greeted, with a smile, and allowed him to envelop her in an overexcited hug. It had been over a
year since they had last seen each other, and emotions still ran very hot. She knew that no matter how devoted
Sei was to Mirii, he still held a very large candle for her, as well. “How are you, love?”
“All the better for seeing you, my dear,” he replied, squeezing almost hard enough to still the temperature
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bellows in her chest. “Sweet Ii, you have no idea how much I have missed you.”
She laughed, and endured it. “You know, I’m beginning to get the idea.”
“Can you spare a few minutes from your schedule?” he wondered, leaning back so he could look her in
the eye. “We have a small lifetime of things to catch up on!”
She couldn’t help smiling at that. Dear Sei, always interested, no matter what the subject. “There’s not a
whole lot to tell,” she replied, honestly. “Xenobotany is interesting work, sure, but the subtle nuances of
different alien plants aren’t everyone’s cup of tea.”
“I could listen to you talk about your plants for ever,” he argued, honestly.
“Oh, I see, I’m just an old windbag?”
His eyes widened. “That-… I mean-… insulting you wasn’t my intention-!” he protested.
She gave him a friendly slap. “Stop taking me so seriously,” she scolded, playfully. “And more seriously,
I think I could very easily bore you to tears about plants, given the opportunity.”
She didn’t get the opportunity, though. “Doctor Sei?” an unfamiliar voice interrupted.
Sei looked down at the intercom. It sounded like Velia, Ardea’s little Zaari security officer. “Yes,
commander?”
“Just notifying you, as requested,” the fal replied, genially. “The captain’s shuttle is on its way back. He
gave us special dispensation to allow you to join us on the bridge, if you like.”
“Thank you, Velia. I will be with you shortly.” Sei glanced sidelong at Eri. “Will you join me?”
Eri squeezed his fingers. “No no, you go ahead. I’m far too filthy to want to show my face up there just
yet.”
First Officer Hauura ‘met’ Sei as he emerged from the lift and onto the Ardea’s little bridge – although she
didn’t so much greet him as block the way and glare suspiciously down on him for a moment or two, before
finally stepping aside and letting him past. Hauura was Xniki, a heavy-set, female-dominant trigenous kyos-raun
who massed easily twice as much as even the unendingly tall Iios. She was never a sweet-tempered individual
at the best of times, her conflicting genders leaving her with a very wonky biology, but right now she was
square in the middle of an androgen-flare that made her even more testy and hormonal than normal.
To cap it all, she was a lexical-gustatory synaesthesiac, which meant she got on especially badly with Vuls,
whose scratchy, barky voices put a sour taste in her mouth. She got on better with her current captain than she
had her previous commanding officer, an Aurean with naturally bad diction and a preference for his natural
tongue that all but set her screaming each time she shared a duty roster with him. She’d often growl at Iios and
had on occasion been known to actually wallop him when he was deliberately riling her, but for some reason
natural Ve-hei’ya “tasted” nice, and she not only tolerated his incomprehensible babbling in his native language
but actually invited it.
“Good morning, Hauura,” Sei greeted, speaking to her in her natural language, Xanu, and bowing deeply
to her.
She rumbled deeply and bowed her own head. “And a fair morning to you, Oilskin,” she replied, gruffly,
and gave him a suspicious look. “Silver Tongue has given his permission for you to remain on the bridge?”
Of course, names in Xanu usually came out descriptive; ‘Silver Tongue’ must be Iios.
Sei flicked an ear and jingled his earrings. “He has, and Velia invited me,” he confirmed, wishing he’d had
the foresight to ask Hauura’s traditional name. She’d probably settle quicker if he’d showed a willingness to
follow her people’s customs – right now he probably looked like an insufferably traditionalist Kiravai.
Following Hauura down the curve towards the visitor’s terminal, he noticed Velia was holding up a databoard
with a couple of gold words printed on it; Long Fluke. He grinned in spite of himself, and bowed his head. “I
appreciate the honour of being permitted here, Long Fluke.”
Her face softened almost immediately, and she inclined her head. “It is not a problem, provided you refrain
from getting in the way,” she instructed. “Your brother speaks highly of you, Oilskin.”
“Commander? We’re not getting a hail from the captain’s shuttle,” Ardea’s new Second Officer interrupted.
Pau’saifu was ginger-furred dar-Vul, and had already upset Hauura a dozen times in the few weeks since he’d
first been posted here. He stood behind at the comms rail, his ears swivelled backwards and a concerned grin
pulling his lips away from his teeth. “I can’t raise them on any channel.”
Hauura narrowed her eyes. “Not normal,” she agreed. “Are they in visual range?”
“I think-… yes.” Pau twiddled at his controls, and the small vessel appeared, centred on the screen against
the backdrop of stars. “Well, the ship looks okay. Could it just be interference?”
“From what?” Hauura gave him a glare. “Hold your barking, Rusted Back. We would pick up any
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interference as well, would we not? And I hear no interference.”
“The ship itself looks undamaged, though,” Velia pointed out. “Do you think he’s just ignoring us?”
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Pau agreed, muttering under his breath.
Hauura flared her frills at him. “You do not have to remain aboard, crewman-” she scolded, but didn’t get
the chance to say much.
There was a flicker of light from the screen, and even as everyone turned to look there was a second more
emphatic flicker and a bubble of bluish-white light bloomed silently and briefly in the centre of the image,
overloading the visual sensors.
The silence as they studied the blank white screen was a shocked, breaths-held sort of silence; it was as if
everyone was just waiting for the screen to reset and the ha-ha-look-at-you-all-sat-there-worrying face of the
captain, amused they’d fallen for his prank. But once the flare of light had died away and the visual sensors
reset, there was nothing left but large chunks of debris, spinning slowly away.
The diminutive security officer recovered quickest. “Quickly, get a traction bubble in place,” she instructed,
hoarsely. “We need every last piece of that yacht to analyse what went wrong.”
“I know what went wrong already,” Sei spoke up, softly, and every face turned to look up at him. “The
ship was sabotaged.”
“Speak, Oilskin,” Hauura demanded. “Explanation.”
“There was no core annihilation,” the dark Siinu pointed out, slumping to a sitting position at the side of
the bridge. “It looked to me like primitive explosives, packed on board and remotely detonated.”
“…but why would somebody do that?” Pau wondered, grimly.
“Does it really matter why?” he despaired. “All that matters is that someone has!”
Even before Sei reached her quarters, Eri sensed something had gone wrong. She’d been towelling her
long hair dry when the flicker of light caught her eye, but she’d not been quick enough to see what had caused
it. She’d resolved to ask Sei if he knew what it was, once he and Iios arrived at the captain’s quarters, but
ultimately Sei saved her the job of remembering.
“…eri?”
She looked up. Sei stood in her doorway, looking bandy-legged, shellshocked, and fear twisted violently
on her insides. Something has happened. Something bad has happened.
“What is it, Sei?” she asked, barely daring to voice the words.
“There has… been an accident,” he managed to get the words out, and promptly collapsed to a tangle of
dark limbs in the doorway.
Sei had never been the sort to just sit and grieve. Once the shock had worn off, he had thrown himself into
answer-finding – if only to distract himself from the darkness that threatened to consume him. He had to know
what had gone wrong, it couldn’t just be an accident, not when he was so utterly sure it must have been sabotage
– so there had to be clues among the wreckage. There had to be something, some tiny clue however small to
chase down that would at least give him a lead, a head start! A chemical trace, an inorganic signature that might
lead him to the manufacturer of the explosives, a piece of hardware not obliterated. Because right now? He
was totally, utterly stumped.
That Iios had made plenty of enemies was not in doubt. Not only was he Kiravai, he was… unconventional.
Didn’t mind upsetting people – enjoyed it, often. Loved to feel like he had power over individuals by leading
them astray… But this didn’t seem like the sort of thing one of his foes would do. They’d want to see him
humiliated, first – beaten, broken, shamed, small. Not just… just blown to smithereens. Right? Sei crushed
the idea down, afraid that his mind would formulate the appropriate species to nullify his hypothesis – as there
were those, like the Usurians, who’d forego the posturing and just stamp their enemies down. But he wasn’t
going to think of them. Not at all. He squeezed his eyes closed and banished the thoughts with effort.
The crew had tractored all the debris except the engine core into the largest cargo hold, and Sei had fallen
on it like a ravenous animal, without even waiting for it to finish clicking and smouldering and slowly cooling.
While the engineering team ran their distant scans of the core, he’d sifted and sorted, tidying the twisted heap
of blackened alloy into smaller heaps, and then smaller heaps. The most insignificant-looking shreds of material
got analysed a dozen times over, for organic materials, chemical traces, spectral changes, radiation damage…
Sei had been digging through the wreckage all day and most of the night, cross referencing his and the
engineers’ results against reference figures, when Eri finally summoned the courage to go down to visit him
– something she’d been holding off doing, just in case he’d found… something… something like a… a piece
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of one of them. A lack of a stomach didn’t stop nauseating feelings fluttering through her chest. She didn’t
know what she’d have done if he’d looked up at her and handed over a toe, or a feather, or an ear-…
Sei looked haggard, his clothing hanging raggedly off him, his skin covered in so much soot and grime
that his oily iridescence was completely invisible, and his usually-impeccable hair looked like a sad, curly
green mop on his scalp. But there was a gleam in his eyes, and that terrible despondency had finally begun to
lift from his shoulders.
“Sei?” She went over to where he sat in the centre of the pile, picking her delicate way across the haphazard
mass of twisted metal, and wasn’t unsurprised when he put his arms around her. He stank of soot, but she
didn’t have the energy to scold him; it seemed… irrelevant. “Are you okay?”
“They’re not here,” he murmured, into her shoulder, and she could feel him shaking with relief. “They’re
not here.”
“You mean-” She felt her emotions do a great somersaulting kick inside her.
“I mean they’re not dead, Eri. They were not in the vessel when it was destroyed.”
“You’re sure?” She wasn’t sure if she’d rather collapse or dance out of relief; instead, she clung to him,
and felt him tighten his own relieved grip around her. “You’re absolutely, one-hundred-percent, not-a-shadowof-a-doubt sure?”
“No traces of any of their components in the debris, and no trace of any of the chemicals used in their
construction. They were not on board,” he confirmed. “Someone wants us to think they are dead, but they are
not…!”
“But if they’re not here…” She drew back, and cast her gaze around the mess of twisted metal, grimly.
“Where are they?”
Sei looked… crestfallen. “I had not thought so far into the future,” he admitted.
“Come on. We best go talk to the command crew.” Eri extracted herself from Sei’s arms, and tugged
upwards on his hand. “If they weren’t aboard, then they’re either still on Waystation Six at Tas-umskel, or
someone’s abducted them. And if they’re on a ship we better start looking for them now!”
Sei just stared up at her, for a moment or two, dumbly. “But-… we do not even know that is what happened-”
“Just… come on,” she instructed, dragging him to his feet. “The quicker we confirm they didn’t die on
Auspice II, the quicker we can start looking for them!”
“Should I not neaten up…?” he protested, nonetheless letting her haul him up out of the debris.
“Afterwards. I think they’ll be able to tolerate an untidy Siinu for a few minutes while you put their minds
at ease.”
Sei shifted uneasily at the front of the briefing room. Making presentations to his peers was never normally
something that fazed him, but right now he was acutely aware of just how filthy he was…
“Your report, Oilskin?” Hauura invited, gruffly. Short on patience, as always…
Sei straightened himself up and rallied his nerve. “It is with relief I report that neither Iios nor Mirii were
aboard Auspice II when she was destroyed.”
The collective sigh of relief was like a whistle of air from a punctured tyre.
“You’re sure?” Pau chased, slumping back in his chair.
“You feel confident to say he was not in there, Oilskin?” Hauura added, gruffly. Her voice was her typical
ill-tempered grumble, but her fins were all flat and inoffensive.
“Absolutely confident, madam.”
“Howso?”
“To put it bluntly, I have extensively analysed the wreckage and there were no body parts to be found
among the debris,” Sei explained, grimly. “I also believe the ship was being remotely controlled, although I
cannot be absolutely certain of this because we did not think to record the appropriate traces in the minutes
before the explosion.”
“What is to say that there was simply no evidence to find?” Pau asked. “That their parts-… that is… um…
the, uh, components of… their bodies… uhm...” He scratched his head, painfully aware that his attempt not
to be offensive was ending up becoming even more so, the insides of his ears flushing scarlet. “…were not
just… vaporised?” he struggled on. “Or outside of the field of the collector bubble, and we just didn’t collect
them?”
Sei shook his head, politely ignoring the unintended insult. “Neither seems likely. Had the explosion been
of sufficient magnitude to completely vaporise every last trace, there would not have been such sizeable
‘chunks’ of debris of the ship itself. And they would not have been ejected from the blast at a greater speed
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than any other inanimate component, especially given it is unlikely they would have been at the centre of the
detonation.”
“What I still fail to understand is why,” Velia challenged. “What purpose does faking his death serve?
Unless there’s been an accident down on Tas-umskel, and someone bureaucrat somewhere is trying to cover
it up.”
“Aside from that it is obvious someone wants us to think he is dead, I can think of no logical reason for
it,” Sei agreed, bluntly. “Perhaps it is just Umskel’i bureaucracy, but it would have to be an impressive
‘accident’ to kill someone as resilient as my brother, and I am inclined to think it is more to avert an attempt
to follow, to rescue. Perhaps one of those individuals he has wronged in the past desire their vengeance.”
“Doctor? Please, don’t take this the wrong way, but…” Velia studied her fingers. “Is there any chance your
brother himself could have faked the accident?”
Sei visibly bristled, ears coming belligerently forwards. “How dare you suggest-”
“Please, sir,” the fal broke in before he could work himself too deeply into his temper. “You yourself surely
recognise it wouldn’t be the first time he has done something overly dramatic to achieve an end.”
Sei stared at her, disbelieving. “There is overdramatic and then there is this, Velia! Why in all the Holy
Principles would he have tried to fake his own demise?!”
“Please, doctor. If it helps to remain objective, consider them as though they were strangers.” Velia held
his angry gaze with her own steadfast one, unflinching. “Your wife is attractive, polite, obedient, easily
persuaded and completely in awe of the captain, right now. No matter what you may be here for in the first
place, he has been known to… how can I put it delicately… rove?”
Sei knew she was referring to Iios’ early tendencies to get distracted by any pretty face that presented itself,
regardless of marital status and even gender, and he had had one or two affairs early on in his and Eri’s
relationship. Each time, he would end up crawling back, and she’d ultimately forgive him and things would
even back out.
After all that I have forgiven him for in the past, I do not think I could forgive him if he ran away with
Mirii. Especially not in such a way. “No,” he asserted, softly. “No, he would not do that. She would not do
that. Especially not in such a manner!”
“True,” Hauura grumbled, nodding her ponderous head. “Silver Tongue would not mince his words. If he
wanted Little Gold, he would have said so.”
Sei only felt vaguely comforted by the Xniki’s words. He decided not to mention how Iios had jokingly
confided in him that he would have to watch his back, lest he got a knife in it so Iios could have both ladies
all to himself.
“Additionally, I do not believe the individuals who perpetuated this crime were particularly intelligent,”
Sei observed. “They would have been cleverer with their technique.”
“Please, sir. Explain your reasoning?” Pau coaxed, sitting forwards. Of course, chemistry was an interest
of his – not anything he’d ever developed outside of a personal interest, but he was fairly good at it nevertheless.
“I found that the walls of the ship’s hold were covered with a weak tricobalt residue,” Sei explained,
pointing to the display where a chemical spectrum had flashed up to accompany the image. “It seems that a
quantity of explosive had been placed inside to fool us into thinking the detonation came from an equipment
malfunction, and by the concentration of residues my instinct is to believe it was left by the gravity well, to
look like a magnetic bottle failure. There was insufficient to cause the core annihilation that should have resulted
from such a fault, however.”
“So. Our terrorists are resourceful enough to get hold of tricobalt explosives, but not smart enough to use
them? Sounds like our dear captain should be able to get away from them all on his own,” Velia commented,
dryly.
“I hope you are not suggesting we just ignore him, commander,” Sei warned, quietly.
Velia gave him a lopsided smile. “Of course not. I was just thinking how difficult it’s going to be for us
to find a start point… Come on, Saifa.” She caught Pau’s arm and pulled him out of his chair. “The quicker
we get looking for rogue arms dealers, the quicker we’ll be able to start to narrow down where the stuff might
have come from.”
“Please, do not forget to check vessels leaving the system!” Sei called after them, but for once didn’t get
up to follow them.
Hauura paused by his chair, and let her giant hand rest on his shoulder for a moment; her long fingers
stretched all the way down to the centre of his chest, and she drummed the fingertips gently against him. He
covered her dark hand with his own, gratefully.
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“Fates will bring him home, Oilskin,” she promised. “Be sure of that.”
When Eri finally went to look for him, Sei was still sitting at the main briefing room table, long after all
the rest of the crew had long gone, his shoulders slumping, his head hanging low on his sagging neck. He
looked emotionally exhausted.
“Come on, love,” she held out her hands to him, and took one dark hand into each of hers. “Bath time.
Now.”
“Bath…?” he echoed, blinking tiredly up at her. He felt stupid, as if his brain had run down so far it was
utilising basic processors only. “…?”
“Come on,” she gave him a gentle tug and coaxed him into motion. “We can get you freshened up. Get rid
of some of that dust you were so worried about earlier.”
“A minute in the sonic cleanser would be more efficient,” he argued, but there was no conviction in his
words and he didn’t hold back, following her with a slumping, shambling stride, like a tired seng puppy.
“Perhaps, but it’s not much fun, is it? Noisy, too.” She gave him an affectionate smile. “You deserve a
little TLC after all that hard work.”
Once safely back in his quarters, Sei sat forlornly in his bathroom doorway and listened as she ran hot
water. He was a mess, he mused, staring at his haggard reflection in the mirror opposite, although his
soot-coloured clothing didn’t help. He pulled the shirt up over his head and inspected the grey fabric more
closely, smoothing it absently between thumb and forefinger; ruined. Typical. Lucky it hadn’t been one of his
favourites, because hot chemicals had bonded permanently into the natural fibre.
“I should point out,” he mumbled, quietly, propping his arm on his knee and resting his chin on his elbow,
watching the mound of bubbles rise in the tub, “that whether the water is hot, tepid or cold makes no difference
to me.
“Oh, shush,” Eri groused, good-naturedly, swirling her hands through it. “You just can’t help some people.
C’mon, clothes off. Unless you want to bathe fully dressed.”
Woodenly, he did as instructed, dragging a trouser leg the half-dozen steps to the bath but unable to summon
the energy to shake the fabric from his ankle. Eri bit her lip and tried to ignore the lean expanse of black skin
on display, watched out of the corner of her eye as he stepped over the edge of the bath.
It looked like the hot chemicals from the scrap pile had put a permanent wave into his hair, because it
didn’t look inclined to spontaneously smooth out. She smiled, in spite of herself – attractively tousled. He
looked too exhausted to know what he was doing to her, though – sank into the water, and just sat motionless
for several long minutes while she busied herself gathering his scattered clothing into the laundry chute.
“Would you like me to help you?” she asked, at last.
It took him a moment to respond. “…what?”
“Would you like me to give you a hand?”
“I-…” he blinked, dumbly. “I can reach adequately.”
He might be able to reach, but he still hadn’t reached for the soap. Just sat there staring at it, as if it’d grow
legs and walk over all of its own accord.
“All right, all right. Dama Bossy is going to be taking charge,” Eri sighed, and plucked a comb off the
bathroom shelf. She ran the comb through his hair, briefly, and watched as a cloud of black soot particles
bloomed into the water. “You are absolutely filthy,” she groused, in an attempt to lighten the mood, squirting
shampoo into the loose, deep turquoise curls. “You could very nearly be a pale Siinu, you’re covered in enough
soot that no-one would know the difference.”
He gave the faintest huff of tired laughter, but didn’t speak as she energetically rubbed the soap into his
scalp. She wondered what thoughts were whirling through his mind – how many hundred thousand terrible
scenarios he’d gone through already. She herself was plagued by the same terrible shadow of not knowing,
but helping her brother was helping her distance herself from it, somewhat.
“We’ll find them,” she promised, gently, watching as the lather she was generating went grey with fine
soot particles. “He’ll get word to us somehow, and we’ll find them.”
Sei looked particularly pathetic with his hair all plastered wetly down over his scalp when he finally emerged
from the flat, grey bathwater, and Eri couldn’t help wrapping her arms around him, concernedly, under the
pretence of just giving him a towel. “I know it all feels so hopeless, right now, but we’ll sort things out, I
promise,” she murmured, into his ear.
He clung to her in return, letting his nose rest in her hair and sighing. Any other time, being so close to her
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would have made him giddy, but right now? It seemed… perfunctory. He wanted to say something, comfort
her in return, but the words had dried up. He could have laughed at how ludicrous it felt. Whole dictionaries
at his disposal, for over a dozen languages, and he couldn’t think of anything to say!
Eri had the opposite problem. She was still babbling meaninglessly as she led him out of the bathroom and
parked him on a stool while she busied herself tidying up, and had finally got down to talking about the weather
on the colony when she finally seemed to notice what she was doing. “I’m sorry, Sei. I know, I should shut
up,” she apologised, with a pained grin, looking like she was bordering on tears anyway. “I just can’t seem to
slow the torrent of words, now they’re coming out of my mouth.”
“I know you are only trying to distract yourself from darker emotions, Eri,” Sei replied, faintly. “Because
I am doing it also. I simply… I can find no words to fill the void. We will have to face the facts, at some point,
and I do not wish to,” he said, softly, looking like he was trying to retreat deeper still into his towel cocoon.
“We do not know where they are. We do not know why they have gone missing. We do not know who has
got them, if anyone has. We do not know how we will track them. We do not even know for sure,” his voice
creaked, at this point, “that they have not simply eloped together.”
The idea clearly pained him to vocalise. What if my brother has run away with my wife? “No, not Kye,”
she asserted, using the pet name only close family were ever permitted to use. “He can be an idiot but he’d
never hurt you, Sei, and you can be absolutely sure of it!” She gave him a hug, and felt his arms creep around
her – lightly, this time, as if scared to hold her. “There’s not been a day gone by since you went home that he’s
not pined for you.”
Whether it was true or Eri just trying to soothe his feelings, Sei felt a pang of shame. He himself had pined
for long, miserable hours over losing Eri, but his brother had been an afterthought next to that terrible fire of
longing.
“Someone has taken them,” she went on. “I don’t know who, or why. I just know it’s the only possible
explanation. Someone has taken them. And we will find them! We’ll find some sort of clue we can chase, or
Kye will get word to us, or something, and… I don’t know. I just know we’ll find them!”
“But we have so little information to go on. We know the ship was destroyed with tricobalt explosives,
and they are difficult to source, but that is all we know! We may never trace the source.” He shook his head,
agonising over the unknowns. “How am I going to find them, Eri?”
“You won’t be looking alone,” she promised, enclosing both his hands in her own. He looked so small, so
worried. So unnatural, for him. “I shouldn’t wonder if Ardea is pulled off support duty and seconded into the
Coracina fleet for a while, because this is serious. Even if he is not dead, it was made to look like an
assassination, and that’s not the sort of thing that people will ignore. The whole ship will probably be
contributing to the search, by this time tomorrow, you’ll have all the help you could possibly need!”
“But now? You need to get some rest,” she told him, sternly. “No arguing, no fuss, no nonsense. Just get
your head down and go dormant for a while. Get rid of some of those unresolved stresses. You’ll be feeling
all the brighter for it, tomorrow.”
“I do not think that will be happening very readily,” he argued, but allowed her to tuck him into bed. He
watched her retreat to the doorway, before finding the courage from somewhere to speak again. “…eri?”
She hovered in the doorway. “Yes?”
“…please. Do not go?”
Her fingers hovered over the lighting panel; the main lights were already dimmed to their lowest level. “I
don’t think that’s so wise, is it?” she argued, reluctantly, looking back into the room. He looked like little more
than a heap of blanket, right now.
There was a long hesitation before his reply. “…no, probably not,” he agreed, softly, and she could see the
faint greenish gleam off his eyes. “I just… forgive me. I should not have said anything.” There was a low fump
as he slumped back against his pillows, and the gleam vanished. “Good night, Eri.”
She sighed, and padded back into the room; the door closed, silently, and sliced off the square of brighter
light from the corridor. He only wanted company, she reasoned. It shouldn’t make her feel so… twisted up,
inside. “We’re retreading dangerous ground, here,” she observed, quietly, perching on the side of his bed and
stroking the loose, damp curls of hair wreathing his head. He still looked like a mop, but at least he was a clean
mop.
“I know.” He leaned his cheek against her palm. “Please forgive me for putting you into such an awkward
position, Eri. I should have held my tongue.”
She swung her feet up onto the bed. “No, Sei. Better to get the words said than to bottle it up inside. Besides,
you’ll never go off if you’re still fretting over things…”
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He clung to her like a limpet, of some sort; arms twined as tight around her as he could get them, legs
curled across her, resting his nose on the top of her chest. There was no fire in his manner, though. None of
the wilful passion she’d dreaded. That they could end up doing that after such a terrible thing was just…
inconceivable. And Sei was just… just scared. Just lost. He’d come so close to losing Mirii altogether so
recently, twice in one year must be hitting him pretty hard.
Eri lay awake for a long time after he’d finally gone dormant; he was such a sweet cob, gentle-natured and
honest as they came, so it was hard to reconcile the feelings they’d shared such a short time ago – or the way
he’d fled back to Imperial Space solely to keep himself from a fatal falling-out with his brother over her.
And… What if this was all a plan of Sei’s? Everyone was happy to imagine it might be Iios, staging an
accident in order to run away with Mirii, but what if it had been Sei, staging the accident to get Eri back? It
left her feeling… oddly uncomfortable. She trusted him, of course! Dear, sweet, inoffensive Sei, with not a
hostile thought in his head. But how better to hide oneself in plain view?
She sighed, softly, rearranged her arms around him, and tried to allow herself to slide off into the same
fuddled dreamland that Sei was lost in.
Some hours previously…
Mirii did enjoy shopping!
She and Iios had opted to go to Waystation Six orbiting the second moon, rather than go completely
planetside; Tas-umskel was a nice enough little world, certainly, but the population was very tactilely oriented,
and had the tendency to ‘speak’ through touch as well as speak verbally. Iios had decided that as Mirii was
inexperienced in just meeting alien life, let alone having the population mauling her, keeping her in a more
“Coalition Normal” environment, where folk politely ignored each other for most of the time, was safer.
Waystation Six was more of an orbiting hotel/shopping mall than anything – a great wheel-shaped structure
rotating gracefully several hundred miles up, the gentle spin generating a so-called “standardised weighting”.
The shops lined the interior curve of the outside wheel, the hotels the inner wheel, and Auspice II, Iios’ little
‘runabout’ – actually Auspice I’s lifeboat, but it was big enough to warrant a name for itself – was parked in
a small garage in the spacedock on one of the central pylons.
…The main precinct had been packed. Mirii had spent the first few minutes walking around clinging silently
to her brother-in-law’s hand, just gazing with wide, goggle-eyes at the hundreds of members of dozens of
different species that milled in great, thronging, brightly-coloured crowds around them. The two Kirasiinu
themselves barely generated so much as a single curious glance – Kiravai were uncommon, but Iios himself
was a familiar face, and the oddly-coloured Kirasiinu couldn’t easily be mistaken for their biological brethren,
so there was no uncertain shifting concern at having the warlike Kiravai on the doorstep.
And yes, Mirii liked shopping. It was such a strange thing to like, she decided – all they were doing was
exchanging electronic tokens for goods and services, but there was something about it made her go all silly
and excited. Maybe it was the having of new things. Again, such a silly thing to get excited over, but she liked
new things. And of course Iios was a constant inspiration, suggesting how about this? How about this one?
Ha, that matches your eyes, get it! Oh my, Sei will certainly overheat to see you in that! Tell you what, give
me an, ah-heh, ‘private showing’ *nudge nudge*, and I’ll buy it for you! How about a haircut? Manicure?
Pedicure? Full-body massage? (Oh, wait, that’s just me wants that.) Makeover! Hair things, feet things, tail
things, jewellery…
Iios was not such a bad sort, she decided. His views were untraditional, and his manner tended to be brash
and a little exaggerated, but he was logical and thoughtful and concerned for her wellbeing, and did remind
her of a noisy, silly version of his twin brother. He’d let his arm sneak around her waist as they’d walked,
pulling her closer to his side, which she had found somewhat perturbing, and he murmured silly nothings in
her ear as they passed various shops – you’d look good in that, or I’d like to see Sei’s reaction to you wearing
that! – but didn’t seem inclined to behave “inappropriately” towards her. She didn’t want to have to sock him
one in the mouth for being too friendly – at least, not in public!
They had been returning to Auspice II with no shopping but in a jovial (and slightly more careless) mood
when disaster struck. They had just passed through the frosted glass double doors leading down to the small
lower docking area, and vanished from general view, only to find a trio of ‘engineers’ had partially obstructed
the corridor. Iios advanced to ask if they might be permitted to pass, andWhat Mirii took to be a small male of an unfamiliar species emerged in a rush from the shadows, brandishing
a stunblade, and slammed it down hard on the unprotected back of Iios neck. The tall Siinu gave a funny,
distracted cry of mixed anger and alarm and was turning to face his assailant even as his limbs began to fail.
10

© 2013

Abigail Scott

Mirii had watched him begin to topple, and the trio of engineers leap onto him from behind, and found herself
briefly torn between attempting to stop their assailants and running for help when the decision was taken out
of her hands.
There was a flicker of motion from one side, right in the very periphery of her vision, and suddenly a bag
of some sort had been thrust down hard over her head, blocking out all vision and crushing painfully down on
her ears. She gave a muffled squeak of alarm, flailed blindly and ineffectually for a moment or two, unable to
make her hands connect with her unseen assailant, then tore at her headcover, as if assailed by biting insects.
Get it off get it off getiitOFF“…Mirii, get out of here-!” She heard Iios choke the words out in a halting, sticking Ve-hei’ya, before his
voice died in a warble of static.
Can’t SEE where I’m going, but I know where I am in relation to the walls, she recognised. I can find my
way easily back onto the main precinct, and call for help! She’d managed a grand total of three steps back the
way they’d come before she tripped squarely over an unseen foot, and collided awkwardly with the wall, and
in that moment of disorientation a hand had closed around her arm and tumbled her to the deck.
“…ai-!” She squeaked involuntarily in pain as something heavy landed square on her back – not hard
enough to damage, but certainly hard enough to be painful. Felt like one of her assailants. Mirii squirmed under
his weight, braced herself to throw him off“Remain still, and silent,” a sibilant voice instructed softly, right in her ear, “and your husband will be
unharmed. Fight us, and we will start removing bits of him until you learn to behave.”
Oh no oh no, they have Sei…! She went instantly limp under him. No no no, leave my Sei alone, oh please
do not hurt him.
“Good girl.” A hand had given her hood a derisory pat, and the weight shifted, rearranged itself at the small
of her back. Rough hands grabbed at her throat, her nose, set something uncomfortable between her teeth, and
a flash of alien commands had run like cold, wet fingers down her spine the second the hands found the margins
of the hood, and yanked it tight. There must be some sort of illegal inhibitor built into the back of the device,
she remembered thinking. Only after they’d pulled her arms behind her, fingers pointing to the opposing elbow,
and slid a short, stiff bracer over her forearms, trapping them together at the small of her back, had they allowed
her back upright.
Once satisfied she wasn’t going to be escaping, they’d marched her away, following the huffing noises of
individuals carrying something heavy, snickering as she tripped on objects she could not see. They followed
the same general route that she and Iios had originally intended taking, so were obviously going towards a
ship, but they passed Auspice II’s garage and carried on towards the docking ring for larger vessels. They
ultimately stopped at the docking point of a little reconditioned Usurian-design supply ship she’d seen as she
and Iios had arrived.
Where they left her, she wasn’t sure – the hood completely blocked out any vision, and she didn’t feel
secure enough to go wandering, just yet. All she knew was that she sat on a bristly old carpet, propped up in
the corner of whatever room she was in. Right now, she’d been alone and ignored for some hours. There was
the low rumbling sound of engines in the distance, and every now and then she’d hear bootsteps and a twitter
of voices, but they never released her, never spoke to her, never even went closer. The strap under her chin
holding her jaws closed would not have hindered her voice – she could ‘speak’ just as effectively with her
mouth closed as she could with it open, albeit a little muffledly – but she remained quiet anyway. She wasn’t
sure she wanted to talk to her captors, except to ask them where she was…
Mirii had hoped that the longer she sat on her own, the calmer she’d feel, but it didn’t seem to be working
as she’d hoped. To start with, not knowing what was going on just made her more edgy. Anyone could be
sneaking up on her! They could be preparing to do all manner of unpleasant things to her, and she’d have no
inkling of it until they did it…! She had to find somewhere safer to hide, or at least somewhere safer to guard
her back…
She engaged in a very slow, careful orbit of the room, working out the overall dimensions, using her feet
and her nose to assess for obstacles and objects. It was a slow process, occasionally painful when she kicked
at unseen objects on the floor, but eventually she had a mental map of the area. The room was fairly small,
only five strides in any direction, floored with slightly scratchy old carpet, and with what felt like a narrow
bed just off-centre and a soft chair in the corner facing the door, and nothing else. She couldn’t tell if there
were any windows – all the walls were equally cold, and smooth, so if there were any portholes, they were
flush with the wall itself – she wouldn’t even have known where the door was, had she not been rudely thrown
11

Good as Gold
in through it.
She tucked herself down into the corner alongside the bed, feeling only very vaguely comforted by having
solid walls behind and beside her. They may be watching my every move, but at least no-one can creep up on
me, she told herself. All I have to do is keep myself away from harm, until my friends can rescue me.
I hope my poor Sei is all right, she added, glumly, tucking her knees up to her chest and resting her nose
down on them.
Kolek was feeling particularly tired and grumpy, today. He’d done a fantastic and beautifully efficient job
at snagging both those two damned mechanical budgies, and what thanks did he get from the Boss? Nothing.
Just the insinuation he’d done a sloppy, lazy job, and the scold that it was a damn good job no-one had seen!
Pah.
The sullen Nyen was busy getting his well-earned supper from the ship’s galley when the Boss finally
elected to turn up. Even then, he was late – Kolek had heard the shuttle dock with the larger ship a good half
hour or so ago, and it didn’t take that long to get through the pressure locks. Ergo, if the Boss wanted to keep
him waiting, he’d keep the Boss waiting. No big deal. Besides, he could always feign stupid innocence if the
bossy Eumin called him out on it, it was what harts were good at. Right?
“I wish, one of these days, you would do something worth my congratulating,” the Boss drawled, dryly,
from somewhere behind. “Why does it take you so long to perform such a simple task? Almost three days,
you were there! To capture one man!”
“Yeah, well. It would have helped if we’d not been short on equipment. We had to divide it among us,”
Kolek explained, absently, chasing rye-bread around the soup bowl with the back of his spoon, and shrugged.
“You want the work done quicker, give us enough crap to do it with.”
“Remind me exactly why you were short of equipment,” the Boss said, testingly.
Kolek looked up, at last, and spread his hands. “Well, you didn’t tell us there was two of ‘em. We had
to ‘divide and conquer’, I guess.”
“…two?”
The Nyen didn’t appear to notice his Boss’ confusion. “Yeah, you know. One big one, and one littler one.
I’m guessing the little one is a girl? Anyway, whatever. There was definitely two of ‘em, together.”
“You’re sure you didn’t just attack a Kiravai pair?” the Boss warned, actually sounding somewhat nervous.
“C’mon, Boss. They’re silly colours. No budgie I know is stupid colours except mechanical ones.”
The Boss visibly relaxed, settling into the chair opposite his operative. “The other one must have been his
partner,” he mused, folding one pair of arms across the table and lacing the fingers of the other pair under his
chin. “Quite a lucky find. I may yet have a use for her. Is the male secure? That one in particular I do not want
escaping.”
Kolek wiped his bowl clean, and nodded. “Yeah. We got him all tidily tucked away down in the tertiary
hold, figured we’d wait until you got here to wake him up and let him out.”
“No no, leave it in the tank until we get to our destination. I want it as amenable as possible.”
“…boss? Y’know, I’m not sure sensory deprivation will work on a machine…”
“Hn. To be blunt, I agree with you. But. I would prefer that we try and it does not affect it, rather than vice
versa. Come on, Stinger, you call yourself a scientist, and you are afraid to experiment?”
Kolek shrugged, again. He was in fact a scientist, and quite a good one, in spite of his thuggish build and
scruffy looks, but no amount of scientific excellence would change his species, and no-one seemed to want to
hire a Nyen. Since wallpapering his old home with rejection letters, he’d discovered that this line of work paid
a whole lot better than being a scientist no-one wanted to hire. “I prefer not to waste time on things that ain’t
gonna work,” he argued. “We caught him and got him locked away for you. Didn’t feel inclined to add torture
to my list of charges, you know?”
“Hm, well, that’s as maybe. What of the female?”
“She’s tucked away nice and cosy, yeah. We’ve left her in the empty staff quarters by the hold, for now,
still wearing the equipment to keep her quiet.” Kolek swigged back his cheem. “Mind you, I don’t think she’s
gonna be inclined to try any sort of escape.”
“Although I pay you to get me answers, not to have opinions-”
“Sorry, boss-”
“Will you at least be polite and let me finish a sentence? Although I do not pay you to have opinions, I
should be interested to know why you believe this to be the case.”
“Well, y’know-… for such a big bird, she seems to be afraid of us.”
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“And pray tell, exactly what did you do to her during her capture?!”
“That’s just it, sir. We did-… well, almost nothing, I figure? We just grabbed her up! We ain’t harmed her,
if that’s what you’re wondering-…”
“All right. Take me to see them. I want to check on your handiwork.”
For several long heartbeats, the Boss stared up at the insensate creature. It had been carefully tucked away
in the hold, wrapped in protective layers so it didn’t damage itself trying to escape, and looked in perfect
condition. There was just one tiny problem.
Kolek shifted uncomfortably – his employer didn’t look too happy. “Er… everything oka-”
“This is the wrong one,” the Boss interrupted, grimly.
“…boss?” Kolek blinked. He had followed his Boss’ instructions to the letter, how could it be ‘the wrong
one’? “I don’t get it.”
“This is the wrong one!” The Boss turned to glare darkly at his underling, who shied away from the scowl.
“I give you just one thing to do, and you do it wrong!”
“Hey, hey, don’t yell at me!” Kolek defended himself, backing off. “I just did what you told me, they were-”
“Did the fact it is green not suggest to you that perhaps it was not the one I wanted?!”
Kolek opened his mouth to protest, and no words came out for a full few seconds. “…you didn’t specify
a freaking colour, boss! You just said, and I can pretty much quote, go fetch the Synth!”
“It is supposed to be the black one, you little moron!” the Boss interrupted, waving his arms. “The one I
have personal history with! This one is… is just… argh! This is not the right one!” He growled inarticulately,
rubbed his face and the back of his neck, and tried to get his fists to unclench. “All right. All right, perhaps I
can work this in my favour, if I think hard about it. This one might be utilisable as bait.”
Kolek stifled a sigh of relief; if the Boss was peeved enough, he might not have paid him.
“I know it is unwise for me to ask, because I will only be disappointed, but what of the other job I gave
you? Did you succeed at that?” the Boss prompted.
“…other job, sir?”
“Of destroying the vessel, remember? Heavens, do I have to spell everything out to you? You were to have
left sufficient explosives on board the vessel to comprehensively disintegrate it, so any friends the machine
had would be assured any occupants were dead.”
“Well, it was a partial success,” Kolek scratched his head, awkwardly, and sleeked his feelers down. “My
guys were kinda sparing on the explosives. I think they wanted to use a bit on another job, you know? Look,
what I mean is, there would have been no question over whether or not they were dead, but the detonation
itself was, uh… incomplete.”
“Define exactly what you mean by ‘incomplete’,” the Boss growled, and his hooded brows gave him the
look of an angry bull just needing a little more provocation to charge. “If you mean it was still recognisable
as a ship, I will not only have you removed from my employment but also removed from the living.”
“No, no! No, it was definitely reduced to debris!” Kolek stuttered, staggering backwards to the door, just
in case he had to make a run for it. “A real shame, because it was a nice little ship! It just-… it wasn’t completely
vaporised. The core didn’t go off.”
Thankfully, the Boss looked mollified. “Well, at least we may be able to salvage something from this
situation,” he allowed, ungraciously. “With any luck, the explosion will have caught His attention, piqued His
curiosity.”
“Begging your pardon… who?”
“Never you mind. With any luck, I can kill all three wretched mechanical birds with one stone.”
It was dark, when Iios finally shook off the electrical destability and began to stir. Or rather, it was dark
around him; he himself was caught in a little pool of light, just wide enough to illuminate his torso and head,
and his sleek, outstretched arms to the elbows. Hm, that was odd. Outstretched? He frowned, and tugged on
his wrist, but nothing happened. Something soft and conforming pressed down around his fingers; he glared
and tugged harder, but still no joy. Trapped. Pinioned. What in Kxa’s name-... Someone had-… abducted him?
From a public shopping precinct? Sweet Ii, that just wasn’t fair! On duty would have been forgivable, but to
jump him on his day off?!
“Please,” a sweet, unfamiliar male voice spoke up, from somewhere outside the pool of light. “Don’t exert
yourself. You cannot get free, and I should not like you to damage yourself trying.”
Iios pursed his thin lips, grimly. He couldn’t see anything – not even after augmenting his eyesight to see
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into the infra-red. Which only meant there was some sort of baffle in place, blocking all electromagnetic
radiation. So someone didn’t want to be seen… “Who are you?” he demanded. How dare some little biological
nitwit do this to him! “Show yourself!”
“You do not need to see me just yet.”
“I think it should be my decision as to whether I want to see the face of my abductor, don’t you?” Iios tested
his feet, surreptitiously – it wouldn’t be the first time his hands had been confined and his captor foolishly
forgot to do the same with his feet. His long toes and backward-pointing “foot thumb” hallux gave his feet a
comparable dexterity to his hands, and he could be just as lethal with them. No such luck – the same squashy,
conforming material kept his ankles pinned back against the wall, his hallux squashed into an uncomfortable,
folded position.
“Perhaps,” the voice agreed. “Rest assured, you will see my face soon enough. Whether you remain alive
– or at least, thinking sapient thoughts – for long afterwards is another matter entirely.”
Iios narrowed his eyes. “My personal experience dictates that those who make the most threats are some
of the least likely to carry them out,” he asserted. “If you can cow someone into line verbally, it saves the
personal risk in actually attacking someone larger, stronger, and smarter. Am I right?”
There was a definite hesitation before the voice answered, and Iios was sure he could hear the way the
speaker’s lips must be twitching, angrily. “Perhaps,” the voice said, at long last. “Or maybe – just maybe –
they want you to hang there and stew for a little longer. Alone. Afraid. Scared of what exactly might happen
to you once you are finally released. Of course, you are quite right that nothing may happen, but now I have
given you that little doubt, correct? And little doubts can grow up into bigger doubts, and it would be so
gratifying to see you crawling in fear by the time we reach our destination.” A laugh. “Fear not, my mighty
Kiravai-”
“Kirasiinu.”
“Semantics are irrelevant. I was about to say, we have no plans to break you just yet. We have… a
proposition for you. A scientific experiment we would like your participation in!”
“I would say I regret that you will not have my permission,” Iios deadpanned, drolly. “Except that I do not
regret it.”
Another of those maddening chuckles. “Your permission is neither desired nor needed. You will be
participating whether you like it or not, as the saying goes.”
“I promise you, this will not stand!” Iios snapped, finally letting his irritation show. “Regardless of the fact
I am an Aramus captain! Abducting people is just not done in polite society, and you will be hunted down by
the law.”
“Oh, indeed, I am quite sure your colleagues in the Aramus fleet will be looking for you,” the voice agreed.
“Unfortunately, they will not find you. At least, not until I am good and ready for it. To start with, they already
believe you to be dead, after the quantity of explosives we placed aboard your yacht-”
“You blew up my ship?!”
“-and in the event that they work out the deception,” the voice went on, maddeningly calmly, “you can be
sure that they will not find you so easily, given that we have already moved you off-station and between vessels
twice.”
“The law will find you,” Iios repeated, more softly. “That is something you should be sure of. I will see to
it that you are charged with a list of offences as long as your arm.”
“Oh, come come. The most my associates and I could be charged with,” the voice smirked, “is handling
stolen property.”
Iios bristled, visibly, perking his ears forwards. “How dare you insinuate-”
“I do not insinuate, captain. I simply… state the facts, as it were. And the fact is, they have had to give you
and your kind a whole category of organism all of your own, because they couldn’t decide whether you were
or were not a living being. Correct?”
“If you know as much as you think you do,” Iios hissed, “you will know that the Council of Rights have
given their absolute decree over how ‘my kind’ are to be treated by Coalition Member Worlds.”
“The Council of Rights is far too busy with ensuring they are seen to be politically correct to be worrying
over such trivial things as scientific logic,” the voice disagreed, scornfully. “They would happily reassign
‘black’ and ‘white’ as shades of grey if it meant they did not have to worry about offending one or the other.
And regardless of how you are treated by Coalition worlds – or even your own biological kindred, over the
border – I intend to prove for once and for all that you are nothing more than the sum of your parts. Just a
computer. Just a sophisticated adding machine, all dials and clockwork, and all ripe to be reprogrammed into
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something… useful.”
“You can not reprogram synthoids.” Iios felt cold fingers go up his spine, anyway. What if this strange
voice had found a way to do just that? “Our brains are too technologically advanced for your crude methods.”
“Ahh, see, my dear dear Siinu, that is where you are extrapolating from unknowns. You do not know me,
You do not know my kind. So who are you to assume that my methods are crude?”
“You are not Kiravai. That is all I need to know.”
“Your species’ arrogance, and your comfortable belief in your own superiority, will be your downfall, sir.
That I may not be Kiravai? Perhaps. That I may possess the technology to strip every obnoxious thought from
your processors and replace them with something obedient, and docile, and useful?” There was the soft sound
of footsteps across the floor, and another chuckle. “I shall permit you the space to think it over. Sweet dreams,
friend.”
There was a hiss as a door opened, but the baffle prevented even the slightest suggestion of a silhouette
from reaching Iios’ straining eyes. Then the door closed, and the light went off.
Iios stared out into nothing for a very, very long time. What was most galling was that the damnable voice
was actually right. It – he? – had seeded doubts into his imagination, and now he had nothing to distract himself
from them. The only solution was to let himself dip back into dormancy, actually offline his processors
altogether – but that wouldn’t help him puzzle a way out of here.
A tug at his ankles reminded him that he wasn’t going to be going anywhere anyway, however. Not…
swaddled in soft materials, like some sort of delicate infant. He bared his teeth and squirmed, wishing he could
just break something, but the materials just yielded to the force. He felt like some sort of giant larva, trapped
inside a chrysalis that just wouldn’t break.
And-… oh, damn, damn! Where was Mirii? Had she escaped? The last he’d seen was of her staggering
blindly back towards the precinct, a leather contraption over her head, crushing her ears, blinding her, like
dome sort of vicious, slightly sexualised piece of falconry equipment. Had she made it away?
“Mirii?” he asked the darkness, anxiously. “Mirii, are you there?”
There was no response – it should have felt reassuring, but he could only wish he could think it was because
she had escaped…
As Kolek had said, the second – quite unexpected! – windfall had been tucked safely away in the empty
servants’ quarters. The Boss had ambled his leisurely way down there to inspect it – well, it wasn’t exactly
going to be going anywhere – and considered what significance it might have in the grand scheme of things.
Kolek had suggested it might be female, to start with, which suggested it was – hypothetically – related to the
other(s). Which meant… what? Daughter? Unlikely. Sister? Possibly, they seemed to all call each other as
some form of sibling… and yet that too seemed incorrect.
Finally, he came up with… wife. As distasteful as it seemed – bordered rather strong on something
unpleasantly incestual, in such a small, close family – it did nonetheless seem to tally with what he knew of
them. What he knew of Sei. The stupid flop-haired monstrosity had pined long hours (which he could have
spent doing something useful) for his silly ‘wife’, back when they’d been stuck in Bubble City, and the Boss
felt the urge to get back at the silly tart almost as much as he wanted to get his own back on the Eumin council,
and the stupid black scarecrow. If not for her, Sei would probably have been quite happy and comfortable
living in the bubble, like any other normal, law-abiding citizen, nowhere near as determined to get out at all
costs.
Of course, there had been every chance that the damned creature had been eaten anyway. That old idiot
Councillor Bor had been determined to get Sei to think that, the entire time he was staying with them – don’t
struggle to get away, don’t exert yourself, don’t risk our lives on your silly experiments! Your wife is in all
likelihood dead, chewed up and swallowed down by the nasty little cannibals living at the surface, and no
matter that she is indigestible! It will only be after she is dead that they discover their mistake! Obviously the
little stick of gold paint had managed to survive – perhaps she’d found something more valuable to them than
her plasticky meat! Perhaps a quick flash of her curves had been enough – perhaps they’d wanted something
more from her. He almost laughed at the idea, and the horrified look he imagined on Sei’s face. And ohh, what
if he’d found her in the act? Servicing the potency of the tribal elders, each and every worthless hole on her
body filled by their thick, hard black tools- He laughed aloud at the idea. Maybe he could think of something
comparable to present to her idiot husband when they finally made contact and snatched him away, to complete
the set. He would pay a king’s ransom just to see the way the aghast lips would part and the helpless
whimperings that would simmer up out of the broken voicebox.
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Soo… he’d have to think up something suitably imaginative, demeaning and debasing, for her as well. It
was quite a strange sensation, having a significant portion of – if not all of – the machine’s family here. All
here, and all at his mercy. Whatever he elected to do, they would have no way to counter it. He smirked to
himself, satisfied. Now all he had to do was to capture the final element in his collection, and…
Time for thinking would come later. He wanted to get a good look at what he’d been presented with, first
of all, now he was here. He ran his tongue over his lips, thoughtfully; first imagined the long straight nose as
blunter, softer, with thick, full lips and long eyelashes. She’d have to be pert, as well – an ample chest, rounded
hips, a firm little bottom.
He thumbed the panel to bring the lighting up a little, and inspected the surveillance screen alongside the
door. At first, he couldn’t see it – her? Whatever – and guessed she must be hiding. Not that there were many
places to hide, of course; running his thumb idly over the touch-panel, the camera angle slowly changed, and
yeah, there she was. Tucked neatly away down the side of the narrow bed, a huddled little figure, curled up.
Hmm. He pursed his lips, critically. Not what he’d been expecting – of course, the hood obscured the face,
and the curled way she sat disguised her outline, but she did not look anything like ‘pert’!
The Boss released the door, and stepped over the threshold. There was a little startled noise and the sound
of movement, and he could see her trying to scoot deeper into her corner. He stood at the end of the bed, and
studied her, critically; her long, narrow face was wet, but he didn’t feel even a prickle of concern at the idea
she had been crying. Just a machine, he considered, critically. A poorly programmed, disobedient, stupid
machine, loaded up with redundant technology.
First of all, was it actually even female? It was slightly smaller than the other machine-bird he had known,
with a smaller, finer nose and sleeker lines, but he could see no typically female traits to it – its chest was
completely flat, not the slightest whisper of even the tiniest breasts anywhere to be seen, and its hips were slim
and graceful but might as well have been drawn with a ruler. He guessed that it must be a species fault – there
were plenty of others with flat-chested females, after all. He’d just… hoped… that it’d have been a little more
alluring in looks. After all, for a creature that can be planned out to the very last inch? Can be given all the
attributes a man might desire, and none of the flaws? It seemed pointless to make it so… bland. So dull.
Although… there were plenty of mechanics-… no, surgeons, they called themselves… across the Coalition.
Even that idiot black thing had delusions of grandeur and called himself “doctor”. He could always augment
the little wisp of gold, a little bit... Shouldn’t take a lot of work, right, just to add a couple (or more) of soft
mounds to the chest, fill out the hips a little, elevate the buttocks?
My captive phoenix, he mused, nudging her snout with one curious finger. She responded sluggishly –
slowly let her head turn back to the central position it had started out in. He grasped the slim nose more firmly
in one hand, and turned it first this way, then that, as if examining a prime cut of meat. She didn’t whimper,
didn’t complain, didn’t even attempt to resist. Good, well trained. Perhaps I can play this to my advantage.
He felt his lips draw back in an involuntary smirk. Wouldn’t take long to cow the beast into obedience.
Mirii had begun to lose track of how long she’d been sitting there when the man arrived. Or rather, to be
more correct, it had begun to feel like she had been sitting there forever – abandoned, alone, in the dark and
silentWhatever must be happening to my poor Sei? Is this my fault? Have we been taken because of me? The
thoughts were… unpleasant. Left her shaky, uneasy. The day would come that Sei ran out of patience with
her!
The footsteps had approached across the carpet, and remained still for a moment or so. Then calloused
fingers had grasped her nose, and turned her head from side to side, as if examining her. Checking for damage?
Her capture had been rather rough, but not to such a degree it would have broken her. She resisted the desire
to shy back, just in case they grew angry“I am going to remove your headgear, now,” a voice told her, unanticipatedly gently, using an inelegant
form of Commonspeech. “Are you calm? And will you remain calm?”
She nodded, a single almost imperceptible movement of her head, and from her lips managed to force a
thin murmur that sounded like “yes.” If they release me, permit me to see where I am and what they plan to
do, I will do whatever they instruct!
“Good girl,” the voice soothed, sounding pleased. “Sit still for a moment, then…”
She felt the hands move to the nape of her neck, felt the lacings gently released, and there was a dying
tingle as the inhibitor turned off, then there was a tugging sensation, and the heavy, leathery contraption was
lifted carefully free. It felt so good to just feel air on her face again! She waited for the hands to move down
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to the bracer pinioning her arms, but for now they left it in place.
“There,” the voice said, growing slightly more distant as the stranger straightened up. “Are you well? Are
you functioning?”
After a further moment or two feeling trapped in limbo, hardly daring to open her eyes for fear of what she
might see – some terrible, ugly, brutish creature, covered in scars, wearing feathers and teeth stolen from fallen
Kiravai… No, if they were so terrible, they would have attempted harm to her already, not spoken to her in
soft tones and touched only gently. She overcame her nerves, opened her eyes a tiny chink, and gave her
assailant/liberator a very brief visual scrutiny.
The stranger was smaller than her, but not significantly – she estimated the crown of his head would come
to her shoulder – and more ‘compact’ than her elongated lines, with a smaller trunk and stouter limbs, so they
probably would have weighed similar, had she not had the added mass that came with a synthetic body.
Unusually, he had four upper-limbs, the upper pair very slightly larger than the lower – like Councillor Brennan
and his wife, Mirii noted. She wondered if they were the same species. Eumin, wasn’t it?
“What do you want?” she asked, shrinking back against the wall. She wasn’t sure what it was about him
that made her so fearful – he wasn’t being overbearing, his voice was even and calming, his face was carefully
bland. Everything looked calculated to be as non-threatening as possible. Was it solely the drama of her
abduction? Was she seeing him on a par with the ones who had performed the actual capture? Because she
didn’t recognise his voice from among the group of beings that had assaulted her.
“Please leave me alone,” she said, softly, when he failed to answer her question.
“You wish to stay in here all day?” he wondered, at last.
“Yes,” she confirmed, scooting herself back another fraction of an inch. “If it means I am safe and left in
peace, yes.”
“You are afraid of me,” he observed, flatly, and sounded… disappointed? That seemed most strange, how
could it be such a surprise to him? Mirii was quite satisfied that this was not just another of her cases of
“mistaken intentions” – she’d got better at interpreting body language, since coming back from the small colony
world she had spent such a disastrous time on with Sei, and didn’t think there was any way she could be
misinterpreting such a violent assault on her person.
“Forgive me,” he went on to apologise, softly. “I had not intended for you to be scared quite so badly.”
“You attack me and are surprised I am scared?” she challenged, bravely, still trying to retreat further back
into the wall. He was a very strange individual, what if this was a trick? “You place your painful restraints
upon my person, and are shocked that I might not have enjoyed it?”
“Ah, well… perhaps that was mistake. We used the head-cover in an attempt to keep you calm,” he said,
looking like he was making a terrible admission. “We had heard it was effective for Kiravai prisoners-of-war,
and extrapolated. We did not mean to harm you. And you are very strong, madam! We feared that you may
lash out, if alarmed. But I can unbind your arms, now, if that is your desire?”
Mirii nodded, just once; she twisted slightly to allow him closer, and tried not to tense up too completely
as he leaned closer. She allowed him to loosen the binder, and slide her hands free of it. She felt a flash of
horrible, black thoughts, and for a moment felt compelled to leap at him, incapacitate him, run to find her
family, to help rescue them… She swallowed the thought. How could she even be thinking in such a way? To
contemplate hurting someone? And that was aside from the fact that she had no idea where she was. Where
exactly would she go? And they would only take further steps to restrain her, and may be even more
comprehensive about it, leave her even more helpless, next time.
She wasn’t going to allow her guard to slip, she decided, but at the same time didn’t react violently. And
watching him cast the binder over into the corner by the door, she allowed herself to contemplate the unsavoury
– what if he was being truthful? What if they had been genuinely concerned for her welfare? After all, she had
been scared, true, but she had been calm. Perhaps it had been a logical thing to do, under the circumstances.
Had she known where she was, she may have made greater efforts to escape – had she known where the door
was, for instance, she may have been a lot more energetic in her efforts to get out. She may have damaged
herself – or, heaven forbid, other people – in her effort to break her way free. And perhaps for no reason!
No, she told herself. Normal people do not attack other normal people for no reason. There is always a
point to it. It is either that one is angry at another, or one feels slighted, or has had a crime perpetuated against
them, or one is simply… sick. Oh I hope he is not sick! My powers of reason are far from sufficient to keep
me safe from sociopaths…! Perhaps if I attempt to placate him?
“Thank you,” she murmured, softly.
“For what?” he quirked his head to one side and smiled, faintly.
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“Being considerate enough to look out for my well-being, even if you have abducted me.” Mirii shifted,
uneasily. “I should like to think you are not intending to harm me, either, now we have had the opportunity to
speak.”
“Whatever makes you think I would harm you?”
“You kidnapped my brother and I. You would not have done so if it were a goal you could achieve by
simply asking me to accompany you. Therefore, I am forced to conclude that you do not have pleasant intentions
in mind. And-…” she shrank away. “I do not wish you to attempt coitus with me. I would only be forced to
harm you to stop you.”
He perked his head, puzzledly. She was scared he was going to try and rape her? Why would she think
that? “Why ever would I attack you in such a manner?”
“Because it is what animals do,” she whispered. “Even higher animals like yourself. It is what all Kirasau
do. You desire sexual contact above all other things, and if you can not obtain it with a partner you have wooed
and legally bonded with, you will attempt to do so by force.” She looked like she was on the point of crying
again. “Please- …do not!”
“I have no desire at all to harm you in any way, physically or sexually,” he promised. Psychologically,
perhaps, but we shall not mention that just yet… “That was not why we brought you here. We left you in this
room so you might be allowed to calm yourself. Now you are calm, we felt you may be more amenable to
talking.” He offered a reassuring smile, and she seemed to relax a little.
“So… please. Why have you brought me here?” Her gaze had finally stopped meandering around the room,
and settled instead on him. “If you mean me no harm, what was the purpose to abducting me? What did you
think you could achieve in this matter that you could not achieve by simply asking me to accompany you?”
“Would you have accompanied me, had I asked?” he challenged, gently.
She hesitated. “So long as you did not appear threatening? Probably,” she confirmed, warily.
“And had your… brother? Had he said that you should not go, whose advice would you have taken?”
“Why would he have asked that I not go with you?”
Hm. Still suspicious. It was taking more and more effort to keep his genial smile fixed in place. “You do
not know me,” he explained. “But I know you, madam, and I know that your guardian-… ah, excuse me, your
brother… would not have allowed you to depart with a stranger. Such an act would go counter to his
programming, and may have disrupted the experiment.”
Her gaze actually flickered, uneasily. “I do not understand what you mean,” she explained, flatly. “What
experiment?”
“Ah! Forgive me, I have said too much,” he apologised, backing down, although the thrill of excitement
that ran icy fingers up his back was quite delicious. “We intended to break the news to you when we were in
a more comfortable environment, and alas, this is about as comfortable as this vessel gets. Please, forgive me,
madam.” He bowed so steeply his nose almost brushed against the floor. “I had not intended that your rescue
be so traumatic.”
“Rescue? That was no rescue, you kidnapped me-!” Her tone of voice was almost pleading, however.
Frightened.
“I beg to differ.” He folded her hand into his own, and was intensely reassured when she didn’t immediately
jerk her fingers away. “We removed you from an environment that was destructive to your wellbeing. All I
regret is that we could not achieve the same ends in a more gentle manner.”
He straightened, at last, and backed away.
“I will leave you in peace, for a little while,” he promised, softly. “We will be arriving at a small world
called Hah’zeept within a day or two, and I will explain everything to you when we arrive.”
When distressed, the obs lounge had always been Sei’s favourite hideaway, during his first protracted visit
to Coalition territory – it was usually dark, the lighting typically ultra dim or off altogether so it didn’t drown
out the view of the stars, and quiet, because unless there was something particularly unusual outside worth
looking at, no-one really visited. You could see the stars well enough out of any cabin window, to start with,
and this was after all a scientific vessel, the crew had seen so many nebulae and comets and stellar phenomena
that even those brilliant colours and shapes had grown boring. Ergo… the lounge was a good, peaceful, private
place to lose oneself in one’s emotions, Sei had always considered. The shadows let him blend into the
background with very little fuss, and his black skin and dark clothing made him very easy to miss, in the gloom.
Which was exactly how he liked it. He had never liked to display his emotions so publicly as the Ondran
18

© 2013

Abigail Scott

counsellors always insisted was ‘good for him’, and would usually find somewhere to tuck himself away,
somewhere that his own feelings would not burden anyone else. Self-destructive? Perhaps. But then, maybe
that was all he was destined for anyway?
The strategy didn’t always work, though. People – naming no names, of course – had the tendency to worry
needlessly about him, and right now looked like it was going to become one of those times. He glimpsed her
reflection in the mirrored surface of the window rail, and hoped for a fraction of a second that she’d not see
him loitering in the dark and go on her way… no such luck.
“Doctor Sei? May I help you, sir?”
The familiar voice was sweet, but had the finality of a tolling bell, and finally roused him all the way out
of his gloomy introspection. He lifted his head from where it rested on one hand and paused his drawing of a
highly intricate (if totally invisible) pattern with a fingertip on the low drinks table, and glanced back over his
shoulder to find the elongate silhouette of Yolani, the vessel’s Ondraii counsellor, framed in the doorway.
Typical. Along came a mindprobe. Although it is probably only with Eri’s assistance she has found me in the
first instance. I will have to find a new hiding place. “Good day to you, she’hari,” he replied, politely, inclining
his head and trying not to betray any of his emotions. “I do not require assistance, but I thank you for your
concerns.”
She came in anyway, and sat next to him on the floor, legs crossed, gazing out of the vast floor-to-ceiling
sheet of thickened, screened crystal that separated them from space. “Then I can just sit with you and be
company, all right?”
Sei smiled, vaguely. “Why is it that I sense that you would come and ‘be company’ regardless of what I
was to say, counsellor?”
“You know me too well, doctor.” She smiled, amiably. “We’ll call it… counsellor’s prerogative.”
They sat quietly for a little while, staring out at the stars. Sei itched for her to just leave, but Yolani seemed
sense it, and stayed on purpose.
“Yolani? You may find your efforts better directed to helping Eria’dane,” Sei instructed, at last, in that
calm I-know-best sort of voice he did so well.
“What makes you think that?”
Argh. One of those typical open-ended talk-about-your-feelings sort of questions. Sei kicked himself
inwardly, for leaving himself open to attack. At least, he counselled himself, she cannot sense my feelings.
One of the few blessings to the synthetic brain. “He is her betrothed. They were to Confirm their Union, soon.”
“He is also your brother,” Yolani pointed out. “And if I’m not mistaken, your wife is missing, too. I would
say you have the greater need for a friendly ear and a comforting shoulder.”
“No, no, I am perfectly capable of managing this alone. I am better able to cope with the loss,” he explained,
amiably. “You have seen my file, I am sure.”
The Ondraii inclined her head, and flicked an ear, making the crystals in her mane jingle; Sei wondered if
it was from the frustration that she couldn’t ‘read’ his computerised feelings while they sat there. “That’s true.
I’ve seen your file and your latest psychological assessment, and both are fairly impressive pieces of
documentation. Logic is most certainly your forte, is it not? And such an impressive weapon in your skilled
hands that some even go so far as to say you are incapable of emotion because of it, correct?” Well, if she was
frustrated, she made no further outward indication of it.
“That is correct,” Sei nodded.
“If that is the case, sir, then why are there tears in your eyes?”
He turned his head sharply to look at her, surprised, and dislodged one of the droplets he had been working
so hard to hide from her. He swiped the tear from his face, and examined his fingers for several long moments,
before finally forcing a smile. “Nothing more than a faulty moisture pump. I had intended getting it fixed.”
She reached out and let her fingers rest on his knee, gently. “I hope you will forgive me when I say I don’t
believe you.”
“That is your choice, of course,” he looked briefly down at her hand, then returned his gaze to the stars.
They remained silent for another significant period, the silence broken only by the light shimmer of Yolani’s
crystals, or the answering jingle of Sei’s earrings.
“There are so many,” the dark Siinu said, at last, and he seemed… haunted.
Yolani gave him a concerned look. “So many…?” she prompted, gently.
“So many stars. So many systems. So many worlds. So many moons and asteroids and rocks and floating
boulders, simple distortions in space, magnetic disruption and sensor baffles…” He forced a tortured smile.
“So many hiding places…! How am I ever going to find them? I could spend a lifetime searching, and still
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never find them…”
“You do not have to search for them alone,” Yolani reminded him, gently, taking his hand gently in both
of hers. “The ICP already have a dozen patrols in the area they were last seen, trying to track down a variety
of potential culprits. Some leads are even looking rather promising! We have a dozen suppliers of tricobalt
resins in this star system alone.”
His lips smiled, but it wasn’t echoed in his eyes and he didn’t seem remotely happy. “Regardless. If we
have difficulty tracking a person across a single world, what chance do we stand of tracking them across an
entire galaxy? We do not even know for sure whether they have left the system!” he pointed out, gloomily.
“Even if we had half the population of the entire galaxy looking for them, I imagine they would still slip the
net.”
Her genial smile broadened. “Now now, sir. Whatever have you done to think you deserve to punish
yourself like this?” she chided, affectionately. “If, as you so often insist, others do not concern themselves over
disasters which are only hypothetical, why is it that you are so caught up in them yourself?”
Sei’s dark lips curled into a painful grin, and this time his eyes glittered with a grim but genuine amusement.
“I see I have been rather backed into a corner, counsellor,” he observed, dryly. “Are you sure you have not
missed your vocation in life? You would make an excellent politician.”
She gave him a smiley sort of frown. “I’m not sure if I feel I should be flattered, or insulted at what you
are insinuating, doctor,” she replied, not quite managing to maintain her sincerity.
Sei just smiled, vaguely, and inclined his head in a shrug.
“Doctor Sei? This is the bridge.”
The voice intruded into the calm out of nowhere. Sei looked down at his little personal communicator, and
for a full few seconds simply stared at it.
“Are you going to answer them?” Yolani coaxed. “They will only grow concerned if you ignore it.”
“Of course.” He picked it up, slowly, as if it might bite him, and thumbed the receive key. “Bridge, this is
Sei. How may I assist?”
“Ah, doctor, quite the contrary – we have news to assist you,” came Pau’s jovial voice. “You have a call
on channel two-two-nine-six, from a gentleman who claims to know you. Would you like us to pipe it down
to a secure terminal in the obs lounge?”
“How did you know where I was?” Sei challenged, gruffly, then gave himself a shake and nodded. Who
could that be? “Yes, if you would be so kind. I will take the call in here.”
Yolani was already back at the doorway, apparently satisfied for now that Sei wasn’t about to suffer some
sort of emotional implosion. “Remember. My door is always open,” she said, before slinking out, and he wasn’t
entirely sure whether she was scolding him, or just worrying about him.
Sei settled himself behind the terminal, resolving to think about the counsellor’s offer later. Perhaps talking
would be a good thing, even if talking about his emotional status was usually furthest from his mind; sometimes
it took a fresh pair of eyes to see where mistakes had been made. He took a moment to straighten his appearance,
using his reflection in the glossy monitor as a mirror, then opened the channel.
“Hello there, doctor!” a jovial voice greeted, and a familiar face came into focus. “At long last, I have
managed to catch up with you. When you elect to make yourself scarce, you most certainly make yourself hard
to track down!”
“Councillor Brennan.” Sei managed to dredge up a genuine smile for him. He’d not managed to get the
time to even merely speak to his friend in quite some time, and it was good to see him again. Brennan – and
Victora, of course – had been among his staunchest supporters, down in the Bubble City, had spoken on his
behalf in the council and even helped him to escape. And he had repaid the debt by… pretending they didn’t
exist, almost. It was something that made him more than a little ashamed. Admittedly, the few times he had
attempted to make contact with them was after they had crossed the border into the friendlier Coalition territory,
with the rest of the rescued Eumin. Not only was long-distance communication difficult under normal
circumstances – it took a long time, even with infraspatial booster beacons, and there were so many hundred
timezones it was almost impossible to match things up so both parties werein normal “waking” hours – Kiravai
xenophobia meant it was also highly monitored. “It is good to hear your voice again.”
“And you also!” The Eumin’s broad smile faltered very slightly. “I only regret that it had to be at such an
awkward time. Once I found you had crossed the border, I had intended to attempt to meet you during a more…
pleasant period of life-”
“Bren, I do not mean to sound churlish,” Sei cut in, hands raised, and winced, “but if you have contacted
me solely to offer your condolences, I should prefer not to hear them. There is every chance my wife and my
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brother are not even dead, and yet I have endured quite enough of other peoples’ pity lately to last me a full
lifetime.”
Brennan smiled, and wagged a finger. “No, friend, I have not – and since you do not want to hear them, I
shall not apologise for it!” He touched the fingers of one hand to his chest in a jovial ‘salute’. “No, I hope I
bring rather more optimistic news. I have an inkling about what may have happened to your relatives.”
Sei sat straighter in his chair. “What? Really?” The gloom that had gradually descended around his shoulders
over the past day or two suddenly began to lift. “How is that possible? You have not been here for more than
a few minutes, and yet you have leads that we do not?”
“Ah-ah, do not allow yourself to think that because I have only now contacted you I have only just arrived,”
Brennan chided, good naturedly. “If I am completely honest with you, I have been in this system for almost a
month, following leads on certain subjects of my own. Which is what has brought me into contact with your
good self! I think – although I could be wrong – that we may have a common enemy.”
Sei gazed earnestly at him. “In that case, Bren, may we get down to business? I have been indulgent in my
emotions for far too long, I should like to think I am starting to make headway.”
“Of course! I have only the one stipulation, and that is, ah… I think I should prefer to discuss it in person,”
Brennan admitted, with a humble grin. “If that is not going to complicate issues too heavily?”
Sei nodded – after having telephone conversations eavesdropped on back in his old home, the man had
never really got over his mistrust of long-distance communication, regardless how secure it was claimed to
be, and Sei didn’t want to force him. “I do not see a problem with that,” he acknowledged. “Ordinarily I would
ask the captain’s permission for you to board, but, ah…” He scratched behind an ear, awkwardly. “First Officer
Hauura will have to give her permission, but I do not believe she will refuse it. Is your vessel close by?”
“Very! You might even be able to see us out of your windows, if you look closely,” Brennan confirmed,
with a small nod. “We can certainly see your great vessel from ours.”
“In that case, friend, please permit me a few minutes to make arrangements. I will contact you again on
this channel once things are in place.”
Time-index:07:02:39.08 local-differential:00:00:00.57
It’s still dark, here.
Dark and silent, like I’ve been wrapped in a sound-baffling mush of dark matter. If I didn’t trust my tactile
sensors, I’d happily say I was covered in some sort of form-fitting soup of black sludge, it’s so stifling in here.
This is unbelievably annoying! I never thought such a small thing could raise Kxa’s Teeth in me, but I am
already at the point of cursing the whole damn ship of fools to the Abyss and back! Stupid clustering of
biologicals, how dare they do this to me! I swear, once I am free, no power on any planet will stop me taking
exactly what vengeance I deserve. I will get my vengeance on them, and I swear by all Kxa’s foul names I will
make it painful…
…When I get free. Damn them all, how dare such squashy little biologicals succeed at confining me! Don’t
they know who I am?
I’ve worked this damnable contraption for the last hour and my arms are still nowhere near being free. I’m
glad I don’t get muscle fatigue, because I imagine this duration of confinement and immobility would likely
be painful.
What do they want from me, anyway? Can’t be money. He said something about an experiment, and I am
ashamed to say I find that idea most unnerving. I am not some domestic animal, worthless livestock to be used
and abused at will…! What can they possibly want to do to me? He mentioned ‘reprogramming’, which is
obviously a lot of old tosh – one cannot simply reprogram Kirasiinu, or they would have fixed that lunatic
Tsueih by now – but I am a little… perturbed… by the idea, nonetheless. That they will ultimately achieve
nothing doesn’t mean they won’t tear my mind to pieces to find that out!
I should not be fearful of this. I am a captain in the science fleet, there’s not a day goes by where I do not
face down danger in the line of duty! Every time we encounter a new people, a new planet, a new phenomena.
And yet… this unnerves me, and I cannot determine why... Is it solely the face it seems so well planned? The
dangers we face as exploratory scientists can often be countered, managed, explained by logic and made safe.
If we are attacked by people, it is often because we have committed an accidental social indiscretion – trespassed
on sacred ground, worn sacred colours, insulted an elder by not observing the correct gestures – and such things
can be countered, apologised for, learned from! Tribes that are truly warlike for warlike’s sake are few and far
between.
This unnerves me because it is not something I can readily counter. They seem worryingly well organised,
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to start with, or I would not have been captured – and remained captured! – so readily. And why, why?
I am ashamed to say I wish that horrible little man (assuming that is what the voice belongs to) would come
back to talk to me. I have been alone for too many hours, and I cannot formulate a plan while I do not know
what to expect. I wish he would return so I can perhaps coax more answers out of him! Does not have to be
the most obvious line of questioning, now, does it? I can… play off his psyche. Pretend to be fearful, the
terrified shivering wreck he desires. Hah. If he believes his plan to be working, he may be more inclined to let
details slip, and the more details I have, the better I can plan…
Sei headed down to Ardea’s little docking bay the instant permission had been given for Brennan and
Victora to come aboard. Their ship was a scuffed little thing – a runabout not really designed for long distance
travel, and in dire need of repair. He resolved to help them get it more spaceworthy, once this had all blown
over, if they wanted it.
Victora was exactly the same as he remembered – no matter that her hair had been artificially straightened
and her clothing was more modern, she behaved just the same. It was almost as if she’d not seen him for years!
She gave a squeal of delight at seeing him, launched herself bodily of the ship’s loading ramp and attached
herself around his chest, all six limbs wrapped around him. “Ah, Sei! Precious jewel, how are you?! It has
been far, far too long a time since we last met up!” The words flowed out of her as if someone had opened a
dam.
“It is good to see you, too, friend,” Sei clucked, amusedly, and nibbled at her ears where they protruded
through her hair. “You are both in good health?”
She allowed herself another few self-indulgent moments clinging to him before finally letting herself back
to the ground. “Very much so,” she confirmed, vehemently. “Life above the waves is treating us both well,
and you have no idea how relieved I am never to have to eat that revolting, slimy fish ever again!”
“Oh, I think I can imagine it quite easily,” Sei demurred, amusedly. “Even if I did not know your previous
history, I do not think it would take any particular stretch of the imagination. Besides…” He gave her a
nose-wrinkled look of distaste. “I thought those fish were foul, and I did not have to eat them!”
“Now, Tora, I am quite sure the good doctor doesn’t need you climbing him,” Brennan commented,
emerging from the interior of the vessel. He strode down off the ramp and offered one of four hands in a jovial
handshake. “Good to see you, friend. I just wish it could have been under better circumstances!”
“No-one wishes that more than I,” Sei agreed, grimly. “But with out combined efforts, that may be a fact
soon to change, correct?” He easily picked up the heavy case Tora was waddling down the ramp with, and
gestured towards the corridor.
“Indeed!” Brennan nodded, falling into step beside his host.
They dropped the bags off at the guest quarters, and Tora elected to stay behind to make use of the bathing
facilities – Tas-umskel was a hot, dusty world, and (although Sei couldn’t see what she was making a fuss
about) she said she felt caked with dust.
“So, Bren,” Sei suggested, carefully, as they walked towards the lounge to swap information. “You and
Tora have made things official, at last?”
“Ah, you found out. Um, yes. We didn’t wish to burden you with our news, given your recent loss-”
“Please, enough mincing around my feelings,” Sei cut in, waving his hands. “I have suffered a terrible loss,
yes, but with your help I intend to ensure it is not a permanent one! We will find them.” He managed a tired
smile. “So tell me. Your own news! I am so pleased you and Tora have chosen to take that final step together.
You are good for each other, I think. What are your plans?”
Brennan coloured, slightly. “We were planning on taking things slowly,” he said, carefully. “One step at
a time, not rushing into things, you know…?”
“Ah.” Sei nodded, and gestured for Brennan to precede him into the lounge. “So when is the wedding?”
Brennan winced, and his cheeks went even brighter. “…next spring,” he admitted, with a wry smile. He’d
forgotten how unnaturally astute the alien machine could be at picking subtle nuances out of peoples’ manners.
“Tora’s idea?”
“Of course. Who else?” He grinned and scratched the back of his head, settling into the chair opposite his
friend. “To be honest, I do think she actually considers that to be ‘taking things slowly’. She has never been
one to waste time on what she deems ‘unnecessary’…” He turned a coaster between his fingers, pursing his
lips. “Before we go into too great a depth regarding my own love life, we ought to get down to business.”
“Yes, councillor! To business,” Sei leaned forward onto his elbows, and gave Brennan a look. “This
information you have. I should like to add it to the little I already know. It may make no difference, but I admit
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I am feeling more optimistic now than I have in a significant time!”
“Well, first of all I ought to update you on the relevant history of my people over the last few months? It
may make it more simple to relate to, over all?”
“Go on.” Sei nodded. “I know the simpler details, of course, but I, ah… elected not to educate myself on
the minutiae.”
Brennan nodded. “And I think I can understand your reasons for doing so!” he agreed, wincing. “Well,
let’s see. Once we crossed the border from Imperial territory into Coalition space, there was little debate over
what we should do – a small group broke away, desiring to seek out our ancestral home, but most of my fellow
Eumin petitioned for Coalition membership, as we felt we had nowhere else to go. We settled on a small colony
world bordering on the Ondran system. And… ah, well, that was when the problems began.”
“Problems?” Sei perked an ear, thoughtfully. “Of what nature?”
“Well, a certain small group of Eumin felt they were owed a fresh start by the council, as it was the council
that had forbidden efforts to leave the Bubble. They claimed that if people had been allowed to attempt to leave
prior to your arrival, a rescue would have come quicker, and they would not have turned to crime to escape
the drudgery of Bubble life.” Brennan glanced up, to note that Sei’s pale eyes had narrowed very slightly. “I
see by the look in your eyes that you know who I speak of, doctor. The council, you will be relieved to hear,
disagreed, especially when they took into account the, um… the ‘controversy’ regarding how you were
treated…”
Sei pouted. “There was no ‘controversy’ in my mind, Bren!” he interrupted, insulted. “Had I been biological
like yourselves, I would have been given vastly more respect than that, regardless how useful an energy source
I might have been!”
Brennan gave him a reluctant look. “Something I am indeed sorry for, friend, but please. Save your ire?”
Sei backed down, humbly. “Of course. Forgive me. Carry on.”
“Well, once things came to light, something of a storm blew up – not only down to your personal treatment,
and an amount of shame that our once-noble people could act so abhorrently, but also fear over might-havebeens. Consider – you were effectively your species’ ambassador to our people, correct? You behaved well,
were courteous and respectful, behaved as you had been requested… you get the picture. And some of my
kind reacted by treating you incredibly poorly.” Brennan pulled a face. “I would not have put it past someone
else in your position to simply rescind on your promise, and leave us at the bottom of the ocean. Or even to
take revenge on us! But you held up your end of the bargain, and for the first time in centuries my kin saw
blue sky and clear air.” He studied the way his lower hands were laced against the table. “Was not flowers and
sunshine for everyone, though, and this is where we come to the most important part of my tale. I am not sure
if you are aware what happened to Yannis?”
Sei pulled a face, wrinkling his nose. “I hope you will forgive me for my callousness, but I have tried my
utmost to put him completely out of my mind,” he admitted. “I assume he was rescued, but that is all.”
“Well, he was rescued, in a manner of speaking,” Brennan confirmed. “As in, he was removed from the
bubble along with everyone else. After that, however… Well, let us say his criminal past finally caught up
with him. Governor Bor managed to dump all the blame solely on Yannis’ shoulders, as I imagine was to be
expected. He himself got away with a fairly clean record – on the proviso that he took an ‘early retirement’
and retired from public life,” Brennan smiled, grimly. “He had already arranged to make his fortune through
public speaking, so retiring from the council was no great issue to him. Yannis, on the other hand…”
Sei waited uneasily for Brennan to go on; that Yannis would have escaped with his life, he had utmost
confidence, which nonetheless left him with mixed feelings. In a way, he was glad, because he didn’t want the
man’s life on his conscience. On the other hand…
“Yannis – and a small group of his closest associates – was outcast from Eumin society,” Brennan explained,
bluntly. “They were loaded onto a stellar barge with a pre-programmed course, and set adrift.”
“And whose idea was this?” Sei straightened, uneasily. “Would a penal colony not have been better suited?
And how could a jury have agreed to such a punishment?”
“There was no trial.” Brennan shook his head, tiredly. “The punishment was decided on by a group of
councillors, who wanted to push the group to the back of their minds and pretend they did not exist. As I
understand the scuttlebutt, the opinion is that Bor was afraid his own dealings would come to light if a fair
trial were permitted.”
“And… what? Did they seriously believe that he would not endeavour to return to pay them back?!” Sei
was aghast at the idiocy of the Eumin council.
“I am not entirely sure what they thought,” Brennan confessed, softly. “All I am sure of is Yannis’ capacity
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for vengeance. Which is why…” He leaned closer across the table. “…I believe he is behind this latest
development.”
Mirii had recovered enough of her calm to be sitting on the bed, not hiding away down beside it, when the
stranger finally reappeared.
“Ah, good. You’re looking much better,” he greeted, with a genial smile. “Now. Will you please accompany
me?”
“Accompany you to where?” she wondered, not diving back into hiding but nonetheless not making any
move to follow.
“To get you some new clothing,” he explained, gently. “Your own are quite torn!”
Mirii looked down at herself, and confirmed sadly that he was right. The brief struggle had nonetheless
damaged the fine fabric of her clothing, leaving a large gaping patch in her right side through which her skin
was clearly visible.
“Plus, I have something important to show you, although I will accept it if you do not wish to do so,” he
went on, more softly. “I imagine you still fear me. A beautiful, noble woman such as yourself must attract
attention from all manner of unsavoury beings.”
Her gaze flickered, uneasily. “You probably should refrain from such talk,” she counselled, warily.
“From what talk, my dear?”
“That,” she replied, softly. “Those compliments. Those… terms of endearment. We barely know each other
beyond a few words of greeting, and certainly do not know each other well enough for you to be so forward.”
“Tch! Is it only permissible for a man to compliment a woman if he is married to her?” he chided. “How
would a woman know the man she had met was her true love if no such endearments were ever passed?”
She let her gaze drift downwards. “It is true that my dear Sei and I shared… ‘endearments’… during our
courtship,” she agreed, warily. “But we are bonded. We always intended for such a thing! You? I do not know
you. You do not know me!” She tucked one knee up against her chest, protectively.
“I have always known you, dear,” the man admitted, as though it were some deep and terrible secret. “I
hesitate to confess this, for fear of making you think of me as some terrible stalker, but I have watched you
and feared for your safety for a long time.”
Her eyes flickered again, and she tightened her hold around her leg. “Why should you fear for me?” she
wondered, and had begun to sound… suitably anxious. “I have Sei to protect me. I have nothing to fear.”
He smiled, although it looked… forced. “Indeed. And the fact he is your guardian is partly why I fear for
your safety.”
“I… I think you must be mistaken! You must be thinking of someone else,” she argued. “My dear Sei is
no threat! My husband is no danger!” Her hair had fluffed up as she had spoken, and she slicked it back down
with some degree of effort. “I am forced to conclude this is all just a case of mistaken identity. You are thinking
of the wrong man!”
He lowered his gaze, thoughtfully. “Well… it is possible, I imagine…” he agreed, quietly. “Although I
have known an individual by the same name in the past… perhaps he was similar only in looks? I imagine
such computer-minded organisms can be crafted in such a way they can look however the builder chooses,
and such an intense, oily black is really quite visually striking. Perhaps the one that came to us beneath the
ocean was merely a replica,” he nodded, sadly. “But my heavens, what a powerful brute of a machine it was.
Most terribly strong, and so driven! It is a wonder he permitted you out of his sight.”
“I think you must be mistaken,” Mirii agreed, softly, although she sounded… deeply uneasy. “My Sei is
not a creature to be feared, he is a sweet and gentle being! Kind, and respectful. He allows – indeed, encourages!
– me to do as I choose.”
“I suppose the carrier wave could not penetrate to the depths of the ocean,” the man thought, softly. “Hum.
Perhaps that would explain the differences in behaviour.”
“…Carrier wave?” Mirii prompted.
“Oh dear. Maybe I should have remained quiet. You… did not know?” he wondered, softly, and she felt
a flash of uncertainty run through her. “About the experiment?”
“What experiment?”
“The, ah… the experiment you are part of.” He smiled, but it looked… tense. “The experiment they are
conducting to determine if genuine, autonomous synthetic life is a possibility.”
She clucked an uneasy laugh. “Of course it is possible. If I alone am not sufficient proof, you will see more
before your very eyes if only you go to speak to Sei, to Iios. I am quite sure they will appropriately educate
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you!”
“Yes, and that is what I fear,” he agreed, softly. “I do not desire to be quite so heavily, ah… indoctrinated…
as your gentle self. Tell me, what do you know of the world that your… guardian… has not told you?”
“I am not sure I understand you.” Mirii shrank back into the bedcovers. “Sei guides me, true. He gives me
advice and guidance and tells me about the world! Is that so terrible?”
“You do not elect to do your own research at times? Find things out that you want to find out?”
“I-… well, I-… But-… I do not need to!” she flustered.
“Oh, you poor dear,” he said, softly, covering her fingers briefly with his own, and Mirii felt a flicker of
uncertainty at what he could possibly mean. “They keep you so very tightly under lock and key! Do they permit
you to make any of your own decisions?”
“They? Who are they?” Mirii challenged, then pursed her lips, poutily. She didn’t like where this
conversation was going. “Of course I am permitted to make decisions. Sei actively encourages me to do so!”
“Any yet he does not permit you out of his sight? To talk to other men of the same age? To even talk to
other women? What is he so afraid of? That you will see him for what he is, and elect to make your own way?
Without him?” He frowned, concerned. “I fear for your safety, dear. I should not like to see such a gentle,
forgiving creature moulded into something she is not by all this… trickery.”
Mirii gave a soft little noise of concern, and ducked her chin closer to her chest. “Sir, you are frightening
me,” she informed him, feebly. “Please desist.” His words echoed uncomfortably close to what Sei always
said – I fear that I am harming you, dear. I sent you away so I did not risk moulding you into something you
are not! I do not desire that you become anything other than what you want to be.
“They seem so very afraid, so very jealous that any one else might be friendly with you that they fill your
head with great tomes of preposterous nonsense,” he said, sadly, and kissed her hand. It was a fact not lost
upon him that for once, she didn’t snatch her fingers away… “They fill you full of propaganda, lie to you and
invent untruths, and you never once argue with them?”
“Stop this,” she pleaded, softly. “Cease your riddling. I do not understand what you want! What you want
from me, what you want me to do. I do not understand!”
He bowed his head. “Forgive me, bright one,” he apologised, and sounded so genuinely unhappy that she
felt remorseful for scolding him. “I never intended to frighten you. It just… it pains me, to see one so innocent
warped into something unnatural by unkind forces.” He looked up again, and at last met her gaze. “I will leave
you in peace with your thoughts. All I ask is that you please remember, I do this only because I love you.”
Again, he kissed her fingers, and was gone before she could summon the words to implore him to stay and
explain himself.
“Stinger?”
Kolek glanced up, irritably. “What?” Having people use the translation of his real name as a nickname
never had sat well with him, but telling them not to do it was increasingly like bashing his head into a brick
wall. Plus, of course, it was the Boss, and he knew from experience that yelling at him wouldn’t pay many
dividends.
The man had a broad smirk on his face. “Things are going beautifully to plan, friend,” he observed, swigging
on the bottle of fruit juice he had pulled from the fridge. “The female is primed, and ready. Now we need to
work on our other guest, such that he is, ah… properly trained… when we finally arrive back at base.”
“I doubt it’s gonna work, Boss,” Kolek argued, irritably. He’d been down in the bowels of the ship all day,
instructing the engineering team on how best to prepare the vessel’s landing gear for the hot, sandy world of
Hah’zeept, and he had no desire at all to go… attempting the impossible about with large (angry) intelligent
alien machines. “His brain isn’t somethin’ you can just… stick a fork in and reprogram, just like that.”
“Which is why,” the Boss growled, self-satisfactorily, “we are going to use that new device we have been
loaned. Understood?”
Kolek actually paled. “But… that thing’s never been tested, Boss! Not even on… on inanimate computers,
and certainly not by us!”
“Tch. You should be ashamed of yourself, Kolek. A scientist that fears the unknown?”
“No, I’m afraid of being done on a murder charge,” the hart snapped, waving a grimy finger under his
employer’s nose. “Those things are two completely different animals, unless you hadn’t noticed!”
The Boss blew a dismissive raspberry and palmed the hand away. “You will not be ‘done’ for anything,”
he argued. “Because we will first of all not be caught, and second of all, when it works, we will have our ‘proof’
that the machine is no more than the sum of its parts. And you cannot murder something which is not alive in
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the first place. Agreed?”
Kolek backed down, grumbling sourly. “All right. But I’m not touching it unless I have to. You can have
the fun of mangling the guy’s mind.”
Time-index:07:02:39.73 local-differential:00:00:01.19
…still dark in here. This is getting seriously creepy! Really not liking being… being so… pinned down,
down here. I don’t think I’ve been confined like this (at least, against my will) in… years. Years! And that
little tart-… argh. How dare he.
I just hope little Mirii is all right – for her sake any my brother’s sake! I don’t think I’d forgive myself if
she were injured, because she surely can’t be the focus of our captor’s ire. Not someone so… inoffensive, so
damn fluffy! What could she possibly have done to upset them? All right, so she can talk for the Empire, given
the chance, and could conceivably have bored someone to the point of screaming, but I can’t see that they’d
pursue a vendetta against HER for that. No, I must be the target. I just wish I recognised that voice! It seems
to know me, and yet… it is impossible that I could have ‘forgotten’ the voice. I can simply not ‘forget’ like
squishy biological beings do! No, it is either wearing a vocal modifier, or is lying to me. Those are the only
two possibilities.
I just wish I knew who he wasThe lights came on in such a blinding, startling flood that it jogged Iios clean out of record mode, and left
him momentarily blind, his optical sensors overloaded. “Agh-… turn that light down!” he demanded, flinching
his face back.
“In good time, my friend,” came that maddening voice, and this time there were other voices in the
background. Chattering voices, sounded like there were at least a couple of Nyen there, and possibly also a
Yil? Not good sounds. Neither species had a particularly favourable history with the Kiravai…
“What do you want this time?” Iios demanded, tiredly, tugging at his wrists; he’d kept working at trying
to free them the entire time he’d been on his own, and had succeeded at… nothing. They were as tightly pinned
as they had been before.
“Oh, nothing. We’re just here to run a few preliminary tests,” the man said, elevating his voice very slightly
so as to be heard over the dull scraping sound of something metallic being dragged over a rough, poor-quality
floor. “Before we get down to the meat of the experiment.”
“Right. Your experiment. The one where you think you can somehow ‘reprogram’ me?” Iios replied, dryly,
expertly hiding his dismay and wishing his eyes would hurry up and recalibrate so he could see again. “I hate
to disappoint you, but that is not going to happen.”
“Of course. You can remain happy and comfortably in your little bubble of denial,” the voice chuckled.
“Kolek? Ihks? Yes, you can carry on. I’ll take over once you’ve got him, ah… prepared.”
Iios got as far as the first word in “And what exactly do you mean by that?” before a slug of something
gloopy and rather jelly like slapped him square in the face, oozing down over the sides of his nose and plopping
in heavy curds to the floor. He startled, jerked in his bonds, and gave his head a good shake, as if to clear it
away, but what remained was gluey as well as cold and gelatinous, and it stuck fast, holding his eyes closed.
Damnit! They were just about recalibrated, as well. “What in the name of-!” he squawked, alarmed, and two
pairs of hands seized upon his distraction to jam something into his mouth, trapping his jaws apart; he struggled,
briefly, but the ‘jack’ was seemingly attached to some device behind him, in the wall, holding his head in place.
“I don’t have all day, Kolek,” the voice snapped, harshly.
“Listen…” Iios used the lull to attempt to bargain; his vocaliser worked just as well whether or not he had
his lips to soften his words. He could hear the dull slup of cans being opened, and the rustle of wires, and
neither left him particularly… overjoyed. “Stop this now, and I won’t report you. I’m sure we can come to an
arrangement with a mutual benefit for both parties…!”
“Unfortunately, that won’t be possible,” the voice demurred, sweetly. “What I want is something only you
can give me.” Beat. “Actually, what I want is your twin. I have an, ah… unsettled debt I want him to pay. And
how better to get him than you!”
Iios was silent for a full few seconds while he processed the words. “Sei? But how could he have-…” A
nasty thought struck him. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? One from that city at the bottom of the ocean?”
The final thought that seized upon him was like another wet slap in the face. “Yannis?”
The voice chuckled, and neither confirmed nor denied the accusation, but that was proof enough. “I’d make
sure anything not watertight is sealed off, now, captain,” Yannis oiled, sweetly. “I wouldn’t want you to, ah…
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flood anything essential.”
“What does that m-…?”
…But Iios found he’d run out of time for questioning, and out of time for bargaining. He flinched as another
of those heavy lumps of sticky mucilaginous substance landed upon his face, but this time it wasn’t the single
lump, it was handfuls, being applied generously by several hands – and not just across his eyes and nose, but
inside his mouth, over his ears, coating every square surface that could be reached. He wrothe in his restraints
as it oozed its poisonous was down his throat, into his ears, even up into his nostrils and the sensory cavity
behind them, like some sort of cold, amorphous form of malevolent life. Even as the hands applied more goo,
ensuring his head was completely covered by a thick, chilly layer, another pair of hands had begun to apply
wires – ah, so it was a conducting jelly, a distant, clinical voice observed, under that cacophony of frightened
thoughts whirling at the forefront of his mind. But to conduct what?!
He endured a full few minutes of muffled quiet, once the hands finally departed; he was covered in so
many wires, he imagined it would look like a surreal hairstyle from the outside. And there were wires
everywhere – up his nostrils, in his ears, all around the nape of his neck, there was even a tube down his throat.
The thought of was this it? had barely finished filtering through his anxious mind when he heard a distant
voice say “all right, switch on” and a pulse of disabling electricity flashed through the gel encasing him. He
groaned soundlessly, and sagged against his bonds, limbs slack. He couldn’t even wriggle as the humming
started, reverberating through his body, and the gel… twitched.
That couldn’t be right. Conducting jelly didn’t twitch. But it had certainly moved-… there! It did it again!
The tube in the side of his mouth pulsed very gently, and he felt the cool spread very slightly against the
inside of his throat. Oh, no. No!
His last conscious memory, as the gel began to ooze both down his throat and up out of his mouth and
down his body, forming a more complete coverage, and the wires in his ears and nose and at his nape began
to prickle deeper and work their way through miniscule gaps in his structure to form temporary ties with his
cortical circuitry, was of the faint tinkle of Yannis laughing.
Mirii had grown impatient, waiting for her new associate to return to finish talking to her, and when he
finally arrived through the door, her mood brightened without her even realising it.
Associate was a clumsy definition, though, she decided, grimly. She hesitated to call him her friend just
yet, but at least he was being nice to her. Perhaps he was just… misguided. Well-intentioned, but basing his
decisions on faulty information, because the things he said could not possibly be anything but! Buut she was
a trusting sort of person, believed firmly in the idea that people could just be good, with no strings attached.
No cases of “I’ll be nice to YOU if you do this for ME.”
Admittedly, he had made her rather… nervous… with the whole declaration of love and affection, earlier.
He could not love her because he did not know her! But he may turn out to be a friend, if she took the effort
to get to know him properly.
He grinned at seeing her watching him, and bowed briefly in greeting. “Hello, dear. Are you ready to come
with me, now?”
“I am still not sure I understand your intentions,” she demurred, making no move to get up. “Until such a
time, I should prefer to remain here.”
“Of course,” he nodded, with a reluctant smile. “I have alarmed you, and given you a great many terrible
things to consider. I do hope you will ultimately come to forgive me, though! I do not say them with the
intention of harming you – only of saving you from a more terrible fate.”
“I am grateful for your concern, but I think it is misplaced,” Mirii informed him, softly. “There was no
terrible fate to save me from. There was no experiment. All the things you have told me force me to conclude
that you are… mistaken. That you believe me to be someone else, or have been given faulty information on
who I am.”
He smiled, sadly, and shook his head. “No, dear. The only ones that have given me information on you are
those who have had direct contact with you.”
Her gaze flickered, anxiously. “Please explain,” she demanded, flatly. “You can not be right. It is not
possible! You must be lying to me, to get something you desire.” She shrank back a little. “I do not desire to
harm you, but if you do not desist I may be forced. Your… amorous attention… is making my uneasy!”
He chuckled, painfully. “Sweet lady, why is it that you do you not see what he has done to you? You
misinterpret even normal attention as something to be feared!” He took her hand, carefully. “I do not wish you
any harm. I only wish that you are made able to see what you are being turned into!”
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She slipped her hand back out of his, warily. “Perhaps I do not wish to see what he is supposedly ‘turning
me into’. Perhaps I am actually happy with who and what I am. Perhaps I do not need your… meddling.”
“Agh! He has convinced you that the one great joy all self-aware life-forms have and should be able to
share freely with whomsoever they choose – the joy of love, of emotional love and physical love – is something
to be restricted and regulated. Something only he can share with you!” he said, softly, leaning closer. “How is
that love? That is not affection, it is slavery.”
“You speak of promiscuity and depravity,” she argued, flatly, folding her arms across her thin chest. “Your
interest in me seems to be angled towards turning me into a whore for your personal entertainment.”
He looked so genuinely aghast that she immediately regretted her outburst. “I talk of things as simple as a
kiss, my dear!” he corrected her. “You see what he has done to you? Even such honest, innocent gestures are
misread as vulgar! All I attempt to suggest is that the one you consider to be your soulmate may be encouraging
you to live a lie. A life where innocent affection, and making ones own choices on love and lovers, is as highly
restricted and regulated as some sort of… chemicals industry. Where partners must be chosen from strictly
selected little groups, not by following your heart. ‘You will have who we choose for you, who you may not
love but who will be matched to your current and future needs’,” he intoned, as if mimicking a famous dramatic
orator, “ ‘and you will most certainly not muddle your way through, and find happiness and contentness with
someone who may not be absolutely perfect’!” He waved his hands, angrily. “That is not the way a flower will
bloom. You will not find true happiness this way!”
“Why is that such an important thing to you?” she pleaded, grimly.
“Because I want you happy, because I-…” He stopped abruptly, and swallowed his words, but she knew
what he had been about to say.
“I believe you are misguided,” she half-apologised, feeling guilty for making him upset. “I do not believe
you know me well enough to-”
“Have you ever loved anyone else?” he cut in, quietly.
She paused, mouth open but no sounds coming out. She didn’t want to lie, but she was suddenly unsure if
she should tell him.
“How do you know that what you share with him is love when you have loved no-one else to know for
sure?” he pushed on, apparently having seen through her hesitation. “If nothing else, he calls you ‘pet’! Pet, a
term to define an owned animal? A slave? Property? How is that affection?”
“That is an incorrect analogy,” she argued. “It is derived from the adjective, meaning something which is
especially cherished or indulged, such as a child or other person.”
“At least, that is what he told you, yes? Like he told you he loved you?” He gave his head a frustrated
shake. “He did not love you, Marie, that is what I am attempting to get across to you! Everything you have
known thus far has been a careful fabrication to keep you down. To keep you from being… yourself! From
developing outside set parameters. He and his twin, they were not capable of love. They were mindless
automatons, blindly following instructions to give the illusion of self-awareness. You are the only true
autonomous non-biological organism in the known galaxy. You are the great experiment they have been
instructed to guard! And you are the one that truly deserves to be allowed to develop as you – and you alone!
– choose to do so.”
“That is incorrect. That is a faulty assumption,” she asserted, awkwardly, shaking her head. What if it was
true? “I am not the only one. To start with, I am one of a group! I was created in tandem with three other pens,
three other cobs. There are seven of us, and that is excluding the pre-existing individuals!”
“Have you ever met them?”
Mirii hesitated. “Not in some time, no,” she admitted, warily.
“Because they would not let you?” he wondered.
“…no, because I did not ask,” she argued. “It… was not something that crossed my mind.” She gave him
a grim look. “Are you going to assume something sinister based on this as well?”
“All right. One last attempt to explain, then I promise never to mention it again.” He said, with a tense
smile. “It has never occurred to you how much more capable that you Sei has always seemed? Your words
are stiff and difficult, you hesitate over things, your emotions trip you up, you sometimes respond
inappropriately or not at all, you have difficulty with all those little nuances that organic, biological life find
so simple… But not Sei, not Iios. They almost always know exactly how to respond appropriately. Had you
noticed this?”
Mirii nodded, mutely, hugging her knees.
“And you have never questioned why this is?”
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“It is because I am so much younger,” she whispered, but seemed unsure of herself. “My family have a
greater wealth of experiences to call upon to aid them.”
“No, love. No. It is because they are under full control of a biological life-form,” he gave her a sad smile.
“They are… puppets, if you like. The intention was to give you comfortable surrounding to ‘grow up’ in, to
believe you were nothing especially out of the ordinary and grow and mature like any other organism. If you
did not think you were new, and special, you would not see it as a duty to ensure you didn’t take risks – didn’t
keep yourself wrapped in cotton wool, as it were.”
Her eyes were fixed upon him, now, and although her lips hung very slightly parted, she was silent – totally
silent.
“Your whole life has been one big experiment, dear. Carefully tailored to make you believe it, full of
intricate details to convince you it was real, but a fabrication nonetheless. Why do you think he came to visit
the Bubble? Not because he was lost, not through any accidental purpose! He came so he could use our
technology to collect data on you, to observe you from a distance. To see how you responded to the primitive
aliens on the surface world. Once he was done he returned to the surface and relayed the information to the
controllers.”
She was shaking her head, but seemed unable to actually vocalise her argument.
“Did you honestly believe he could use primitive materials like steam-powered generators to build a
submarine?” the man asked, very softly. “Did you believe he could build a submarine capable of withstanding
tonnes of pressure per square inch with such primitive tools as he claimed the Bubble had?”
“It seems… unlikely,” she husked the words out, in agreement.
“Everyone was working so hard to convince you of the truth of the fabrication, Marie. It tore me to think
of you, so honest and so… misled!” He gathered her hand to his chest in all four of his. “I had to get you out
of there.”
“And what if it is you that is lying?” she challenged, feebly, nonetheless allowing him to keep hold of her
hand. “I do not even know who you are!”
“Forgive me.” He let his gaze drop. “In all the time we have spent talking, I have never introduced myself.
I… I hesitated, in the beginning, because I feared that you would have been so indoctrinated by your guardian
that you would never allow me to talk to you, and once we began to converse I completely forgot I had not.”
He lifted his gaze to meet hers, and managed a feeble smile. “I hope you will not over-react, and will continue
to treat me with the same wary respect you have done this past day or two. My name is Yannis, or Yann, if
you prefer.”
“Yannis?” she echoed, quietly, and perked her head. “Sei told me of a man by a similar name. He said the
man he knew was cruel, vindictive, and not to be trusted. Why would he say such a thing?” Her melodious
voice had taken a harder edge, a more testing edge. “I warn you now, if this is all a trick…”
“Of course he would say such harmful things,” Yannis sighed, tiredly, and allowed her to take her hand
back again. “I was outspoken against him. I said their testing, their experimenting on such a gentle undeserving
soul was unfair. They believed me to be meddling in the outcome of the experiment, and forbade me further
contact with the project. Why do you think your guardian was so vehement in his description of me?”
She shook her head, slowly. “I do not know.”
He forced a grim smile. “To make you fear me, Marie. To make you run, and hide, before I could have
time to give you the unpleasant truth about what they were doing to you! Why do you think we had to be so
vigorous in our efforts to contact you? We could not risk that you slipped the net before we told you! You
would have gone back to the ‘safety’ of your tormentors, and they would have sought us out and killed us, so
they would no longer have to risk you finding out. Now the facts are in the open, and you know the truth about
your existence? There is not much more they can do to you!” He covered her fingers with his own. “They will
give you a semblance of peace, at least. They may attempt to take you back, but there will be little point in
attempting to continue their macabre games. You are sufficiently empowered to make your own decisions!”
Mirii remained silent for several long heartbeats.
“I know. It is a lot to take in. But you will, dear. You will, and you will become a happier soul because of
it.”
“I do not know that I can just… believe you,” she apologised. “What you have told me sounds so…
outrageous. So incorrect! How can it be real?”
Yannis settled more closely to her on the bed, and kissed her hand. “We have proof, if you need it,” he
said, softly.
“Proof?” she seemed unsure of herself. “Proof of what, please?”
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“Proof of the duplicitous nature of those you so willingly share your life with.”
“How can you prove such a thing?” She sounded frightened.
“The green one’s true nature has been revealed to everyone,” he murmured, softly, leaning a little closer
to her large ear. “We have interrupted the carrier wave from his puppeteer. Without the instructions from his
puppet-master, without someone manipulating his actions, he can only behave in the way that is preprogrammed. And that is in a serving capacity. He awaits instructions, and obeys them. And that is it.”
Mirii gave Yannis a very long, hard look. It didn’t seem possible. Iios was far too fiery, far too excitable
and unpredictable – and disobedient! – to fit the role of a server.
“I know. You do not believe me. In that case, I shall call him through, if you desire?” At her nod, he looked
towards the cabin door, and elevated his voice a little. “Iios?” His pronunciation was atrocious, Mirii noticed
– the name came out more like ‘Ee-ose’ – but anxiety over-rode most of her concerns about semantics. “Would
you come in here, please?”
Mirii gazed hopefully at the doorway – it was a trick, it was all a nasty, bad-taste trick, and Iios would
reveal it to be just another stupid prank and he was sorry but she should have seen her faceLike a pale green ghost, Iios glided elegantly through the doorway, and inclined his head. He had a patient
but totally bland smile on his face. “How may I assist?” he asked, and his voice was amenable, but flat. Dull.
There was no ‘spark’ like she remembered.
Mirii felt her hopes crumble. What if it was all true? What if all she had ever known and loved was all a
fabrication? What if her marriage was a lie?!
“Marie wishes to speak to you,” Yannis paraphrased, in the silence. “Would you be so kind as to indulge
her?”
“Of course.” Iios inclined his head, obediently, and turned his probing golden stare towards the anxious
pen on the bed. “What do you wish to talk about, Mirii?”
“What is wrong with you?” she whispered, trembling. Broken. Broken. My fault. Broken. He had to be all
right, he had to be joking. This had to be a stupid bad-taste prank. It wasn’t possible that someone so alert, so
alive, could have turned so… flat.
“There is nothing wrong with me. I am functioning at all optimum values.” He gave her a patient smile.
“For what reason do you believe my actions indicate I am faulty?”
“You were not like this earlier!” She all but fell off the bed in her haste to get to him. “You were… alert!
You laughed and teased and were just… alive!” She stared hard at him, as if trying to scare him into confessing,
but he just gazed back, blandly. His hair was thick and spiked with a sort of gel, she noticed, and his clothing
had been changed – traces of an acid-bright yellow green substance clung to the creases on his face, around
his ears and nose – what had they done to him?
“This is how I am,” he explained, and repeated; “I am functioning at all optimum values. No faults have
been determined by system diagnostics.”
She held his hand and tightened her fingers on his; they felt very slightly tacky, as if he’d been holding
something gelatinous, but he didn’t tighten his grip in response. His fingers were slack, unresisting. “Do you
not love me?” she pleaded, as if trying to get through a barrier to the real Iios, the captain who had been so
strange but so nice-… “ ‘I love you, little sister’,” she said, mimicking his voice. “That was what you said.
Less than a day ago, you said it to me!”
“Forgive me, but I do not recognise the familial epithet you have used. I am a machine designed for helping,
thus I do not have ‘siblings’.” The patient smile never wavered.
She rounded on Yannis, angrily. “You broke him!” she scolded. “The last time I saw him, he was alive!
Stupid and disobedient, but alive! This… this walking… automaton! This is not my brother-in-law! It can not
be!”
“I must correct you, Mirii.” A gentle voice spoke from behind her. “Although my behaviour may have
changed, I remain the same individual.”
“That is not possible!” she told him, attempting to remain steady but her voice rose into a wail of despair
at the end of her sentence. “You’re lying, you’re both horrible liars-!”
“Steady, Marie,” Yannis soothed, catching her elbows from behind. “Please, forgive me, I should not have
broken the news to you so abruptly-”
“You broke him,” she wept, subsiding to the ground, and didn’t resist as he took her into all four of his
arms. “You broke him…!”
“Not broken,” he argued, gently, letting her sob into his shoulder. “I merely revealed an unpalatable truth,
because I could not stand for you to live in such a deluded, lied-to state. They do not care, because to them
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you are merely an experiment, but I could not allow it to go on.”
It took Mirii a long time to even begin to think about calming down – Yannis endured having her head on
his shoulder with a well-disguised impatience. It was a little like he imagined it would be to try and hug a
beanstalk – all the women he’d known previously had at least some padding at the front! There wasn’t even a
scrap of spare (fake) musculature on this little slip of gold nothing. She was just long and scrawny.
“I will call Zuff down. He can get you settled into more comfortable surroundings,” Yannis decided, at
last. Plus, he is a doctor, so he is more inclined to care, and he has more patience than I do! “You do not
deserve to remain in the servants’ quarters after all this.”
‘Zuff’ turned out to be a muddy-looking grey coloured Vul, with a sour expression crimping his nose –
although it looked like it was his nickname he was particularly unimpressed by. “Yes, sir?” he greeted, drawing
the words out into a surly drawl. “You called me here for a reason, or just to admire my feet?”
“Less of your lip,” Yannis scolded, quietly. “The lady does not need to hear us bicker. You will take her
to the guest quarters and see that she is properly clothed and made comfortable.”
Zuff opened his mouth to protest that the guest quarters were currently Yannis’ quarters, but the man held
a finger to his lips and gave him such a black scowl that he swallowed his protests. “Of course, sir. Madam?”
He crouched next to her.
Mirii lifted her head, at last; her eyelashes had become little wet clumps. “Yes?” Her voice was quiet,
thinned out with emotion.
“Would you accompany me?” He held out a hand.
She studied his hand blankly for a few moments, before finally nodding and slipping her fingers into his
dark palm. “Of-… of course,” she replied, softly, and followed him obediently out of the room, wiping her
eyes.
Yannis watched them go, satisfied, before finally rising to his feet and turning to face his newest ‘employee’.
“Iios?”
“Sir?” Iios stepped forward.
Yannis promptly disregarded everything he had been about to say and made a face of pure disgust. “You
are still filthy. Did I not tell you to bathe before coming here?”
“I was in process of doing so when you changed your plans and called me here, sir.”
“Of course, you were,” Yannis agreed, sourly. “Ach. Well, I can’t have you trailing around the ship like
that. I will call Asenka down and she can direct you to the baths. Wait here.”
The sleek green head nodded. “Of course, sir.”
The Eumin smirked. “There’s a good boy. See, is it not so much better when you just do as you are told?”
“I regret that my frame of reference is insufficient to determine whether this is ‘better’, sir.”
“That was a rhetorical question,” Yannis wagged a finger, heading for the small inbuilt communications
device built into the wall. “Asenka?” He jabbed a finger down on the call button, and spoke into the microphone.
“Yes. We’re done. Take him away and get him washed, he’s still covered in the mucoid and looks disgusting.”
A charmless female voice chuckled a raspy amusement in response. “Just want him cleaned, Boss, or do
I have your permission to, ah, do anything else? It’s been a long journey and we still got a few days left to
travel, and I get soo boored…”
“Do you not have Kolek around for when you feel the need to tend your bottomless promiscuity?” Yannis
snapped, irritably. “He is your partner, is he not?”
“Pish. He’s boring, and he has been for months,” she retorted. “A hind needs a bit of spice in her life every
now and then! And the big budgie looks like fun, I’ve never had a Kiravai before.”
“Oh, just… do whatever you like, Asenka.” Yannis flapped a dismissive hand, even though he knew she
couldn’t see it. “You normally do.”
“Goodie!” she squeaked, and closed the channel.
Yannis sighed, tiredly, and turned away to follow Zuff and Mirii to his cabin.
Back on Ardea, Sei and Brennan had spent a good day or so simply poring over data. They’d persuaded
the Tas-umskel intrastellar monitoring stations to give them all the shipping data for the past month, and
Umskel’i Import and Immigration Control had given them a full, photographic list of all individuals that had
visited or departed the planet in the past two months. It was a massive amount of data, even after they’d
number-crunched it on the ship’s main computer, and was quite difficult to whittle useful details out of it.
First, they looked for Eumin; they told the computer to rule out all Umskel’i, all members of all familiar
species – Vuls, Xniki, Ondraii, and so on. They whittled down the remaining few thousand to a handful, and
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the only Eumin among them was Brennan himself. So no leads there.
Then they looked to the shipping data. They first stripped all ships that had gone in or out through
Immigration from the list, which discounted most ships – they guessed that a person did not walk through
immigration with a case of explosive resins without attracting attention! Interestingly, the other ships that had
gone in and out had been observed, but not followed up – Sei put that down to the fact that the Umskel’i were
a friendly, Xenophilic species, who kept Immigration logs mostly so local governments had an idea how many
to cater for.
There were a small number of ships that attracted Brennan’s attention, however – small ones that came in
silently, broadcasting no greeting signal at all, then left just as silently, avoided Immigration, even avoided
other tourists as much as possible. He had no evidence that any of them were Yannis’ vessel, of course – he
had no absolutely conclusive evidence that the man was behind it! But some of them made him suspicious,
and Sei agreed with him.
When they found the two ships that met just within the sphere of Tas-umskel’s main monitor, they knew
they were onto something. It looked like they’d been picked up accidentally; a combination of bad navigation
and being too frugal with the engines meant they were still just within monitoring range. The small vessel
came out from Tas-umskel on a trajectory that led from one of the poorly-inhabited island states, avoiding
most busy shipping lanes, and (more importantly) the larger of the two vessels – the one which had come from
the direction of the galactic rim, and had a strong tricobalt resin signature – peeled away and left the system
very rapidly afterwards. The smaller ship returned to where it had come from on the island, and remained there
for a further nine days.
They had begun to think perhaps it was a false alarm when the vessel re-emerged, heading from the island
to Waystation Six; it arrived a day or two before Auspice II, and remained there until a short time before Auspice
left. It could have been coincidental, of course, and perfectly innocent… Except that the vessel not only had
a trace of tricobalt in its particulate signature, but it made a very hasty departure – it didn’t just leave the station,
it sped away like an arrow, making a beeline for neutral territory. The monitors tracked it briefly through Deep
Umskel’i Territory, but it vanished shortly thereafter.
“Now that is a vessel in a hurry,” Brennan stated. “In the event they do not have our friends aboard, they
are carrying something which is probably not permitted under interstellar law.”
Sei nodded, thoughtfully. “And going where, I wonder?”
Brennan was already on his feet and making for the door. “Only one way to find out,” he remarked, feeding
his arms through his sleeves. “Coming?”
Sei, however, hadn’t made any move to follow. He was still pecking carefully at the screen, mining more
information out of the data. “Give me a few more minutes,” he requested, distractedly. “I will follow you
shortly.”
“Why, what are you doing?” Brennan leaned down over his shoulder.
Sei gave him a cursory glance. “Checking the strength of their engine signature.” He gestured a finger to
the sensory plots that showed how the ship had departed the system. “If it is suitably stable, we should be able
to follow the tricobalt residue out of the system and track them to wherever they have gone.”
“Egh, Sei? The sensors on my vessel are too old to track a residue as exotic as tricobalt,” Brennan
apologised, and scratched the back of his head, sheepishly. “I am not so sure something like that will be helpful.”
“No matter. We can use a modified ramscoop to collect the microscopic amount of particulates they will
have left. Signal strength is patent all along their flight path, and has not degraded to a statistically significant
degree over the past few days.” The dark cob smiled, hopefully. “We may just be onto something here. Now
what was it you wished for me to come with you for?”
“Nothing so exciting as chasing tricobalt,” Brennan replied, sardonically. “I simply thought it would be
prudent to check the island first. It would not do to chase this vessel all the way from here to the Outer Rim if
Yannis has in fact remained on Tas-umskel.”
Sei wrinkled his nose in a grimace of agreement. “No, that would not do at all…”
They managed to avoid Eri most of the way down to the docking hangar; Sei had expressed a reluctance
to have her joining him, because it would only put her at risk as well – and how better to damage Iios than by
harming his wife-to-be? Unfortunately, Eri had grown a lot more wary in the days following the accident, and
getting no reply when she paged his room alerted her that he was more than likely sneaking about…
Eri was making her own way down to the hangar deck when she finally found him; he passed the mouth
of the corridor she was in a fraction of a second before she herself left it. She lunged out a hand, and managed
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to catch Sei’s wrist as he passed. “Hey. Hey. What’s going on?” she challenged, chasing them down the corridor
until Sei finally halted.
Sei gave her a sheepish look. “Councillor Brennan and I were going to use his vessel to start to investigate
some of our leads,” he admitted.
“Without me?” Eri planted her hands at her hips and treated him to her blackest scowl.
“Um, well… yes?” Sei perked his ears forwards, and attempted to give her his most hopeful smile. “If it
makes you feel better, Victora is not coming either.”
“Victora hasn’t just lost her soon-to-be Lifebonded,” Eri corrected, sourly.
“And that is precisely the reason I do not want you accompanying me,” Sei insisted, enclosing her hands
in both of his. “Please, Eri. If Iios has been captured, it cannot be for a simple reason. Imagine if they were to
take you, also?” He clasped her hand up to his chest. “I do not do this solely because I am afraid you will be
injured. I do this because I need a contact in Vista.”
“Oh, come on, Sei,” she scolded. “What sort of idiot do you take me for? I’m a botanist, for Gavos’ sake!
I’m not a police officer! What good can I do here?!”
“The fact is, Eri, you are a botanist in the fleet. You are an officer! I am…” He waved his hands, as if he
would be able to conjure up the description he wanted. “At best, I am an ambassador, and a poor one at that!
At worst, I am a troublemaking busybody. I have no authority to go around ordering the crew about!” He
smiled, sadly. “The only way I will make any headway in this is to conduct the investigation myself, on my
own time, using resources I have available to me.”
“And that relates to me… how, exactly?” Her scowl had softened, though. Marginally.
“I need you to be my contact in the fleet, dearest Eri.” Sei scooped her hand towards his lips, and brushed
them very lightly over her sleek fingers. “Pass on details to the police, help me co-ordinate things. I will not
be able to do much from my own side. Would you do that for me?”
She dithered, and gazed down at her feet. “I don’t seem to have a lot of choice, do I?” she sighed. “Because
I know you’ll stop me following you somehow.”
“Thank you, darling.” He nibbled her brow, very gently. “I knew I could count on you.”
“Yeah, yeah, all right. You better all come back in one piece, though, you hear?” Eri groused, and gave
his backside a flick with her toes.
“Well?” Brennan challenged, quietly, once they were out of earshot.
“She bought it,” Sei confirmed. “She should be quite content to remain home from now on…”
The island that the particle trail led them to was one of a chain of several similar islands, set in a smooth,
perfectly blue ocean. It was relatively small, but extremely verdant, and apparently once volcanic, if the cinder
cone that rose above the exotic trees was anything to go by. Brennan carefully set his small craft down on the
narrow strip of beach at the side of a lagoon, where Sei had seen what looked like the remains of buildings.
“Well, if they are still here,” Brennan observed, shouldering a rifle, “they probably know we are as well.”
Sei followed him down the ramp and onto the sand; it was fine, and silvery, but quite sharp against his
unprotected soles. “Indeed,” he confirmed, extracting a chemical sniffer from the case hanging over his
shoulder. “So we shall move carefully, agreed? If Yannis is here, we can probable expect o be greeted by
gunfire.” The dark cob shielded his eyes with the flat of his hand, and inspected the treeline, carefully. “I see
no-one as yet.”
“Good, good…” Brennan nevertheless allowed Sei to take the lead into the trees.
“To be honest,” Sei added, as they moved deeper into the undergrowth, striding ahead and making a trail
for Brennan to follow, “I am beginning to think they left here with no intention of coming back.”
“What gave you that idea, friend?”
Sei looked back over his shoulder, and watched as Brennan floundered his way through a patch of vines
and caught up. “You cannot smell that? Something here has been burned, and recently.”
Brennan sniffed, then narrowed his eyes and sniffed again, harder. “I cannot smell anything, friend,” he
apologised. “Your nose is apparently far superior to mine.”
They emerged from the jungle after only a quarter of an hour’s walk, onto a small dip in the land that
formed a clearing. There were a clustering of buildings on the far side, backed by the roots of the extinct
volcano; their flat roofs had been covered in broad-leafed vines to hide them from people looking down on
them from above, and yet the windows below were blackened, sooty.
“Agh,” Brennan cursed, quietly, advancing with his rifle up and ready to fire, but with less overt concern
in his manner. “You were right. Do you think it is safe to enter?”
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Sei followed him up a broad flight of stairs to the large main doors. Once upon a time the doors had probably
been quite impressive, almost entirely made of tempered glass, but the fire had blackened and cracked them,
and half of the leftmost one had broken and shattered over the top step. “I think this fire probably burned itself
out quite shortly after they left,” he confirmed, stepping carefully over the broken glass and into the foyer. The
blackened remains of a chair or two and a desk jutted like broken teeth from the melted plastic that had spread
out over the floor. “The building itself looks to mostly be formed of a fire-retardant stonework, and I doubt
there would have been many home comforts to burn.”
“ ‘Island Telecomm’,” Brennan read, using a handkerchief to wipe soot from a metal plate bolted to the
wall. “ ‘Founded CE 2309.67. Providing communication to the island nations.’ The original owner of the
building, do you suppose?”
Sei nodded, pushing open a supply cupboard and wincing at the sight of a pair of blackened native skeletons,
joined together by the wire wrapped loosely around their wrists, ankles and chests. “I think we can safely
assume it was a hostile takeover,” he quipped, grimly.
“You have a very morbid sense of humour,” Brennan scolded, peering around his friend and making noises
of disgust.
Sei moved away to allow Brennan a closer look. “We ought to briefly survey the buildings, just in case
anyone else is alive, here,” he said, softly, surveying the remains of a map etched beside what had once been
the front desk. “But I do not think we will find much information.”
Asenka, a small, dark-coloured Nyenni hind with dramatic stripes dyed into her fur, was trying very hard
to quash her irritation. She’d done as Yannis had instructed, and taken the big male down to the ship’s big
washroom, and although she’d got ready and bustled about with soaps and towels and clean clothing and
everything, and even shed most of her clothing in anticipation, the damned budgie had made no move to even
start to co-operate. She felt like beating him with the shower hose – or jamming it down his throat and seeing
how much he could swallow before he burst.
The brief, amusing image that flickered through her mind of a big jade-hued water-balloon jiggling on the
bathroom floor did improve her mood, fractionally. “Right, budgie. Let’s see about getting you clean, shall
we?” she instructed.
He stared away over her head, not moving, not even shifting that damn smile.
“Oi! Budgie! I’m talking to you.” She gave him a jab with the blunt end of the hose, leaving a big dark
wet patch on his clothing.
At last, he looked down, but his smile never wavered. “I regret that you are mistaken as to my identity,
madam. My name is Iios.”
“Yeah yeah, Yose, Budgie, whatever,” she mispronounced, waving a dismissive hand. “Get your kit off
so I can, ah… hose you down… then go get in the tub.” She gestured with the hose, spraying a curtain of warm
water across the deck.
His gaze flickered, at last, and his lips became a flat, confused line. “Which kit do you require that I
remove?”
“Your clothes, dummy,” she growled, already directing the jet at his head and watching as clots and curds
of vile yellow green stuff rinsed away across the floor. “I can’t bathe you fully dressed.”
“I am quite capable of cleaning myself,” he informed her, nevertheless shedding his (wet) shirt. “It is really
quite a basic activity, hardwritten into my basal protocols.”
“Yeah, but it’s more fun if I, ah… help out.” Mother, that goo really had got everywhere, hadn’t it? She
directed the jet very briefly across his torso, down over his stomach, and between his legs, once he’d got his
trousers off. “Speaking of basal protocols – turn around – how much else is automatic?”
He lifted his arms above his head, so she could give his underarms a rinse, then quirked his head very
slightly to one side as she trailed a very ephemeral spritz of water across his back, then moved a little closer
to his short tail. “What system do you require information on?”
She directed the jet across his tail, and licked her lips, wondering how much he’d let her get away with.
“Oh, anything really,” she replied, offhand, using her prehensile tail to twist the power down a fraction. “I’m
studying synthetic neurology myself. Still only in the first year of schooling, you know? The more information
I can get from a real specimen, the better. Tail up!”
Remarkably, he flicked his tail so the short tuft of feathers pointed towards the ceiling; her jet of water
took on a very distinct wobble as she directed it to the long, smooth crease between the two soft globes of his
buttocks. “I can attempt to help you with your coursework, if that is what you desire,” he agreed, not even so
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much as batting an eyelash as she lingered far too long on his rump.
“…ahh, well…” she panted, softly. “You see… training of the advanced kind won’t, ah… won’t start for
a little while, yet. I guess we could go over the basic anatomy, though? If that’s not too much of a bother.”
“Nothing is too much of a bother. I exist to serve.”
“Ahh, good. Um, well… if you’d be so kind…” She tweaked the flow a little, lowered it another fraction.
“Are you… equipped?”
“I am not sure I understand. Please define the parameters a little more closely.”
She advanced the last step to his side, and pressed her fingers against his smooth, jade flanks. His skin
didn’t even tremble; although she knew he was nothing more than polymers and sheet metal and hydraulic
pumps, he felt like he had the most exquisitely toned muscles, just below her hand. She sighed, and pressed
her cheek against him, stroked his sides. Delicious, so delicious. And all mine. “Your… um, undercarriage, as
it were?” She passed a bold hand over his groin, lingered over his genital slit. “Is there anything in there?”
“If you are referring to reproductive anatomy, the answer is yes, although they are non-functional.”
Her disappointment was almost palpable. “What’s the point in giving you them if they don’t work?” she
wondered.
“My belief is that they were installed in order that I could provide pleasure.”
“You said they were non-functional,” she challenged, glaring up at him.
He gazed down at her with another of those bland smiles. “Ah, you mistake my meaning. They are
non-functional in that I cannot father a child. In terms of the act of coitus, I am fully equipped, and fully capable.
That function exists at a basal level; I do not require external direction in order to indulge in the act of intercourse.”
She grinned and smooched his hips, disappointment melting back off her. Mine all mine all mine. She
waved her trickling hosepipe. “Then bend over, big boy, and let’s get this party started!”
Ever obedient, he bent over.
Yannis arrived back at his quarters to find Mirii had been settled in quite nicely by the good doctor. She
sat up in bed, the opulent bedclothes tucked tenderly around her chest, but had not managed to completely
relax; she remained stiffly alert, and wet-faced, even though she was no longer sobbing quite so hard. She had
picked out a nightgown from the selection provided – all were fine, lacy, silken things, and barely enough for
covering one’s modesty (which was also entirely intentional), but judging from the bits that were visible, she’d
hunted around until she’d managed to find one that covered her to her satisfaction.
“How are you feeling, dear?” Yannis asked, tenderly, perching alongside her on the bed. “I know that was
a terrible shock, and I hope you can come to forgive me, but I think you will get through it. You are a very
strong woman.”
She dropped her gaze to her pale golden fingers, where they lay laced in her lap. “I am not strong,” she
argued, softly. “Nor particularly clever. If I was, I would have sought to discover the truth of this… this
heartlessness… before now. But I hid from it, and from all the facts which should have been so obvious to
me.”
“Darling, please, do not demean yourself,” he soothed, taking her hand. “It was all a very clever act. There
were so many hundreds of people against you, how could you have been expected to see through it?”
She seemed vaguely comforted by his words, though; lowered her nose, and nodded. “I will endeavour to
do as you say,” she agreed. “I just… have a lot to think about.”
“Of course you do!” he agreed. “I cannot possibly imagine what it must be like to have gone through what
you have, but… I will help you, if I can.” He smiled. “If you will let me.”
She looked up, at last, and met his gaze. “Thank you,” she replied. “Help of any sort will be most
appreciated…”
“First, I think you ought to get some rest,” he suggested. “Soothe those poor ragged emotions by thinking
of nicer things. We will be arriving at Hah’zeept early tomorrow; I can call you before we land, if you wish,
because it is a truly breathtaking sight from orbit. Would you like that?”
She took a while to respond, but finally nodded. “I think I would enjoy that,” she husked, at last, in a little
voice, and managed the smallest of smiles for him. “Thank you.”
Yannis tucked the bedclothes around her a little better, and kissed her brow. “You are most welcome.”
“Problem, Stinger?” a soft voice wondered, disturbing Kolek from his worried thoughts.
The hart had been frowning at the security footage from the Island Telecomms buildings they had
appropriated as their base of operations for the previous month, and now glanced up to find Yannis framed in
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the control cabin doorway. “I’m not sure,” he admitted, thin lips pursed. “Could be, could be nothing. Security
video from our old base was activated.”
Yannis folded his lower arms, and gestured with the topmost pair. “Show me,” he instructed. “I thought I
asked you to torch the place. If this is yet another slip up-”
“Don’t be stupid.” Kolek waved the accusatory hand off. “We burned the place out, sure, just like you said.
I nipped in and installed a couple of cameras once the place cooled down again, before we left.”
“I do not believe I asked you to do that,” Yannis growled, dangerously.
“Nope,” Kolek agreed. “It seemed prudent, anyway, just to see how long it’d take for someone to find the
place. We might have had to make a departure early if they found it too quick and tracked us down, right?”
“Right.” Yannis narrowed his eyes, dubiously. “And?”
“Take a peek.” Kolek flicked a button, and the small square enlarged to fill the screen.
Two shadowy figures appeared in the glass entry doors, and advanced slowly into the room. One was tall,
and slim, with a pointed face and large ears, walking on long legs with an apparent extra joint between knee
and ankle. The other was a little shorter, and squarer of build, but with two pairs of arms on his longish torso.
Kiravai – or rather, Kirasiinu – and Eumin. Only one guess as to who they were.
“And how did they find us so easily?” Yannis growled, frustratedly. While he was partly pleased that Sei
was already on his trail, he was also frustrated, because it meant he’d have less time to work on the female.
He’d have to step his method up a gear.
Kolek had originally rocked back on his chair so the Eumin could see, but by now he had relaxed into the
position, feet up on the desk. “I’m figuring it was that explosive compound you told us to use, Boss,” he replied,
offhand, and was that… smugness in his voice?
Yannis had to resist the urge to slug him one. “Explain,” he snapped.
“Well, tricobalt residues are pretty volatile, right? And they get everywhere, no matter how good you are
at cleanup. I figure they worked out we’d used the resin as an explosive from traces left on the wreckage, and
extrapolated.” Kolek shrugged, and flicked his prehensile tail out to one side to snag his packet of ‘flashsticks’
– electric cigarettes – off the table. “It’s not something you, ah… see on normal shipping routes.”
Yannis recognised an euphemism when he heard one – the hart meant ‘illegal’.
“…and especially not on such dull, peacetime worlds as Tas-umskel,” Kolek went on, pinching the
midsection of the flashstick, triggering the heating coil to vaporise the internal cartridge. “I figure they must
be using particulate traces to track us.”
“Fantastic,” Yannis growled, darkly, watching the hart use his tail to transfer the flashstick packet back to
his top pocket. “What can we do about it?”
“Do we need to do anything about it? You want to catch the bugger, how about just let him chase it?”
Kolek suggested, drawing on the smokeless vapour of his stick. “Save us having to go on another chase of the
wild yol across this interstellar desert, right? Let him come to us.”
Yannis sighed. “I suppose that could work,” he accepted, darkly. That contemptible hart had left him with
absolutely no excuse to clobber him a good one around the ears – not only had he given him some fairly sound
advice, he couldn’t even complain about the smell from his ‘cigarette’. Although-…
“Ow!” Kolek exclaimed, and promptly fell backwards off his chair at the ringing blow that landed between
his ears. “Ow, Damnit! What the frig was that for?!” he yelped, untangling himself from the chair and
immediately glad he’d not twirled his tail out through the bars of the backrest.
“Next time, tell me immediately when you find something like this,” Yannis snapped. “Your captain should
not be the last to know! Now go see if your wretched whore of a partner has finished with the prisoner.” He
gestured towards the rear doors. “I want to debrief the crew, and I can’t while the second mate isn’t here.”
Kolek grumbled, darkly, gave his boss a very sloppy, ill-mannered salute, and went.
Second-in-command Askenka was still in the hot tub, when Kolek finally arrived; she had the most blissful
smile on her face that he’d seen in a long time, and was still snuggled against the machine’s chest, straddling
his lap.
“Zen, what are you up to?” Kolek scolded, folding his arms.
The little hind poked out her tongue at him. “My dear, delicious friend here has given me the ride of my
life,” she cooed, rubbing her cheek against him and waving her feelers. “For such a dumb machine he really
has got some interesting programs!”
Kolek wrinkled his nose; if not for the stupid, bland smile the machine wore as it stared back at him, he
would have sworn the thing looked conceited, even predatory with its powerful arms wrapped loosely at the
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small of his mate’s back.
“Well, you’ve gotta be clean now, so get your damn clothes back on, both of you,” the hart scolded. “Boss
wants to debrief us, so we can get started on the prep we need to do for arriving at Hah’zeept. Which means
no pissing about with the junior staff when you should be working!”
“Aw, don’t be sour,” Asenka cooed, climbing back out of the tub and walking (bandily) over to the towel
rail. “Just cause you’re not getting any doesn’t mean you have to take it out on everyone else, you know. Boss
gave me permission, anyway. Come on, Yose, out of the tub!” She turned to Iios, and held out a towel. “Once
you’re dry we can get you some new togs.”
“Togs, madam?” Iios echoed, nevertheless rising to his feet to get out of the water. “I am not sure I
understand.”
“She means clothes,” Kolek groused, planting a hand irritably down on the tub controls and stopping the
fizzing bubbles, and immediately wished he’d just left as soon as he’d given Yannis’s message as he got an
excellent eyeful of what had sprouted between the synthoid’s legs. “Argh, Damnit. Just… just get your clothes
on and let’s get a move on, shall we?”
Mirii found herself unable to engage her dormancy protocols. After she had bathed, she had sat in front of
the mirror combing non-existent tangles out of her short, damp hair for what felt like… hours. She wasn’t
really paying attention. That is, her chronometer dutifully tracked the passage of time, but she didn’t really
notice it. All she noticed was the sad whirl of grim thoughts that now plagued her – why did they lie to me,
why did I not notice, how could I have been so stupid? At least, she reasoned, the tears had dried up. No more
pathetic blubbing, like she had spent so many disconsolate hours doing. She was no less frightened, of course
– a discovery like that would take more than an hour or two to recover from – but something about it seemed…
less worth getting upset about? No, it was not that… Could it be she was trying to find a better way of dealing
with it? She wasn’t sure. She just knew she was hurting, and… angry.
Yes, she was angry! How dare they treat her the way they had done! Like some… some stupid laboratory
animal to be set menial tasks, to see how well it would be able to perform under its training? The imi trained
to press the correctly coloured light-plate to be rewarded with a piece of crispy animal skin, the auwu that
returned obediently to the hand that flew it! Was that the reason for the attention she was given? Not ‘I love
you, dear’, but ‘you have done well, so here is a reward for you.’
“Marie?”
The voice distracted out of her bleak thoughts, and she looked up to find Yannis in the doorway. She studied
her visitor for a few disinterested moments before letting her chin rest back into her hands. “It is pronounced
Mih-REE,” she corrected, quietly. “Can I help you?”
He advanced into the room, halting a respectful couple of strides away. “I wonder if I may help you, dear,”
he corrected, with a genial smile. “I said I would call you when we arrived at Hah’zeept. Well,” he spread his
hands, like a proud salesman demonstrating some new, exciting product, “we are here now. Will you accompany
me?”
She perked an ear, thoughtfully, and studied her hands for a while, before finally nodding her agreement.
“I think I ought to dress properly first, however,” she pointed out, baulking from the idea of publicly striding
around the ship in naught but her (meagre, translucent) bedclothes.
Although, an unexpected streak of angry devilishness suggested, it would prove to everyone you are no
lab animal with only the capacity to take directions, and be pushed around. It would shock them out of their
complacency. She squashed the thought down, alarmed that she could think it – only a short time ago she had
found any decision-making difficult, and yet here she was, considering acts to shock and horrify the ones she
thought she had loved! She wasn’t sure if it made her feel pleased or alarmed. Pleased that she had finally
found it in her to make a decision that was purely to indulge herself, and alarmed that she should be deciding
such vulgar things!
Thankfully, he didn’t see the darkness that had bubbled up briefly inside her. “Of course, dear,” he agreed,
and gestured to the same small door Zuff had directed her to so she could obtain her nightgown. “Pick something
that pleases you, and once you are dressed I can take you to the bridge.”
Gazing through the thickened glass windscreens, Mirii noted that Hah’zeept was indeed a glorious jewel
of a globe; swathed in clouds, it glowed with brilliant, glittering blue oceans, and large irregular landmasses
that punctuated the azure with shades of golden and brown, and at either end of the spindle were the purest
white polar ice-caps.
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The golden beauty of the land betrayed the fact that it had been a beautiful but barren, lifeless world until
the colonists arrived. The deep greens of vegetation covered only a few large temperate islands – three-quarters
of the available land had as yet gone undeveloped, primarily in the central areas of the larger continents.
There had been no indigenous species at all – until the colonists arrived, the seas had been empty, the lands
bare rock and desert. No fish, no insects, no plants, no animals, not even bacteria. A perfect clean slate on
which to work.
The first colonists had taken with them aquatic life, and plants, and livestock, and pets, and – although it
had taken a huge amount of work to provide enough silt and compost for the plants to grow in – now there
were verdant green margins to all the major rivers, and the oceans.
“It is beautiful,” Mirii observed, softly.
Yannis grinned. “I knew you would find it pleasing,” he said, sneakily, setting a daring arm at her waist
and standing closer to her.
Mirii couldn’t quite resist the urge to shy away. “Do you live here?” she wondered, trying to edge away
without making it too obvious what she was doing and watching as the globe swelled to fill the window as
Asenka piloted the ship down.
“Live and work,” he confirmed, pretending not to have noticed her uneasy departure; it reassured her that
his feelings were not hurt. “I will have to take you to visit the street markets, at some point – they are held
around and on the rivers themselves, and are really quite remarkable!”
They finally flew low over a small suburb of a larger city on one of the large temperate islands, in a
mountainous area that overlooked the bright, bustling metropolis snuggled into the valley cove below, facing
a broad expanse of sea. They slowly came up on to a large building perched precariously on the front edge of
a sort of broken escarpment. From the front, the place was all sleek chrome and frosted glass, built to blend in
with the stylish buildings below and looking like a research institute. From the back, the side that faced the
escarpment and was mostly hidden from view by a decorative wall that made the stylish institute look a lot
bigger than it really was, you could see it was rather more crumbling – an old factory bought and dressed up
on the cheap. Mirii felt a little disappointed, but squashed the feeling – she was here as a guest, not to complain
about the aesthetics of the place she was to live!
Besides, Yannis’ home looked nice – it was a small, stylish two-floor apartment built onto the front of the
institute, looking out over the city, and Mirii could see a small garden at the front. She felt a little pang of
regret, at that – Sei had a large, beautiful garden, full of the exotic plants he’d been given by his science friends,
or had collected by himself from his visits to other worlds. He had never tired of showing her around it, either
– demonstrating the velvet texture of the leaf of the black scissor-palm, explaining the exciting and lethal red
trumpets of the predatory chalice (which reminded her of the hallucinogenic carnivorous sweet-wine creeper
native to Tsu’s world), sharing in the sharp, electric scent of the glowing blue moonflower when it bloomed
and sent out its spores on the darkest of nights… The quiet thrill of a stolen kiss under the weeping boughs of
the giant unknown specimen from an unexplored world, the heady excitement of a loving embrace and a bit
of daring intercourse way, way up in the protective, flattened branches of a spindle-palm. What if I am wrong,
what if I am wrong. She felt the words flicker an unsteady tempo in the back of her mind. What if he is the
liar, leading me on? What if he has broken Iios, not ‘fixed’ him?
Yannis slipped his fingers into hers, and smiled, and she felt a slow reassurance creep back in. No. Our
brains are too complex to reprogram. All he could have done is like he said – break the carrier wave, and
reveal him for what he truly is. She followed him warily across the beaten old tarmac towards the apartment,
watching out of the corner of her eye as the ship’s crew vanished in the opposite direction, down into the
ramshackle interior of the back of the old factory.
“This is my home,” Yannis said, as he ushered her through the front door. Inside, it was cosy; the carpets
were deep pile and the walls painted in deep, warming shades. The furniture she could see was a dark, opulent
type of wood, polished to a mirror smooth and dressed in gold. “For now,” he offered, “I would like you to
treat my home as your home. Once you are a little more settled, we can think about the future, but for now all
I want is for you to have a nice, quiet, calm environment to regain your bearings in. Is that acceptable?”
She glanced hesitantly down at him – she wasn’t entirely sure she liked the idea of being quite so close to
him, particularly if it meant she would be living in his home.
“I mean you no harm,” he reassured, apparently noticing her hesitation. “Indeed, I hope it means you will
be kept from harm, in the short term! I do not desire anything from you, in terms of work, loyalty, obedience,
anything. The only thing I should like for you to do – at least, for now – is to stay in the building. I have…
associates, shall we say?… who do not believe I should be so willing to trust you so wholeheartedly.”
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Mirii stared at him, anxiously. “I am not a danger-”
“No, no, and I know you are not!” he smiled, reassuringly. “And I trust you. I know you to be honest and
well-mannered and an all-round gentle, thoughtful, moderate young lady. But the fact remains that not everyone
will be so accepting. There are those who are just waiting for you to make a mistake. To slip up, to reveal all
the less-than honest intentions they think you have.”
“But I have no dishonourable intentions in mind-!”
“I know,” he caught her hands and gave her a smile, soothingly. “I know. But there are those who will take
a little more convincing. There are those who simply believe you to be a slightly more advanced form of the
same automaton as your… guardians? Watchers? …whatever we elect to call them. I have, ah… tenuous
allies… who believe you to be just as mechanical, and they would love to try and remove your free will. Until
I can be sure you are safe, I would merely like for you to stay on the property for a little while. All right?”
She nodded, tersely. Something about it felt… not quite right. “I will do so,” she confirmed, softly.
“Thank you, darling,” he said, and kissed her hand, tenderly. “Now, I regret that I have duties to attend. I
have not had the opportunity to inspect my colleagues’ work in many days. Would you be so kind as to excuse
me? Please, make yourself at home! Go where you like, examine whatever device you choose. No door is
locked to you! Not even this one will be locked, to you.” He gestured to the front door, through which they
had walked only minutes before. “It will be locked from the outside, to prevent people entering, but you have
as much free reign as you like. You may even leave, if that is your desire – although I hope you do not choose
to leave!” He grinned, sheepishly, and scratched his head. “Now I truly must depart. I should rather remain
and talk to you all day, but I must attend my duties. Please forgive me.”
She nodded, silently, and gave him the smallest little wiggle of her fingers as a wave goodbye. She watched
the door close behind him, and felt her careful composure fracture a little bit. It was a nice apartment, cosily
furnished and very easy on the eye, and she had been told she could leave if she truly wished, but she knew
that he was basically saying “you will not leave.” A cosy jail cell was still a jail cell.
She engaged in a very slow survey of the building; two floors, and relatively open plan, with a high, vaulted
ceiling with visible beams running across from side to side. Once a person had moved through the hallway,
they came out in a large dining area, with a big table and high-backed chairs, and a thick fur rug in the centre
of the floor. A centrally-placed spiral staircase rose up to a mezzanine floor, bounded by a silver and
frosted-glass barrier that would rise to waist height, on her, and you could see a taller dividing wall separating
the upper floor first into two halves down the middle, and then the right-hand half was further divided a short
distance past the landing. The ground floor was similarly divided, under the mezzanine, with a single central
wall separating it into two long halves – the leftmost half contained a kitchen, decorated in rich wine reds and
mahogany-coloured wood, and the rightmost half contained the lounge, with long, sumptuous velvet seating
and thick, thick carpets. A broad fireplace (filled only with decorative, spiralling wood) ran along the outside
wall, and the far end was a sheet of almost pure glass, gazing out unbroken onto the garden. She padded down
the kitchen, running her fingers hesitantly along the marble work surfaces, and slipped out through the cunningly
disguised door in the side wall out into the garden. Most of the garden was placed over the polished,
sophisticated side of the institute; one could lean over the retaining wall and stare a thousand or so feet down
at the rest of the suburbs below. It meant that a person didn’t have to have their view impeded by roofs, but it
also meant this was not the place for anyone suffering vertigo!
She retreated back into the apartment, trying to enjoy the feel of the soft grass beneath her feet but not quite
able to convince herself she was happy. The upstairs was almost as open-plan as the downstairs – the bathroom
was on the rightmost side of the mezzanine, with the latrine in the smaller walled-off section, and a huge
bathtub and a shower and a steam-generator in the larger section, and just like on the downstairs level, the
entire front wall was glass; anyone could look in, if they chose! Luckily there were blinds, but Mirii found
they were stiff and ill-used. She’d have to work on repairing them. The bedroom was on the larger side; it
contained a huge double bed, with a beautiful view of the garden, with a massive wardrobe cut into the wall
all along one side.
Mirii found it a little unsettling that there was only one bed, and it was designed for at least two people to
sleep comfortably in. Do not wish to hurt his feelings, but I do not know that I desire to share a sleeping area.
She settled down alongside the side of the bed, between the covers and the glass of the window, and gazed
sadly out at the garden, hugging her knees. The relief that she’d finally been told the truth had begun to fizzle
out – it felt as if a bell was tolling, a great clamouring noise signalling the biggest mistake she had yet made.
I will work this out, she told herself, hugging her knees. I will find my resolution and I will be happy. If it
means I must divorce myself from my old lifestyle, then so be it.
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And it was a good solution! Logical, sensible… so why did it make her feel so… wrong?
Once they had determined there was nothing more to be gleaned from the burned-out remains of the Island
Telecomms office, and had notified the local police of the disaster, Sei and Brennan turned their attention to
the tricobalt trail that led away from Tas-umskel. It proved surprisingly easy to follow, and their small, speedy
vessel made better time than Yannis’ larger cargo-carrier. Even as Mirii was settling into her new home,
watching the video library Yannis had provided so she could familiarise herself with the world and its customs,
the pair were making good time to Hah’zeept, and finally arrived only two days after Yannis’ team themselves
had.
Unlike some, Sei was not ordinarily one to jump to conclusions on worlds based on their galactic locale –
he knew from experience that simply being a “rim-world” did not mean the planet was home solely to thieves
and murderers. Imperial territory was almost as far from the galactic rim as possible, and yet the Kiravai were
hardly renowned for their friendly and welcoming natures!
Understanding that being out here did not necessarily mean he was going to be mugged, however, did not
in turn put Sei at ease. He didn’t like being so far away from standard Coracina patrols! This planet was
technically not a member world – they had little of worth that could not be obtained more easily from
uninhabited globes, and were happy to remain neutral trading partners, rather than file for active Coalition
membership. This meant that the closest Coracina patrol route passed through this area a good parsec or two
away from this planet itself. If they ran into trouble, getting help might be tricky. Ardea was keeping tabs on
them, of course, but with such little evidence available, authority to chase this very hypothetical lead had not
yet been granted, and Ardea was stuck in the Tas-umskel system, chasing very minor (and ultimately useless)
leads.
“I do not recognise this world,” Sei admitted, warily, easing their vessel slowly into a high orbit and glancing
sidelong at Brennan. “What does the guide say?”
Brennan squinted at the screen. “Well, it is known on Coalition stellar charts as… Har… Zeepit?” he
attempted. “Taken from the natives’ tongue, meaning ‘the yellow land’, apparently. The inhabitants are mostly
extra-galactic colonists, who took up residence approximately five hundred years ago, Coalition Standard
Time.” He glanced up, and wrinkled his nose at his friend, who simply nodded for him to continue. “It is not
highly inhabited, if the population data is anything to go by,” he added, quietly. “The colonists usually reach
sexual maturity in their thirtieth year, and are said to choose not to be highly prolific because of it, so their
population remains quite small. Additionally, there are large tracts of undeveloped land; perfect for criminals
to hide out in, I would say!”
“Indeed,” Sei agreed, softly. “But it may mean our target is easier to find.”
“And it may mean so are we!” Brennan pointed out, sourly. “We best be on the alert, friend! Lest they
come looking for us.”
Eri and Victora were not the only ones to be concerned that their relatives had waltzed alone into the
unknown. Although she hadn’t specifically said so, Hauura was seeming increasingly anxious – it was hard
to tell, with her wonky moods and often sour manner, but the longer Sei and Brennan were gone, and the longer
it went between reports, the shiftier and more anxious the big female became. The two men had originally
been fairly prompt with their contacts, but the less they had to report the more abbreviated their calls, and the
longer between them.
After their last call, to say they were going down to the planet to see if any of the locals had seen anything,
Hauura had promptly excused herself from the bridge, and vanished off down to her quarters, causing more
than a few ripples of chatter around the command deck.
Now, Eri had never been the sort to pay attention to the gossipy rumours – when the big raun had got on
so well with Iios, for instance, back when she joined the crew, bringing with her tales of a disregard for
command and a surly temper that somehow never materialised, there had been the insinuation that somehow
she was just big enough to satisfy the captain’s sexual appetite when Eri wasn’t in season, and he’d tamed her
temper with nights of wild passion. And a lot of the crew believed it! But not Eri; she had absolute confidence
in the idea that Hauura was not another of Iios’ “conquests”. His sweet voice soothed her synaesthesia, that
was all.
The current rumour was that a jealous Hauura had somehow had something to do with this latest catastrophe,
which was why she kept on squirreling herself away in her quarters. Eri wanted to see what was actually
troubling the big female, and maybe offer help, if she could…
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All Xniki officers had large suites, placed relatively centrally in the vessel, usually close to the engine core.
They had an unusual dislike for seeing the stars outside their windows – perhaps a residual agoraphobia? –
and the large rooms were all maintained in a highly humid condition. Eri dithered outside her door for a long
time. She knew Iios got on strangely well with the giant female, but his relationship with her seemed to be the
oddity rather than the norm. The raun was happy for everyone else to know she was a cratchity, bad-tempered
old jerga who tolerated rather than liked them.
Finally, she plucked up the courage to press the buzzer, and in reply got a prompt, surly yawhat? that made
her jump. “I… came to see if everything was all right, Hauura?” she asked, after finally getting her hackles to
flatten down again. “As you were, ah… not acting like your normal self.”
“Ach, come in, come in,” Hauura instructed, irritably. “I can not be standing here by the intercom all day!”
The rooms were only accessible via an airlock, to keep the moist air inside. Eri had never visited a Xniki’s
private quarters before, and was a little leery of what she might find. She watched the entry light cycle from
the alert yellow-green to the all-clear blue, feeling the air grow heavy against her skin, then pushed the inner
door open…
The lighting inside was relatively subdued, and a calming bluish hue, as if underwater. The first officer’s
quarters were strangely normal, otherwise, although adapted for the Xniki’s heavy build – she had a couch
and a table, squat little backless dining chairs, and a rumpled bed with the same standard-issue sheets. Through
a door Eri could see the bathing facilities, which were the one exception to the norm – the latrine and the
shower stood separate to a large tank of clear, blue water.
Hauura herself sat in the middle of her floor, all the furniture pushed back out of the way, except for the
very low, heavily carved table that was the focus of her attention. Now she no longer had to work so hard to
keep her skin damp, the raun had shed her form-fitting moisture-retaining uniform for something more
comfortable – light, flowing robes that allowed the warm, humid cabin air to soothe the spots where the heavy,
near-watertight fabric had rubbed. She sat on a broad cushion on the floor, her heavy body slouched forwards
over something.
“Is everything all right, Hauura?” Eri walked around her to get a better look at whatever she was up to.
“We were a little anxious when you vanished off the bridge so abruptly.”
Hauura grumbled something indecipherable and picked up a little silver stylus, and waved it through the
flame of the oil lamp at the centre of the table.
“Um… may I sit with you a while?”
“So long as you remain silent,” Hauura replied, gruffly, but gestured with a long-finned hand to the floor
opposite. “And do not bark. Your words are sour-tasting, Speckled-Hands.”
Of course, the raun’s synaesthesia wouldn’t help Eri’s case – her native Vullish ‘tasted’ particularly
unpleasant to Hauura. Xniki polygenes had a tendency to have their senses “wired up wrong” at a cellular
level, and often perceived unrelated senses in unusual ways – certain colours would have smells, or words
would have particular colours. Hauura was obviously one of the unlucky ones – and to make matters more
difficult, Eri knew no Xanu to be able to communicate more easily. It’d have to be Commonspeech, when
Hauura finally invited conversation. Eri remained obediently silent, and watched.
Hauura glanced up from her work; she was doing something typically Xniki-enigmatic, with shells and
bright dye and an oil-lamp carved from a pale green stone. She rearranged the shells twice, and mumbled a
few consonant-heavy phrases. “I ask the Great Mother-Father that Silver Tongue be brought back safely to
us,” she answered the unspoken question, at last, passing her flippers ponderously over the top of the oil lamp,
then using her stylus to carve another sigil into the brutalised tabletop.
Silver-Tongue? Of course, she must mean Iios. “You’re worried about him.”
“Naturally. The Captain with the Sweet Voice respects me more than the chattering ones do,” Hauura
confirmed, gently huffing the dust from her new carving. “He maintains order among the stupidity that goes
on here.”
“But he’s always trying to annoy you, Hauura. I never considered you might-… that is, I’m glad-… but…”
“Ach, true, he is indeed juvenile. But he is wise and has good logic, and his stupidity does not come with
malicious intent.” She didn’t even glance up – splashed a droplet of pale green ink over the shells and studied
the patterns it made over the ridged surfaces, and hooom-ed softly for a moment. Her natural voice was deep
and resonant, and Eri could easily imagine Hauura calling to her peers through the endless oceans of her
homeworld.
“Is that a good sign?” Eri prompted, quietly.
“Omens are unclear,” Hauura rubbed ink into her carving and watched as it soaked along the grain in the
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wood. “Hmm. Good, bad, I do not know.”
She seemed almost… sad, Eri noticed. She had always found it hard to read Xniki moods, as they were so
ponderous and thoughtful compared to her own Vullish excitability, but the giant did seem distinctly
disappointed, if nothing else.
It was a surprising change from the norm for the big officer – as a species, Xniki seemed genetically
incapable of being anything except blunt, usually to the point of outright rudeness, and Hauura herself seemed
perpetually testy (at least, all the times Eri herself had seen her). Eri had been perfectly content in her opinion
that the big raun was devoid of even just a single feminine bone in her entire body, even if she was genetically
(mostly) female, but right now she came across almost like a worried mother, wondering where her errant child
had gone.
“Is there anything I can do?” Eri wondered, softly.
At last, Hauura looked up, and met the concerned gaze in Eri’s pale eyes. “No,” she replied, after a moment,
but her face had scrunched into what appeared to be a vague smile, and she brushed the tips of her fingers
lightly down Eri’s arms. “Have faith, and trust the powers to bring him home safely.”
Yannis virtually bounced into the control room, glee seeming to seep from every pore. “Ha!” He clapped
his hands together. “My bright little firebird is coming along quite nicely. I now anticipate that you will not
spoil my mood by giving me ill results, yes? How go things in here?”
Kolek gave him a sour look. “I just hope you know what you’re doing with that ‘bright little firebird’,
Boss,” he cautioned. “You ain’t lived alongside Kiravai as long as we have, an if they catch what you’re doing
to her… I ain’t in the mood for triggering a war!”
“Oh, pish. They will not find out, unless one of us tells them.” The Eumin dismissed the Nyen’s fears with
a little flip of his hand. “She will soon be eating from my very palm! The perfect addition to my, ah…
‘wardrobe’.” He chuckled at his own joke. “A beautiful companion to make my rivals swoon with envy. Of
course, she will need certain little alterations, but I am sure the lovely Asenka can source me a good engineer.”
The hind smiled back, and puffed out her own surgically-augmented bust, knowing what Yannis referred
to. Nyen did not naturally have breasts, because they did not feed their young with milk, but Asenka – like
many of her fellow hinds – had opted for implants, knowing that a ‘nice rack’ turned the heads of many an
alien male. Just to push the boundaries a little, Asenka’s were rather more… ample… than most. “I’m sure I
can find someone who’ll do the work to your satisfaction,” she cooed, fluttering her eyelashes.
Ihks hissed irritably and flashed her frills. “Look, no offence, Boss, but are we going to get to work, or
not? We’re here to do you a job, not to discuss adding tits to a machine,” she snapped. “And personally, I want
as little to do with those damn Ivos’ai as possible, so sooner we can tie up our loose ends and be done with
’em, the better.”
“Patience, my friend, patience,” Yannis soothed. “Once we bait in the good doctor, your contact with ‘those
damn birds’ can happily cease.”
Ihks backed down, grumbling softly under her breath, and flexing her tail into annoyed curls. Any contact
with the Kiravai was too much, for the hot-tempered little Yila, and having to bring more into contact with the
group was making her antsy.
“Now.” Yannis surveyed his team. “We need to plan our next move.”
The ship team had joined the ground team, and now all nine were present. There was Yannis’ second-incommand Asenka, and Kolek, third in command almost solely by merit of his relationship to Asenka. Ihks, in
charge of security, had been joined by Brun, a heavy salt-and-pepper-coloured short male Usurian who’d lost
half his right ear and his whole tail in a fight, and who made up the brute strength lacking in the more intelligent
Ihks. Brun was an expert at procuring illegal goods. Bes, a tuskless little Yil male, was the communications
expert, who often worked with Oomia, a strikingly albino Yurra female with a strange talent for linguistics.
Doctor Hueil was a bit of a misfit, in that he was Ondras, and the sleek telepaths didn’t often stray the
wrong side of the law, but Hueil had proved himself both trustworthy and skilled, and good at weaselling
information out of reluctant individuals. His reasons for his criminal activity were a secret even to Yannis, but
so far no-one had reason to mistrust him. He usually accompanied the senior team on important missions, but
he’d been fraying, to use the Nyenni vernacular – losing the velvet on his antlers – which was usually itchy,
and made him irritable enough to be somewhat unstable of temper.
The remaining two were Zuff – Zu’fenia Amberpads – the ship’s medical doctor (Hueil was a doctor of
psychology), and Drini, a drae-Zaar with a talent for chemistry and an overblown opinion of himself. (Drini
said that as a male in such a highly feminocentric society, where he wasn’t allowed to utilise his skills purely
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by merit of his gender, he was entitled to his opinion. The others said he just liked the sound of his own voice.)
“Our next move, one assumes, being how to attract your target in?” Hueil suggested, flicking an ear. He
was in his long, straight white labcoat again, hands laced lightly at the small of his back, and judging by his
smooth, glossy antlers and placid tone of voice he’d stopped fraying. (Yannis was inclined to think he’d
probably taken a scraper to his antlers and removed all the velvet in one hit – the silvery male had to be a closet
masochist, the way he behaved, sometimes.)
“That is correct,” Yannis nodded. “And the quicker we can achieve our aim, the better.”
“Why the urgency?” Brun wondered, scratching at his ear-stump. “It’s nae gonna change anything, whether
we bait him in quick or slow. And surely we stand a better chance of catching the bastard, if we take a wee
while to plan better?”
“Perhaps planning better would be advantageous, but that is sadly a luxury we lack,” Yannis explained.
“You see, the machine is only part of my plan. Granted, I desire him here so I might exact my vengeance for
what he did to me. But I also desire him here because he knows that accursed, whiney so-called politician
Brennan. And if I know Brennan the way I do, he will be sniffing his way along my trail, attempting to discover
what we are doing. And!” He lifted a finger. “Kolek has indeed discovered both of them making significant
headway on discovering our plans. The quicker they are removed from circulation, the safer we will be.”
There were nods, and the jingle of earrings and jewellery.
“How are we supposed to draw them in?” Bes wondered. “Just… broadcast a signal, and hope they pick
up on it?”
“No, no, far too risky.” Yannis shook his head. “No, I believe we will first have to develop a bait of some
sort – physical, but clean. Something only they will know how to trace…”
“Eh, Boss? You know… I don’t think we’re gonna need the bait.”
Yannis glanced back over his shoulder; Asenka – who had slipped away unnoticed from the rest of her
colleagues some time earlier – was beckoning to him from a control console. “What’s the matter, Grace?”
“Look.” She dabbed a lightly-manicured finger down on the screen. “Kiravai.”
Yannis looked down over her shoulder; she’d apparently hacked into the city security net and was
piggybacking a signal off the monitoring cameras. Both watched as the tall black shape wound its way carefully
through the thronging crowds of the street market, apparently discussing something with a figure just short
enough to be out of sight beside him. His thin lips curved into a predatory smile. “Well, well, well,” he breathed,
softly. “Just look who it is.”
Asenka glanced up. “That’s the one you’ve been looking for, right?”
“The exact one,” he confirmed, nodding, listening to the rustle of feet as the rest of the team crowded
around to get a look. “Perfect. Perfect! Ha!” He clapped one pair of hands down on her shoulders, and used
the other pair to give her a squeeze. “You are a wonder.”
Asenka preened quietly and feigned coyness.
“Kolek?” Yannis turned to his team.
“Sir?” The hart stepped forwards.
“Take a party of your most loyal into the city. Track them down,” Yannis instructed. “I want both of them
brought here before the day is out.”
“It’s already gone noon, sir-”
“No excuses! Find them, and bring them here. And if you have not succeeded by nightfall, well, you will
stay out until you have tracked them down. Is that understood?”
Kolek wrinkled his lip and slicked his feelers down flat, but nodded. “Perfectly, sir.”
Their search had been going relatively badly in the first place, so when Brennan sagged into the shade of
a restaurant canopy and dunked his head into a nearby fountain, Sei guessed it was as good a time to call for
a brief stop as any.
“This has not been the most successful of days, has it?” Brennan sighed, tiredly; his normally-pale features
had flushed red with effort in the unnatural heat and his hair was plastered in a sorry mop against his forehead,
slicked back with sweat.
“It has not,” Sei agreed, glumly, settling onto the floor beside the wall his friend was perched on. “I had
hoped we may find some leads, especially in a market as busy as this, but we will have to make other plans.”
“Or maybe he simply is not home yet.”
“Ah, I find that unlikely. Consider. This is his base of operations, correct?” Sei glanced up at his friend.
“We traced the ship landing in this general locale, until atmospheric ionisation disrupted the trail. If he is living
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here, it stands to reason he will get his food here, as it will be much cheaper than importing it from offworld.
And if he obtains nourishment from here, surely one of the traders will have seen him?”
Brennan let his hands dangle in his lap. “Although this is Yannis we are talking about,” he groused. “Yannis,
who never does anything simply for fear it will lead someone to one of his more criminal activities.”
Sei chuckled, dryly. “I should confess to being a little concerned we ourselves are walking casually into a
trap of our own,” he admitted. “We may have been drawn here for a reason, you know.”
“Indeed I do know,” Brennan agreed, dourly. “I try not to contemplate it. It dampens my spirits!”
They sat quietly for a little while, watching the thronging crowds bustle about a few yards from where they
sat. Native women in brightly-coloured skirts and flowing tops made up a coloured sea of abstract shapes, and
the sounds of enthusiastic haggling droned in the background as a persistent white noise. Just past the tents of
the market was one of the many hundreds of canals that pierced like shimmering blue threads through the city;
the rivers themselves formed yet more living space, covered in beautiful houseboats, and the narrow lanes
between them were choked by smaller skiffs, typically so heavily laden with fruits and fish that they were
almost in danger of sinking. Brennan himself had bought himself a breakfast of sweet red fish and steamed
rice from a friendly young male early on in the day, before it got so stiflingly hot.
While Brennan bolted down the flask of water he’d been handed by an anxious barmaid, Sei sat and watched
the world go by, nodding politely in greeting to a small group of young native girls with their arms full of
flowers. The smallest of them, who looked like she could have barely been seven years old, ginger-skinned
and charcoal-haired, offered him a bright blue flower, which he allowed her to lace into his hair. “{Thank
you},” he said, in her native tongue, touching the flat of his fingers to the top of her hand in thanks.
She giggled and scampered away to join her fellows.
“You see?” Brennan pointed. “They notice you, my dark-skinned friend, but I slip under their radar. Who
is to say Yannis has not done the same?”
Sei waved his hand, dismissively. “You are just more like them than I am,” he pointed out. “You are similar
in build, in colouration… I stick out like a stem of charcoal! Small wonder they notice me.”
“Again! You unwittingly prove that Yannis and I are like enough to the natives to have drifted through
barely noticed.” Brennan threw his hands up. “At this rate, we are never going to find them.”
“I should confess,” Sei lowered his voice a fraction, “that finding them was not the absolute top of my
agenda. At least, not confronting them.”
“Ach, Sei-!”
“Please, hear me out. We need to monitor them from afar, correct? If we make it too obvious we seek them,
they will surely hear we are searching, and hide themselves away better. Then we will never find them, unless
it is on their terms.”
Brennan grumbled inarticulately. “We are supposed to be tracking them down so we can call in the law,”
he corrected. “Not playing vigilante.”
“Of course! But the law will want proof of whatever criminal activity our ‘friend’ Yannis is embroiled in,
correct? I do not mean we have to ‘play vigilante’, simply find a little evidence to back up our accusations.
Correct?”
“Well, Bio? How go things?”
‘Biohazard’ was a young dar-Vul, a fairly bland-looking beige and white in colour and somewhat lacking
in common sense, but fiercely intelligent when it came to science. The young virologist glanced up from his
work, bared his front teeth in an irritable grin, and pushed his facemask back. “I wish you wouldn’t call me
that,” he groused.
“What would you prefer, then? Hazard?” Yannis smirked.
“I would prefer that you use my name.” The Vul waved his auto-pipette, dramatically, and sprayed droplets
of alarmingly-coloured but otherwise harmless Green’s Reagent across the desk. “I don’t care how much you
pay me, because it’s nowhere near enough for me to appreciate the disparaging nickname.”
“Psh. I didn’t come down here to discuss the respective merits of individuals’ chosen nomenclature,”
Yannis replied, dismissively. “I came here to see your progress on the virus.”
“Progress is, ah… Slow,” Biohazard admitted, softly. “I don’t have enough exemplars, and the test proteins
you’re providing me with aren’t very stable. They’re very heat-labile, and even with the air-con in this place
they keep on breaking down.”
“Hm. Aside from this, how goes it?”
Biohazard grumbled under his breath. “Don’t you listen? I told you, it’s going crap. I need more materials,
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and I need an assistant. You want a cure for this disease, fine! I’ll give you a cure. But only when I have the
materials to do it with!”
Yannis wrinkled his lip. “I would appreciate it if you did not take that tone of voice with me,” he hissed,
softly. “You may be my lead virologist, but it is only for the length of time I say you are! Get under my skin
too many times and I will be again looking to fill the position. And you will be looking very briefly at how
long you can hold your breath, when I give you some nice concrete boots and throw you off one of the local
piers. Granted I am no scientist, but I can assure you it will be a short study!”
Biohazard backed down, reluctantly. “Of course, sir,” he apologised, grudgingly. “My mistake.”
“Indeed.” Yannis gave him a sweet, mocking smile. “Your apology is nevertheless accepted. I will see
about finding you an assistant.”
“Preferably an assistant with more than two brain cells to rub together,” Biohazard added, daringly. “If I
have to instruct them every step of the way, I may as well not bother with an having help.”
Yannis chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Come on, birdy. I want the floor clean enough that I can eat my dinner off it.”
Iios paused his mopping. “Why would you wish to do that?” he wondered.
Asenka was sat at the control console, her little hoofs hooked up on the guard rail, watching something
unwholesome she’d downloaded off the Hah’zeept’i Skynet. “Well, all right, so I don’t want to actually eat
my dinner off it,” she corrected. “I just mean I want it clean enough that if I did want to, I could. Got it?”
Iios inclined his head, politely. “I believe I have, mistress.”
“Good, good. Well, get on with it, then.” She waved him off. “Do a good job and I might treat you to a
night off work,” she added, with a lascivious wink.
“Thank you for the kindness, madam, but I do not require such a lengthy period of inactivity to perform
my daily resets and system purges.”
“Who said anything about inactivity?” she grinned. “I thought you looked like you needed a bath.”
He quirked his head, and looked back up at her, continuing his steady cleaning. “I am already adequately
cleansed, madam.”
“So you say, but I bet I could find some dirt on you,” she chuckled.
“Asenka, please stop distracting the staff,” Yannis scolded, from the doorway. “I tolerate your promiscuity
because you are a good commander. Please, do not make me regret giving you the post.”
The hind pressed her hands together in a praying position, and inclined her head. “Of course, noble
commander,” she oiled, sweetly. “I shall endeavour to do better by you.”
He made a face at her, and didn’t look particularly pleased.
“So, what are you here for, Boss?” she wondered, deftly switching her pornography back to security feeds
with a flick of her tail before he could see what she was up to.
“Considering,” Yannis said, softly, watching the feed; Kolek and Brun were making their way down the
main street, keeping to the sidelines to avoid drawing overt attention to themselves. “Bio wants an assistant.”
“And you want the bird to do it?” Asenka wondered, pointing her tail at Iios, who just carried on mopping,
oblivious.
“After a fashion. I want one of the birds to do it.” Yannis moved to the large panoramic window, and gazed
out over the city. “It will be a convenient use for our good doctor, once we have crushed the spirit out of him.”
“I’m not sure I get it.” Asenka joined him at the window, brazenly curling her tail around his thigh.
Yannis narrowed his eyes, and managed to ignore the wandering tailtip. “Doctor Sei is essentially a
sophisticated adding machine, correct? Once you strip away the layers of ego and consciousness and
autonomous thought, what lies at the base of it all is a computer.”
“…right?”
“Right. And I do not wish to waste such a valuable piece of equipment! I intend to strip him right down to
his basal programming, just as I have done this servile lump of tin here,” he gestured an arm behind himself,
at Iios. “But only after I have shown him what I have done to his beloved family. After what he did to me, I
will be sure to punish him over and over!”
“You’re getting off topic, Boss.”
“Hn.” Yannis studied his hands. “Once we have shown the good doctor what we have done to his family,
and once I have luxuriated in watching him wallow in despair, I will send him to Biohazard. He will fulfil his
duties as the whiner’s assistant, trapped in his own mind, watching and unable to do anything about it as he
aids in the creation of a tool to wipe out all those damnable Eumin who cursed me to live out here, in isolation
45

Good as Gold
and exile!”
Asenka stepped back, letting her tail twirl around her own ankles, uneasily. “You mean-… but I thought…
you were just going to completely blank his mind,” she challenged, warily. “I-I mean, okay, so it’s murder…
but disconnecting his conscious self from the part of him that is a servant? Isn’t that a little… cruel?”
Yannis smiled, and Asenka took another step back. “Why yes, dear. It is! But then, I am a very bitter,
twisted, unkind man. Did you miss the memo?”
The sky had flushed with the brilliance of encroaching evening and the streets had grown dark fairly quickly.
The traders had remained out on the cobbled lanes until the street lighting came on; it was an incongruous mix
of modern and traditional that blended together strangely well.
Sei considered the dusky, peaceful streets to be rather attractive, but Brennan had become uneasy as the
traders dwindled away down the side streets and slowly vanished; he saw shadows lurking in every corner,
imagined predators watching their every step. “I do not like this, friend,” he commented, all four arms twined
about himself, for the third time in as many minutes, then varied his repertoire a little with the addition of;
“We will be mugged, for sure. Attacked and our money stolen. We should return to the shipyard, and rest up
for the night. We can resume this during the day!”
Sei gave him a genial smile. “If that is what you want to do, then I do not see why we should not,” he
agreed, evenly. “I very much doubt our target will just vanish overnight.”
Brennan snorted a laugh, although he didn’t sound amused as much as he sounded unimpressed. “It is the
fact that we may be induced to vanish that concerns me!”
The Eumin had obviously intended his statement in jest, but it seemed that his words were to suddenly
become a lot more prophetic than he’d realised…
Sei turned a corner, and almost walked straight into the gun that pointed his direction. “What in the name
of-?!” He leaped back into Brennan, and almost knocked both to the ground.
The sleek, chocolate-brown Nyen wielding the weapon barely blinked. “Doctor? Would you come with
us, please?”
“Who are you?” Sei demanded, still attempting to back off but Brennan was in the way, trying to push
back. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed a big, one-eared Usurian advancing from a side-street behind
them. “What do you want?”
“That need be no concern of yours,” the hart replied, evenly, shaking his head. “Come with us and you
will not be harmed. Resist, and I can make no guarantees for your safety.”
“You are one of Yannis’ employees?” Sei guessed, softly.
“That I can neither confirm nor deny,” the hart apologised, gesturing for Sei to move back. “Turn and face
the wall, and place your hands at your back.”
“If you work for Yannis, surely you recognise that we will not go peacefully,” Brennan argued, making
no move to do as instructed; Sei noticed that the Eumin had already tensed up, as if to make a break for freedom.
The hart nodded. “This is something we’d always borne in mind, and taken steps to prepare for,” he agreed.
“And it’s simple. You run? I shoot you.” He hefted the weapon in his slim hands. “The tranquiliser in here is
fast acting and works for hours. You really, really don’t want to be asleep for very long, where we’re going.”
“I do not particularly care for your threats,” Sei commented, softly. “And I am quite sure my friend does
not appreciate them either. Either you give us information, or we will be taking our leave of you – regardless
of how you threaten us.”
“Brave bird, aren’t you?” the Nyen argued. “All right. Information. See that which Brun has in his hands?
That is a disruptor.”
Sei glanced sideways, to see the big alien helpfully wave the gun as a demonstration.
“It interferes specifically with electron flow,” the Nyen went on. “If he hits you with that? You’re down.
And you have no choice in the matter at all. Is that clear?”
“Your threats have always been clear,” Sei replied, grimly. “I do not dispute that you are well armed. It is
your methods I do not care for-”
Brennan caught them entirely wrong-footed – he shoved hard on the Usurian and pitched him sideways
into the Nyen, who gave a yell of fury and found he couldn’t shoot the Eumin because there was a wall of fur
in the way. Brennan used the confusion to bolt – he was out in the street and sprinting for the safety of the
main river thoroughfare as fast as his feet would take him, and looked like he might just be going to make it…!
…until a stripy little Nyen with a cannon almost as big as her whole leg stepped out into his path, and
squeezed the trigger. Before the Eumin could jink sideways, the projectile from the gun bloomed out into a
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net – a tough, adhesive, polymer net, weighted with metal globules at its amorphous margin.
Brennan attempted to duck, but far too late; the net caught him on the shoulder, the weights smacking him
hard in the chest, and the momentum of the remainder of the globules jerked him into a spin and dropped him
square into the sticky meshwork. He ended up on his chest, one arm trapped in an awkward twist at his side
and the other three wrapped down against his torso, coughing dust out of his lungs.
“I do believe,” the little hind said, smirking and resting her gun lazily on her shoulder, “that my darling
other told you not to run.” Then she levelled a handgun at him, and shot him clean in the left buttock; he gave
a yelp! of pain, but his eyes rapidly rolled up in his head and he was unconscious in seconds.
The hind planted a dainty hoof onto Brennan’s insensate shoulder, as if she’d bagged a trophy, and smirked
up the street at the males. “Gentlemen, you really need to take tips from the master,” she said, dryly.
The hart sighed, exaggeratedly. “All right, doctor,” he turned to Sei. “Do we have your co-operation, now?”
Sei hissed his irritation, but nodded. “For now. As I seem to have no choice in the matter…”
Mirii had emerged from her hiding place beside the bed and ventured back out into the garden when Yannis
finally tired of playing evil megalomaniac and ventured back upstairs to his apartment to play the affectionate
lover. He really wanted to sucker her in to this! To convince her not only that he loved her, truly madly and
deeply loved her, but also to convince her that everything she had been told about love and relationships thus
far was a lie. The deeper he could suck her down into depravity, the better.
Although… hnh. Feigning attraction for this little wisp of gold insubstantiality was close to impossible –
she was virtually the polar opposite of what he looked for in a woman. In his opinion, women needed to look
like they’d done at least a day of hard work in their lives, to be sleek and a little muscular, not looking like
they’d snap in half in you breathed on them a little too hard. And women needed a little meat on them – to be
curvy, but not overweight, with a nice handful of breast and child-bearing hips, a succulent behind, pouty lips
and a come-hither look in their eye.
Mirii, on the other hand, was so ruler-straight, without even the slightest bumps on her flat chest, that she
was almost masculine in looks, and he found her… well, not ugly, per se, but rarely attractive. She was… dull.
Bland. He felt not the slightest flicker of attraction towards her, which made it almost impossible to even act
like he was interested.
Buuut… with Asenka’s help, he may be able to change that. The little hind was an expert at bringing out
the voluptuousness of women! He’d seen some of her handiwork from before they got together, when she was
a spy working in a brothel – and seeing some of the formerly plain little waifs she’d turned into buxom
nymphettes reassured him that she could do the same to this gullible little idiot…
She had settled on a lounger on the patio, to watch the sun sinking, when he found her; the deep amber
glow from the descending star had turned her into a curled droplet of fiery gold. This was one of the few times
she had a delicate prettiness about her – her long nose didn’t look quite so long, her gangrel limbs weren’t
quite so spindly, and her hair curled about in just the right way that it disguised her enormous ears.
She must have heard him approaching, because she lifted her head and opened her eyes to watch him
approach.
“Hello, Mirii,” he greeted, gently, settling onto the lounger next to her. “How are you feeling?”
“Calmer,” she admitted, reluctantly. “I have been… thinking.”
“Thinking nice thoughts?”
She pursed her lips, briefly. “I should like to reserve judgement on that,” she admitted, softly. “They are
too unfamiliar to be able to assign good or bad to them…”
He smiled, reassuringly. “You will get your resolution in time, dear,” he assured her, reaching forwards
and letting the fingers of one hand curl gently around hers. “This is a troubling period for you, you cannot
expect an immediate result!”
She gazed down at where their hands met, and just looked, for a while. “I am not sure we should be so
forward, either,” she said, although he sensed she meant I am not sure you should be so forward. “It is not
long since my world was turned upside down.”
“Of course,” he agreed, backing off, kicking himself internally. Silly bubblehead couldn’t be having second
thoughts now?! “You have a lot to think about, my dear. I should not like to further confuse you…”
“Please, forgive me,” she said, watching him take his hand back. “I do not mean to hurt your feelings! I
just… I am… scared. I do not wish to make the same mistake with you as I did… as I-… with-… my former
partner.”
Watching her stumble across the words and find the correct descriptions with difficulty reassured him what
47

Good as Gold
he was doing. Whatever second thoughts she may be having about him, she was certainly having major doubts
about Sei. Which was quite a delicious thing to hear!
Unexpectedly, his watch buzzed at him; a light vibration where it rested against the back of his wrist, but
definitely there. Someone wanted to talk to him, obviously.
Mirii perked an ear. “Your watch seems to be making noises,” she commented.
“You heard that?” he wondered, redundantly – of course she heard it, she wouldn’t have commented
otherwise. “It is a discreet communications device,” he explained, before she could elaborate. “One of my
factory staff wants to get hold of me. Would you excuse me a moment?”
She nodded. “Of course. This is your home,” she replied, softly. “You do not need my permission.”
Yannis bowed steeply and kissed her brows, daringly, and headed indoors. Of course, speaking to Kolek
without her eavesdropping was going to be tricky. If she had good enough hearing to pick up the nearly-silent
vibration of his watch, he couldn’t use the comms terminal in the kitchen… He’d have to head out to the factory
roof, and slip behind the domestic muffler that he’d had installed to protect his apartment from the roar of
incoming and outgoing shuttles. That would deaden the sound quite nicely.
Mirii sat and watched him go, and wondered why her suspicions were still jangling around inside her. What
was it about him that left her so… unsettled? Was he just being too nice? It seemed unlikely – Sei was always
sweet and kind and she never thought of him as ‘too nice’. Perhaps too nice for someone who barely knew her
– or did he? And Sei was all one big lie, as well, she reminded herself. A sophisticated puppet. Yannis had
watched her from behind the safety of a sheet of glass, where he would not interfere with her development,
and despaired as her ‘family’ spun her a pack of lies.
She hugged her knees up to her chest, and watched the last rind of sun slip beneath the horizon. She would
get to the bottom of this, she resolved, grimly.
Yannis was gone for only a few minutes; she enhanced her hearing to try and catch a word or two that he
said, but he was completely out of earshot. He reappeared from through the kitchen, and gave her a sad little
smile. “Forgive me, Marie, but I need to go,” he apologised, softly. “One of my associates has found a problem
in our current project, and I must oversee a resolution. Will you be happy to tend to your own ablutions?”
She nodded, just once. “I think so,” she confirmed. “Are cleansers readily accessible?”
“I invited you to look around the property,” he teased, kindly. “Did you not take the opportunity to do so?”
“Of course-!”
“Then you saw the bathroom, love. I apologise that it is quite small, but I am sure it is stocked well enough?”
It was another little lie, because the bathroom was large and opulent, but then she figured that perhaps he
was meaning it was small in comparison to what she was used to? Because there was no getting away from it
– Sei was a well-paid consultant surgical neuroscience engineer, and he could not only afford the finer things
in life, he could afford plenty of them, especially as neither needed to take in nourishment.
“Forgive me.” She hung her head. “I did not mean to sound ungrateful…”
“My dearest, apologies are far from needed!” he reassured, smilingly. “You are in a strange place, and
must still be anxious. Please, I implore you, do not feel ashamed to tell me your feelings. If you feel it is not
up to your usual standard of living, I will understand it!”
“The property is beautiful,” she confirmed, softly, and managed a smile. “Please, do not be late on my
account. I am sure I can find the supplies I need.”
He bowed deeply to her, and took his leave, and for the first time she felt a flicker of affection for him. He
was trying to make her comfortable and happy, she reasoned. Maybe she should make the effort to reciprocate,
and be grateful for his attention…
Kolek had dumped the meddling Brennan down in the sensory deprivation tank the instant they got back
– the Eumin was small fry compared the sleek Kirasiinu. They’d got the tall cob secured in the closest
laboratory, and called Yannis down to inspect the capture…
Yannis’ lips drew back into a hideous grin at seeing the captured Synthoid. The big stick of charcoal looked
deeply uncomfortable – backed into a post whose top came level with his shoulderblades, a length of duranium
mesh around his waist and holding him against it with just enough room to wriggle, but not enough to support
him. His arms were dragged back at an angle behind him and locked into shackles that were in turn connected
to stout lengths of duranium cable, which had been ratcheted tight. His ankles had been similarly secured to
the floor, far enough apart that he couldn’t use one dexterous foot to release the other, and far enough away
that every joint was relaxed into a bend and it was difficult for him to support his weight on his legs. This
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meant that the blunt top of the post was forced up against his back, just between his shoulders. He had no way
to relax at all, in this position; attempting to settle his weight downwards dropped his weight down on the post
and pulled at his throat. Trying to stand better yanked at his arms, and his ankles.
Yannis found sympathy in short supply. It wasn’t like the big computer would get tired.
“Yannis,” Sei greeted, uncomfortably, seeing his nemesis pass through the doorway. “I suspected you had
a hand in this.”
“But of course!” Yannis bowed, sweepingly. “Who else has such imagination at his disposal? My dear
darling doctor Sei, you have no concept of how delighted I am to get to meet you once more. I have such great
plans, I would have been so mortified had you not been allowed to be a part of them!”
“I sense it would be irrelevant for me to state I do not desire to be part of your plans?”
Yannis chuckled, and began to pace a big circle around his captive. “You learn quickly, doctor. Yes, it
would be irrelevant – totally so! And in fact, the more you complain and repeat your desire, the more I will
involve you! How exciting is that?”
“Your definition of exciting and mine do not match,” Sei deadpanned, tiredly, not watching as the eumin
circled. “I think we may need to compare vocabularies.”
Yannis chuckled that deep, sinister laugh again. “My dear doctor, the intricacies of our varying tongues
will not be particularly relevant in the next few days. So long as you can take instructions, I will be happy. Is
that understood?”
“No, it is not.” Sei gave him a long, hard look. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” Yannis flicked open a knife, and for an instant Sei was convinced he was going to go for him
with it… but the man instead began to slice a long seam down the outside of his shirt sleeve, peeling the
well-loved fabric back off his black arm. “That you will be a servant. You will be my servant, in fact. You will
listen to what I tell you, and you will not complain or disobey, you will just… do.” He started down the second
sleeve.
“I am not sure how you will enforce this rule,” Sei pointed out, watching sadly out of the corner of his
pinned-open eyes as Yannis cast the torn sleeves into the corner and started down his sides.
“Ahh, I have my ways. I will show you, later,” Yannis soothed, offhand, shredding what remained of Sei’s
shirt and letting the bits flutter to the floor. “For now, I need to ensure you are suitably chastised and humbled.
And scared, if I can achieve it.”
Sei gave his assailant a hard look. “You will find I do not scare easily.”
Yannis laughed. “I have a sweet little hind on my staff called Asenka,” he replied, knowingly. “The things
she knows would make the strongest men blush! I will have to ensure you get to see her.” His lips curled into
a smile, and he tugged knowingly on the waist of Sei’s trousers. “You will be easily broken, my dear,” he
cooed, moving to the doorway. “A few days of this – an open invitation to whomsoever chooses to visit – and
you will be pleading for me to release you of your bonds.”
Sei didn’t allow his gaze to flicker, but his insides had contracted up, protectively. Surely the man didn’t
mean-… but of course he did. That was just what Yannis did! If he couldn’t beat it out of you, he’d shame it
out of you. And leaving him like this – spread out, unable to defend himself, like some sort of prize table fowl,
a piece of meat to be inspected and prodded- … ah, Sei, what have you got yourself into this time?!
Yannis paused in the doorway, and made a big dramatic show of ‘remembering’ something. “Ah! Of
course! Where are my manners? I have a little gift for you!”
“A gift?” Sei glanced down at the man’s hands, suspiciously.
“Yes. A little video! Or should I say, a video feed?” Yannis flicked a button, and a screen – previously
unnoticed – came on just above the door.
“Mirii-!” Sei jerked involuntarily against his bonds, uselessly, watching his wife slip her legs out of her
trousers, leaving her dressed only in a light top and underpants, as a bath filled with foam next to her. “Ah!
What are you doing to her?!”
“Nothing. All I have done is convinced her,” Yannis said, smirking, circling again, “that you can not
possibly be the same sort of creature as her. That you are far too dynamic and energetic and alive to be the
same sort of creature as her. That you must be a remote-controlled puppet of some sort. And because you made
her such a stupid, gullible little idiot, she ate up all my lies and ran to me for comfort.”
Sei actually made an inarticulate little noise of horror and struggled very briefly against his bonds. “Where
is she? Oh, Mirii-! Leave her out of this, you bastard! It is me you have a grievance against, leave her alone!”
Yannis smiled, and caressed Sei’s long ears, gently. “My darling Sei. She does not love you. She does
not want you. She hates you for all your lies, and would rather see you dead. I have been accepted into your
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place, you see. A genuine, living, warm, affectionate male, a worthy target for her affection!” He sighed,
dreamily. “I will be sleeping with her, tonight. After I have ravished her, left her screaming my name and
begging me for more.”
Sei choked out a sob. “No, please-”
“I told you that you would be easily broken, love! Now, I must go. I have a lover to tend.” Yannis went
to the doorway, and gave him a little wave. “I will leave you to watch your video. These live events are
supposed to be very popular!”
And with that, he was gone.
Brennan had remained deeply sedated the entire trip back to Yannis’ base, and slept his way through the
protracted job of removing all the skeins and strands of thick, sticky polymer that had wrapped him – it had
necessitated sacrificing his top layer of clothes, and some of his hair, because the thick adhesive bonded far
too well with the fibrous materials.
He remained sleeping for several hours after they got him secured in the deprivation tank, as well. And
when he finally woke up, he was so muggy and disoriented he was convinced he was still asleep, lost in a
fog of silence and darkness. He sat up, groaning about the hard floor he’d laid upon, and rubbed his aching
temples.
“Hello?” he wondered, drowsily, waving his hands in front of his face but seeing nothing. “Hel-hello? Is
anyone there? Please?”
There was no answer – not even an echo. His voice was muted and dull, the very darkness seeming to
soak the sounds up, like inkblots into black velvet.
He struggled to his feet. “Please, if anyone is there-…” he tried again, scuffing one foot across the floor.
The surface was smooth… polished. He slid his feet carefully across the floor, looking for obstacles, but
found nothing until his outstretched fingertips bumped the wall opposite. The wall was just as smooth, just
as featureless – it felt as if it had been coated in matt paint. He moved along to his right, hoping he might be
able to find a door, at least. He discovered a table, first of all – just high enough to crack his knees on. There
was the slop of water and the rattle of a jar rocking, but no klonk or splosh as whatever container it was fell
over.
After he was finished with his groaning and cursing, he carried on carefully navigating the room, and
this time kicked something yielding.
Oh no, tell me there are not bodies in here-! After a moment or two of dithering – if there was a body,
he didn’t want to grab hold of anything unsavoury! - he crouched and hesitantly dabbed his fingers down on
the yielding thing.
It revealed itself to be nothing more than a rolled blanket, and a pillow, and a bucket at the end. Bedding.
So, he was here for the long haul, it seemed… He continued along the wall, concerned that as yet he’d not
even found a corner. And when he bumped the table with his welted knees for the second time, he realised
(with a sinking sense of dismay) that the room was not only circular, it had no door. And no light!
“What madness is this?” he wondered, faintly, trying harder to glimpse something – anything – in the
gloom. Nothing answered his question.
Someone was playing some sort of unkind trick on him, he recognised. Because this room wasn’t just
quiet and dark, it was utterly silent and utterly lightless. He sank down on his rolled up pad of blanket, and
listened to his breathing – not heavy because of fear, but heavy simply to break the constricting silence…
Back on Ardea, to say that Eri was worried would have been the gravest understatement in months. And
things had seemed to have been going well, if Sei’s latest report was anything to go by! He was making fair
progress, having tracked his suspect all the way to a little world called Hah’zeept, and he and Bren were
going to do a little investigation down on the surface of the planet, as of his last communiqué. And that had
been it! That had been the last words from them. They’d tried hailing them repeatedly, but to no avail, and
now Ardea herself was on her way to the little desert planet to see if her crew could find out exactly what
had gone on.
As if to cap it all, Hauura had been taken ill – and apparently quite seriously. When she’d not turned up
for her morning shift, and not answered her hails either, Velia had gone down to her quarters and found the
big female unconscious in the middle of her living space floor. They’d rushed her down to the infirmary –
once they finally managed to carry her! – and now Doctor Kin’toughra Threetoes (or more commonly just
“Kinto”) was busy treating her.
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When Eri turned up, to see how the big raun was, she got a bit of a surprise – Hauura was sat in the
bottom of large clear-sided tank full of water, looking forlorn and pathetic, a larger-than-usual mantle
around her shoulders. Her massive shoulders were rounded forwards, and her heavy head slumped down on
her long neck.
“Goodness-… What’s wrong with her?! Are we under attack? Has she been hurt?” Eri turned full circle
before the doctor snagged her arm and reclaimed her attention.
“Goodness, no, nothing of the sort,” he reassured, sitting the captain’s fiancé down behind his desk.
“She’s just coming out of crisis, that’s all. She’ll be fine in an hour or two.”
“Crisis…?” Eri echoed, giving the doctor a dumb blink.
Kinto rested his cane against the console, and gave her a speculative look. “Um, let’s think. How
familiar are you with Augren’s syndrome?”
“Augren’s…? I-…” Eri shook her head, helplessly. “Never heard of it.”
“Doesn’t surprise me, not many non-Xanu have.” Kinto briefly checked the monitor he’d been watching
when Eri first over-reacted, then set his stylus to one side and pecked a button or two to bring up a medical
dialogue. “It’s the condition that Hauura has. It’s immunological, with an autoantibody attacking
neurotransmitter receptors, and as a consequence she can get very tired, and very weak, and have to rest for
a long period.”
The reason for the way the big raun had to go and sit down after protracted periods of active bridge duty
suddenly became clear. Hauura was never one for sitting calmly and discussing things with the captains and
crew of other vessels, she had to be up on her feet, arms waving, stomping about, while Iios was the
surprising voice of calm in the background.
“Can’t you treat it?” Eri glanced over at the drowsy Xniki.
“Of course I can! And we do, very successfully! But! Because our dear Hauura hasn’t been taking her
medicines properly – which, I should add, she is prone to,” Kinto waggled his stylus at Hauura in a naughtynaughty! kind of way, “she gets periodic respiratory crises like this one.”
“Make me sick, Three-toes!” a muffled voice grumbled from behind the glass, and a flurry of bubbles
simmered up from her mantle. “You try take them!” Her voice was heavy and resonant and rather beautiful,
under the water, unlike its usual dry, growly irritation.
“You’d rather go into crisis again? Hauura, I never understood the way you behave with your damn
disease, and this just compounds it.”
“Wouldn’t use that tone if I was out of here, Hop Along!”
Kinto turned his back on her and rolled his eyes. “One of these days we’ll develop a treatment for
Augren’s that its sufferers will take willingly,” he grumbled.
“If the medicine is so horrible, isn’t there a gene therapy that’ll just… fix it?” Eri wondered.
“If we knew what caused it, probably, but Augren’s is very rare in monogenes.” Kinto spread his hands,
and limped his way over to Hauura’s tank. “And polygenes have so much genetic data in there it’s hard to
isolate what bit is going wrong in common diseases, let alone the rare ones.” He glanced up at the
smouldering brown eyes that glared down on him through the glass. “All right, Hauura, I think another hour
should do it. Happy to stay under the mantle?”
“Don’t give me much choice, ne?” Hauura let her bulk subside back to the floor of the tank, sulkily.
“We’re still in the warp, and we will be for another few hours,” Eri reassured, pressing her fingers flat
against the glass that separated her from her friend – although it was odd, she’d only just now begun to think
of her in such terms. Funny how even the bleakest of situations had little silver linings, if you looked hard
enough. “There’s nothing you could do right now, anyway. We’re all still waiting on information from the
Hah’zeepti police.”
Hauura grumbled quietly, but nodded her thanks. “Will do what doctor asks,” she acquiesced, sullenly.
Brennan had done yet another circuit of his silent room, mumbling to himself purely so he had
something to listen to, when the lights came on – they were very muted, barely more than candlelight, but to
his light-starved eyes it was like being trapped in a floodlight. He gave an involuntary cry and lurched away
backwards, one arm over his face.
“Good afternoon, my old friend,” a familiar (and hated) voice greeted, as if nothing at all were wrong.
“How are you enjoying our company this fine day?”
“Yannis,” Brennan croaked, feebly, keeping his arm across his face. “What do you want?”
“What do you think I want, friend?” Yannis oiled, sweetly.
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“I dare not imagine.” Brennan crushed his eyes into a squint, but still couldn’t quite blot out enough light
to stop it hurting and still be able to see. “Although I know it is not simply to see an old friend!”
“Hah! You have always been such an astute little man,” Yannis deadpanned, dryly. “All right, allow me
to explain. I have, how can I put it? A chip on my shoulder. A very considerable chip on my shoulder, in
fact. And you are one of the idiots who put it there.”
“You are resentful because of your exile,” Brennan recognised. “I am sorry that it had to come to that,
but then I am more sorry that you can not take a little more responsibility for your actions.”
“Pah. My own actions, indeed! First of all, dear Brennan, consider how I feel for having been banished
at all,” Yannis argued, in an overly melodramatic voice fairly dripping with false sorrow. “Trapped out here
on this primitive little world with very few of my own kind for company! Second of all, consider how I feel
for having been banished for working only for our people’s improvement, our people’s benefit!” He clasped
a hand to his chest. “And lastly, consider how I feel to have been banished after being accused – and
convicted! – of causing terrible harm and attempted murder,” his voice dropped to a snarl, “when the
individual in question is not even alive!”
“That is a matter of opinion only,” Brennan argued, at last managing to get his arm down and look up
into the little rectangle of light above his head – so that was why he’d not found the door. It was in the
ceiling. “You saw only the sum of a man’s parts. There are those out there who would see you as nothing
more than a squashy, chemical machine.”
Yannis hissed, softly. “That is beside the point,” he snapped. “All right, Brennan, I will desist beating
about the bush. You are here because I require a test subject. You are here because I need someone to use to
test my super-weapon on. The weapon I will use to finally wipe out those overbearing, supercilious idiots
who banished me to here in the first place! I will get my vengeance on all those idiots who dared cast me
aside and stamp my name with dishonour and humiliation, even if it means I am the last of my kind that still
stands!”
In spite of Yannis implied threats to the contrary, threats that he’d be abandoned down here (wherever
‘here’ actually was) for months until he broke… Sei had to quietly endure only just over one day of
humiliation before the vindictive eumin finally decided to go and revisit him. Although he couldn’t help
feeling concerned about why, it was still a relief, in a way – the joints in his legs were going to need a fair bit
of maintenance from his self-repair, and his arms had grown stiff, the connectors pulled tight and stretched
after such a protracted period enduring tension across them.
Listening to his captor’s footsteps approaching down the chilly corridor, the pinioned cob noticed the
man had an unexpected stiffness to his manner – one that he had to put down to frustration, if the video
feeds he’d been subjected to were anything to go by. Sei couldn’t help wondering if the man would have
abandoned him for longer if Mirii had behaved the way he’d wanted, bowing to his advances and spreading
her legs on command? Thankfully, Mirii had proved herself to be far more than the slow-witted goldskinned whore Yannis had tried to imply she was, politely refusing his advances and nudging his wandering
hands away when they skated just that little bit closer than politeness allowed.
Thank you, dear. Sei sent silent thanks in her direction, watching her sit on her knees on the carpet and
gaze out of the vast bedroom windows, down over the garden and towards the city stirring in the early
morning sunshine below, still dressed only in a fine silken nightgown. I promise, I will get you out of this
mess, intact.
The footsteps in the corridor grew closer. He hastily resumed shamming unconsciousness – thankfully,
not difficult – allowing his eyes to roll back in their sockets until all that was visible was a subtle rind of
blue iris.
The footsteps stopped in the doorway, and for several moments, there was silence. Sei just… listened,
and waited, wary. What new devilry was the man playing, he wondered, staying as still as he could.
At last, Yannis gave a dismissive snort, and muttered something unpleasant under his breath. “So, my
dear doctor.” He elevated his voice until the volume was almost theatrical, striding into the room. “How are
you, this fine morning?” he cooed, right into one stiff black ear. “Sleep well, I hope? I trust our
accommodation was up to your exacting standards.”
Sei twitched and allowed himself to come round. “I have… ‘slept’… in better…” he said, softly. “I hope
you do not treat all your guests like this. The comfort level leaves something to be desired.”
“Pssh! What does a computer need with comfort?” Yannis scoffed, waving a dismissive hand. “But, that
was not what I came down here for. I have decided, you have lazed about down here quite long enough. You
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need to be made useful!”
Sei couldn’t help arching an eyebrow – lazed about?! – but otherwise remained silent.
Yannis circled to stand in front of him, what looked like an electronic key in one hand. “I am going to
release you in a moment,” he said, quietly, gesturing with the device and confirming Sei’s suspicions. “I
hope even you will not be so stupid as to try and escape. You know I will punish you if you do, and you
know how terribly distraught I will be if I have to, ah, damage you. Prematurely.”
Sei watched him for several moments, as though gauging his resolve, but finally twitched his restrained
head, managing a tiny nod. He knew Yannis would take obscene pleasure in teaching him a lesson in not
running – or rather, would take his pleasure in tormenting Mirii, and making Sei watch.
Yannis’ lip twitched up a little in a one-sided smile. “I have your solemn word that you will be a good
little machine and do as you have been told?”
“You have my word,” Sei agreed, stiffly. “I will not attempt to escape. Yet.”
Yannis snorted. “You say that as though you be given a further opportunity,” he scoffed. “You will be
going straight from here to my laboratory.” He wagged a scolding finger – naughty naughty. “Do not think
you can pretend you are somehow smarter than me. Your ability to regurgitate facts will not help you serve
me.”
He squeezed the device in his hand, and the locks all disengaged simultaneously; his support suddenly
absent, even Sei’s lightning reaction time wasn’t quite enough to save him from landing unceremoniously
on his rump. He somehow managed to suppress a grimace as he crushed his short tail underneath himself.
“Thank you,” he murmured, just loudly enough to be heard, knowing his failure to display any overt signs of
discomfort would annoy the eumin.
Predictably, Yannis curled his lip and muttered his annoyance. “Iios?” He elevated his voice. “Would
you come in here? I need your assistance.”
A familiar voice answered it. “Of course. I will be with you shortly.”
Sei had to restrain the relief that wanted to leap up within him, at the knowledge that his brother was still
alive – after all, he might still be alive, but in what condition, if he was being allowed free rein of the place?
He watched the doorway, uneasily.
Iios’ soft footsteps approached, and finally a ghostly spectre in work overalls slipped through the
doorway. “How may I be of service?” Pale gold eyes stared out over Sei’s head as if gazing out to the
middle distance, and a sweet, non-comprehending half-smile curved the thin lips in an expression so bland,
it could have belonged on anyone else’s face.
Sei actually physically recoiled in horror, bumping into the post against which he had until a few
moments ago been pinned. The jade ghoul barely resembled the troublemaking sibling he remembered, and
if not for the fact that every other parameter was spot on, he’d have believed this to be another crude trick to
squash his spirit. “Oh my goodness-… how did- what did you-…?!” A whole dictionary at my disposal and I
can not find the words to adequately express my feelings! “What have you done to him?!”
Yannis circled, rather like a predator tasting blood in the water. “A little… selective reprogramming.” A
smirk creased his features. “He’s so much more likable when he’s not being a puffed up, boastful idiot,
don’t you think? When he’s not preening and posturing, showing off and trying to be witty.”
“But you-… you can’t do that!” So much for not betraying your feelings to the monster, Sei. “You can’t
just-… You’ve broken him-!”
“No, dear doctor. Fixed.” Yannis rolled a shoulder in a casual shrug. “What is the point to a machine
designed to serve, if it refuses to fulfil its primary function?”
“How dare you act like you know anything about our ‘primary function’-!”
Yannis’ smirk broadened into a delighted grin at successfully needling a response from his captive.
“Now I would love to chat with you all day, but alas, I have my little songbird to tend to. And you, sir, are
far too free-willed, right now, I can’t have a liability like you running around, sabotaging my plans. Iios?”
Iios stepped forwards, gracefully. “Yes sir?”
“Take him down to the lab. Kolek has been briefed with what he needs to do. If this one attempts to
escape? You are authorised to do whatever you need to stop him,” Yannis instructed, coolly.
“Of course sir. I understand.” Iios turned to look at Sei, and the blank golden stare seemed to gaze
straight through him to the far wall. “Would you come with me, sir, please?”
…Run, said a tiny voice in the back of Sei’s mind.
He didn’t stop to think about where it had come from – he simply obeyed it. Lunging at his brother, he
rammed him solidly with his shoulder and overbalanced him into Yannis, who spluttered and squawked
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expletives at the painful impact. Before either had gathered their wits enough to stop him, Sei had bolted out
into the corridor, running blindly down it as though his life and sanity depended on it. (Which, to be fair, having
seen Iios? It probably did.)
The instant he’d regained his feet, Iios was after him, abandoning Yannis on the floor. The familial
epithet they used for each other – “twin brothers” – wasn’t just for sentiment. They were identical, in all
ways that counted right now, and Sei’s weakened limbs gave Iios just that tiniest edge over him.
While Sei struggled blindly to work out where he should go? Where was the way out? All unfamiliar
corridors and doorways that wouldn’t open! Iios cut into his lead.
I’m not going to escape, this time, Sei realised, unhappily, staggering blindly. I think I may be about to
die. No sooner had the thought finished processing than a weight collided solidly with the small of his back,
and bore him roughly to the floor in an untidy sprawl of limbs. “Ah-!”
“Please do not be fearful,” the object said, firmly, keeping one foot – and most of its weight – at the nape
of Sei’s neck, the other knee resting on his shoulder. “Our master has only your best interests in mind.”
“Our master?!” Sei echoed, thrashing in his twin’s unyielding grip. “Yours, maybe, but never mine-!”
“Please, cease your struggling. I would not like for you to be injured.” After a second or two of
unsuccessful grabbing for the flailing limb, Iios managed to secure one wrist into a flexible binder, trapping
the arm at the small of Sei’s back,
Just do exactly as I tell you, a familiar-unfamiliar voice said, softly, one that… somehow it seemed to
bypass his ears altogether, just dumped itself squarely into his auditory processor. I’ll explain everything
once we’re in private.
“-what?”
Surprise left Sei just uncoordinated enough for Iios to successfully get the second arm into the binder.
The addition of a slim collar at the end of a short length of carbon-fibre cloth pulled his wrists upwards,
towards his neck, contorting his shoulders back into an awkward, uncomfortable angle. The restraint had
either been designed for a much smaller individual, or the forced contortionism was intentional, to prevent
Sei getting enough of his incredible strength to bear on any one part to break it.
Iios carefully gathered him up off the floor, assisting him back to his feet. “Please forgive my rough
handling of you, but you were instructed not to run.” Was that a very, very subtle grin on the long snout?
Sei groaned softly to himself, recovering his awkward balance. He might have stood a chance at
escaping, if it had been only Yannis to contend with. “What has happened to you?” he sighed, feebly,
allowing himself at last to be led; Iios’ hand was like a gentle manacle on his upper arm.
“Master Yannis has reprogrammed my cortex, excising those portions of code that allowed me the
simulation of free will. I am no longer autonomous; I exist now to take instructions, and to serve.”
At least, he thinks he has, that mysterious nonvoice said. Iios’ face never even so much as flickered
away from that docile, amenable smile, but Sei was confident he was the origin of the voice. Playing along
with it seemed safest, for now – at least until I’ve worked out what he’s up to.
Sei managed to keep his surprise well hidden. “How did-”
“All will be explained shortly. Please, do not be fearful. Our master wishes only to help you achieve
your full potential.” I’ll brief you on the way, because this is where it’s going to get difficult. After this, we
have to behave the same, talk the same, react the same, or he’s going to suspect something. Understand?
Shaken but still just about in command of his wits, Sei offered the tiniest nod of confirmation. It would
seem Iios was not quite so docile and biddable as he first appeared – although it was hardly a surprise to find
him playing a highly dangerous game. The dark cob fell into step with his blank-faced twin, allowing
himself to be led. “What about my poor Mirii?” He didn’t really want to know what Yannis had been up to,
but had to ask, before he put his foot in it and blew the carefully choreographed game wide open. “Has he…
has he reprogrammed her, too?”
“That is information to which I have not been given access, however my interactions with her suggest
she is unchanged.” He’s not really allowed us much contact. I don’t think he’s tried anything with her –
looks like he’s having too much fun manipulating her. No offence, brother, but she doesn’t strike me as the
sort that would be able to maintain this sort of charade for very long.
“Oh, Mirii.” Sei closed his eyes, head hanging, wearily. “What have I got us into this time.”
“You should not be fearful. She is in a good environment. Master Yannis will ensure she is treated with
utmost love and respect. You should be happy for her.” Look, we need to use silent transmitters to talk. One
of these one sided conversations is going to get his attention eventually, and you won’t be able to talk at all
when he’s ‘reprogrammed’ you.
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“I am not sure I can.” Sei had to hope Iios would recognise which question he was responding to, and
added, for the benefit of other ears that may have been listening; “not when it is by the last person in the
entire universe that I would want to do so.”
No? Great. Fan-TAS-tic. It was impossible not to imagine Iios huffing melodramatically under the cool
façade. We’ll have to think of something else. For now, just keep quiet, and play along. And stop asking
difficult questions! If you manage to blow the cover I’ve worked so hard on, by blurting out something
stupid, I’m going to freaking… disown you, or something.
The room Iios led Sei to was “laboratory” in name only; poorly lit and filthy, surrounded by echoing
factory walkways and empty machine emplacements, with layers of old soot caking the walls, apparently
untouched since the original owners had abandoned the place. The nyen clanking around with a pile of cans
on a makeshift trestle table didn’t appear to appreciate the dirt, either, his long tail curled up off the dirt and
twitching, irritated. Yannis’ equipment had been crudely installed in the corner furthest from the doorway, a
series of clumsily placed halogen lamps seeming to make it look even more hastily thrown together.
“What in the name of-… That is your master plan? I am not going near that-… that instrument of
torture!” Sei exclaimed, backing straight into Iios.
Iios caught his upper arms, one hand on each, ostensibly to keep him from running. Steady. It’s just
wires and blinking lights. Uncomfortable, but harmless.
“I think you’ll find your options sorely limited, doctor,” Yannis corrected, from his perch on the casing
of a portable supercomputer just inside the door, in the cleanest bit of floorspace he’d been able to find. “But
please, by all means, continue to fight. I’m enjoying watching you flailing helplessly.”
Whether Yannis actually meant it, or just said it to get him to stop fighting, Sei couldn’t work out, but he
figured either option was going to amuse the eumin, and he ought to try and take the marginally more
dignified route. He reluctantly allowed Iios to steer him over to the machine, flattening his feet against the
floor to provide just that little bit of resistance. “My friends will never allow your behaviour to stand.”
Yannis offered a casual shrug of one shoulder. “Assuming, of course, that your friends ever find you. Or
bother looking, for that matter.”
Kolek wrinkled his nose, dismissively, wielding his screwdriver to open the last can of vile green
conducting gel. “I really don’t see why we gotta go to all this effort, boss. Big old computer to help out li’l
brockie in the lab would be cheaper, an’ less of a liability. Could just sling this one into the sea with some
nice concrete boots on. Definitely won’t find ‘im then.”
“What have I told you about thinking?” Yannis scolded. “Help get him into the machine, and let’s get
this… farce over and done with, as quickly and smoothly as possible. The fewer chances our good doctor
gets to throw sand on the flames, the better.”
“You could kill him. Then he’d have no chance to muck around with your plans.” The hart wiped his
hands and stomped over to Iios, hoofbeats echoing and amplified through the empty factory’s endless
galleries. “Face it, that wee computer you’re sat on is prolly good enough for what your science guy needs.”
“Kolek-”
“Yeah yeah. Stop thinking, get on, whatever.” Kolek grabbed for a leg, made half invisible by the
gloom, and managed to keep his grip on the thrashing ankle long enough to get a manacle closed around it.
“This is gonna come back and bite us in a hundred ways, an’ I really don’t wanna be hanging around when it
does.”
As soon as the doctor had (grudgingly) signed her off as fit to do her duties again, Hauura headed up to
the bridge, where she got herself installed in the captain’s chair, and refused to budge from it until they
arrived at Hah’zeept. She sat there even now, brooding silently, chin propped on her folded knuckles,
looking like her head was still too heavy for her to hold up unaided as she watched the big gold sphere
rotating slowly on the main viewer.
The waiting was the worst. Xniki were usually patient creatures, but Hauura had always been prickly,
and tended to overthink if she was kept waiting, descending into an irascible, brooding doze. Her features
had compressed into something halfway between a concerned pout and a nose-wrinkling snarl, and most
crewmen were happy to give her the wide berth she wanted.
After a very long time spent watching the globe below, she wearily lifted her heavy head from her hand,
and gave Pau a stare. “Anything from the police, yet?”
“Nothing solid yet, ma’am. They’re still looking for the doctor’s ship.” The vul just managed to swallow
the urge to add just like the last time you asked, half an hour ago. “I’ll inform you the instant they start
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talking to us.” He pecked his fingers at the controls. “We’re still waiting on them to authorise our access
permit, as well.”
The big raun rumbled something incomprehensible and drummed her long fingers against the chair,
slouching over in the opposite direction and propping her head on her other hand. Hah’zeept wasn’t a
coalition world, so Ardea’s crew didn’t automatically have landing rights; they had to sit in holding orbit
and wait to be granted permission. More waiting.
“Why always the dry, dusty, hot little worlds you lead us to?” she cursed her absent captain. “And
always they have to be so damn bureaucratic.”
“It could have been worse,” Velia pointed out. “At least this world is still mostly desert – population’s
low, there’s not that many cities, narrows it down a little for us already. They could have led us to a heavily
populated central planet – we’d have stood no chance of finding them, there.”
“You do not help my mood,” Hauura griped, sourly. “I see no ‘up’ side to any of this, yet.”
“Cheer up, ma’am. Right now it’s hard to tell if you’re more annoyed that we haven’t found him yet, or
the fact it’s too dry for you to personally go down there and drag him out by his eartips,” Velia observed,
cheekily.
Hauura directed a glare at her, fins flaring. “Captain may appreciate your cheek, but I do not. Keep your
wit turned inwards!”
“Never let it be said that you are any easier to get on with when you’re sick.” Velia put up her hands in
defeat, and headed off up around the bridge, towards one of the rear communications terminals. “I’ll go give
the planetside police a bit of grief, see if they can’t hurry our access permit along a little.”
“How are you feeling?” Eri leaned a little closer, so she could speak more quietly. It was fairly evident
in the brusquer-than-normal manner that the xniki still wasn’t fully recovered.
“Well enough to work.” Hauura shot her a glare and waggled a semi-threatening finger. “You and Hop
Along poke those long snouts into others business too much. My sickness does not concern you.”
Eri managed to swallow her offence at being scolded, reasoning that she’d probably be in a bad mood if
she was getting over an illness, as well. “…is there anything I can get for you, so you feel less wiped out?”
Hauura grunted to herself in xanu, and allowed herself to slump back into the chair at last, rubbing her
long hand down over her face. “Quiet and sleep is all I need right now.”
“I’m sure Iios wouldn’t mind you using his office to rest. You’ll be closer to the action if Pau has
anything to report.”
“I have my own cabin. It has all the communications I require.”
“True, but you’re easier to keep an eye on up here.”
Hauura rumbled something very deep under her breath, and at last Eri realised the big raun was actually
laughing. “All right, Speckled Hands. You win this round. I will go and rest.” She levered her bulk out of
the chair, and stood swaying ponderously for a second before turning to Pau. “You call me the instant
anything happens?”
He bared his teeth in an anxious grin. “Of course. Wouldn’t dare do anything else!”
In the grimy depths of the abandoned factory, Yannis watched with a grim satisfaction as his prisoner’s
dark face relaxed, the lines of tension smoothed out, and the frown softened into a bland, patient smile.
Kolek flicked a switch and disconnected the power supply, and the long probing tendrils all relaxed
away, unplugging the soft connections they’d (supposedly) made with Sei’s cortical relays. “A’right,
machine. I’m gonna let you out now. You gonna behave yourself?”
Sei lowered his head, allowing the nyen to reach up and remove the device that had fitted over his head.
“Certainly. I will behave in whatever manner is expected of me,” he agreed.
“Yeah, well, you better.” Kolek unlocked the first of the wrist restraints, but couldn’t help subtly
cringing away from an imagined blow.
Yannis caught the flinch, and laughed unkindly. “Whatever is the matter? Do you not trust your own
equipment?”
“Just a little nervy, boss.” Kolek glared back up at him, crouching to unlock the cuffs at Sei’s ankles.
“An’ with good reason, I figure. You really sure you wanna give the guy free rein of the place?”
“Of course.” Yannis snorted his contempt. “You seem to be sorely lacking in spine lately, Kolek. We
have them perfectly under our control. Allow me to demonstrate. Sei?” He waited to ensure he had Sei’s full
attention before speaking. “Come here.”
“At once, sir.” Sei at last emerged from the machine, delicately stepping away from the cuffs and the
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puddles of green conducting slime. He stopped a pace or two away from Yannis.
The eumin picked up a piece of old detritus from the floor, measured its weight in his hands, then took a
swing at Sei’s underclothed chest. The length of metal made a hollow thok as it impacted, and the force of
the blow made the tall siinu sway, but he neither flinched, nor made any sounds of complaint. The bland
smile never flickered off the long face.
“You see? At last, the good doctor is domesticated and useful.” Yannis hefted his stick, and gave him
another blow for emphasis. “I could happily spend all day doing this. And you, doctor, you would happily
let me, wouldn’t you?”
Kolek folded his arms. “Boss.” The irascible words emerged as clipped little bites of sound. “I didn’t
pay upkeep on this machine so you can reprogram the guy then smash him to bits. You go break him, I sure
as sweetness can’t fix him.”
Yannis turned to Iios, and pointed at him. “You could though, could you not?”
Iios inclined his head. “With the right supplies, I anticipate that I could execute the necessary repairs.”
Although I hope I will not have to. He could very nearly hear the same thoughts going through his twin’s
mind.
Yannis chuckled and gave Sei one last swat for good measure before tossing the stick to the ground.
“This is all so much better,” he crooned, appreciatively. “At last, you can actually be a productive member
of my little society. Can you imagine how much better things would have been, if I had been in possession
of this machine in the Bubble City?”
I think you would have been sorely disappointed, Sei allowed himself to think, but just smiled blandly
down on the vindictive little man. “I am sorry, sir. I lack a frame of reference to enable me to answer.”
“All right, playtime is over.” Yannis flipped a hand towards the doorway in a shooing motion. “Go get
him cleaned up, and some fresh clothing. One thing I do not need is half-naked machines strutting around
the place, however useful they might be being.”
Iios inclined his head, and his earrings chimed very softly. “After that, sir, would you like me to return
to my chores? Mistress Asenka has provided me with the list for the day.”
Yannis pursed his lips. “You might as well; just ensure you bring him-“ he stabbed a finger in an
aggressive point at Sei, “-to the command centre first. I need to give him his first instructions.”
Obediently, Iios led Sei away through the maze of old factory corridors, leaving a trail of green lumps of
gelatine in their wake, until they reached the cleaner refurbished areas and the ‘staff bathroom’.
“We can talk safely in here,” Iios said, as quietly as he possibly could, the instant the door had closed;
his face remained absolutely still, his words issuing from the almost imperceptible space between his lips.
“At least for now. Yannis has a camera here, but no microphones as yet.”
“A camera in the bathroom?” Sei peeled himself out of his ruined clothes, and stepped gracefully into
the shower, to rinse off the foul clots of green gel. “Why in creation would he have a camera in here?”
“Hm. A good point.” Iios chuckled at a private joke. “Maybe Asekna elected to have it installed. Strikes
me as the sort of thing she’d do.”
“Asenka… The nyen female, correct?” Sei had to resist the urge to turn his snout up into the warm water
and enjoy the feel of it washing over him. At least the jelly rinsed easily from his skin and hair, big lumps of
it disappearing like fat green slugs down the plughole. “I have, ah… ‘spoken to’ her on occasion. I can
imagine why she may like a camera in here.”
“She’s probably getting an eyeful even now,” Iios agreed, dryly. “I doubt she’d have needed much
coaxing to come down and help out, either.” He tidied the filthy clothes into a laundry bin inside the
doorway. “Asenka likes to think of herself as highly intelligent, and enjoys trying to prove it. Unfortunately,
this makes her quite naïve. A little innocent questioning while at her most vulnerable…”
Sei groaned, quietly, soaping the goo away from his hair. “Please tell me you did not have sex with her
just so you could question her when her guard was down.”
“In the event that I were to confirm your suspicions… why should I not? It provided invaluable
information.”
“You are about to get married, Iios. Did you not promise Eri that you would stop ‘fooling around’ with
other women?”
Iios gave a dismissive little sniff and went to fetch clothing from the tall cupboard next to the sink. “I’m
meant to be obedient to a fault, too, right now. She was the one to approach me, they’d have suspected
something if I’d refused her wishes.”
“You could have pretended that you were non-functional.”
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Annoyed, Iios changed the subject. “Speaking of function, how are you holding up? I wasn’t expecting
him to start dealing out the violence just yet.”
“A little surface damage, but nothing my self-repair cannot deal with.” Sei tilted his head to one side and
allowed the water to rinse the murk out of his ears. “I must confess, I was expecting his sadism to come
sooner, because I know he was looking forwards to it.”
“I expect he wanted to wait until he could be guaranteed you would not be in a position to fight back.”
Iios piled the little selection of clothing onto a convenient table.
“So what do we do now. Wait until he lowers his guard, then rescue Mirii and make our escape?”
“If it were that simple, I would have done so days ago. Yannis is working on something quite big, but
I’m not sure what it is, just yet,” Iios confessed, holding out the towel. “And I think you might actually have
been a secondary target.”
“All the effort and personal risk he has gone to in capturing me, and I am not even what he really
wants?” Sei had to work on not letting his expression mirror the audible insult rolling off him. “What could
have possibly annoyed him as much as me?”
Iios managed to offer a vague smile, while his back was to the camera. “It’s something to do with the
eumin council, I think. After they banished him. They kicked him out of society, forbade him from ever
going back. He lost everything, Sei. I think he wants to return the favour.”
“By which, you mean he wants to destroy them? How?”
“I don’t know. He’s mostly had me doing menial chores around the command centre and on his ship, but
usually only when no-one else is around, so I only get to hear tiny bits of their conversations. Last I heard,
he’s got someone on staff here – although I’m not totally sure if they’re actually staff, or just another
hostage – to design a weapon of some sort. I think he wants you to help out, somehow.”
“Help, or quietly sabotage, I wonder.” Sei was quiet for several long seconds, buttoning up his shirt.
“…do you think he would allow me to visit Mirii?”
“…do you think that is wise, brother?” Iios carefully neglected to mention his suspicion that Yannis
himself would probably organise contact between them – probably to finally convince the poor pen that she
was truly alone, and he was the only one that would ever be able to ‘understand and protect her’. (Or rather,
mould that gullible little mind into what he wanted; to brutalise the woman and turn her into a oversexed
caricature with such bloated anatomy, she would make even Asenka turn away in shame. All the more
important they got to the bottom of this, and got their family away and safe.) “Will you be able to keep your
‘public face’ on if he makes her cry?”
Sei’s calm features tightened, ever so slightly. “You are right,” he agreed at last. “Of course. Keep the
secret at all cost, correct?”
It felt almost like flying, Mirii thought, leaning into the rail around the garden and gazing out into the
valley. The front corner bore a subtle resemblance to the prow of a ship, thrust proudly out into the thermal
that rose from the scalding ground below.
Mirii turned her face up to the strengthening sun, and sighed softly, hair ruffled by the hot breeze already
rising from the rocky ground hundreds of metres below. The garden was beautiful, but she found herself
unable to really enjoy it, any more. It reminded her a little of her rooftop terrace at home, where she and Sei
used to stand together, to listened as their neighbours greeted the breaking dawn and to sing their own
thanks to the spirits that kept them safe.
Or so she’d thought. Well trained. Behaving properly. All still going to plan. She struggled to brush the
thoughts away. Dwelling on the tricks and cruelty of her old life would not help her relax into her new one.
It was just-… why was it so hard to understand how such incredible kindness could have hidden such
unkind intentions?
And then of course there was still that little voice, deep inside her, that still said I love you, Sei. Please
come and rescue me.
No. Not Sei, she corrected herself. I am already rescued. That needy, whiny little voice needs to go far
away, to allow me to finally become me.
Would Yannis have come, if she’d invited him, she wondered? Not to give salutation, maybe, he would
never have been able to reproduce her polytonal vocalisations anyway, but just to be with her? He is always
so busy. It seems almost that he does not desire to be with me?
No, he is giving you space, she corrected herself. Space to recover and decide what you want – what
YOU want – from life, without interfering in your decision.
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Today like always, she’d risen early, slipping carefully free of the arms that wrapped around her, to head
out onto the terrace to watch dawn break on the horizon, but it had felt odd, standing alone to greet the
morning. So empty, and quiet. When she spoke her morning greeting to the rising sun, the only thing that
answered was her own voice, echoing off the rocks.
When she’d returned indoors, Yannis had already vanished, leaving just a brief note to explain he’d gone
down to the factory. Sei wouldn’t have just abandoned her like that, he’d have checked in and said goodbye
first.
Because Sei would have needed to check you were functioning normally before returning to report in
with his superiors, she reminded herself, firmly. The self-doubt was probably the worst part of this whole
mess. Before, she’d been so happy, so content. Now? She didn’t know where she stood.
She ran her hands along the corroded white rail that wrapped the rooftop garden. This comfortable little
rooftop apartment had once again begun feeling like a pretty jail cell – or a birdcage. Would he ever let her
out, to explore, to make her own way? If she said she wanted to leave, would he let her?
The city below lay half hidden beneath the morning haze, still wallowing in the drowsy mist that had
rolled in off the ocean. Skeins of smoke threaded up from a few chimneys dotted about, hear and there,
colouring the mist with patches of white and grey. She increased her auditory sensitivity, wondering if she’d
be able to hear anything; she imagined the same sort of hubbub as she’d experienced on Waystation Six, but
heard nothing. It was evidently just that little bit too far away, like so much else in her life.
“Ah! There you are.”
Mirii turned her head at the call, and watched as Yannis approached. “Hello, Yannis. Forgive me, were
you trying for long to get my attention?”
“No, no. I just noticed you were not in the house, and could not see you from my vantage point.” He
smiled and covered the hand on the railing with one of his. “I wondered if you would like to visit the market
with me today?”
She couldn’t help the smile – please, let me out of my cage for a little while! – but still… hesitated, for
several seconds, and when she spoke up again, her voice was soft. “I do not have any way to access my
money. My belongings were all aboard the yacht, back at Tas-umskel.”
“Darling, please do not worry yourself over about things like that. Even if you had access to your
money, it would not be safe for you to use it, yet. They want to know where you are, they will be monitoring
every account you have – you may as well fire a flashbulb over your head and shout here I am, come and
get me!” He closed her hand in both of his, and squeezed, gently, then smiled. “Besides. We do not have to
spend anything more than a little quality time together. If you would like.”
“I think I would like that.” Mirii smiled, and nodded, and felt her doubts falter.
Expecting to be flown down to the city in a little shuttle of some sort, Mirii was surprised when Yannis
instead led her to a rickety old lift that plunged all the way down through the old factory and its associated
mine workings. The doors opened to a great cavern which had probably once contained a whole fleet of
mining vehicles but now was home to only a small cargo transporter and Yannis’ private conveyance – a
bright, sporty little red number that floated on antigravity emitters, parked close to the tunnel that led to the
outside.
The short access tunnel opened onto a dusty road that led down from the inland mountains; they waited
to allow a couple of farm vehicles past in the opposite direction before setting out, but otherwise the track
was empty as it plunged down through the desert, passing straggling clumps of drought-resistant plants and
small oases.
It was only a few minutes’ drive through roasting temperatures to reach the outskirts of the city. Mirii
turned her face up into the breeze, enjoying the feel of it ruffling through her hair.
“Enjoying yourself there?”
Mirii glanced down at Yannis, and smiled back at him. “It’s very nice,” she confirmed. “I hope I do not
hurt your feelings, because your home is very nice and I appreciate your care, but I have been feeling a
little… cooped up.”
“I know, and I am sorry, but we have to be so careful.” He extended a free hand, and let it rest on her
thigh. “I am quite sure they are still watching our every move. The slightest slip and they may snatch you
away from me. I should not be at all surprised if your… guardian? Observer? I am not sure how to define
him-”
“You mean Sei.” Mirii filled in the blank, quietly. “You think he may come here. You think he may have
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somehow followed me.”
“Yes, I do. Forgive me. I wish I did not have to fill your head with such troubling thoughts, but it would
not be fair to keep such things secret from you. I hope you can forgive me, one day.”
Mirii found a fleeting smile for him. “I appreciate your honesty. Thank you.”
They left Yannis’ vehicle in a secure garage a few minutes’ walk from the city centre and the market,
and walked the rest of the way together along one of the extensive walkways above and around one of the
canals, passing stallholders setting up their floating kitchens to prepare noon meals for the thronging
shoppers. The smell of rich spices and roasted meat made the air laden with scent; Mirii inhaled deeply, and
wondered what it would be like to taste the products that filled the air with such interesting, complicated
scents.
“Hungry?” Yannis wondered, watching her sniff.
“I beg pardon?” Mirii flicked an ear, curiously. “Oh – no, I do not eat. I am just interested in all the
scents.”
“You could try something, if you’re feeling inquisitive. I can buy you a little sample of something.”
She shook her head. “No, thank you. I would not be able to taste it.”
“Never mind.” He gave her fingers a squeeze. “Having tried some of the local, ah, delicacies, I can
reassure you that you are not missing anything.”
The market trip seemed to have buoyed Mirii’s flagging spirit, but Yannis as always had an ulterior
motive – he’d not agreed to visit the market to keep the resident vacuous airhead happy, after all. He had an
important person to meet. He halted just as they emerged from the side street into the market square.
“Listen, I have to go and meet a contact of mine. Will you be happy to browse the stalls on your own for a
little while?” He caught one of her hands and pressed a fat little fabric bag into her pale palm. “Buy yourself
a little something, perhaps.”
Shocked, Mirii tried to snatch her hand away, but the eumin’s fingers were quite resolute. “But I could
not possibly-” She tried valiantly to hand the purse back, but Yannis used all four hands to keep her fingers
closed over it until she stopped fighting.
“Of course you could. Please. It is not much money, and I want you to have it.” He smiled, broadly.
“You already reminded me that I am keeping you from reclaiming your own. If you feel like you cannot
possibly accept it as a gift, then you can repay me later, when it is safe. All right?”
Mirii stooped, and brushed the tip of her snub snout against his hair. “Thank you, dear.”
He watched her mingle into the thronging crowds, her height making it impossible for her to disappear
altogether, then turned away to his own business.
His contact sat on the rim of the central fountain, where the noisy splashing of water and boisterous
children would hopefully keep curious ears from accidentally hearing anything they shouldn’t. “Took your
time,” he greeted, his thick tail dangling behind him and stirring the water, directing a chilly reptilian stare at
the approaching eumin.
Yannis pursed his lips, dismissively. He still didn’t actually know the man’s name, nor his species, but
he came highly recommended and seemed to share a little history with Hueil. Didn’t mean he had to like the
thug, though. “I had matters to attend back at the factory. Bes should have told you I was going to be
delayed.”
The man tilted his head, and held open one hand in acknowledgement. “He did. He just didn’t tell me
how long you were going to be.” He slipped his fingers into one of the big pockets on his loose gilet,
hunting blindly for something among the loose change and food wrappers. “An’ I know an euphemism
when I hear one. Wife holding you up, was she?”
“What?” Yannis followed his line of sight, to where Mirii was browsing the stalls.
“Not your usual taste in women, I gotta say,” the alien said, dryly, finally locating the little drawstring
purse he was looking for, and holding it out to the man. “And a kiravai? Didn’t think I’d see one of them so
far outside Imperial space.”
Yannis curled his lip, dismissively. “Not my woman. Technically. Yet.” He hastily accepted the bag and
slipped it into a pocket in the lining of his jacket.
The alien arched an eyebrow, unwrapping the waxed paper from around a stick of dried meat. “An affair
with one of the stuffy prudes? I didn’t think it possible. Or are you still, ah, ‘wooing’ her?”
“A little of both, I think. Technically, neither is quite right either.” Yannis found a dry patch, and leaned
back against the rim of the fountain. “How familiar are you with ‘sentient’ machines?”
“Synthoids? I know a little.” The man nodded, chewing thoughtfully. “Uncommon creatures, for sure.
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You trying to say that’s what she is?”
Yannis simply nodded his agreement.
The other of his contact’s eyebrows came up to match the first, although it seemed to be as far as the
man was willing to go in the way of demonstrating his surprise. “How did you manage to land yourself one
of them, then? Didn’t know they was on the general market – or the contraband one, either, for that matter.”
“I have ‘liberated’ her from a treacherous, abusive social laboratory, which set her up with home and
‘husband’ as an experiment and fabricated a whole life of lies for her.” Yannis clutched a hand to his heart,
theatrically, then snorted. “At least, that’s what I told her. Naïve little stick of circuits is naught but a cross
between an adding machine and a sex doll with delusions of grandeur. Believes everything I tell her.”
“An’ there was me thinking our business was the more important aspect of your life, right now…”
“Oh, it is! My plastic consort is but a small part of my master plan.” Yannis spread his hands. “She will
provide me a valuable source of income, in a variety of ways. As soon as this fuss has all died away and she
has been forgotten by the powers that be, I will persuade her to hand over the access codes to her bank
account.” His lip twitched, as a self-congratulatory smirk tried to escape. “Not like dear doctor Sei needs
money any more. What will he care if I drain his bank account? And by which point, it will be too late for
her to have any say in things, haha! The money is not my only ulterior goal, thought. Right now, I need to
work at winning her confidence. As soon as I have that, I can begin to mould her into what I desire, not what
some unimaginative scientist has told her she should be.”
The alien snickered and curled his lip. “Your ‘type’ of woman is available from the back alleys of every
major city of all inhabited planets in the sector – and cheap, too. Why bother go to all that effort with the
synth? You could sell it for infinitely more, and buy yourself a whole harem to tend your libido.”
“Oh, pff. Why does your kind always think in terms of money?” Yannis flipped a dismissive hand.
“Once she is content that what I tell her is normal, and an expression of love, I will have ‘that kind of
woman’ available any time I want her – wanting to please me. For free. That is worth far more than the finite
funds I would get for selling her. And if it comes to the worst, she can always be reprogrammed.” He shot
his co-conspirator a lascivious wink. “I may even allow you to see her, if all goes to plan. You will be less
likely to damage her than your usual bed-warmers.”
The man snickered and flicked his tail, and took another bite of his snack, flicking his long tongue over
his lips. “How’s your brat doing on that vaccine?”
Yannis’ expression compressed into something irritable. “Complaining. I think that is all he actually
ever does, because he seems sorely lacking in progress right now. Why do you ask?”
His contact shook his head. “Jus’ thinking. We might have to change the recipe up a little, see?
Depending on how far he’s got, you might be able to reuse the basics, but he’ll need to scrap it if he’s close
to cracking it.”
Yannis finally looked properly at him, narrowing his eyes and trying to gauge how bad the situation
actually was. “Why? Is it not virulent enough?”
“Oh, it’s plenty contagious – maybe too much so, we’re kinda having issues keeping its effects restricted
to eumin. Which might, might not be an issue for you, see?” The man spread his hands. “Depends on your
definition of ‘acceptable’ when it comes to unintended casualties.”
Yannis offered a dismissive little sniff. “If that is all you are concerned about, I do not see the problem.”
“Naw, the issue right now is survival outside the body. Capsid keeps breaking down. Right now, the
stuff has to be kept warm an’ wet, so infection has to be by exchange of fluids.”
“…I did not ask you to design me a fancy sexually transmitted disease.”
“I know, but you might have to settle for one. We might not be able to get it to work any other way, and
it looks pretty certain you’re not gonna get a pretty little freeze-dry powder you can sneak into a salt
shaker.” He mimed the act of sprinkling powder, just in case Yannis wasn’t clear on the concept. “I didn’t
specify the fluid, mind.”
Already growing uncomfortable and fractious in the noon sun, Yannis could feel his temper stirring the
heat around in his chest. “If you are going to keep changing things and adding things I have not asked for,
why do you not make the vaccine, when the product is finished?” he sniped, folding his arms. “Are you
enjoying watching my staff flail around in confusion, or was that the point, to prove we cannot succeed, and
you can add on additional charges by providing the vaccine as well?
His contact’s voice descended to a threatening rumble, like a leaking steam pipe. “Making vaccines kind
of isn’t the point of the work we do, friend. We make weapons. We don’t design bulletproof headgear to go
along with the bullets, see? What you do with what we sell you is up to you. You wanna be sure you won’t
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catch it, when everyone else is bleeding out their ears and rolling around in the dust, you make yourself a
vaccine. Dun matter to me – I’m immune.”
“So remind me of the point you are keen not to make.”
“Look, you want a custom virus? Fine. It’s what we do, and we’re good at it. But they take time to
design, and you keep adding extra specs when you ain’t even paid for the basics yet.” A long slender finger
gave the eumin a stern prod in the arm. “I took on this job because Hueil vouched for you as reliable when it
came to payment, but I ain’t afraid to put up my hands and say ‘I’m out’.”
“You will get your money.”
“So you keep saying, but I ain’t seen anything since the first two instalments. Do you even have any
funds left?”
“My second in command is waiting for the latest transaction to process. You know we have to be careful
– or do you want the police on our collective backs?” Yannis promised, through gritted teeth. He could see
himself going from plans to spend the absolute minimum, to pledging riches he wasn’t even entirely sure he
was going to be able to get hold of yet. “Complete this for me, and I will see to it that your lab gets a
significant bonus for your efforts.”
“Hm.” The reptilian face didn’t look especially mollified by the assurance. “You just make sure you hear
me, eumin.” A long, silken gold hand with fine scales closed on his shoulder, digging its nails in just hard
enough to border on painful. The voice dropped another couple of decibels to a soft, predatory growl. “You
try and fiddle me, and what you get at the end won’t be what you think you’re getting. I’m coming through
loud as, yeah?”
Yannis shook the hand off, irritated. “Oh, perfectly. And you will get your money. Don’t worry about
that.”
At last, the two would-be terrorists parted ways. Yannis remained at the fountain to watch as the alien
slouched away, stooping to reduce his gangrel height, and finally melted away like a ghost into the crowds.
Ugh. He splashed water from the fountain over his face, but it provided little relief. Unlike the natives, he
couldn’t simply shrug off the blistering heat – he needed to seek shade. And his newest plaything.
The tall gold kirasiinu had vanished from sight. For a few heart-racing seconds, Yannis was convinced
she’d taken fright and bolted – naïve little thing, haha! No, she saw through your trickery and even now is
running for the closest police station. In what universe did you think you could trust her? Certainly not to go
shopping alone!
[Adrenaline] surged through him, making his heart race and his legs unsteady, and he was on the point
of calling his crew for urgent assistance… then rounded a corner, and saw her quite happily browsing a fruit
stand. Stupid, Yannis. She is not anywhere near as smart as you credit her for. He swallowed the lump in his
throat, and tried to encourage his heart to slow down.
Once he was calm, he ambled over to see what she was up to, trying not to betray the way his legs were
still a little unsteady. Mirii was selecting samples from a massive pile of round pale orange fruits; Yannis
noted she was being very particular, and picking off the most undamaged, perfect specimens, and couldn’t
help a smirk. There were some benefits to having a computer hanging off your arm, evidently, even if it was
only to ensure you didn’t get substandard fruit.
“What are you doing, dear?” He slipped an arm around behind her, glad when she didn’t push him away.
“Picking out ingredients for a recipe.” She started on a second pile, fingers dancing between the stacked
green and red selections and lifting out the most perfect ones she could find. “I have had to make a few
small adjustments from the instructions as this market does not stock two of the items. I hope it will still
taste acceptable.”
“I am sure it will all be fine,” he agreed, although he wasn’t entirely sure what he was agreeing with.
“You have ended up quite a long way into the market.”
“I analysed the surrounding stalls, and this merchant has the best price per unit weight,” she explained,
holding out her hand to receive a handful of heavy copper-coloured coins in change. “Thank you, sir. Not to
mention, he has the best selection.” She hung the bag of fruit and vegetables carefully on her arm, and gave
him what could only be described as a satisfied smile, proud of her small achievement. “So I can purchase
more for the same finite funds.”
“Excellent work, darling.”
She flicked an ear and preened a little at the compliment, then looked down at him, head quirked. “How
is your friend? Did you discuss what you needed to?”
“Not my friend,” Yannis quipped. “That is to say, he is in good health, but he is only an acquaintance I
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met through my work. I find his manners a little too… abrasive… to want to call him friend.” He lowered
his voice. “Darling, I do not wish to alarm you, but he tells me that your guardian had been seen in the city.”
Mirii darted an uneasy glance around herself. “What? Is he here now?” An impossible to interpret
mixture of alarm and curiosity mingled in her gaze.
“I do not believe so. My contact thinks he has returned to his vessel, perhaps to report in to his
superiors.” He exaggerated a sigh. “He does not believe you have been spotted, but… I feel it would be
prudent to return home, for now.”
Mirii nodded, just the once, although it didn’t quite hide her disappointment.
Yannis took her hand. “I am sorry we could not prevent him from coming here. I had hoped this world
was far enough outside the normal trade routes that they would not be able to track us this distance.”
“You did what you could,” she reassured, quietly, allowing him to lead her back towards his vehicle.
“His coming here may not be all bad. It may also give me the chance I needed.”
“The… chance, dear?” Yannis licked his lips, apprehensively. “What chance might that be?”
Thankfully, she didn’t seem to pick up on his unease. “To confront him. To explain that I know his
plans, see through them, and want nothing more to do with them. I am not sure which I would prefer – never
to see him again, or to ask him why he did it to me,” she explained, then forced an apologetic smile. “I also
just want to be sure. We have shared so much, for so long, I do not like to contemplate just… throwing it
away, not without hearing it from his lips. Please do not think me ungrateful for your help, but-”
“Dear, you should never feel that you have to apologise over this. I completely understand your need for
closure. I would be more concerned at your state of mind if you did throw everything away with no second
thought. If I had been so thoroughly used, I think I would need to hear it from the pretender’s lips, as well.”
“Closure,” she repeated to herself, quietly. “An end of an era. The resolution of a series of events.”
“Is something worrying you, dear?”
“…the finality of it all makes me uneasy.” She flicked one drooping ear, making her earrings chime
together. “What is the chance they will track us to your home?”
“Slim to negligible. He has not even seen you yet, remember? My home is perfectly safe,” Yannis
reassured. “And if it comes to the worst and they do pick up your signal, the old factory is full of hiding
places in which we can safely wait, until they recognise you are no longer there and leave us in peace. Now
please, indulge me in a question,” he reached down and nudged the bag with one hand, “Explain the fruit to
me. Since I distinctly recall you telling me you could not even taste, let alone eat.”
She looked away, coyly. “I wanted to cook dinner for you. So you had something to look forward to
when you returned from work.”
“You can cook?” Yannis narrowed his eyes, feigning suspicion.
She smiled, hopefully,. “Yes! I have been told I can cook very well, in fact. I took the opportunity to
look through the recipe books in your kitchen, and picked something that made use of local ingredients.”
He quirked an eyebrow, but now looked amused rather than suspicious. “You expect me to trust a chef
who cannot taste what she is cooking? How will you know if you have put enough seasoning in?”
“Well, I have never had a problem so far. My parents always told me-” Mirii went awkwardly quiet,
swallowing the rest of her words.
“Come on, dear. What did your parents always tell you?”
She looked sidelong at him out of big, swimming eyes. “What if they were not really my parents?”
“You are not trying to tell me you believe yourself to have been born, are you, love?”
“No,” she shook her head. “Just that… well… I was told that I had been adopted to give me a good start
in life. That my ‘parents’ were carefully chosen from dozens of candidates, and had good social status, good
morals, had done community work in the past, and whose children had all grown up already.” She hesitated,
then murmured; “what if they were not my parents, either? What if they were just yet more scientists,
analysing me, testing me? Checking my responses were appropriate?” Her voice descended to a whisper.
“What if that was just another trick?”
“It is… possible, I imagine,” he agreed, thoughtfully, making a big show of considering the options
when in reality he was worried he was about to slip up. Her ‘parents’ were an unknown he hadn’t known
about to factor into his deception. “Did they tell you much about themselves?”
“A little. Maybe I did not ask enough. At the time, I was satisfied with what they told me, I had no
reason to probe for inaccuracies in their story.” She shook her head, sadly. “Maire Aemi had worked in a
bank when she married her husband, and general {name} had retired from active duty several years before.”
“Your ‘father’ was in the military?” What a perfect opportunity!
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Mirii nodded, silently.
“Well, I do not like to make assumptions,” he lied, “but it is of course possible that both were just more
analysts. In many societies it is often the military that funds such vast projects, correct? Perhaps you were
one of their research projects.”
“Military?” Her voice was weak. “What-… what purpose could I possibly serve in the military? Females
do not serve active duty.”
“Perhaps you were to be the dutiful housewife, the loving partner to the super-soldier,” he mused. “That
green one-”
“Iios.”
“-…yes, him. He was a military officer, correct?”
Mirii’s brows creased together. “He was not designed with any single career in mind, and he left
Imperial space long before I had been created.”
“So you have been told. I cannot help but wonder precisely how long it would take to create a creature of
such wonderful complexity as yourself? Your construction may have been initiated long before he left.”
“But it was his choice to join Ardea, and they are not a military organisation-!”
“Darling.” He enclosed both her hands in all four of his. “You need to stop excusing the ones that
mistreated you. You may be the product of an expensive research program, but that does not mean you owe
it anything. They brought you into being, and that is the limit to which they should have any claim over you.
If the only way you can reconcile the thought is to think of yourself as a refugee from a cruel military
regime, so be it.”
She studied their interlinked hands, silently.
He squeezed her hands, sadly. “Softening a concept with inappropriate semantics allows us to forget
what it is we are afraid of,” he reminded her, gently. “And we should not allow ourselves to lose respect for
something because we have lost sight of what it is. If you were created with military funds, I doubt they will
stop at anything to get you back.”
Mirii sat silently the entire drive back, her hands resting slackly in her lap and her features pinched, the
small bags of food sliding back and forth by her feet. Her cheery offer to cook dinner seemed to have fallen
by the wayside, the lovingly-selected fruits no doubt getting bruised by their current maltreatment.
“I did not intend to scare you, love,” Yannis said, softly, barely audible above the purr of the engine.
“I know.” A watery smile flickered across her lips, but quickly evaporated in the hot desert air. “It is not
your fault. Every time I think I have managed to reconcile the concerns in my mind, another doubt comes
up. It seems everything I have ever known is a lie, of some sort. Cold trickery.” She let her gaze drop to the
dusty road flashing past below. “Everything I have ever known, everything I have ever cherished,
everything I have ever loved and valued. Did any of it have any value?”
Yannis stretched out a free hand, and closed it around her fingers, squeezing them. “If it created you,
dear, then there must have been some value in it all.”
She managed a more genuine smile, this time, but remained quiet.
“If you would prefer to have the time to yourself, this evening, I can order my dinner from one of the
restaurants around the marketplace,” Yannis reassured. “Oomia will still be in town for a while longer, I can
ask her to bring me something up when she returns. You do not have to waste time cooking for me.”
“No.” Mirii shook her head, then repeated, more firmly; “No. My life may have been a sham, but it does
not mean I have to stop enjoying doing what I am good at. I would like to make dinner for you.”
Yannis smiled. “Then I shall look forwards to sampling your cookery.”
When Yannis arrived in the command centre, after dropping Mirii safely off in her gilded birdcage, it
was to find Asenka with her chair rocked back onto two legs, hoofs braced against the computer terminal,
scribbling busily on a tablet. Probably going through inventory, if the familiar bips and chirps from the
device were anything to go by. “Right, boss,” she greeted, not bothering to look up. “How was town.”
“Overcrowded, smelly, and full of traders selling their overpriced tat to tourists, as always.” Yannis
made a show of dusting the last traces of fine sand off his clothing, then did a double take at seeing Sei
standing quietly to one side of the control room, almost invisible in the shadows. “What is he doing there?”
Asenka arched an eyebrow and tapped her tailtip against a chair leg. “Doing what you told him to do,
boss.”
“…beg pardon?”
The hind gestured with her stylus. “You told Ee-oss to bring him up here once he’d took a shower, right?
64

© 2013

Abigail Scott

I checked with beloved other, who confirmed it. He also said, you didn’t tell the guy what to do when he got
here, so he’s been waiting around up here for you to quit pissing about in the city.”
Folding one set of arms and placing the other set firmly on his hips, Yannis moved to stand directly in
front of him. “Could you not have found something useful to do with yourself?”
“Forgive me, sir. You requested that I attend the control room for instruction prior to doing any other
work.”
Yannis cursed softly under his breath. “Wretched machine. You couldn’t have asked Asenka for
guidance?”
“No sir.” Sei gazed politely down at him. “You were quite precise. I can not disobey a direct order
unless it conflicts with my basal protocols.”
Yannis rolled his eyes. “Ugh. All right. Follow me.” He flicked a hand in a come hither gesture, and the
soft sound of even footsteps followed him into the corridor.
“What is to be my new purpose, sir?” Sei asked, remaining a polite stride behind him.
“My virologist needs a ‘research assistant’, although I suspect you may be more of a safety blanket, so
he can think we care about him.” Yannis threw up his hands, annoyed. “You will help him out during the
day. By night, I expect you to help your fellow machines in maintaining this cesspit – cleaning, repairing,
vacuuming up all the wretched sand that always gets in, whatever needs doing. Understand?”
Sei inclined his long head. “Of course, sir. I will endeavour to be of use. Where and when should I
recharge?”
Yannis shrugged. “Whenever there is nothing immediate that needs doing. I will not have you resting on
the job. Kolek should have set your… brother-” The ridiculous sentiment threatened to stick in his throat,
but he had no other definition readily on hand and couldn’t stand the damn machines correcting him on how
he pronounced their identifiers. “-up with a place to recharge his batteries, you can share facilities.”
Acknowledge timer, take sample, add to reagent, discard and replace pipette tip, wait.
Biohazard sighed to himself, and rubbed his temples, trying to massage away one of those special
combination air-conditioning-and-eyestrain headaches this tiny lab was getting famous for.
Virology was a fascinating field, granted, but this sort of analytical chemistry wasn’t his favourite part of
it. It wasn’t even as if he could go and get himself a hot drink while he waited, because Yannis was an
eternal cheapskate and refused to purchase an automated sampler. He had to stay protectively close to his
stopwatch the whole time, lest he miss a vital timepoint, or sample it too late.
Acknowledge, sample, discard pipette, wait.
At least it all looked like it was working, at a crude visual level. The further the suspension ran, the
brighter the green liquid became, meaning less unbound protein remained in solution. If he could get these
artificial immunological tags to stay on for longer than a few minutes – and at body temperature, not in this
kind of chilly solute – the marker would call the immune system in to destroy the virus. Theoretically. It was
just far too labile at higher temperatures!
The door clunked, softly. I seem to have visitors. The young dar glanced up as the door opened, and
watched with barely-veiled suspicion as his employer entered the room, followed by an unfamiliar figure
dressed in a simple work coverall.
“What’s going on?” he wondered, warily, keeping pipette in one hand and stopwatch in the other as a
clear indicator that he was busy.
Yannis waved the hand holding a small vial full of what looked like dirty straw-coloured liquid with a
grandiose flourish. “I bring you the latest sample, fresh from the hospital.”
“Right.” Biohazard’s brow furrowed a little more deeply. “And… that person following you is…?”
“You wanted another assistant.” Yannis gestured grandly to the visitor. “Well, I have found you one.”
Biohazard matched stares with the stranger; the pale, luminous blue eyes seemed to stare clean through
him. An awkward chill probed its fingers up his back. “A kiravai,” he managed, at last, flatly. “Is this your
idea of a joke, Yannis? Send me an ‘assistant’ in the form of one of the greatest enemies my species have
ever known.”
Yannis si-ighed, melodramatically. “I gave you an assistant before, and you sent him away, claiming he
was an idiot. I send you a new assistant – with, as requested, ‘more than two brain cells to rub together’ –
and still you are not satisfied.”
Biohazard found himself reduced to angry spluttering for a moment, unable to find a good enough retort.
“Besides, this is not a kiravai,” Yannis added, unhelpfully.
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“Could have fooled me!” Biohazard finally found his voice.
“Explain to him.”
“Master Yannis is correct,” the black kiravai confirmed, stepping forwards and politely inclining his
long head in greeting. “I am kirasiinu, a synthetic life form. I am an accomplished mimic of the biological
life form I resemble, however I am not strictly alive, in the sense you would understand it.”
Biohazard stared at him, lips agape, for a full few seconds. “You… abducted a synthoid?” he managed,
at last, in a childlike squawk.
“Oh, please. He came here all on his own.”
The dark head quirked to one side. “That is technically incorr-”
“I shall leave the two of you to get acquainted,” Yannis interrupted, airily, already walking towards the
doorway. “And I expect some actual progress on the vaccine, next time I speak to you! I am not paying you
to sit around drinking [keem].”
“It would help if you gave me some actual samples of the virus, not… useless surface proteins!”
Biohazard snapped at the retreating back, but the door sliced his words off.
It was only after Yannis had left that Biohazard realised he’d been distracted into missing two whole
timepoints, and would have to start the whole sequence over again. “Oh, for crying out-… small wonder I
never get any damn work finished, around here!”
The dark cob walked over, with a strange, gliding sort of gait. “May I assist, sir?” He peered down at the
sheet of instructions, laminated into a sheet of protective plastic and already covered in a variety of stains.
Biohazard let the pipette go skittering off across the table, and slumped against the stool’s high back. “If
you like.” He put his goggles down and pinched the brow of his nose. “I suppose you don’t have to worry
about getting distracted by anything, huh.”
“That is correct, sir.” The nimble fingers danced through the glassware on the table, and selected
replacement vessels identical to the ones containing Biohazard’s assay. “What is the procedure we are
following?”
Biohazard quietly watched him acquaint himself with the laboratory. “Trying to analyse and develop a
vaccine for this virus.” He gestured a gloved hand at the small vial. “It’s a nasty one. There’s an outbreak in
one of the southern cities, lots of children are dying.”
One long black ear twitched, strangely, but the synthoid otherwise remained silent. There was something
about its-… his manner that made Biohazard a little edgy, already.
“Yannis stamps his feet about my ‘lack of progress’, but it’s more difficult than he realises. He still
hasn’t given me a sample of the actual virus, yet! I don’t see how he thinks I can generate a whole vaccine
when I don’t have the whole organism, yet.” The vul pushed himself gracelessly off his stool, and trudged
over to the tiny kitchenette and drinks machine, stripping off his uncomfortable protective gloves. “I’ve
done about all I can with the surface antigens. They often lyse with the reagents I try, and they’re complex
enough that I can’t get the immune tags to stay stuck on, except in chilled solutions. I can’t use that as a
vaccine!” He punched one of the buttons on the machine, and listened to it clunk softly to itself.
The cob began to measure out portions of reagent, following the protocol. “Have you considered
targeted gene therapy? A DNA vaccine, perhaps? You would not require a sample of live vaccine.”
“Considered it.” Biohazard cupped his hands around his mug, and inhaled the fragrant steam curling up
off the surface. “I’m struggling to work out the genetic sequence to generate the antigen.” He sighed, tiredly,
and took a long mouthful, relishing the sharp, fragrant astringency. “So what’s your name, anyway?”
“Sei, sir. Yannis has informed me you are called Biohazard? It is quite an unusual name for a vul.”
Biohazard snorted his drink up his nose. “No, that’s just... typical of Yannis,” he grunted, annoyed, once
he’d managed to stop choking. “Please, can we not use Yannis’ nickname for me? He only does it to yank
my tail in the first place.”
“I am sorry, I do not understand. Would you clarify, so I may correct the behaviour?”
“I’d prefer it if you called me by my real name. It’s Dren.” He held out a hand, optimistically.
Sei looked down at the hand for several seconds, until its owner gave up and took it back. “I am pleased
to meet you, Dren. I hope our work here will be productive.”
“Me too.” The vul rinsed out his cup, and tiredly got back to work.
For someone with such a well-provisioned kitchen, Mirii was a little perturbed to find that Yannis didn’t
seem to have used any of it. Why buy such a rich selection of tools if you did not plan to utilise any?
She didn’t need to have the recipe book to hand – she could have remembered something infinitely more
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complicated with no problems – but having it propped open in the special wooden rest had a pleasant
domesticity about it. Small bowls contained her carefully selected fruit and fish, half of which she had
prepared already, weighed accurately by hand. The rest awaited preparation, like the tough brown tubers she
was currently peeling. She wielded the long knife carefully, paring the tough skin from the vegetables but
ensuring she left the most flavoursome layer just beneath intact – a skill that most other creatures would
have found almost impossible, without years of practice and special tools.
Beneath the calm exterior, her mind was a whirl of confused unease. There was something about
Yannis’ behaviour that she was not at all sure she liked. That he was compassionate, and devoted, certainly
– generous, too, with all the little gifts. Never raised his voice, spoke kindly to her, even gave her a safe,
comfortable home and did not request any form of payment in return.
The constant affirmations of love were what was making her particularly uneasy. He used a lot of
affectionate epithets when talking to her, rather than her name. Dear. Sweetheart. Darling. My love. She
wasn’t about to rule out the idea he might indeed love her, of course – he was not kiravai, and she had never
studied eumin mating rituals, so this might be normal for them. He may well have fallen in love with the
creature behind the glass, out of reach until he could rescue her. Who was she to assert that he was not being
truthful?!
It was the rest of his mannerisms that didn’t quite seem to fit together with the outward image he tried to
portray. He was very keen to tell her about how badly she had been treated, how much she had been lied to,
how Sei was even now following her and trying to keep her from finding out the truth… but never yet had
he asked how she was. How she was coping. How she felt to have had her world turned upside down.
Almost like he enjoyed making her feel unhappy – so he could make her feel better? Feel needed?
Not to mention, they had gone to the market for only a short period – and although he had tried to
pretend it was for her enjoyment, she knew it was only because he wanted to meet his contact. Now, she was
back in her cosy prison cell, with its locked door and sound baffles.
The thoughts conflicted in a most unpleasant way. I wonder what he would say if I informed him I would
like to leave? Even if I confirmed I understood the risks, and absolved him of any responsibility?
Without even having to ask him, she knew the answer would be no. He might… ‘soften it with
sentiment’, as he had said earlier, and make out if was for her own good, and that he enjoyed having her
company above all else, but the locked door was proof he did not want her leaving.
What if, she finally allowed herself to consider, he was the trickster? He was the one playing the games,
lying to her, trying to mould her into something she did not really want to be? But why? What could possess
someone – someone that didn’t even know her! – to be so unnecessarily unkind?
Frustrated, she sliced through the core of the vegetable, using more strength than necessary, and
embedded the blade in the plastic chopping board. She pursed her lips and levered it free, running a fingertip
over the deep welt, but couldn’t quite find the energy to care.
He can buy another one if he is concerned, she thought to herself, grimly. But I do not imagine he will
care in the slightest. He is obviously rich, and has not seemed to care about damaging his things thus far.
An inky, moonless night had claimed the city of [Lanali]. Stars dusted across the cloudless sky, the
smoky white band of the galaxy starkly visible against the velvet black. It should have been an incredible
vista, to those lucky enough to be awake to see it, but familiarity had indeed bred contempt and most of the
natives scarcely noticed it, happily sleeping away the visions of ethereal beauty.
Not everyone in the dormant city was asleep. While Yannis and his crew slept, Sei moved quietly
through the dark corridors, dutifully sweeping and vacuuming and mopping up the fine dusty sand that
constant transit had tracked through the complex. Outwardly he was a picture of dedicated calm – the
obedient servant, with no thoughts except those related to his work. Inwardly, the cob was a seething mess
of conflicting emotions - fearful of what his captor was planning, worried that his need to see Mirii might
blow their careful charade wide open, but above all simmering with barely-restrained anger at the individual
that had torn them apart in the first place. And what he was doing to her! The lies, the unwanted and
unwelcome touching. Keep your hands off her. I swear, if you touch her againConcentrate, Sei. You should not allow yourself to get distracted. Mirii is safe, but she may be the only
one who is, right now – and even she is not very safe. You have to get to the bottom of what Yannis is doing.
Sei was subtle about his investigations, of course. Very subtle – silently gleaning clues from the areas he
went to, under the guise of cleaning, filing it all away to be reconciled and cross-referenced later. He daren’t
touch the computers, for fear of breaking his cover, but then he didn’t need to; screens left carelessly active
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showed him inventories, shipping logs, purchase orders. He couldn’t help but wonder where Yannis had got
his funds from, because he was handling incredible amounts of money. It had to be dirty money, of course.
As he moved into the corridors of the staff’s living quarters, a different sort of information became
available – their routines and habits. Know thine enemy, Sei. You can keep safe if you know what to expect.
Through the closed doors, assorted volumes and timbres of snoring met his sensitive ears for the most part –
earthy, damp sounds from Brun’s room, high reedy little whistles from Ihks.
If the sounds of tapping keys were anything to go by, Hueil was working even now – that was an
important observation, Sei didn’t want to accidentally bump into the ondras if ever he got comfortable
enough to snoop properly.
Muffled voices filtered through the door of Asenka and Kolek’s shared quarters; Sei increased the
sensitivity on his hearing as he mopped his way past, but quickly discovered that not only was it not useful,
he didn’t really want to be listening to what the nyen were getting up to, and left them to it.
Yannis, unfortunately, did not sleep with his crew. He slept in a cosy little apartment on the roof,
snuggled up with a woman that should not be forced to endure his clammy, clinging fingers on her. Sei had
to concentrate on not allowing his fist to clench against the handle of his bucket.
Mirii, I am so sorry. Please forgive me. I promise I will find you a way out, even if I foil my own escape
in the process.
The cleaner’s cupboard in the lowest part of the reclaimed complex was an area of comparative sanctity,
evidently free of any monitoring devices. Kolek had set up a crude ‘refuelling’ station in the room next door,
with a thin mattress on the floor and a selection of electrical hook-ups, where the two siinu could rest and
defragment and tend to their health. Keeping one’s thoughts as sharp as possible was particularly important,
and it was conveniently close to the base out of which they would work.
Sei set the bucket of murky water down next to the waste sink, and began to get his equipment clean.
This sort of simple menial task had been something Mirii had enjoyed, when she was younger and the idea
of making her own decisions made her freeze up. Being productive around the house had made her strangely
happy, and it hadn’t required any use of her rudimentary imagination. The idea Yannis might be taking
advantage of that? Turning her into a live-in housemaid under the guise of love?
A musical twitter of ve-hei’ya attracted Sei’s attention from his bucket.
“So have you found anything out, yet?”
Sei looked up to find his twin lounging in the doorway, arms folded and shoulder propped against the
doorframe. “I hope you are correct that he has no cameras down here.”
“Why of course he does, brother, that’s why I’m being so brazen in talking to you.” Iios rolled his eyes,
but his smile was good-natured. “The low levels are surveillance-free, at least so far.” He rocked away from
the doorframe and ambled casually into the room; he smelt of old oil, and the long streaks of black on his
shoulder-length gloves and filthy grey coverall confirmed that he’d been working on machinery of some
sort. “At least reassure me your day has been more productive than mine?”
“It has been… interesting,” Sei allowed, swirling dirty water out of his bucket and rinsing the sand into
the trap. “I had not anticipated there being a laboratory in the building.” After a pause, he corrected himself.
“A small, primitive, under-stocked laboratory, but it seems sufficient for what is needed.”
“What would Yannis want a lab for?” Iios narrowed his eyes, echoing his brother’s suspicion. He shed
the cleaning gauntlets from his long arms, dropping them into a tank of cleanser. “Seems far too academic.
He’s a common criminal, trafficking in expensive drugs and illegal explosives, nothing he has to make for
himself.”
“So I thought, as well, but it would appear that is over-simplified. He is doing something with a virus.”
Sei dumped the empty bucket under the tap, and began to fill it with hot water and detergent. “Or rather, his
virologist is, on his behalf. I have not been able to determine precisely what, yet. I do not think the virologist
knows, himself; he just has been told to find a vaccine.”
Iios’ lips tightened to a fine line. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
“I do not, either.” Sei watched the thick white foam mound up in the bucket and spill over the sides, like
the bubbles had in Mirii’s bath, the other day. The idea of Yannis sharing those bubbles with her was a
perturbing one. He steered his wandering thoughts back to the vaccine. “Yannis has told him the samples
come from a local hospital. If he is to be believed, the virologist thinks he is working on a vaccine to save
dying children, but I know Yannis is not so altruistic as he claims to be. I just… do not know where the
samples are being obtained from, or what benefit he hopes to get from it.”
“Well, Yannis is a spiteful, vindictive little man, so you can be pretty confident his ‘benefit’ only serves
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him.” Iios swiped a hand through his hair, and dislodged a cloud of fine silty dust that hung like smoke in
the still air. “I wonder if it’s all to do with the obsession he’s got about the eumin council.”
“In what way?”
“You knew they kicked him out, right?” At Sei’s nod, Iios spread his hands. “Isn’t that enough? He
wants vengeance. Perhaps he wants to kill old Bor, and this virus is the only way he can do it without them
suspecting him. He just needs to ensure he’s immune to it before he goes on the warpath.”
“You are talking about a bioweapon.”
Iios nodded. “And if he infects one eumin, what’s to stop it spreading through their whole society?”
“So it is all the more important that we succeed in creating the vaccine. Maybe I will be able to steal
enough of a sample to vaccinate the rest of the population.” Sei stood and watched as the suds surged up
over the rim of the bucket, followed shortly by the water. There was probably some cryptic moral hidden
there, in the way the scalding water overflowed and steamed away down the drain. Not unlike my life, right
now, going down the drain.
“Oh, hey, woo. That looks like it’s signalling a good time for you to go and rest. Let me take that.” Iios
hastily turned off the tap and claimed the bucket. “Go and get some rest, because you can’t be operating at
your peak. You need to clear your head a little, your buffers must be full of memory fragments. I can easily
finish the floors for you. There’s a bed in the next room.”
“I need to carry on here-” Sei reached for the bucket.
Iios set a hand on his brother’s shoulder, gently but firmly holding him at arm’s length. “No, you need to
go and rest. The place is almost spotless already, and you haven’t had any down time in the last few days. I
won’t have you falling over on me.”
“Yannis said-”
“-that you could rest when there was nothing needing doing, right, he said the same to me. There’s
nothing for you to do, so you’re only following orders by going to take a nap. Working until you fall over
will make him more suspicious.”
“But he will suspect-”
“Sei, Sei. Shush.” Iios held his snout closed with both hands – only a symbolic gesture, but it got his
twin to be quiet. “It’s fine. Go and rest. I’ll cook something fitting up for if he asks, but he won’t. So long as
you’re awake and getting on with your chores before anyone else is up, he won’t suspect a thing. He won’t
even care.”
Sei managed to quirk his lips into a tired smile. “Thank you, brother.”
“Mm. Just make good use of it.”
Eri sat down at the old dining table in her cabin with a heavy thump on the chair cushion, as though her
legs were suddenly incapable of supporting her, and let her head flop into in both hands, propped up on their
elbows. Before her accident, she’d have probably ordered something indulgently sticky and sickly sweet
from the galley, to comfort her stuffy mind, but the lifesaving procedure had left her with no sense of taste
whatsoever. The benefits of the synthetic body outweighed a lot of what she’d lost, of course, but every now
and then she really, really missed the ability to lose herself in a good dessert. If only tiredness wasn’t such a
familiar sensation. She exhaled a pulse of hot, stale air from her bellows in a sigh.
The consistent lack of progress was grinding everyone down. It had begun to seem like the Hah’zeept’i
special services were being intentionally obstructive, as though they thought they had something to prove.
Velia had at least managed to wrangle some emergency passes to the surface while they waited for the
bureaucrats to authorise full crew access, and led a team down to the principal city to liaise with the police
and start their own investigations.
Hauura seemed to be feeling better, at least, even if the only outward sign was that she paced and waved
her arms more. Her mood certainly hadn’t improved, although no-one could quite tell how much was just
churlish camouflage for her worry, and how much was genuine pique that as acting captain, she couldn’t go
down and lead the search herself. (After hearing the xniki’s bitter complaints about the super-dry desert air,
most people pinned it onto the first option.)
Eri scooted her chair back and sagged forwards until her cheek rested on the tabletop, letting her arms
dangle in midair for a minute. Her bed was visible from this angle; the warm colours of the bedspread and
the soft texture of the fabric had a sort of soporific quality that made her feel like dozing off right here, on
the table. Although she knew she wouldn’t get a punishing crick in the neck, any more, sleeping at the table
wasn’t good for one’s mental health. With a grunt of effort, she pushed herself to her feet and turned to her
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bedroom door, hoping to be able to get her head down and just… not think for a while.
In the periphery of her vision, she spotted a blinking light in the communications recess, and turned to it.
Someone had been trying to get her attention – but on a secure channel. How odd? Couldn’t be anyone on
ship staff, they’d have just called her – or failing that, come and hammered on her door in person. She
arched her back and stretched her shoulders, trying to wake herself up a little; another habit from her old life
that she still couldn’t quite shake, but it did seem to help, a little.
Not entirely sure what she was letting herself in for, she thumbed receive.
The screen filled first of all with incomprehensible junk. “What in the world-” She frowned at it,
baffled… then looked closer and spotted the tiny indicators among the jumble. “Computer, please run this
through personal security filters nine-three and seven-two-two.”
Working, the computer acknowledged, in little gold letters that popped up over the gobbledygook.
Secure cipher decryption in progress. Underneath, the incomprehensible noise sorted itself into letters,
which then unjumbled themselves into words.
‘My beloved Hairball’, the first line of the message read.
Iios! Only he ever used an insult as a term of endearment. Her synthetic nature didn’t keep her heart
from leaping to her mouth. So he was still alive! She mashed hasty fingers over a set of protocols built into
the screen, ensuring the message was securely saved to Ardea’s central memory.
Please, forgive me for taking so long to get this message to you. Opportunities to get unattended access
to computer terminals have been few and far between, and I’m forced to use a personal encryption to get
this message to you in secret. Please please please don’t try to reply to it, because I will definitely not be
available to answer, and you may end up blowing the cover I’ve worked so hard to build up.
Brother is with me, and he is well, if a little emotionally unsteady. Mirii is here also, although we have
not been allowed significant contact. We have been taken prisoner by YannisHorrified, Eri felt something stall in her chest. Covering her mouth with her hand, she had to take a
second or two to recover her composure before she could continue reading.
– the same Yannis as Sei had problems with on ia’Maura. Please do not worry, we are safe (for now, at
least). He has a ridiculous contraption in his hideaway that believes has successfully reprogrammed usEri found a very small smile came automatically to her lips. Knowing Iios, he was probably particularly
enjoying that aspect of it. He’d always had a penchant for trickery, loving to catch people out, see the look
on their faces when he surprised them. Good to see all that practice getting put to actual worthwhile use, not
just entertaining a bored synth.
-and we are happy to play along with it. It gives us the freedom we need to snoop around and try and
figure things out. This is not a simple game he is playing, Eri, something serious is at stake and I am sure he
has something nasty planned. I would not be surprised if it was all down to personal vindictiveness, after his
banishment by the eumin council.
Sei and I don’t yet fully understand his plans, although he seems to be working on a virus of some sort.
We can only imagine it will be used as a weapon – it’s hard to get full details on his project because he’s
subcontracted half the work to another laboratory, and we don’t have contact with them. Sei is working with
the resident virologist to develop a protective vaccine.
It is important that you pass this message to Coracina Central Command – and Pandion Command, if
you have to. We don’t know how contagious the virus will be, if it escapes and goes feral we may have a
major problem on our hands.
I will contact you again when I have more details to pass on.
My love always. Take care of yourself. K.
“Ohh, you can’t stop there. Tell me where you are, you wretched cob!” Eri cursed, softly. It wasn’t
really a surprise that he didn’t give her his location – he didn’t want Aramus crew swooping in and spooking
the man so he fled and didn’t finish whatever he was up to – but it didn’t make it any less frustrating, or
easier to deal with.
She leaned across the terminal, and thumbed one of the controls, opening a channel to security. “Velia?
It’s Eri. I have something important I need to discuss with you. …no, it has to be in person. You never know
who might be listening, eh?”
Whether it was the subtle movement that disturbed him, or he had simply slept very lightly, his bedwarmer had already arisen, when Yannis finally stirred out of a deep, satisfying slumber the next morning.
He stared at the empty pillow beside him for several drowsy seconds, struggling to process what was going
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on, and made himself feel like an idiot for instantly wondering again if she had run away. She is not going to
run away unless you make an effort to frighten her away, you idiot.
Mirii had gone nowhere except a different position on the bed, facing the garden. She sat on the end of
the mattress, feet primly together on the floor, wearing a sheer dressing gown atop her nightdress, watching
the subtle peach of dawn creep into the thin clouds on the horizon.
Yannis propped himself up on one arm, and wiped sleep from his eyes with a free hand. “Marie? Is there
something wrong? Can you not sleep?”
Mirii flickered a brief glance back over her shoulder at him. “There is nothing wrong, and for a
technicality, I do not sleep, as you would understand it,” she corrected, quietly. “Right now, I am just
thinking.”
“Thinking, eh? I heard that can be a dangerous business.”
Recognising the joke, Mirii managed a strained chuckle. “Perhaps.”
The mattress shifted underneath her as he scooted himself over, rolling out of the quilt with a grunt of
effort. “What are you thinking about?” he prompted.
“Going outside. Greeting the morning.” She looked down at him, brows raised optimistically. “Would
you come with me?”
“It is quite chilly out there, this time of day – not to mention, damp. To do what?”
Her hopeful expression turned to one of resignation. “Just to keep me company. It is not important.”
He bumped her gently with the point of his shoulder. “Nonsense. If it is important to you, it will be
important for me, too. Just permit me the time to get dressed into something a little warmer. You do not feel
the chill the same way I will.” He gave her a probing little glance. “That cannot possibly be all that had you
so worried.”
“No, it is not the only thing I have been thinking about. Dear…” For the first time, she allowed herself to
echo his terms of endearment, although it had an awkwardness about it. You have not added things up to
your satisfaction, you should not be so… forward, presumptive, as to call him ‘dear’. “Please do not think ill
of me, but. What would you say if I were to ask you if I could leave?”
He straightened a little. “You-… you want to leave me? Have I done something wrong?”
She smiled at him, perhaps reproachfully. “I do not want to go anywhere right now, and it is only a
hypothetical question. I just miss my people.” She studied her interlinked fingers, where they rested in her
lap, and added, in her mind; and I miss my Sei. “It is quite lonely here. I am the only kiravai this far out, and
most people do not understand my customs. Some day, I think I may want to go back to them. If they will
have me back.”
“Well, I would be disappointed, of course!” He chuckled, affectionately. “But it is your life. I would not
stop you if you truly wished to depart.” He snaked an arm around behind her, gently. “Is that all that is
bothering you, darling?”
Mirii let her gaze meander back to the dewy garden and the strengthening dawn. “I was thinking about
what you said to me yesterday. That we have been followed. About… obtaining closure.”
“You have been thinking about Sei.” It didn’t take the world’s greatest mind to work that out.
“Yes. I am sorry.”
“Is that why you asked about leaving?”
“…I am not sure. Maybe a little.”
Yannis sighed and gave her a squeeze. “If you truly desire closure, I will speak to my contact in the
police.” He pursed his lips. “If maybe we can trick him into coming to us, we could break the controls on his
actions, return him to a life of useful obedience. You would be able to safely speak to him, then. Would you
like to try that?”
Mirii shifted on the spot, uneasily. “…maybe I would like more time to think about it,” she admitted.
“Of course. You can take all the time you need, my sweet. I could not abide upsetting you, and I fear this
will only take you backwards, not achieve the closure you need. Do only what pleases you.” He smiled,
kindly. “Things that make you happy. I was pleased by how happy you were at the market! And you said
you enjoyed cooking, yes?”
She probably sensed where he was leading the conversation, but she asked the question anyway; “would
you like me to make you some breakfast, while you bathe?”
“Although I would prefer to have your company while I bathe,” he teased, “breakfast would be very
nice. Thank you.” He ran his fingers through the fine strands of her hair, then kissed the side of her neck,
gently.
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Mirii put up her hand and covered his lips with two fingers, with a sad smile. “Please. Not yet, dear.”
“Of course.” He backed off, and there was a glint – just a glint – of something ugly in his eyes. “It does
pain me that you could not taste the masterpiece you created last night, darling. Maybe sometime in the
future, if you wished, we could devise a way for you to taste.”
She gave him a serious, probing look. “Much as I would like such a gift, I do not think it is possible.”
“Because your builders told you so, I should not wonder. Pssh. I can not help but wonder if they did not
see it as an essential, and thus simply did not bother. There will always be a way if you want it, dearest…”
The ripple of soft birdsong echoed off the cliffs when Yannis finally manage to escape the maudlin
clutches of his pet phoenix and leave his apartment. He slotted his arm into his jacket and tugged the door
closed behind him; the bolt made a solid, satisfying clunk as it locked. The desert hadn’t quite shucked off
the chilly night-time air, and haze-dilute dawn sunlight stained the metalwork of the landing platform an
unrealistically romantic sparkly pink where it reflected off the cold condensation.
Yannis shivered, in spite of efforts to the contrary, wishing he’d just rolled over and gone back to sleep
until the sun had risen a little further, so it was not quite so frigid when he finally ventured outside. The quilt
was warm, and his woman might be nothing else – those straight lines were hardly cuddly – but at least she
was warm. And, he had to grudgingly admit, a good cook.
We will have to try and devise a way so you may taste, dear. He curled his lip, scornfully. With luck,
she’d forget all about that ridiculous notion before he had to look like he was making an effort at designing
something.
Besides, having no sense of taste had other benefits he was certain would come in handy in the bedroom.
He licked his lips, optimistically. Once he’d gently coaxed her towards the idea of trying it, of course.
Progress was sadly slower than he’d thought it would be. Certainly once the initial shock had worn off,
she’d grown quite reserved – almost aloof. Or maybe, she wasn’t so gullible as she looked. Yannis pursed
his lips, annoyed.
Perhaps bribery was the way to go? He winced a little at the hit his accounts would take, but figured it
would probably be worth it. A few little somethings to cater to that famous kiravai vanity, and she would no
doubt be putty in his hands. Convincing her that her old nestmate was far away out of her reach couldn’t
hurt, either; he knew she was having second thoughts. Heaven forbid that her trust in him got weaker, after
all this work! He’d have to be careful if he was going to introduce the good doctor, though; give it a few
days while they tried to “catch” him.
Them once she was low, crushed by what her wonderful, intelligent husband had become, he could
swoop in to the rescue and nurse her heart back to health. He snorted a laugh to himself. Yes, Yannis. I am
sure that will work. He shook his head at himself, tiredly, trotting down the stairs behind the rooftop
entryway. This lovesick fowl will probably take patience and a gentle hand, and I do not know I will have
enough of either to achieve it. Maybe I should simply discuss how easily a partial rewrite of those
unsophisticated processors will be?
He settled himself behind the communications desk in the command centre, appreciating the clean room
and pleasant calm, while his merry band of morons was still lost in slumber. (The lazy ingrates. The
machines might be infinitely stupider than his crew, needing their little mechanical hands held and
instructions given the whole way, but at least they were making themselves useful.) He punched in the
frequency to call his contact in the other laboratory, and settled with a hot drink and his feet up to wait.
The alien took a while to answer, and the chilly reptilian features stared into him for several moments
before their owner eventually spoke. “Didn’t we only talk yesterday, eumin?”
“Indeed we did. We are now talking again. Does that pain you?”
The man’s hostile look intensified. He obviously doesn’t like early mornings, either. “Get to the point.”
“I want a sample of the live virus. My virologist says he cannot do anything else with ‘surface anti gens’,
whatever they are, and needs the full virus to develop the vaccine.” When the man straightened and opened
his mouth to complain, Yannis lifted both hands and elevated his voice. “And I will pay you everything I
owe you, right now, plus an additional instalment towards completion, and a bonus at our next meeting.”
The chilly eyes narrowed. “And where in this are you planting the trap, huh? Give me a dud credit token,
will you? Fraudulent currency?”
“I was going to transmit the funds to you now, as a show of good faith.” Yannis lifted his chin,
arrogantly. “If you do not want it, then I will pay for the services I have received thus far, and take my
business elsewhere. They may not have your scientific excellence, but there are other labs that I am quite
sure will be able to ‘knock something together’ for me.”
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Silence reigned again for a few moments. “All right,” the man backed down, at last. “I appreciate your
generosity. I’ll see if my staff can get you something to work with.”
Yannis had to restrain a smirk; it looked like the alien would have preferred to have taken a vice to a
sensitive part of his anatomy than give Yannis any sort of compliment whatsoever. “Inform me when you
are ready. I will meet you at our usual place.”
Deep in the windowless old factory complex, Yannis’ crew were at last finally stirring.
Giant video screens flush with the walls and a cunning arrangement of lights gave the illusion of
windows, and the creeping dawn broke over an entwined pair of nyen, still drowsy, not quite fully awake.
Asenka lay in a lazy curl between Kolek’s legs, chin resting on his stomach, but for once her usual
sleepy, satisfied smile was nowhere to be seen. She actually looked… perturbed, which in turn made Kolek
uneasy.
“Something’s got you upset, and it ain’t a bad dream, right?” the hart intuited. “Something about our
illustrious boss?”
“Right,” she confirmed, quietly. “He’s making me twitchy. He’s not telling us all of what he’s up to, and
it’s making me nervous. I’m meant to be his second in command, and he’s keeping secrets from me.”
“Sure it’s ’cause he’s making you twitchy, and not just ’cause you’re just upset he’s not told you all the
gossip?”
Asenka pursed her lips at him in a tired glare. “He’s got something big up his sleeve. You heard him
talking. He’s after some kind of revenge against his people, and he’s not giving us the full story because he
knows we’d drop him like a hot rock.”
“What makes this so different to trafficking illegal explosives?” Kolek wrinkled his nose on one side,
giving his drooping whiskers an oddly comical lopsided look. “It’s not like we don’t already have blood on
our hands, here. We’ve always just followed the money, and hang the consequences.”
She snorted a laugh, but not at his looks, and it came out more mocking than amused. “I guess the
potential for wholescale genocide just makes me uneasy, Kol.” She let her brows knot into a tired frown.
“So what if we might not be good at staying the right side of the law, and our history is pretty inglorious?
Somethin’ about this really makes my skin crawl. This ain’t some petty crime, any more, I ain’t so sure I
wanna be caught up in it.”
Kolek put his hands down to cup her face, stroking his thumbs gently across her cheeks. “So we ditch
him, and break for the horizon. We’re good at vanishing, remember? Twice already we took new identities,
guess there’s no big deal about doing it again, right?” He walked his tail down her spine, using its muscular
curls to squeeze the tension out of the small of her back. “Just… slip away when no-one’s looking.”
She grunted her pleasure and let her head roll sideways, resting her cheek against his abdomen, her hair
tentacles undulating softly as he worked across her back. “That’s not the point,” she groaned. “Didn’t we
ought to maybe try stop him?”
“Stop him? Go above and beyond our personal safety?” He chuckled. “You’re not going all selfsacrificing on me now, are you, Zen? Maybe them oh so noble machines actually had a good influence on
you.”
“Rrgh. Trust you to let the point go sailing over your empty head.” She curled her own tail around his,
and tugged him away from her. “Point is, this cuts pretty close to home in a lot of ways. There’s plenty of
folk would wanna see nyen obliterated out of the galaxy too, you know. What if he wanted to wipe us out?”
“Now you’re just trying to obfuscate the issue-”
“Besides,” she interrupted. “Being homeless, the first time we made ourselves disappear? Working our
way through the shelters, building up from absolute rock bottom? That was pretty dang hard. I don’t wanna
go through all that again unless I got absolutely no other option.
“If that was all you wanted to say, why didn’t you jus’ say it?”
Asenka huffed and scooted herself backwards and out of reach. “Least you could do is humour me, love.
Maybe I got some genuine concerns, here. Maybe, we don’t know enough about what he’s playing at, and
might get us all killed in the process.”
“Aw, Zen. Dry up. He’s just stamping his feet at the other eumin, posturing like it’s gonna make a
difference to anyone ‘cept his bloated head. It ain’t that big a-”
She cut him off with a curt snap; “If you’re not gonna listen to me, at least tell me you’re not gonna
listen, right?” She flounced away into the bathroom, hoofbeats echoing across the reinforced tiles like sharp
little gunshots.
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“Zen-” Kolek groaned and covered his face.
Words floated back to him through the open door. “I’m not talking to you until you start taking me
seriously...” She continued to mutter, but the droning roar of the shower drowned out anything else. She
sounded genuinely hurt, for once, not just playing up to it to get her way.
Kolek crept into the shower behind her, pressed a kiss to her shoulder, and made sure he apologised
properly.
It was purely by chance that Iios happened to be walking down the corridor through crew quarters, his
arms full of machine parts that looked like they were destined for the old mine lift, when Asenka left her
suite a short time later.
Never one to miss an opportunity, she stepped out into the corridor, and blocked his way, arms folded. “I
want a word with you.”
“A word, madam?” Iios cocked his head. “Just one word? I am not sure I understand.”
Asenka restrained a sigh, and clarified; “I mean, I need to discuss something with you. In private.”
“Forgive me, I have a list of work to attend, and Yannis has instructed that I do not cease my chores for
anyone but him.” The soft gold-eyed stare didn’t stray from her face. “I do not think he likes my time being
used non-productively.”
Asenka knew he was making a veiled reference to the time she’d ‘helped’ him with his bath, and
tightened her jaw, annoyed.
“Should I request leave?” Iios prompted, delicately. When she failed to instantly respond, he evidently
took it as a ‘no’, and walked around her.
“Look, quit the act. I know you’re fooling,” she asserted, sidestepping to remain in his way. “You might
have Yan blinkered to what you’re up to, but you can’t trick me so easily.”
“I am not sure what act you are referring to, ma’am. I am merely conducting my chores.” He tried to
navigate around her again, but she moved in the same direction, to stay in his way. “We could discuss things
while I work, if you would prefer? I am capable of multitasking.”
“I need to talk to you in private,” she emphasised. “Do you understand me?”
They danced slowly down the corridor, the nyen stepping into his way in an attempt to block him, but
forced back a little each time by the siinu’s inexorable approach.
“Look, will you just… stop, for a friggin’ moment?” Asenka placed her hands on his midriff and tried to
push him backwards.
Obediently, he stopped where he was, watching her carefully.
She lowered her voice. “Look, you can talk to me. I know I work for him, but I promise I won’t tell
anyone.” She peered up into the alert yellow eyes, looking for any hint of cunning duplicity, but all that
looked back was the bland, dutiful servant, guileless. “Come on. I know you’re still in there, captain. I need
to discuss what’s going on here with someone that knows how to keep a secret.”
“Forgive me, I am not sure I understand. There is no-one ‘inside me’-”
“I mean,” she lowered her voice, “you’re still you. No-one’s... ‘reprogrammed’ you.”
“That is correct, madam. My higher functions have been erased, not revised.” He inclined his head.
“However, the term ‘reprogrammed’ seems to better fit with most people’s understanding of the situation.”
“Oh, come on. Kolek’s stupid machine, it’s a cobbled together sack of soggy fewments,” she pleaded. “It
can’t possibly have actually worked!”
“Madam, your behaviour is quite aberrant. I am growing concerned that you are not well. Would you
like me to call the doctor?”
At last, she backed down. “No. No, it’s all right,” she mumbled, dispiritedly. “Guess I just got my hopes
up when I shouldn’t have. Get back to your chores.”
“Of course.” He bowed steeply, twitched an ear, and glided past her.
She watched him continue down the corridor and wrinkled her nose, stumped. He either genuinely had
been punched all the way back to factory settings, or the guy was much, much smarter than Yannis gave him
credit for.
I think Asenka may be on to us, Sei; she just challenged me in the corridor. We may have to find a new
place to discuss plans, because I fear the cleaner’s cupboard might soon acquire some covert surveillance…
Yannis didn’t dither long in the factory after speaking to his contact; it wouldn’t take the man long to
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package up a sample of the virus (or so he’d promised), and the eumin didn’t want to spoil the unexpectedly
good relationship by keeping him waiting, down there. He returned to his apartment to change his clothes,
wanting something lighter to wear, so he didn’t feel like he was baking in his own skin in the scalding
noontime sun.
He peeked out of the city-facing window, to see where his phoenix was; just visible through the
reflections on the glass roof, he found Mirii in the garden room just below, watching tiny fluttering creatures
flit around the feeders in the flowers just outside the window.
“Marie?” He scooted himself down the spiral rail on the staircase, and headed for the lounge.
“Yes?” She turned away from the window, and gave him a curious look. “You have changed your
clothing.”
He wondered if she’d given up correcting him on the pronunciation of her name, or just decided she
didn’t mind that much, any more? “That is correct. I am about to make a slightly unplanned trip to the city
for a little while, as my contact has some information for me. My previous clothing would be too warm.
Would you like me to get you anything?”
“May I come with you, instead?” She closed the gap between them, her elegant stride silent against the
thick carpet. “I would rather that than be bought anything. The city is pleasantly busy, I rather enjoy
visiting.”
He quirked an eyebrow. “I see no reason why not. You may if you so wish, but I am only going to see
my contact.”
“Darling.” She half-scolded, and took one of his hands firmly in hers. “How is it in any way different
from our first visit to the market? You did not go for my benefit then, either. I still enjoyed the trip.”
Yannis actually pinked up – caught. “All right. But we will have to be careful – in the event your
guardian does not find us himself, I am sure his puppeteers will be close behind him…”
As usual, Yannis’ contact sat waiting for them at the centre of the plaza, jaws methodically working as
he chewed on a (probably unpleasant) snack of some sort, with market patrons swirling around him like a
sea of rust and beige against shale cliffs.
“Is that is your contact, on the rim of the fountain?” Mirii wondered, peering ahead. “I was not aware
that krell ventured so far from their homeworld.”
Yannis kept his fingers crossed that ‘krell’ was the name of the species, not the man’s personal name. “I
suppose you could say he and I are rather the mould breakers. As are you, dear.” He squeezed her fingers,
gently - and felt her squeeze back, ever so slightly.
The krell watched them approach out of inscrutable brown eyes. “Well, hello there,” he greeted,
curiously, flicking a forked tongue over his blunt snout. “I wasn’t expecting you to have brought company,
Yannis.”
“Mirii likes the market,” Yannis explained. “She finds home a little too quiet, right now.” He stared very
seriously at his contact, trying to imply a subtle threat in his gaze. “I did not anticipate there would be a
problem with allowing her to accompany me.”
The man spread his hands and shook his head. “No problem at all. Just a little more daring than I thought
you’d be, is all, what with everything else going on. Or is that the point, to prove to ‘em you’re not scared?”
“Something like that,” Yannis agreed, evasively.
He bowed deeply to her, and kissed the back of her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”
Although Yannis subtly rolled his eyes, Mirii seemed to appreciate the gesture, smiling bashfully and
bending her legs in a polite bow. “It is nice to meet you at last also, sir. Yannis tells me much about you.”
“Oh he does, does he?” The alien arched a brow at the eumin, warily.
“Yes, and I am very grateful for your kind help. It must be a very difficult job that you do. I would be
scared of going against people so powerful.” She paused, and cocked her head. “Forgive me, I am not sure
what to call you. Yannis has not told me your name.”
“My name? Not many people care to actually ask that, you know,” the alien mused, tapping his thin lips.
Yannis bristled – the barb was clearly intended at him – but miraculously remained silent.
“You can call me ‘Tark’,” he suggested, after a little more thought. “It’s… a little generic, just the short
version of my family name. I’d love to give you more, but it’s not safe for me to do so right now, you
know?”
Mirii nodded, seriously. “Of course. Yannis has explained how important the work you do is. I would
not like to put you in jeopardy.”
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“I gotta say, it’s nice to see the two of you out and about together,” Tark offered, unexpectedly. “Yannis
has been worrying about you, you know? Since he got you away from the monitors, he was scared you were
gonna be damaged for life by what they did to you. Nice to see you’re getting over it, at last.” His thin lips
pulled away from his sharp little teeth in a grin that didn’t really reflect in his eyes. “I told him you just
needed a real man to look after you an’ you’d be fine, but the guy wouldn’t believe me.”
Mirii remained silent, but let her gaze fall away to the ground. Her smile wasn’t quite so full as it had
been, an instant before.
“You don’t believe me either, huh?”
“I… would like to,” she explained, very carefully. “There have been a lot of sudden changes in my life,
recently, and it is not always easy to know what I should be believing.”
“I guess that makes sense,” Tark agreed, nodding to himself. “If you come from living in a world where
folk lie so easily that they can construct a whole life for you, and pretend it’s all real, you’d come to expect
the same thing when you arrive in a different place.”
“That-… wasn’t strictly what I meant…” Mirii stumbled across the words, uneasily.
“I mean, s’gotta be pretty tough to find out the man you were having sex with wasn’t even real.”
Yannis noticed, with a fair dollop of satisfaction, that Mirii didn’t even protest, this time.
“You got a good man now, though.” He gave her arm a pat. “He’ll look after you.”
“I hope so,” she agreed, although her voice was strangely reluctant.
In his pocket, Yannis’ communicator buzzed, like an irritable insect. “Excuse me.” He stepped away, put
his hand into his pocket to check who was buzzing him, and bumped something cold with his fingertips. A
little bottle. It felt like? He didn’t remember putting it in there – for that matter, it was still cold. Tark must
have slipped it into his clothing without his notice – the scrawny giant had never seemed to have such
pickpocket tendencies, and he couldn’t help wondering what else the man may have helped himself to on
their other meetings.
Inspecting his communicator, Yannis grimaced his annoyance. Hueil had pinged him, wanting to discuss
something “of great importance” – although important to whom, Yannis was unsure. He and the
psychologist only ever saw eye-to-eye on a literal basis, most of the time, and what Hueil thought was
important was often far from it. Yannis thumbed an acknowledge, and sent his own ping that he’d discuss it
when he returned.
“Everything all right?” Tark prompted, when Yannis turned back.
“Of course. Just my psychologist, wanting to talk to me. He can wait.” The eumin waved a dismissive
hand, airily. “Marie, I need to discuss things with my friend, here.” He took both her hands into his. “I will
catch up with you shortly, if you are happy to look through the stalls for yourself?”
A little crestfallen, the pen nodded, silently, and moved off into the throng, ears drooping.
“Still don’t get what you see in her,” Tark said, sniffily, the instant she was out of earshot among the
natives.
“Oh, she has her moments. There are times where her promise does show through – not often, granted,
and even less frequently when she is feeling hard done by, but every now and then I remember why I
embarked on this project.” Yannis slid a small glare askance at Tark. “On the other hand, this was your idea
of humorous, I expect?” He lifted the little vial.
Tark made a little noise of indifference down his long nose. “If you think that was funny, you need your
sense of humour taking a look at,” he quipped. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to keep your woman on
your arm the whole time, and how much she knew about your little project. Getting you what you wanted
sounded like the important bit.”
“Hm. Well, you were right not to mention it in front of her. She does not know about it.” Yannis had to
back down from his irritation, reluctantly.
“It’s not quite finished, yet,” Tark cautioned, watching Yannis turn the vial between finger and thumb.
The liquid inside shimmered and shifted like ground mica. “But it’ll do what you want, if you’re getting
impatient. S’up to you if you want any more work done on it.”
“That depends. Precisely how easily can I get it into someone?” Yannis slipped the vial back into his
pocket. “I had time to think over the problems you described, and if it is going to be that difficult to
encapsulate into an oral delivery form, I would prefer we do not spend the next half a year attempting to
achieve the impossible.”
“We’ve only tested the whole virus in animals so far, but it’s looking good. It’s certainly as contagious
as you wanted it. It causes encephalopathy – makes the brain swell – which makes infectees aggressive.
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They lash out, scratch and bite, and often pass it on before we realise they’re infected in the first place.”
Yannis nodded thoughtfully. “That might work,” he accepted, with an unpleasant smile crinkling the
corners of his eyes. “Plus, it appeals to my sense of righteous vengeance to see such venerated individuals as
Councillor Bor reduced to snarling animals…”
When Yannis finally tracked her down, Mirii had found a little haberdashery stall, and now sat on a bolt
of fabric, watching an older woman sewing little beads among the careful hand embroidery on a heavy
brocade top. The older woman didn’t seem to mind having a visitor; she quietly explained what she was
doing, gesturing with the needle as she worked it through the fabric. Yannis watched them for a second or
two, until he worked out that they were speaking in native Hah’zeept’i, and he didn’t understand a word of
it. It made him… edgy. They could be saying anything about him.
“Having fun, dear?” he wondered, deliberately attracting her attention away from the craftswoman.
“Ah, you have finished talking to your friend?” Mirii bowed politely and bumped cheeks with the
stallholder, and softly said her thanks before taking her leave.
“What were you talking about?”
“I asked her about some sewing techniques, and she was explaining for me.”
“You enjoy sewing, do you?” He smiled, privately, his fancy tickled by another possible moneyspinning idea.
“I have done a little, yes,” she agreed, not suspecting for a moment that the man had any ulterior motive
for asking. “I enjoy the artistic side of it, although I am still not terribly good.”
They meandered away from the fruit and vegetable and fish and meat stalls, and away from the stink that
hung around the stalls selling hot food, and ended up – not entirely by chance – in the ‘clothing’ district of
the market, where the subtler tones of light incense perfumed the air.
Mirii’s eyes had rounded out to great big blue pools of wonder in her face, astonished and delighted by
the incredible array of brightly coloured fabrics. Most stalls here sold the raw materials – among the simple
linens were scattered rich silks, sheer gauzy organza, even heavy, sumptuous velvets which looked most out
of place against the hot sands. Dotted among them were rails of skilfully embroidered dresses, multiple
ruffled skirts, and exotic tunics with diaphanous sleeves that looked almost as billowy as the skirts beside
them.
Jewellery stalls mingled among the clothing, glittering as cheaply and cheerfully as the tacky glass
‘diamonds’ they sold. Mirii didn’t seem to be paying much attention to the price tags – she browsed
curiously through all of them, making just as many appreciative little sounds about the cheap ones as she did
the heavier, more expensive pieces. Yannis watched her like a hawk, taking note of the colours she
preferred, the styles her dainty fingers lingered on.
At last, he’d watched her enough, and found a piece that seemed to match her tastes well enough for his
purposes. “Marie? Come, come here.” He waved her over, with a smile. “I want you to try this one on…”
The jewellery was made only of cheap synthetic stones, but it sparkled as well as the wild crystal. Wouldn’t
break the bank, and it might just pamper her vanity enough for her to look more favourably at him again.
She approached with her head cocked to one side, curiously, but seemed pleased by Yannis’ discovery,
and let him fasten the simple clasp at the back of her neck. The elegant net of tiny beads draped like fabric
over her neck, forming a deep collar that spread down onto and across her shoulders. The stallholder clucked
incomprehensibly in such a broad dialect that even Mirii didn’t understand her, but after a little hand-waving
got the tall pen to lower her head, so she could thread a small silk bouquet into her hair, just above her ear.
Mirii peeked in the mirror, and smiled, turning her head this way and that and watching as the net of
blue and lilac beads moved and shimmered against her gold skin. The little cluster of flowers in her hair
matched the crystal flowers sewn into the collar of the piece.
“You look wonderful,” Yannis complimented, for once being absolutely honest, and gave her a little
squeeze. Perhaps not so alluring as he would have liked, and definitely not sexually attractive, but very
pretty. Like an exotic pet, bred for its looks. Something he definitely wouldn’t mind having on his arm for a
little while.
She glanced away, shyly. “We should not waste the stallholder’s time,” she scolded, reluctantly, putting
her hands up to the clasp hidden in the back of the necklace.
“How is it we are wasting time, dear?” He lifted his wallet, by way of explanation, already drawing out a
slip of finely printed silk paper. “Do you not want it?”
Her lips parted in a little oh! of surprise. “Please, do not be silly.” She tried to close the purse, but his
fingers were in the way. “You do not need to buy this.”
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“Need? Maybe not. Want? Absolutely.”
“But I still cannot repay you yet-!” she stammered.
“A gift bought for a friend to cheer her spirits does not need to be repaid,” he scolded. “I did not do this
because I expected payment from you.” Well, not yet. And not with money…
Brennan had always considered himself to be a fairly sane, well-adjusted man, but solitary confinement
and sensory deprivation was quickly driving him crazy. How long had he been down here, anyway? Had to
have been a good few days, at a minimum, but it felt like weeks, cooped up on his own, with only his bleak
imagination to keep him company. How was a man supposed to silence the twittering voices in his head
when there was nothing to distract the senses? Breathing heavily for something to listen to only worked for
so long before it gave him a headache, and rattling his cup against the floor was almost as tiresome. Picking
at the back of his hand, relishing the sharp pain of broken skin, only held his attention until the pain grew
too unbearable to continue.
The pervasive, muffling silence made it difficult to tell what noises were real, and what were just his
thoughts, whispering away to him in the dark. Those genuine, external sounds that slipped through the
gloom – the occasional gurgle of a pipe, buried somewhere in the wall, or a clunk when something struck
the hatch in the ceiling – were too loud. The boom of a gong, the clatter of a stack of plates dropped from
high up. It got under his skin, made him increasingly fractious. He shrieked for them to shut up, but they
didn’t pay any attention. Just kept on whispering in the dark.
Along with the voices, primitive, aggressive fantasies of revenge flickered inescapably in the back of his
mind. Even the cramped, toxic nightmare of the Bubble had never triggered such horrible images. He
covered his head with his hands and rocked, quietly, trying to will the frightening and uncontrollable visions
away with thoughts of sweeter things – but the flowers rotted, the animals grew pin-sharp arrays of teeth and
claws, the landscape turned black and dead as imagined fires tore through it. And Yannis – ugh. The more
he tried to blot the visions of sadism and violence out, the worse they became.
He couldn’t even get up and pace around to relieve the monotony, most of the time. It was only really
safe to walk around when the latrine was empty. He knew exactly how big his pit was – slightly oval, four
long strides in diameter at its widest point – but without any reference points to pinpoint where he was, and
hallucinations plaguing his waking moments, the risk of kicking the bucket over was all too real. He had
indeed kicked it over once or twice before, when it had been empty – the hideous clatter of noise brought
tears to his eyes. Instead, he stayed sitting on his bed, and tried to keep his numbed senses working.
At least the smell wasn’t so noticeable any more. He had grown immune to his own unwashed stink.
His only real relief was when the ceiling hatch opened and someone or other – usually a thickset usurian
with only one ear – lowered his dinner and a clean bucket down to him, and took away the latrine. The
interaction was fleeting, mere seconds of light and sound.
He felt like he’d been buried alive. That the circular cell in which he was trapped was sinking slowly
into quicksand, squeezing the air inside, pressing down on his eardrums.
The portions of simple food – usually a roll of some sort, baked with an uninteresting gloop of
vegetables and meat at the middle – did little to assuage his growling stomach. Hunger rolled continually
around inside him, like his insides were full of small, biting worms. (No, do not even stop and think about
worms. You do not need to add any more hallucinations to your collection.)
The hatch in the ceiling unexpectedly opened, making him flinch. Brennan squinted against the light,
arm raised to protect his eyes, but couldn’t see well enough to identify the silhouette. “I have already had my
supper,” he reminded, croakily – his voice sounded unfamiliar even to him, and uncomfortably loud.
“That was your breakfast,” the voice corrected – it did not belong to his usual jailor, although Brennan
could not immediately tell who it was. “And this is not a food drop. Stand up.”
Obediently – although he wasn’t sure why – Brennan did as told. “Why?”
“You will find out in short order. Now step back, unless you want a rope in your face.”
Brennan watched as the rope – or was it a snake? There had been plenty of snakes creeping around the
floor just shy of his mattress already, it could join them – dropped down from the pool of light, its tip
writhing back and forth like a serpent’s tailtip. “Do you want me to climb this?”
The voice didn’t answer. Instead, a light phunk! echoed through the cell, and something stung his upper
arm, a sharp bite like from an angry insect. “Ah-!” He swatted at it, and found a short, feathered dart
sticking out of his clothing even as the world began to swim before his eyes. “What-… what is-… doing?”
His voice had grown thick and awkward, like his tongue had swollen to fill his mouth.
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“Moving you.”
A shower of molten metal dripped down the rope into the cell, pooling into a shifting column at the
bottom; Brennan had enough consciousness left to realise that it was probably the resident psychologist, the
long-bodied ondrai male, but clarity was rapidly slipping away as the sedative took hold.
“While it has been entertaining to watch your brain melting, Yannis finally has need of a subject for his
test.” Hueil stepped forwards and caught him as his knees buckled, using Brennan’s momentum to get the
eumin to step into the lifting harness. “So my personal little experiment will have to stop. It has made
entertaining viewing, I must say.”
By the time Brun gave a grunt and hauled on the rope to lift both eumin and ondras from the cell,
Brennan was deep in a drugged, senseless slumber. Which was probably good, Hueil mused, since he
undoubtedly wouldn’t appreciate where he was going to end up.
Whether they were actually making any headway or not, Dren couldn’t tell – he did know he’d certainly
never seen the small laboratory quite so busy, with at least three assays in progress at any given minute and a
variety of genetic analyses and recombinant technologies working quietly in the background. He could have
done with having an ‘assistant’ like this weeks ago – although truth be told, the synth could probably have
run the place singlehanded. Dren had become the assistant, very nearly – even now, he was giving the
unused glassware a good scrub in a sink full of soapy bubbles, while Sei flitted between assays, sampling
each at the appropriate time without even needing to use a stopwatch.
It was probably over-optimistic to think the peace would last. Distractions were rather par for the course,
working in an unscientific establishment where most of the staff thought he wanted or needed their help, and
some distractions were downright annoying. And his employer seemed to have become the biggest
hindrance! If he wasn’t there to ask inane questions that anyone with the smallest nugget of brain would
know the answer to, he wanted to heckle the machine, for reasons known only to himself. Dren generally
hated his visits, because they usually led to foul-ups in the experimental process – added contaminants,
missed reagents, botched timecourses. How much easier it would be to work in a distant laboratory,
reachable only by long-distance communications.
Unlike now, with Yannis as large as life and more than twice as annoying. The eumin showed up just
after noon, not seeming to care to hear about their progress. Instead, he plopped his weight down on the
closest stool, and hooked his feet up onto an unoccupied patch of bench. “Your new assistant is working to
your satisfaction?” He didn’t bother trying to hide his smirk.
Unable to quite work out the reason for the sneering look – or indeed whether it was directed at him
personally or the machine – Dren just nodded. “Miraculously? Yes, we are actually making some progress.
It’s nice to have someone around who knows what he’s doing, for a change.”
“Progress on the vaccine? Excellent news. In that case, you will like the little gift I brought you.” Yannis
plucked the vial from his jacket pocket, and set it delicately down on its end. “Fresh from the hospital
pathology department.”
“Wait, is that a sample of the actual virus?” Dren’s ears perked up, and he all but applauded. “Ah,
fantastic!” He picked it up, delicately, and examined the grimy little bottle. “It’s a shame they couldn’t have
kept it a bit cleaner. Did they drop it in the canal or something?”
“It is a hospital, Biohazard, in the poor end of town. They cannot afford the luxuries you are used to.
This is itself probably a recycled vial.”
The vul flashed his teeth, very subtly, not appreciative of the intended guilt-trip. “I have worked in
under-funded facilities myself,” he reminded. “If the exterior of the vial is this filthy, what does it suggest
about the contents?”
Yannis lowered his voice to a see-saw of threat. “It suggests that you should get on with your analysis,
and stop challenging me, if you know what is good for you. I am sure I could find another virologist if I
tried hard enough.” He pointed over Dren’s shoulder. “Your assistant seems to be coping admirably without
your help, for instance. Perhaps I should terminate your employment now, and stop wasting my money on
someone who is clearly not capable of doing the job.”
Dren growled something soft under his breath, but backed down. “Just remember you want a vaccine,
here. I can’t get you a vaccine if the virus is too filthy and contaminated to isolate in the first place.”
“Oh I have faith in your abilities, just not in your ability to stop whining and get on with it.” Yannis lips
pulled up into a terse, unfriendly smile. He moved as far as to the door, before pausing again. “And doctor,
please do not forget I will want to see you once you are finished here for the day. You will wait for me in the
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command centre.”
Sei inclined his head, politely. “Of course, sir. Please be reassured, I am not capable of forgetting such
an instruction.”
“You used to be a doctor?” Dren wondered, when Yannis had finally left them in peace, giving Sei a
curious look. With a quick flick of the wrist, he pulled the plug out of the sink, revealing his clean glassware
as the water level dropped.
“The people I worked for called me a surgeon,” Sei corrected, although he never once paused in his
work, carefully measuring out little portions of various chemicals. “Although that definition is not strictly
correct, as I had no contact with organic tissues. The closest approximation you would recognise would be
an investigative electrical engineer.”
“Oh.” Dren couldn’t quite hide his disappointment – his hopes for a qualified medical doctor drained
away with the soapy water down the sink. “So… you were a surgeon that worked on other synthoids, right?”
Turning the hot tap on very slightly, he began to rinse the flasks free of residual bubbles, and carefully
threaded each onto its own individual stem on the drying rack. Such simple menial tasks usually allowed
him to concentrate on the theoretical aspects of the job, but not today. “I can’t imagine it kept you very
busy.”
“I had sufficient work to keep me occupied. The current kirasiinu population is small, but the hope was
that it would grow. We would have needed more trained specialists in place in the event they wished to
move away to different colonies.” The dark face flickered, ever so slightly. Was that regret?
Disappointment? The expression vanished almost as soon as it had appeared, before Dren could concentrate
and get a proper look. “I was to have helped in the training of other engineers, as well as building and
programming.”
“I suppose at least you can still fix yourself, or your friends, if anything arises while you’re working
here.”
“Correct.”
Conversation dried up as they got stuck in with the analysis of the virus itself – not that small talk was
really the synthoid’s forte, Dren mused. He’d been polite but quiet prior to the arrival of the new sample,
only answering those questions directed at him, and didn’t seem especially inclined to change the habit now
they had some fresh samples to work with.
By mid-afternoon, Dren’s eyes were too dry and sore to stare down high-powered microscopes any
more, and he had to take a break, leaving his ‘assistant’ to continue on. He cupped his hands under the cold
tap and used the water to rinse the air-conditioned dryness from around his eyes and whiskers. Ugh. Jokes
that Hah’zeept only had two types of air – hot and dry, and freezing cold and dry – weren’t so far off the
mark as he had hoped when he’d arrived on the planet all those years ago. He flipped a switch on the drinks
machine, and watched as a hot water bubbled into a prefilled cup of freeze-dried kheem, then sagged into the
only comfortable chair in the entire place to gather his thoughts.
Over the top of his cup, Dren watched the cob move quietly about. The suspicions that had been niggling
at his mind ever since their first meeting weren’t going away. He was far from an expert in the discipline of
synthetic intelligence, of course, and his eyes might have been playing tricks, but there was just something
about his co-worker that puzzled him. Nothing to do with the way he worked; nothing at all to do with the
quiet, dedicated way he handled the equipment and noted down results. Something more about his
behaviour. He sipped at his drink and watched, for a while.
At last, he managed to pin down his thoughts long enough to look at them carefully, and work out what
it was that bothered him. The way the creature worked was just too precise, too fluid to be some basic
mimic. Assuming for a moment that he was genuinely operating from “basal protocols”, like he claimed –
these basic instructions alone were so well-programmed, so ultra-sophisticated, that it boggled Dren’s mind
how much more complex the advanced subroutines would have been.
There was no way Yannis and his non-scientific morons could have reprogrammed a brain as complex
as this – certainly not with the cobbled-together equipment they had hidden away in the factory’s lower
levels. It was like assuming a person could perform complex neurosurgery by sticking a scalpel up through
someone’s nose and wiggling it around a little.
Under the guise of noting down results, the vul picked up a scrap of paper and hastily scribbled a note on
it, then folded it in half and stuffed it into the cob’s pocket as he passed. It was a simple question – Yannis
claims to have altered your programming but I think he has been tricked. Y/N? You can trust me.
The synthoid barely even flickered – certainly didn’t react to the note. Dren watched him move around
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for several more long seconds until it was clear that his tall friend wasn’t interested in seeing what had just
been put into his lab coat. The long black fingers never even strayed anywhere near the pocket, let alone
went seeking out the scrap of paper..
Dren sighed, disappointed that his hypothesis seemed to be disproving itself without any active input
from Sei, and got back to work. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe Yannis had found a way, after all. Maybe
these basal algorithms were the only things hard-coded into synthetic brains, and advanced programming
was a soft-code overlay. Zap the poor creature with a high-intensity magnetic pulse, and anything not
programmed with physical, immutable connections got erased.
He was midway through a spectral analysis when he saw it. A lopsided scrap of crumpled paper – now
smoothed out and folded into a crisp square – lay on top of the little disposable plastic weighing trays.
Dren straightened, ears perking a little. How long had that been there? He reached for the pipette next to
it, and in the same motion surreptitiously palmed the scrap under the top sheet of paper on the clipboard he
was scribbling his results on.
He knew instantly that it was indeed the original scrap of paper he’d stuffed into the machine’s coat
pocket; faint writing could just be seen through the back, and he would recognise his own spidery
handwriting anywhere, even upside down and back to front. What excited him was the neat, ruler-straight
writing that had appeared below it.
Dren made sure his back was to the camera before unfolding the tatty little lopsided sheet of scrap paper
and reading:
You are correct. I tell you this because I indeed consider you a trustworthy person. I hope I may be able
to discuss my concerns with you, as we must try and work out what Yannis’ plans involve before they come
to fruition.
Dren scribbled a reply on the scrap and tucked it among the pipette tips. What plans?
The note he got back chilled him all the way to the bone. With his behaviour towards you in mind, do
you seriously think he has employed you to research a vaccine for a childhood illness?
Dren glanced up, and met the serious blue-eyed gaze watching him so intently between the tall burettes
and resin exchange columns. The keen intelligence in those eyes – and deep concern – was so impossible to
miss, he couldn’t understand how he’d not suspected the trickery sooner.
“So what is he doing?” Dren whispered, as faintly as he possibly could, hoping the large ears would still
pick up on it.
Sei shook his head, almost imperceptibly. I do not know. But I intend to work it out.
Down in the laughably-titled “Infirmary”, buried deep in the old factory, Doctor Hueil sat at the little
computer terminal tucked away in the corner, using the remarkable peace and quiet to get his thoughts down
in writing. His least favourite person – the noisy, aggressive, sexually-voracious Asenka – had attracted his
attention lately, and not in a good way. He wanted to get his ideas straight before he took them to Yannis,
though – the man knew he didn’t get on with Asenka, and he didn’t want to be accused of a simple knee-jerk
response to an overheard conversation.
Like every other new addition to the old factory, the little ‘medical’ suite was another hastily built and
poorly provisioned ‘plug-in’ done as cheaply as possible, which ultimately benefited no-one but Yannis.
Doctor Zu’fenia in particular considered it most inadequate, using it as yet another excuse for sour temper
and rafts of bitter complaining.
The ondras often felt he was the only one who could see Yannis’ long-term aim, and the angry furore
over the medical suite only confirmed it. The crew had assumed it was for their benefit – hence the uproar
over the poor provisions. Hueil snorted a private laugh. Of course it wasn’t for them! Yannis had no ‘duty of
care’ to provide anything more than an adhesive dressing to stick over their cuts and grazes. If any crewman
needed medical assistance, they could visit any of the multitude of clinics in town, and pay for it with their
own money.
No, the ‘medical suite’ was only really an extension of the equally poorly-provisioned, cheaply-built
laboratory a floor or two above. Somewhere to keep test subjects under observation, and watch how they
responded to the infection, because trying to do that while the subject was still in the tank would be plain
impossible.
Since going to fetch the troublemaking Brennan from the tank, the small isolation cubicle had acquired
its first (potentially long-term) occupant, inoculated with a dose of the virus. If it was as contagious as Tark
had promised, they’d given him a more than ample dose. How long it would take him to actually start
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showing symptoms was another question altogether.
Brennan lay in an uncomfortable partial spreadeagle on the hospital bed, his limbs shackled but only
tightly enough to prevent him reaching to release himself. Not that he looked like he was about to try and
escape, right now; his lips were open, and the faint drone of snores strained through the closed door. Still
sleeping off the sedative, evidently – meaning this little haven of calm and quiet would quite probably soon
vanish.
Hueil wrinkled his over-long snout, distastefully. The rank smell of effluent still clung about the place,
even after the eumin had been given a good thorough (and most undignified) bath while still zonked out,
then dressed in simple pale green bedclothes that looked more like prison coveralls than hospital garb.
Brennan’s original clothes had long since been removed and destroyed in the boiler-room incinerator, even,
and the place still smelled.
The sound of hoofs drew the doctor’s attention; dainty little beats and a light, trotting rhythm, which
ruled out Kolek’s slow, heavy stride. Pair that with the conversation he’d half-heard outside his door earlier,
and Asenka’s arrival didn’t actually surprise him all that much. How interesting that Yannis’ second in
command and most trusted sneak-thief should be getting so uncomfortable.
Hueil put out a hand and switched his computer terminal over to standby mode, just to keep its little
squeaks and chirps quiet, then settled motionless in his corner to watch what she would do. One of the
advantages of being a mindprobe – he could implant a subtle suggestion in her mind, and keep his visitor
from turning and seeing him unless he wanted her to.
As he’d hoped, Asenka looked right through him, pushing the door closed behind her. She moved all the
way across the monitoring room to the sheet of glass separating the isolation room from the rest of the suite,
and peered in through the window, fingertips braced against the frame. Her naked tailtip kept coiling and
uncoiling, a sure sign of anxiety.
Hueil watched her for several discreet seconds before speaking. “Asenka, hello. What brings you down
to the old sociopath’s den, hmm?”
“Huh?” She glanced around at him, only just managing to disguise the way she’d startled. “Oh, hey.
Right, doc? Didn’t see you there.”
“That much was quite obvious.” Hueil smiled that typically long, strangely melancholy ondran smile.
“Our paths do not often intersect, for good reason.”
“You mean, you’re a creepy bastard who always makes me uneasy? Right.” She grimaced, and turned
back to the window. “So what are you doing down here anyway?”
“Much the same as you, I would expect. Checking on the progress of the project.”
“Hn. Right. That’s why you’re hiding in the corner.”
“…And that’s why you’ve sneaked down here without telling anyone.”
“Point taken.” She sighed, faintly, and curled her tail into knots again. “So what’s wrong with the guy.”
“He has a virus. We will be monitoring his response to it, and to its treatment.” Hueil tapped his lips, and
watched her, carefully. The silly hind was making no effort to disguise her emotions – he often wondered if
nyen simply couldn’t – and heavy rafts of worry oozed out of her. Worry for whom, though? Herself? Or the
snoring test subject? Or someone else entirely? Who could possibly command such loyalty from such an
untrustworthy little whore? He would have to drop some subtle hints, next time they met, and see how she
responded.
“Where’d he catch it?” she chased, when he didn’t immediately add to his explanation.
“Does it matter?”
“It does to me, ’specially if it was us what gave him it.”
“What would lead you to suspect such a strange thing? He may have already been infected when he
came here.”
Asenka shot him a look that said quite clearly she knew he was lying, but she didn’t challenge him.
“Are you quite sure you are well, Asenka?” Hueil prompted, carefully. “You seem somewhat…
perturbed. I can find Zuff, if you wanted him to ah, take your temperature.”
She pouted her bottom lip, in a sort of facial shrug, and shook her head. “Just wanted to see for myself
what was going on down here. Boss isn’t telling us a whole lot.”
Well, that was true enough; no duplicity carried through her words. He would have to sample her a little
deeper to see what else had got her so worked up. “Would I be right in thinking it is with good reason?”
“What?” She glanced back at him, this time looking at him a lot more seriously. “Why would it be with
good reason that he’s keeping me in the dark? I’m supposed to be his second in command, I’m supposed to
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take over if he’s too sick to do stuff himself. What do you know that I don’t?”
Hueil offered his most guile-less look in return. “I couldn’t possibly comment. Unless, of course, you
have been discussing things outside his doorway the same as you have been mine.”
Asenka just stared blankly at him for a second or two… then realisation punched her between the eyes.
The shock slipped out through her wide-eyed openmouthed stare before she could suck it back. “Don’t act
like you know anything about what was going on there,” she snapped, but the quaver was obvious in her
voice.
“What was that you just said? ‘Please do not tell our commander that I was caught committing treason
outside the doctor’s doorway?’ ” Hueil propped his chin on his hand. “Maybe you will have to make it
worth my while, Asenka. I could always make room for a little extra cash to fund my experiments.”
“Are you trying to extort money out of me?!”
“Why not? It would seem the logical thing to do, especially if you want your secret to be kept.” He made
a show of touching his index fingers to his lips, as though pondering something very deep and meaningful.
“Although, I have lately been wondering how a position of command would suit my unique skills. When
Yannis finally comes to his senses and ditches you and your lover as the capricious, treasonous whores you
are, I shall have to make sure I am close at hand to take up the slack.”
The hind spluttered wordlessly for a second or two. “You even think about it, and I’ll-… I’ll…”
When a suitable threat failed to materialise, Hueil filled in the blanks. “Go running to Yannis, and tell
him how nasty, how unkind I was?” He smirked. “Do you seriously think he will care? Even the tiniest
smidgen?” He lounged artfully back in his chair. “You know, we are probably quite lucky, working here, as
I doubt you would find an employer who gives his workers as much freedom as Yannis gives us. He does
not concern himself with our politics.” He gave one hand a dismissive little wave. “On the other side of the
coin, I strongly suspect that means he also will probably not care if certain members of staff were to, ah,
‘disappear’.”
“In that case, you better watch your back,” she snapped, shakily, leaning forwards and balancing
precariously on the tips of her hoofs. “Because you might be the one that ends up getting a knife in it.”
He watched her disappear, and smiled privately as the measured stride turned into a hasty rattle, the
instant she thought she was out of earshot. For all her arrogant, puffed-up blustering, a genuine fear had
broadcast out of her, clear and hot and delicious. He smiled to himself; always felt so good, reminding her
kind of scum just where she belonged in the universe – down in the gutter, as a barrier between him and the
filth that oozed up out of the latrines.
Better that he was sure of her wavering resolve before he told Yannis, though. Then he could scrub her
out in one motion, instead of give her an opening to gab her way out through – because if there was one
thing the hind was good at, it was exploiting loopholes and lying her way out of trouble – and leave himself
with half-finished issues and a pair of vengeful street rats to contend with.
When Yannis returned to the apartment, it was to find Mirii in the lounge, close to the big windows, with
the lighting set low to improve the view of the thousand stars all emerging from a glorious sunset. The large
screen on the wall quietly played the evening news, but she didn’t seem to be watching it. A large plain
piece of fabric spread across her lap, and she seemed to be using the heads of a package of pins to mark out
some sort of geometric pattern. Perhaps copying what the woman at the market had been doing?
After a detour to the kitchen, to find himself something to eat – after sampling her cooking, he was
surprised to find himself enjoying seafood again, after all those years in the Bubble eating nothing but slimy,
tasteless fish – he went to sit beside her. Mirii didn’t move away when he settled next to her, and didn’t
flinch when he spread an arm around her shoulders.
“How has your day been, dear?” he wondered.
“Pleasant. Relaxing.” She paused, and slid her gaze sideways for a second or two. “Although I have been
a little at a loss for things to do,” she chastised, gently. “There is only so much housework a pen can do
before she begins to feel like a servant. Or runs out of things to clean.”
He gave her a little squeeze. “I know, dear. I am sorry.” Although mostly sorry that I cannot quite
summon enough energy to care, and sorry that the status quo is not likely to change any time soon. “As soon
as your ‘trainers’ have stopped looking for you, I will give you a little more freedom.” He stroked his
fingers over the fabric in her lap, careful to avoid the tips of the pins. “You appear to have found something
to take your interest.”
She arched a brow. “It is hardly wearable. Perhaps I should have requested that you purchase loose
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beads, and not the elaborate necklace,” she sighed.
“Next time I go to the market, I will see that I purchase some for you.”
For a while, they simply sat together, quietly enjoying each other’s company. The news droned quietly
away in the background, mostly incomprehensible; Mirii didn’t need subtitles to understand, and Yannis just
didn’t care. Local politics couldn’t have interested him less – the world was just a convenient, poorly
policed world to work out of.
“It does reassure me to see you looking so much better, dear,” he said, stroking her arm with tender
fingers. “I was not sure if I should have begun to fear you were broken forever.”
“Thank you for being patient with me,” she murmured, softly. “I am sorry that I have been a little…
complicated, lately. Like I said to your friend Tark, it is not always easy to know who it is safe to believe.”
“You do not have to apologise. I know how hard it is. I only want you to be happy,” he lied. Right now,
what I want is for you to trust me enough that I can find out if you are as ‘fully functional’ as that
unappreciative prude of a husband led me to believe.
She watched his fingers move. “It was very noble of your friend to put himself in harm’s way for me. He
did not have to endanger his own safety for me.”
“Well, he is my friend. I would hope that means he is yours, also.”
He leaned closer, and kissed the side of her neck; her skin had an odd, almost cool texture against his
lips, smooth like perfect silk. It had a strange quality underlying it, too – he wasn’t sure how to define it,
except that it was not precisely living. The subtlest sensation of static made his lips tingle pleasantly when
they made contact.
“I love you, dear. I want only what is best for you.” His lips worked their way up the side of her neck,
mapping out the fine structure of the synthetic muscles beneath the smooth skin. He couldn’t help
wondering just how different she felt, compared to a normal kiravai – where he would have expected to feel
pumps, high-tensile cables and micro-engineered joints, he felt only flawless skin and muscle.
He was immensely gratified when she let her head drift around to the side, pointing her nose away,
letting him reach a little better. He nuzzled the little hollow behind her ear, stroked his fingers up through
her hair. I will have to ensure Tark gets another little bonus, he mused; the man’s comment in the market
had no doubt begun to reassure Mirii that all was above board and honest.
“Darling? I need to discuss something with you,” he murmured, softly, lips brushing close enough to her
ear for their motion to be felt.
She smiled. “Of course.”
“Do you remember we had discussed your desire to obtain a degree of closure on your old life?”
She remained quiet, for a fraction of a second – just long enough to signal a flicker of regret, or perhaps
unease. “I remember.”
He ran his fingers gently down her arm, reassuringly. “…do you still wish to confront your guardian?”
“Are you trying to tell me you have made contact with him?”
“Yes. I told you I needed to speak with my contact? Well, we broached the subject, at the market. Tark
had been watching discreetly, from a distance, every time your guardian returned to the surface in search of
you. We were not sure how safe it would be to approach him, since he is stronger than we and of course, his
operators would be angry at our so-called theft.” Yannis exaggerated a sigh. “Tark agreed that he would at
least attempt it, on the proviso that he could locate him, and the meeting was in public, for safety’s sake.”
Mirii filled in the blank. “And he has made contact.” Her voice came out oddly flat.
“He has, yes. He has not told them where you are, or who you are with. They know only that he may be
able to get in contact with you.” Yannis watched her face for clues, but her expression was carefully neutral.
“If you do not want to do it, I will understand. Until he arrives here and we can disrupt the signal controlling
his behaviours, it will not be safe to try and predict how he will react, anyway. But it is all up to you, of
course. If you are scared and would rather not, no-one is going to force you into anything. What would you
like to do?”
Mirii studied her fingers, and nodded. “Yes,” she agreed, softly. “I would like to meet him. And-… yes,
I am scared. But I would like things to be over. I would like to be able to move on, without worrying about
when my past may catch up with me.”
The sunset had well passed and the sky grown inky by the time Yannis finally headed back to the
factory, to look for the newest addition to his staff. The sprinkling of stars overhead seemed to drink in the
last of the day’s warmth, leaving the air desert-chilled and forcing the eumin into a hasty scurry before the
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fingers of the night-time breeze could make it through his coat.
Up in the otherwise abandoned control room, Sei still stood quietly waiting for instruction, in the last
remaining pool of light from an overhead panel, presumably so that he didn’t disappear into the shadows as
he had the first time.
“Ah, good. You remembered.” Yannis smiled, coolly.
“Of course, sir.” Sei inclined his head. “I do not forget things.”
Yannis grunted – about as close to an complimentary acknowledgement as he’d get. “I have placed an
order with one of the shopkeepers down in Lanali city, and am expecting a selection of groceries brought to
the factory early tomorrow morning. You will meet him at the lower gate, and bring the supplies up to my
apartment. You can ask your twin for directions if you do not know where to go.”
“Of course, sir.” Sei bowed deeply. “Will that be everything?”
“No.” Yannis smiled, thinly. “Marie wishes to speak to you. I therefore shall lay down some ground
rules you will follow, if you wish to remain functioning. Is that understood? It would be a shame for
Biohazard to lose his assistant, and after you have proved so helpful to him.”
“Of course, sir. Please be reassured that I cannot disobey a direct instruction.”
“Of course.” Yannis’ smile broadened into a self-congratulatory smirk for a heartbeat before he managed
to regain control. “You will explain to her how you were instructed to follow her, recapture her, and take her
back to your masters. If she asks, you are not to mention any alterations to your programming. You are a
puppet. You are an automaton. All I have done is remove the remote controls on your behaviour. Is that
understood?”
“You are asking me to lie to her, sir?” Sei perked his head curiously to one side.
“Why, is that something outside of your programming?” Yannis gave him a hard look. “If you cannot
actively lie, then consider it acting. Something you were quite good at in the bubble, if I recall correctly.
Plus, none of it is strictly incorrect, is it? You are just a puppet. Now, anyway.”
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