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Synopsis of The Morph




“I, meaning me, Dakota Mayumi Reyes, was running, full-out, for my life…”




Dakota Reyes, a PI who specializes in “hard-to-prosecute” cases, finds herself in a dark alley one night, about to end up dead at the hands of a young Ted Bundy in training... when a lost, shape-shifting alien named Nihkil rescues her.




Then he accidentally takes her home with him.




The problem is, Nik’s home is in a different dimension, and Dakota has no clue how to get back to Seattle, or even Earth.




THE GATE SHIFTER SERIES is an unusual shifter romance centering on shifters from another world altogether, called morph. Part detective series, part science fiction romance, the Gate Shifter series explores crime solving, interstellar warfare and alien romance with the least likely candidates imaginable.
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Dedicated to my Mom and Dad,

who always suspected I was an alien
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A SCREAM IN AN ALLEY

[image: GS1]




I, MEANING ME, Dakota Mayumi Reyes, was running, full-out, for my life.

It hadn’t happened often in my twenty-six-odd years, so yeah, I wasn’t loving it.

I ran down the fog-wet street, controlling my breaths the way my boxing coach, Becks, taught me. I knew it might be helping me a little, but I also knew I was distracting myself from the fact that I was pretty much screwed regardless, since the psycho was catching up to me.

Bastard was faster than I'd planned for.

That meant he was faster than Irene told me he'd be, too.

In fact, even as I tore down the alleyway in my super-grip boots, I found myself thinking I’d  need to have a few words with that girl, as soon as I got back to the office... assuming I got back to the office at all, and didn't get stabbed or shot when this guy finally caught up with me. That stunt I'd pulled back in his car had been carefully designed to enrage him, of course.

I mean, I needed him to go there, right? Otherwise, how would I get him to show his true colors? So we worked it all out, me and Irene and with input from the client... coming up with a carefully crafted routine guaranteed to push all of his little, sociopathic buttons.

Unfortunately, I’d gotten a little too good at that part of my job.

So yeah, it worked.

I further compounded the problem by hitting the guy in the chest when he tried to pull his trademark “date-rape after multiple, anti-female threats” maneuver...  not a real hit, of course, but a regular-old, “hands off me, buddy, or I’ll scream” hit, like any normal girl might do.

The client specifically warned me, more than once, that this douche really didn't like it when we chicas fought back.

So, yeah, I made a point of breaking that little rule, too.

And then, when he don’t look quite pissed off enough, and kept trying with the bully me into sex bit, I made a point of breaking it again, that time hitting him a little harder.

Oh, yeah... and in the face.

He really didn’t like that. But again, yeah, that was kind of the point.

Anyway, I was on the clock by then, since the whole bar thing took longer than I’d hoped. Hitting him (rather than screaming or begging for mercy or whatever else might eventually annoy him) seemed like the most efficient way to provoke the guy.

Well, at the time.

That part worked like a charm, really... better than I'd expected, even after scoping this dude for a solid three weeks. I’d watched him long enough to have his basic M.O. down pat. Thinking back on it, I probably should have used the car itself as the hot zone... but I knew the cops could be unreliable with any situation that might be construed as a date gone wrong, or worse, a girl tease who changed her mind at the last minute.

Frankly, I hadn’t wanted to take that chance.

Most of the cops I’d worked with in this town were pretty cool, and some even respected what I did for a living. One guy, Frankie, even bought me drinks after a few of my cases panned out with the jerkoffs behind bars.

But yeah, there was a range of sensitivity with the men in blue, just like with all people. Some of them liked to give their girlfriends or wives a good smack now and then, too, so thought I was one of those feminazi dykes for even giving those women an alternative.

And yeah, okay... some thought what I did bordered on illegal.

Some maybe thought it was illegal, in the spirit sense, maybe, since I was pretty careful to toe the line in terms of the letter. After all, I wasn’t a cop. I wasn’t colluding with the cops, either. So while what I did could be construed as a kind of entrapment... it wasn’t actually entrapment, in terms of the kind that could get a case thrown out of court.

But yeah, some of those cops knew me, sure.

Some of the judges in town knew me, too.

Some liked me fine, even approved of what I did, like I said.

Another group, however, would gladly look the other way if they saw me running down a blind alley in the middle of the night... even with a psycho three times my size panting after me, screaming he was going to kill me.

So yeah, I knew if I skirted too close to that line, they might not play ball at all.

Worse, they might refuse to take the guy in.

Because of that and a lot of other reasons, I was careful to only do things any regular girl might do, when trying to get the guy to let me go. I’d never been a cop myself, so I figured I didn’t have to follow every single one of their little rules, especially since I didn’t wear a gun.

The flip side of that, of course, was that I was pretty much risking my ass every time I took on one of these nutjob cases.

Anyway, everything seemed to be going according to plan at first.

Nothing like a good foot chase through dark streets to evoke that whole “serial killer” motif, especially when the guy is built like a linebacker and already has a few wrist slaps for aggravated assault, all of them filed by women.

Then the guy turns out to be some kind of amateur track enthusiast, even after four shots of tequila, and I start to get worried. Truthfully, I’d expected my biggest problem to be keeping him interested long enough to chase me the full five or six blocks.

Turns out, I needn't have worried.

On the plus side, the street cameras Irene and I scoped along the route that morning should be getting pretty authentic shots of terror on my face as I ran.

All of my sequencing was off now, too, even if I managed to stay ahead of him.

Meaning, at this rate, we’d both arrive early.

If that happened, I’d have to improvise to keep from getting beat up for real... or, better yet, maybe strangled or raped.

I’d estimated a good five or six minutes of chase time, maybe longer if I managed to work a few breathers into the mix before we hit the target area. Instead, only about two minutes had ticked by according to my mental clock, and I had less than one block to go. Really, I'd be lucky to get him there at all before he dragged me to the pavement like a wolf on a lame deer.

So yeah, Plan B was seeming pretty likely.

It might make me look significantly less like a victim, especially if I got too creative with the self-defense moves, but I wasn't about to take one for the team, either, no matter how much this chick was paying me.

I heard the mark’s breathing growing louder behind me. His footfalls seemed to drum in my head, too, making a sharper, higher noise in the dampness of the concrete. My super-tread boots generally treated me right in these close-quarter gigs, but I hadn't banked on him running like he wore track shoes, even in his thousand dollar loafers. I’d expected a lot of things to slow him down that hadn’t, though, not only his taste in the douche-y range of footwear, one pair of which probably cost more than most people’s monthly paychecks and got shined every Thursday by some golf cabana boy... if not this guy's train-wreck of a wife.

Grabbing the edge of the brick wall to fling myself faster around the corner, I let out a short gasp when the guy grabbed at my jacket and almost caught me for real.

Unsurprisingly, I guess, I wore a mini-skirt and tights, and while the material was super stretchy, it might be slowing me down more than I'd really let myself think about when I shimmied into it earlier that evening. But hey, I had to look the part, and this guy didn't like women in pants, figuratively or literally.

As it was, he'd given a good, hard stare at my boots when I first hopped off that barstool, as if he thought those were a bit too dyke-y even with the pancake makeup and coiffed hair over my sheer and uncomfortably low-cut blouse.

Digging my toes into the concrete at the bottom of the narrow street, I forced out an extra burst of speed to put some distance between us.

Lungs burning in my chest, I fought to pump my arms and legs harder, pounding my way down the street and still counting steps in my head, even though I'd walked the whole route just that morning and knew exactly how far I had yet to go. Feeling him right behind me again, I realized he'd closed the gap a second time and sprinted faster, feeling the first edges of honest to God panic as he paced me.

Hell, he was going to catch me.

I could see the hot zone by then... but it almost didn't matter.

I had to be a good few minutes ahead of the planned drop, so improvisation was now definitely in the playbook. I didn't hold back any reserves that time when I pumped my arms, trying to get just that little extra distance ahead so I could get there a second or two before him. I'd played this card before, sure, but it had been a few months, and this guy had a good eighty pounds and six inches of height on the tattoo-covered Mexican kid high on crystal meth who'd last forced me off the regular game-plan and into the uncharted.

In that case, I had the whole racism thing playing on my side, for once... and while I didn’t feel good about it, it definitely sped things along. The cops saw the doped-up gang-looking kid picking on a hot chick in a leather skirt and they immediately descended with sirens blaring.

So yeah, I might not be fully white bread, with my half-Japanese mom and half-Cuban dad, but I was pretty enough and dressed conservatively enough that they rushed to my defense anyway.

This time, the guy was full-on white bread, wearing a suit, and handsome in that boring, Ken doll on steroids kind of way. He looked the part of a young stockbroker, so I'd have to make the victim thing a lot more convincing.

Even so, when I got him in the alley, I didn't hesitate to skid sideways once I'd gone past the circle of orange light from the streetlamp. The mark, who'd been so intent on chasing me it hadn't occurred to him that I might stop running, couldn't compensate.

He nearly fell over as he darted sideways to follow me, grasping at my arm and back with long arms and thick fingers. He lost his balance just enough to buy me time... smashing sideways into a row of garbage cans near a squat, green dumpster. I heard the smack of his shoulder and chest against the dumpster, but barely registered either as I repositioned myself on his other side.

I didn't give him the time to recover.

Frankly, I didn't intend to wait and see if he might have some crazy, kick-ass ninja skills that Irene had also somehow missed in her background check before we went live.

Shifting my weight on the laced up boots, I reached his side before he could recover, my weight balanced into a low fighting stance. When he whirled to face me, I aimed two sharp, fast kicks, using every ounce of weight and momentum I could muster in my five-foot-three frame... both of them at the joint of his right knee. Without letting that foot drop to the pavement, I swiveled my hip and round-housed the same knee from the side, that time pivoting my whole body.

I felt the crack. Hell, I almost heard it.

He went down. Hard.

I always thought it was pretty funny how in the movies these skinny chicks in lycra were always going for head kicks and upper body kicks with big “hi-yas!” in some close quarter fight with a mondo-buff dude who was a foot taller than them.

Way stupid.

High kicks left you all kinds of exposed.

And yeah, while getting kicked in the face wasn't exactly fun, unless you managed to dislocate the guy's jaw, it wouldn't necessarily drop your opponent, either.

Knees, on the other hand... knees were reliable.

No matter how big they are, you kick someone hard enough and at the right angle in the knee, and down they go. Getting a kneecap slammed out of joint by a steel-toed boot hurt like hell. In fact, it sort of felt like having your joint pulled apart with pliers.

This guy was no exception.

He dropped to the same knee I'd just bent in three different directions, all of that two-hundred-plus weight landing on a pretty small point of contact. I didn't hear a crunch that time, or anything remotely so dramatic, but when he hit that pavement, boy, he let out a scream.

He screamed so loud I flinched back in reflex, balling my hands into fists.

That was the other thing about knees. If you got them out of whack with the joint, the pain just went on and on without really getting much better.

That's when I kicked him in the face.

Way more effective at that point, in my personal experience.

Still, this guy didn't go all the way down.

He grunted, then fell sideways into the garbage cans with a lot of clanging and bother, but he knocked away my foot with one arm when I went to kick him again. He gripped the wall as soon as I gave him space, and then he seemed to be trying to get up, using his one good knee to lurch that muscular body upright.

I could almost feel the fury emanating off him by then.

It was like a tangible force. Like radiation coming off an old microwave oven.

It scrunched his face into a dark red, mottled shape, almost unrecognizable from the handsome smooth-talker who first approached me in that crappy, chrome-covered, eighties-themed club. The monster under that blond-and-dimple-headed mask reared its head, and, looking at it, I felt my nerves twanging a few octaves higher, in spite of myself.

This guy really did live in Bundy country.

Really, my instincts told me to knock him out and get the hell out of there... but if I did that, that would be the end of this gig.

No payday.

Worse, I was thinking at that point, this psycho would go free.

So, after a bare second of hesitation, I stepped back, watching him stagger to his feet.

Reminding myself I just needed to stall him, that I only needed a few minutes and this show would be over, I fought to keep my cool, and my head on straight.

If I freaked out, or got too scared, things could turn on me real quick.

Already, the guy would probably be screaming for his lawyer when the cops finally showed. If he managed to convince them that I was the one who went bezerk on him, I could very well be waving bye-bye to the sympathetic police and hello to aggravated assault charges. Worse, I'd lose my lucrative fee and this dickhead would be back on the Seattle city streets, getting his kicks off beating up drunk ex-sorority chicks outside of clubs and raping them with kitchen appliances when they refused to service him to his satisfaction.

So yeah, against my better judgment, I held my ground.

I needed my Bundy up and fighting when the men in blue showed up... which should be happening sometime in the next, oh... two to three minutes.

About as long as your average round in a ring fight, as it happens.

Stockbroker guy stood over me now, his tie askew under his collar, his lip bleeding from the kick to the face. His knee already stretched his pants where the joint swelled under the material. He still looked pissed as hell, but the creep actually smiled at me as he glared into my eyes with that death-like stare, his fists balled up in a reasonable approximation of a fighting stance.

Yeah. Shit. He looked like he knew how to fight. Box, anyway.

Hopefully, he just went to a few lame, dancy, kickboxing classes at his nationally-franchised and overpriced McGym.

"You like it rough, huh, bitch?" he said, hunching his shoulders. "Well, come on then. Give it your best shot...”

I fought back a surprised chuckle, deciding it probably wouldn’t be wise.

Forcing my expression still, I measured his face, instead, trying to decide if I should risk getting near him. I knew I probably wouldn't be able to pull off the frightened bar girl bit at this juncture, not convincingly anyway. I opted to say nothing, thinking that enflaming him further might not be all that smart, either.

Still, I had to fight a bit to keep the roll out of my eyes.

Seriously. Didn't these guys ever learn any new lines? Why was it always bitch this, and whore that? And what was up with the lame clichés? “Give it your best shot?” Seriously? I mean, who actually talks like that?

"What's wrong?" he sneered. "You seemed like you had a lot to say to me before, cunt. Worried your little jazzercize class might not get you out of the mess your mouth got you into? Well, you should be worried, bitch...”

He lunged right after he spoke, moving faster than I would have credited him, especially given what I'd just done to his knee.

When I moved back and sideways, trying to get out of his way, he caught me in a roundhouse punch to the temple that I only just managed to duck. I still caught the tail end of it, but most of the force of the blow missed. Still, the contact alone was enough to jar me, which was enough for him to get in a second punch to my sternum.

That one hurt.

It hurt enough that my instincts kicked in, maybe outside of my better judgment. I kicked out without thought, aiming for his knee again, but that time he moved faster, blocking my kick with his forearm, the same one attached to the fist that just sort-of got me in the temple.

Yeah. Shit. This guy could fight.

Maybe not Oscar De La Hoya fight, but definitely a good cut above most of the jerkoffs I got stuck sparring with down at that ratty boxing gym I lived in on most of my spare afternoons and weekends. My head had already started falling into that more serious, fight-for-your-life kind of place, even as it occurred to me again that I might be in for a real smack-down type situation.

But before I could make a decision about what to do next, something else happened.

Something pretty weird.
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NEW GUY
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I HAVE NO idea where the guy came from.

He appeared out of nowhere, and then he was just standing right next to me.

I literally glanced to my right elbow, feeling a shift in the air, and there the guy was.

He didn't look at me, either, not even when I stared right at him. Instead, he continued to focus straight ahead, his eyes completely taken with the Bundy guy in the thousand-dollar suit. The new guy seemed to study him from head to foot very carefully, pausing on his baby blue eyes, hurt knee, bleeding lip and that “I'm gonna kill you” look on his face.

Then, he took in the length of him again.

The new guy, who didn’t look like he wanted to kill anyone in particular, stood about two inches taller than the stockbroker-slash-date-rapist, but he didn’t have anywhere near the other guy’s bulk. Possibly because he seemed to lack a survival instinct altogether, he didn't look afraid, even though my wannabe Bundy probably weighed two of him and looked ready to kill a mountain cat with his bare hands.

The new guy looked at the mark like he was taking his measurements, instead.

If anything, his dark eyes bordered on puzzled.

As for me, I couldn’t take my eyes off the new guy’s face.

It wasn’t because he was particularly handsome or hot or whatever.

If anything, his looks struck me as pretty weird, almost unnervingly precise from the top of his head down to his boot-clad feet. He looked like he might have been part robot, or some kind of animated mannequin. His features structured his face with an odd symmetry matched only by his body, too perfect in some way I couldn’t define to myself, even though I tried pretty danged hard in those few seconds.

Just as strangely, that oddly-symmetrical face worked for him, too... meaning, it suited him, and seemed to really belong to him, if that makes sense.

I really couldn’t figure out what was wrong with his face, though, so I kept going back and forth between that and his body, trying to decide what it was about both that bugged me so much. When I tried to pin it down, I kept going back to the thought that he looked borderline artificial, like he wasn’t entirely real.

Whatever his deal was, it distracted me for longer than it should have, given the circumstances. If the stockbroker hadn’t been staring at him, too, he could have taken me down in that two or three-second gap.

The new guy seemed oblivious to both of our stares, however.

Whoever he was, he continued to look at the man with the bleeding lip, but without acknowledging the other’s reactions to him. He didn’t so much as blink, from what I could tell, for what must have been a good ten seconds of uninterrupted staring.

Then he turned, facing me.

"I heard a scream," he said.

His words came out stilted, mechanical-sounding, but strangely matter-of-fact.

When I only blinked at him, still holding my fists up towards the douche bag in the suit, the new guy reached out tentatively, touching my arm. Something in the touch was strangely intimate, as if he’d just read my pulse, temperature, feelings and intent through the trashy vinyl jacket I wore over the see-through lace top with the plunging neckline. The new guy with the dark eyes, who wore a weird, black body-suit thing I only then noticed, and who had weirdly straight black hair around that oddly put-together face, tilted his head to one side, almost like a bird.

"I heard a scream," he repeated.

Neither the stockbroker nor I said a word. Neither of us probably breathed.

The new guy continued to stare down at me alone, his eyes holding an added scrutiny.

"Did you scream?" he said.

Clearing my throat, I found myself answering him.

"No," I said. "That was him." I motioned towards the blue-eyed suit-wearing sociopath with my head, without lowering either of my hands. “...He screamed."

“Is that true?” the new guy said, looking up at the larger man. “Did you scream?”

The monster in the thousand dollar suit didn’t answer. He only repositioned his fists in the air, a blank look on his face, as if he wasn’t sure which of us he wanted to hit first.

The new guy looked back at me.

"Are you attacking him?" he asked me.

"What?" I said. "No, man. Are you blind? This guy wants to kill me...” I glanced up at the alley's camera in reflex. How the hell was this scene going to play to the cops now? There was no way I'd be able to pin much on the mark, not unless this guy got on board. "No... I'm not attacking him. I'm defending myself. Didn’t you see him chasing me... ?”

There was a long-seeming pause.

“No,” the new guy said. “No, I did not.” He looked around himself, as if suddenly unsure where he was. “I’m not sure why I came here. It’s not safe.”

“You’re damn straight it’s not safe!” I blurted. “Are you going to help me, man? Call the cops or something?"

The man with the symmetrical face only blinked at me.

"I heard a scream," he repeated, his voice the same as before. “...I was nearby. I thought I should look. I wouldn't usually look. I am new here. Too new."

I felt my fists clench tighter in front of me.

New? What did he mean, new? Was this guy a tourist?

That would explain a lot, although I couldn’t hear any kind of accent in his words, despite his strange manner of speaking. I watched as he glanced behind himself again, almost as if he expected someone to be chasing him, too. When he looked back at me, though, his expression held only that oddly blank puzzlement.

"I shouldn't be here," he said again. "I wouldn't. Not usually."

But this was more than the stockbroker could take, apparently.

"Who is this fucking guy?" the man in the suit burst out, aiming his words at me. "Is this some kind of set up? Are you punking me, you crazy skank?"

Before I could think of a good response... to either of the freaks, really... the stockbroker stepped forward, swinging at the tall guy in the black bodysuit.

Turns out, that was another big mistake.

For the stockbroker, that is.

I didn't even see the new guy move. He must have, though, because the ex-linebacker with the serious personality disorder flew backwards so fast that simply watching it happen nearly gave me whiplash. Whatever Bundy junior tried to do to the weirdo with the dark hair and the Batman outfit, it nearly got him killed.

Before I knew what happened, his muscular body slammed into that green dumpster hard enough to leave a three-foot dent. The impact must have knocked the wind out of him, because the blond stockbroker made a sound like an airbag deflating all at once before he collapsed on the pavement, groaning.

I stared down at the guy where he lay, panting.

Maybe I was even in a little bit of shock.

It’d been a really long time since I’d seen someone go down like that. I don’t think I’d ever seen someone throw a pissed off giant, twice their size, that far before, not even at one of my demo meets in Chinatown.

Just then, a siren blared from directly behind where I stood.

Pretty much the worst timing ever, as far as the job was concerned.

My mind went into overdrive. Before I’d fully processed the ramifications of our little gathering, I’d already grabbed the sleeve of the guy in the black bodysuit, jerking him towards the other end of the alley.

By then, I could already picture the view of our little threesome through the windshield of that cop car. Me and catsuit-superhero-guy, staring down at my beat up mark in a dark alley. Him lying there with his mouth bleeding, slumped against that dumpster, likely his knee out of joint, maybe his back broken from what Batman-boy just did to him. This didn't look like an attempted rape... it looked like I'd set up Bundy to roll him.

I definitely wasn't going to get paid.

Hell, I'd be lucky to avoid jail time.

"Come on!" I yelled. I yanked on the arm of the weirdo who caused this whole mess, trying to get him moving. "We have to get out of here!"

Luckily, the new guy didn't fight me.

He let me tug him along by the spongy material of his catsuit. When I looked up, I distinctly saw fear in those strangely round, dark-brown irises, too. He stared at the revolving lights on the black and whites, and I saw his chest heaving in what had to be some kind of emotional reaction even as his pupils dilated, making him look like a cornered animal, or maybe like someone going into shock.

"I shouldn't have come here," he muttered, following me to the end of the brick alley.

He didn't slow down to say it, but I found myself glaring up at him anyway.

"You're damned right you shouldn't," I snapped.

I found my anger deflating when I looked up at my new friend's strangely-symmetrical face. He really did look shit-scared... and I hadn't missed the part about how he'd only come because he thought I was in danger. There weren't a lot of guys who put their necks out for strangers these days. Maybe I shouldn't be discouraging that.

No way he could have known I did jobs like this for a living... luring rich sociopaths into dark alleys after they got off scot-free for raping and half-killing someone.

This guy wouldn’t know that. He hadn't done anything wrong.

He'd been acting the nice guy, the good Samaritan who actually does something, instead of looking the other way.

Vowing I'd tell him that, as soon as we avoided the whole jail-time thing, I kicked in the wooden covering over the door at the end of the alley, even as the siren gave another warning blare. I glanced back in time to see the cops hurriedly getting out of their car. One had his sidearm already drawn, and aimed in our direction.

I’m not big on having guns aimed at me, even when the person holding it has more or less good intentions.

"Stop!" the guy yelled, even as his partner approached my mark where he lay, half-broken against the green dumpster. "Stop right now! Police!"

Well, duh, I thought.

I kicked at the door again, harder that time. I was banking on him not shooting me, which was maybe generous, given everything.

He didn’t fire, thank goodness, but that first cop, the one who yelled, starting running towards us both, once he realized what I was doing. They both must have assumed me and my weird friend were trapped and grasping at straws with the whole door-kicking thing.

But the truth is, I’m not big on blind alleys, either.

Anyway, I'd learned a long time ago to always leave a back door open, even if it wasn't a particularly sexy one.

Kicking in the last of the particle-board covering I'd erected that morning to hide my emergency exit for this particular gig, I shoved scuba suit guy through the opening in front of me, then disappeared into the dark hole in the brick building behind him.

Behind us, the cop yelled again.

I barely heard him.

Still gripping catsuit guy, I ran down the narrow corridor of the vacant office building, dragging scuba suit guy with me as the sounds faded. The owner of the building started doing renovations on this place a few months ago, then stopped halfway through, probably because the money dried up, or maybe because they lost a prospective tenant. Either way, the place was a weird mish-mash of structural skeletons, bare wiring, sawdust and new paint.

My friend started running on his own, once he got the basic gist of my plan, and I let go of him so I could run faster. I was relieved when he had no problem keeping up. He ran silently behind me on the wooden planks... so quietly, in fact, that I had to suppress the impulse to look over my shoulder and see if he still ran behind me at all.

That time, he didn’t try to talk.

When I finally did glance back, I only glimpsed his face long enough to see the determined look living there. He ran with a strange precision that matched his face and body, his hands and arms held at stiff, jerking angles.

Turning back to focus on where I was going, I let it go.

I had other things on my mind at that point, besides who this guy really was.

If we managed to get out of here in anything other than a police cruiser, I’d be sure and ask him.
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MORE WEIRD THINGS
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I DIDN’T REALLY plan on taking him with me.

On the other hand, I never really told him to go away.

Stranger still, he didn't seem to be in a big hurry to leave my side, despite how nervous I seemed to make him, or the fact that running into me definitely hadn’t improved his life any. He seemed to trust me to get him out of this mess, whatever his exact reasoning.

For some reason, I let that become my responsibility, too.

He continued to run in that eerily quiet way behind me, following my route through the empty office building without missing a step. After busting through the staircase I’d also partly blocked the day before, I got the two of us up to the second floor. I knew from me and Irene’s mapping out the building and surrounding environs earlier that day, that we now ran roughly southeast, which meant towards the side of the building that faced the next street over from the alley.

I didn’t pay a ton of attention to my companion, despite him glueing himself to my side. I was pretty bent on getting us both out of there in one piece, so didn’t spend a lot of that time on creative thinking in general, or much in the way of sight-seeing.

I couldn't help noticing a few things, though.

For one, he was nimble as hell. I saw that even on the stairs, which were water-damaged and broken in a few places.

His agility grew even more obvious when we found the second half of my planned escape route. I tripped and stumbled and balanced with my hands and body against the mold-damp wall when I climbed up to the window leading onto Second Avenue. He, on the other hand, followed me without so much as breaking stride, moving up the wall as if the crate-ladder’s presence was primarily incidental. He climbed that stack of wooden crates like some kind of spider monkey or lizard... as if his feet knew precisely where to go, without him having to look.

He reached my side in what felt like a heartbeat and helped force up the window before it occurred to me to wonder if the crates would support us both. I didn’t notice him being out of breath any, either. His facial expression never appeared to flicker, not even when he forced up, one handed, the water-soaked window frame.

The same window frame I’d been struggling to budge with both of my hands and arms a few seconds before, and not having much luck.

I should have checked the window better that morning, really, especially given who the mark was, and what I knew him to be capable of, given the photos I’d seen. But really, I hadn't planned on needing the escape route at all.

Irene stacked the wooden packing crates and boxes the day before so I wouldn't have to do that part in the dark. Clearly, she hadn't checked the window, either, though.

Turns out, it was pretty much welded shut from the damp and winter rains. Mold had even grown over the cracks between the wall and the frame.

By then, I was really feeling the time pressure, too.

We’d already heard the cops break through the same opening on the ground floor. Me and my scuba-suit wearing pal were up and running on the second floor by then, but the surrounding building was so quiet, I couldn’t help but hear the racket. Whatever those cops decided or figured out about us or where we'd gone, I didn’t hear them on the blocked staircase until me and my pal were already at the window.

Still, it felt close. Really close.

They might even have back-up around the building by then, too. That meant me and scuba suit guy could be dropping right into a trap.

Then there was the guy's crazy super-human strength with the welded-shut window... and a few seconds later, I found myself hanging over Second Street.

I watched in a kind of stupefied awe as he pulled another liquid-fast maneuver where he seemed to glide through the open window like a shadow, despite how small the opening was and how high-up... not to mention the width and length of his broad-shouldered frame. He disappeared through that rectangular opening before I knew he planned to go for it.

Then, once he stood on the fire escape on the other side, he faced me again, his dark eyes reflecting light.

But wait. His eyes weren’t dark now.

Now they looked almost blue-green.

Maybe I hadn’t noticed before, because of the crappy lighting of the alley?

He motioned towards me impatiently with a hand.

Pushing the random thoughts about eye-color out of my head, I let him grab hold of my arms to the elbows. He yanked me up smoothly and immediately once he’d tightened his hold, again without breaking a sweat.

I didn't really breathe a sigh of relief until my boots hit the pavement under the fire escape. I sucked in a deep breath of night air, gave a quick look-around at the street, then began to walk. I moved fast, booking along at a near trot on my rubber-soled boots, but not too fast.

My mystery guy continued to follow me.

He followed like a shadow at my heel as I walk-jogged up Second Street towards Chinatown. I didn’t tell him to buzz off, either.

Making a hard left when I reached Jackson, I risked increasing my speed in the unlit sections of street. A few seconds later, I found myself in a full sprint. I ran past where a group of homeless guys slept on pieces of cardboard, a few blocks up from that small park with the giant waterfall, and took another right.

The guy with the weird eyes followed, his footfalls soundless.

By then, I was pretty danged tired.

Between the all-out sprint with murderous stockbroker back there, then the fight in the alley, then our grand, maybe-escape, I felt like I was teetering on my last legs.

Nearly letting out a cry of relief when I saw my bike right where I left it, outside my favorite dim-sum place, I ran faster.

I reached it only a few seconds later. Without even pausing to look the bike over, I fell to one knee and started working the heavy combination lock around the chain I used to secure the Enfield to the street lamp. I knew the weight of the thing provided its best protection... that, and the keys to the ignition, which sat in the pocket of my red, vinyl jacket.

Even so, old habits die hard. Anything that might discourage someone jacking the thing seemed worth it in my eyes, even while I worked a job. I'd never owned enough valuable things to take any of them for granted, I guess.

To me, the bike was special.

"You need a ride somewhere, man?" I asked my companion, still breathing hard enough to have to force out the words between inhales and exhales. I didn't take my eyes off the lock as I spun the wheel to open it. "You have your own wheels... ?"

Behind me, there was a pause.

"Wheels?” he said, puzzled.

“Yeah, wheels.”

“Ride,” he muttered, his voice soft. “Wheels.”

I didn’t look up, but exhaled in some exasperation. “You need a ride, or what?”

He didn’t answer, but I could almost hear him thinking. It occurred to me, too, that every time I spoke to him, or asked him something, there seemed to be a good second or two of lag before he answered me.

He still didn't appear to be out of breath, despite the six or seven blocks we’d just covered, a fair bit of it uphill, to get from Pioneer Square to where we now stood. I’m not ashamed to admit I was sweating through my low-cut blouse into the lining of my jacket, and gasping like a smoker, even though I’d never been one. But yeah, jeez, reality check.

I needed to start running every morning again, at least five miles.

Either that, or find a new way to make money.

I finally looked up at him. "Is English your second language or something? I'm asking if you have a ride, or if you want me to give you one. You got a car? A bicycle? Anything?"

After another short delay, he shook his head.

"No ride," he said.

"You don't want one, or you don't have one?"

Pause.

"I don't have."

Staring up at him another few beats, I shrugged it off a few seconds later as I started to thread the now-unlocked chain through the wheel and frame of my Royal Enfield Bullet, which, yeah, was pretty much my pride and joy. My brother had it sent over for my birthday on a cargo ship, brand new from Switzerland, when he was dating some rich older lady who took him all over Europe and Asia. She took him on cruises, bought him thousand dollar outfits and cars and new ski equipment and whatever else Jake wanted. My brother let her wine and dine him for months before he eventually dropped her for some socialite divorcée from Boston about two decades younger and with her own generous bank account.

So yeah, while me and my brother are both pretty much allergic to regular, punch the clock-type work, I couldn’t help comforting myself that at least I took a comparatively high road with my freelance gigs. I at least tried to help people... most of the time.

Anyway, I wasn’t milking the sad and lonely just because I could.

Jake? Not so much.

Ethics weren’t really Jake’s thing, however generous he could be with the spoils.

Freeing the last of the chain from the pole, I glanced up at the guy in the scuba suit again, uncomfortably aware that his eyes never left me as I worked over the bike. I found myself wondering again why I'd let him come with me this far.

Oh yeah, he tried to save my life. That's why.

Sighing a little, I got to my feet, winding up the chain and hitting the latch to open the storage compartment on the back of the bike. Pulling out my helmet and gloves, I stuffed the chain inside the compartment and locked it before I swung a leg over the leather seat.

Once I had my weight settled, and my booted foot on the kick-starter, I motioned with my head for scuba-suit guy to get on behind me, setting my helmet and gloves on the seat between my legs. The miniskirt would make riding a little less modest than usual, but it wasn't like I hadn't done that before, too.

When catsuit guy didn’t move, I glanced back at him.

“Well?” I said. “I’ve only got one helmet, sorry... and it won’t fit you.”

He just stared at me, unblinking.

Looking up for longer that time, I found myself studying the face of my Samaritan friend, again trying to make up my mind about what was so strange about it. I came up with pretty much the same things I had before.

Overly symmetrical. Unreal-looking.

An odd fusing of robotic and overly animal.

Sighing, I shoved the helmet down over my long, curly-ish, black hair, hearing the two or three layers of hairspray crunch under the fiberglass and foam padding. I buckled the strap, still watching the guy watch me.

"Well, come on, then,” I said.

He still didn’t move, and I sighed a little, gesturing at the street.

“We gotta jet, my friend,” I said. “I got you into this mess. I'm not just leaving you here to get picked up by the cops. I hate to break it to you, but you stick out like a sore thumb."

When he only continued to stand there, I looked at his face again.

“...What's with the catsuit, anyway?” I said, smiling. “You're not one of those vigilante types, are you?" Remembering what I did for a living and the hypocrisy there, I chuckled again. "Never mind," I said, still smiling as I shook my head. "You can tell me when we get somewhere. Hop on."

When he continued to stand there, I put my key in the ignition and turned over the engine. Hell, I couldn’t force him. The guy could clearly best me in a fight, anyway, given the short work he made of that mark.

Kicking down hard on the pedal to start it, I tried a second time, then a third, while my companion just watched me do it, unmoving. When the engine finally roared to life, he stepped back a little, his face not quite showing alarm, but his eyes slightly wider than they had been. He stared at the bike as if it were some kind of animal.

I noticed his eyes looked brown now.

Shaking that off, too, I frowned.

"Are you coming?" I said. "Last chance. I'm grateful for the help, yeah. But not grateful enough to spend a night in jail with you."

After another delay, that one shorter, he seemed to make up his mind.

"Yes. I will come."

I just stood there, balancing the bike while he walked up to me and it cautiously. When he got close enough, he threw a leg carefully over the seat behind me. I already knew he wasn't clumsy... or slow... so I figured it had to be fear I saw on his symmetrical face.

Funny it would come up now. Apparently, facing off with angry sociopaths didn’t bother this guy, or running from a bunch of cops holding guns, but he was afraid of motorcycles.

"Ever ridden before?" I said, knowing the answer.

A pause.

"No."

Nodding, I pushed down the passenger foot-stands with my boot toes, then pointed at them with my free hand as I started putting on my gloves. "Put your feet on those. And hold onto me. Try not to move around too much, especially on turns. If you can, lean if you feel me leaning... it helps to balance the bike. If you can't, just try to be still, okay?"

Another pause.

"Yes."

Then he did exactly as I'd instructed, placing his feet on the footrests with almost painstaking deliberateness. Once he had, he moved closer to me and laid his hands carefully on my hips. I glanced back at him a last time, grinning a little after pushing up the Enfield’s kickstand with my heel. I revved the engine a little to make sure it was warm.

"Ready?"

Another pause.

"Yes."

Snorting a faint laugh, I pushed down the visor on my helmet and gripped the handlebars, taking my feet off the ground as I cruised the bike out onto Jackson. I was about to hit the accelerator and get us the heck out of there, when the guy's grip on my waist suddenly grew so tight it forced me to suck in a breath.

Wincing from his iron-like fingers, I turned my head, restraining myself from hitting him in the face with the back of my helmet to get him to let go.

"Hey!” I said. “What the hell, man?"

"Do not go that way," he said.

“Let go of me, alright? Now. I know where I’m going...”

He continued to stare straight ahead, as if I hadn't spoken.

When I saw the look growing in his now black-colored eyes, I shifted my gaze to follow his, pushing the weird thing with his eye color to the back of my mind a third time. Facing forward, I scanned the dark road ahead. I couldn’t see much; the corridor was darker than usual due to a burnt-out streetlight a few down from where I'd parked.

Really, all I had to go on was the headlight on the Enfield, and the other guy’s stare.

So yeah, I didn’t see them at first.

When they walked closer, I began to make out the distinct forms, but still didn’t have any idea what their presence meant. They wore the same kind of weird, dark, Batman-like costumes as my friend on the back of the Enfield, so they blended into the shadows between the buildings.

Once they stopped walking to stare back at me and my friend, they also appeared to be almost entirely motionless. Like, statue motionless.

None of them spoke, or looked away from us where we sat on the bike.

"What the hell?" I muttered.

It hadn't been a question I really expected an answer to.

My new friend answered it anyway.

"Malek," he said, his voice suddenly harsher, more foreign-sounding. He resumed speaking in that smoother cadence when he next spoke. "They are here for me. They think this is their world. They do not understand why I am here."

I looked at him again, unable to make heads or tails of what he’d just said.

Pursing my lips when I saw his eyes, which now appeared a dark red color under the nearest street lamp, I shook it off.

"Are these your friends, man?” I said. “Is that what you're saying?"

"No," he said. "They are not friends."

"So do I blow past them, or––"

"It is too late," he told me.

"Too late?" I said, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck abruptly rise. "Too late for what?"

"I am very, very sorry," he said, his words close to resigned.

That time, I really didn’t see what was coming at all.
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BIKES, LOCKS AND BAD GOODBYES
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THERE WAS A sharp, blinding flash of light.

Blue-white in color, it lit the darkness of the surrounding street, seeming to skim over the top of my bike to impact the street lamp behind us.

It happened so fast, I didn't have time to suck in a breath, much less yell.

Glancing back at the sound of screeching metal, I gaped up at the lamp post, feeling like I’d suddenly been transported inside a cartoon.

The tall pole was already falling, fast enough that I gunned the engine instinctively, even though it was falling in the other direction. When I did it, I moved us closer to our attackers before it occurred to me to question whether that was such a good idea, either.

I didn't have time to think about that for long.

The guy sitting behind me let go of my hips all at once. Before I could turn, he leaned forward with force, grabbing hold of the grips on my bike's handlebars.

Shoving my fingers aside––again, before I really comprehended what he was doing––he wrenched control of the bike away from me altogether. In seconds, I found myself slammed down against the gas tank of my own damned motorcycle, trapped under a chest and arms that suddenly felt dense enough and immovable enough to be made out of metal.

Hitting the accelerator, my passenger-cum-driver blazed down Jackson Street as soon as he’d wrestled control of the bike from me. Without slowing, he darted between two of the black-clad forms, even as another of those blue flashes came at us, faster that time.

I ducked, again instinctively, feeling the blast sear my face with heat as it cruised past, even though it had to be at least a yard wide of the bike. Given the range, it struck me to wonder if they’d fired more in warning than an attempt to kill either of us... or if perhaps they were just really lousy shots. Neither thought reassured me much.

That time, the blue flash impacted the wall of a building to our right.

I glimpsed the explosion where it hit, saw flames and black smoke shoot out from where I crouched against the bike’s tank. When I tried to look back to see more after we passed, my friend-cum-abductor’s body blocked most of my view.

I found myself holding on for dear life, gripping the handlebars closer to the central shaft, probably for psychological reasons as much as anything. I couldn’t move, so there was zero chance that I’d fall off the bike unless he crashed into something. For now, my stomach and chest lay flat to the gas tank. I had to fight just to breathe, leaning over with my face not far from the ignition and keys as my strange friend drove from behind and around me.

My feet had mysteriously left the foot pedals, too, although I didn’t remember him kicking me off those. I found myself holding my legs uncomfortably higher than usual, not sure where to put them to keep from burning my legs.

I glimpsed the metro station disappearing on our left just before he took us right again, so that we drove parallel to the train tracks. He turned again before I could really get my bearings in terms of street names and whatnot... then he was going so fast I gasped a little, in spite of myself.

I knew the Enfield could cruise, of course.

I’d tested that engine a few times myself, usually in farming areas where I was less likely to get photographed or pinched. My brother went all-out in his ill-gotten gains, probably in another of his attempts to win me over, or to apologize for having ripped me off again, after I bailed him out of one mess or another.

Or, he might simply have been feeling more expansive than usual.

Either way, he got me one of those custom-built Egli Super-Bullets, so it wasn't your average Enfield. Jake boasted it could outrun a cop, even in Italy.

The boast might not have been idle.

I knew the engine came equipped with an aluminum cylinder, US-sourced piston, larger valves in a redesigned cylinder head, longer stroke crankshaft, special main bearings, dry clutch, timing belt primary drive and 36 millimeter Keihin flat-slide carburetors. The thing had a 624 cc engine, fed via an electric pump and probably had output of over forty horsepower, which was yeah, better than decent for a bike of that size.

I’d never tested my brother’s claim literally, though.

The next time I could make out where we were, the bike was flying south on 12th Avenue, doing somewhere very comfortably past the neighborhood of 100 mph.

The engine alternately purred and growled under me as he navigated through the sparse traffic like some kind of speed racer, his body motionless over where I lay. I hadn't even seen us cross the freeway, but we must have, maybe on Yesler, and now he headed like a bat out of hell towards Dearborn. He took us on the freeway onramp still going around sixty, leaning into the turn like a pro as it coiled us around to join the main traffic on Highway 5 going north.

My eyes bled tears during most of that trip, where he might have been going as much as 180, or even 200 mph. I did feel the bike slow and glimpsed the turn when he took the offramp for 520 East, towards Bellevue. I thought he’d take us over the floating bridge on Lake Washington, but instead he got off the freeway again, that time heading east and then south towards Washington Park.

I didn’t have much time to think about where he might be taking me when he veered us off the main road in an even tighter turn, bring us directly into the park itself.

From there, he took us on a few other twists and turns, until we drove alongside a golf course. Since I don’t really know the north end of the park all that well, I’d lost my bearings almost entirely by then. He accelerated again, even as I thought it, cruising us past the main building and clubhouse. He gunned it for another half-mile or so where the trees blurred, but I was elbowing him now, trying to yell at him over the wind.

"Hey, man... stop!" I said. "Stop! We're seriously out of danger now, okay?"

I didn't have to see his face to know he disagreed.

"Hey!" I said, elbowing him in the chest again. "Hey! Stop, man! Stop, okay?"

Again, he ignored me.

He took us onto the golf course itself, driving along one of the golf cart paths until we were pretty far into the green and well away from the main road. After a few more stretches where he gunned the motor again, he slowed the bike for real, right around the time I could see a small pond growing larger up ahead, not far from a strand of trees and a longer lawn of green grass that sparkled under the moonlight where a sheen of water covered it.

I didn't dare fight him for real until he finally stopped the bike.

He pulled up on the grass, knocking down the kick-stand and killing the engine of the Enfield as neatly as if he'd parked a thing a hundred times before. Lowering his feet to the grass, he knocked the bike back onto its kickstand, sitting up in the same motion.

I sat up pretty much the instant he did.

I still had to fight to choke down oxygen, and I still gripped the bike’s handlebars in both of my hands, but I couldn’t help letting out a gasp of relief when his weight no longer pinned me to the gas tank. I had the helmet off my head a few seconds later, and then I was practically screaming at him.

"What was that?" The words burst out of me. "What the hell was that? Seriously. I mean... are you mental?"

"Malek," he said, his voice sounding as strange as before.

He sounded worried.

At first I thought the worry was because I had half a mind to deck him.

But he cleared that up, too, with his next set of words.

“...They will follow," he said. "I must go. I must... report back. This is not expected. My handlers will expect a report... I should not be here...”

He hesitated, looking at me a few beats longer, as if unsure what to do with me. He rubbed the center of his chest with one hand, then looked down at it, too, as if confused by something there. The expression on his face came close to pain, but I didn’t understand it.

“The lock,” he said. “Can you feel it? How did you get in my lock?”

I stared at him, not sure if those were real questions.

The pained look remained on his face, but he looked away.

"You will be safe,” he said at the end of that pause. His voice was flat once more, but I heard a decision in there, somewhere. “They will not bother you. If I go now, my signal will disappear. They will know I have gone. They will leave you alone...”

My mind spun briefly around his words.

Once more, I came up almost totally blank.

"Go?" I said finally. “...Go where?"

I stared around the field where we stood as he climbed off the back of the bike. I couldn’t help noticing that he moved as fluidly as he had when he'd escaped through that window in the abandoned office building.

"Are you really meeting someone out here?” I said. “Now?” Pausing as my mind tried to wrap itself around that last part, I blinked at him again. “What did you mean before... you said handlers, right?' Are you a spook?"

The thought scared me a little, truthfully.

Then again, it also maybe explained a lot.

Maybe the whole concept seemed less foreign to me, too, because of my ex-special forces, on-again, off-again, sort-of boyfriend, Gantry.

Although, unlike Gantry, this guy clearly had some kind of social-interaction disorder, like Apserger's or something. That had to limit his ability to blend, right?

Still, I could tell that wasn’t what bothered me about the guy.

It was something else. Something more personal, maybe.

Of course, with the way he moved, this guy being an assassin wasn’t totally out of the realm of possibility, either. Either way, if he was a spook, I had serious doubts he hailed from the same America the Beautiful as me and Gantry.

Climbing off the bike, I found myself following him before I'd thought about what I intended. When he continued walking purposefully away from me, heading for the line of trees past the pond, I sped my feet to catch up with him.

"Hey!" I called out, taking two steps for every one of his. "Hey! Where are you going? Seriously. If you’re really worried about those guys chasing us, I can take you somewhere safe, you know? Somewhere with four walls... a roof?"

He didn't slow his pace, but that time, after the requisite pause, he answered me.

"You cannot follow. I am sorry."

"Follow? Follow where? Hey... I need some answers here, man...”

"I must go back to Udael."

"Udael?” I wracked my brain, but it didn’t sound familiar. There’re a ton of small towns in Washington State alone I don’t know, so that didn’t mean much, really.

“Where's that?" I said.

He turned to look at me, but only briefly.

Right about then, I noticed we’d reached the edges of what looked like a really big campfire pit, only without the fire.

I only really looked down as he crossed the line of boulder-like stones.

No wood or scorch marks broke the grassy lawn, and I didn’t see any ash, just a rough circle of sparkling white pieces of what looked like granite. They were large, each about the size of a basketball.

He walked right into the middle of that stone ring, and only then did he turn back to look at me. His symmetrical face remained smooth as he met my gaze, but the feeling I got off what I saw there came closest to regret.

He was breathing harder, his chest moving the fabric of that thick, black suit.

“You cannot come with me,” he said.

I paused at that, weirdly put off by his words.

"You must go," he said, his voice firm. "Go back."

"Go?” I glanced at the Enfield. “Go back where?"

He waited a beat, as if thinking.

"Go back to somewhere not here," he suggested then.

I shook my head, feeling my jaw harden. "No,” I said. “...No. Not until you tell me something. Who were those guys? What the hell was that blue flame thingy they did? They knocked out a danged lamp post... I saw that thing fall. You know how hard that is, without some kind of bazooka? And that shot didn’t make a sound...”

I’d been walking forward that whole time, thinking aloud as I spoke.

He held up a hand.

I stopped unthinkingly when he did. Then it struck me as strange, that he’d halted my movements right as I was in the process of crossing the line of white stones. It felt almost like being pushed. Really, like being pushed in the middle of the chest.

"Stop!" he said.

The word came out harsh, a near-command.

I found myself rubbing that spot in the middle of my chest, just like he’d done.

“What’s wrong with me?” I said. “What’s wrong with my chest?”

His voice grew even more insistent, almost fearful when I frowned at him.

"Do not come inside the circle!” he said. “You must not be here! It would be bad for you, if you got caught in the shift field... I cannot protect you, I am sorry. The connection... it will go away once I am gone. It will not harm you...”

“What connection?” I said, halting a second time when he held up his hand, but frustrated by that pain in my chest. “The what field, man?”

“Humans cannot survive the shift,” he said. “It is why they send the morph.”

I frowned at him, as much confused by my own feelings as I was by him. Why was I still here? Why hadn’t I just walked away when I got my bike back from him? Called Gantry or Irene? Instead I lingered there, watching him.

Still rubbing my own chest.

“Seriously,” I said, hearing the stall in my own voice. “What are you talking about?”

“You cannot be here!”

I looked around the moonlit lawn. "I can’t be where, man? I don't think you're supposed to be here, either, if you want to get technical on––"

"You will get hurt. The light... it is not for you. For your kind." That regret returned to his voice. “I am sorry. I do not know how it happened... with the lock. The connection. I am sorry for that... but there is nothing I can do.”

My mind whirled around his words, finally settling on one thing.

"My kind?" I said.

"The gates led to the same world,” he said, shaking his head. “That has never happened. The gates... they never cross. One gate leads only to its own worlds. The other gate leads to its own worlds. They never go to the same one. Never. I must go and report this, and you cannot come. I know you want to, and I know why... but you cannot. Do you understand?"

"No," I said.

I fought with the part of me that wanted to cross that line.

As if he felt it, he held up his hand again.

Again, it was like someone shoved me in the middle of the chest.

“No!” he said. “Do not! I am morph... do you understand? I go through the shift, but you cannot. We are not the same... do you understand?”

“No!”

“I only work for them,” he said, obviously agitated. “I only work for them... I belong to them. Do you see? I cannot stay! Even if I wanted! They would come for me. They would come for me here... they own the lock!”

“Who do you work for?” I said, fighting to keep up. “The government? Which government?”

“Yes,” he said.

There was a silence.

In it, I could see that he was still upset, but he didn’t speak.

“Yes?” I said, feeling my jaw harden. “Yes, what? You work for the government? Which government?”

But he was already shaking his head.

He still looked as frustrated as I felt.

“They are not from here. There are two... tribes...” he said, as if forcing out the word. “Two tribes in the place from where I come. One is Pharei. The other is Malek... those you just saw.” He paused, as if seeing something in my facial expression. “We do not come to the same worlds. They are not friends to me. You and I... we are not the same. Do you see this?”

“I don’t see shit,” I said. “What the hell are you talking about, man?”

He didn't answer me that time, not really.

I saw him rubbing his chest again, though. That pain look slid back over his expression, and when he looked at me that time, I saw more of that regret, almost a longing.

“There is no time...” he muttered. “I cannot stay. I cannot.”

I saw a small, whitish-gray device in his hand when he next lifted it.

I couldn’t tell what it was, or even see it clearly in the near-dark of the grassy lawn, but it appeared to be made of metal. I wondered if it was an oddly-shaped phone, or maybe a remote control of some kind, when he started doing something to it, his eyes and focus concentrated there, instead of on me. He didn’t look like he was hitting buttons though, more like he was massaging the thing, or maybe squeezing it with his long fingers.

“What are you doing?” I said.

He didn’t answer me that time at all.

Before I could think of what to say or do next, he looked at me again.

Something more final lived in his expression that time.

"Go home," he said. His voice turned more gentle, just before he gave me an odd kind of bow. The gesture was formal-seeming, and precise, but unlike anything I’d ever seen before. “...I will pray for your safety, my friend,” he said, his voice grave. “I appreciate your concern for my wellbeing. It is...” He hesitated. “...Rare.”

Seeming to realize what he’d said, he blanched a little, looking up.

“I do not mean that as an insult to your race,” he clarified. “It only makes the occurrence all the more appreciated...”

"My race?" I said, staring at him. "What ‘race’ would that be, exactly?”

“Human,” he said, blunt.

“Dude, seriously...”

"Go home," he repeated.

Anger, frustration and a kind of panic rose in me.

The fear didn’t make any sense to me, but it worsened as I looked at him, even as it remained nameless, or at the very least, difficult to pin down.

He finished whatever he’d been doing and shoved the remote-control-slash-smart-phone into a pocket of his scuba-like shirt. I watched him do it, silent, and still standing just outside the circle of stones. I tried to understand what I was seeing on his face as he avoided looking at me.

I was already half-bracing myself for... something.

I had no idea what, but some part of me totally believed something new and equally strange would happen soon.

Probably from whatever he’d just done to that remote control.

I started to think it was just my imagination working overtime after all, when a light rose subtly around where we stood.

Dim at first, it rose quickly in strength, until the glare half-blinded me, reflecting sharply on the wet grass. The light didn’t have a source... well, none that I could identify, anyway. I looked around as I blinked against it, but it seemed to come from everywhere and no where all at once.

Whatever generated it, it continued to brighten. It threw my mystery man’s outline into sharp relief with an intense, gold-white beam.

I gasped then, suddenly short on oxygen in my lungs.

Looking down, I realized the light did more than simply illuminate the surrounding space. It raised the hairs on my arms and neck. It tightened the muscles in my chest, forced my breath out in near-pants. A kind of electricity seemed to erupt from the very air.

I felt dizzy, but my muscles tensed so much I couldn’t move.

Then my new friend, my maybe-assassin-definitely-vigilante-maybe-alien-spy, began to disappear.

I thought I was imagining that, too, in the beginning.

The longer I stared, the less sure I felt.

I noticed his leg, first.

The outline of his left leg gradually grew less and less distinct as I watched. I blinked, and it was nearly gone in that fraction of a second.

The leg didn’t look gone exactly, though. He still stood there, as if he had two, fully-functioning legs. It looked instead almost like the leg had been separated from him somehow, by a pane of warped or beveled glass.

I still worked to wrap my head around the disappearing leg when the rest of him began to fade, too... slowly, at first, and then in earnest. It still happened in pieces, but the pieces began to follow one another a lot faster. I couldn’t see his left hand much at all anymore, or his right foot or lower leg. His face still looked reasonably distinct, but his shoulder and most of his right arm had begun to fade, too. I glimpsed his bare chest briefly through the gummy, dense shirt he wore, then his chest began to grow transparent.

The center of his chest changed like the clothes, showing me skin and veins, muscle and bone, as layers gradually disappeared one at a time in front of me.

I felt my body pulled towards what remained of his.

Looking back, I don’t think my mind was really working all that well.

I didn’t even try making up a story about why I would approach him right then, or what I felt as I looked at the guy. All I knew, without a single doubt in my mind, was that if I let this guy disappear now, I'd never see him again. I'd never learn a damned thing about whatever had happened tonight.

The whole experience would just be a big black mark in the weird column... and I wasn’t sure if I could live with that. I’d have to be content with guesses and unconvincing theories from Gantry and others who hadn’t been here about how easy it all was to explain. I wasn’t sure if I could live with that, either.

I knew how good most people were at rationalizing.

Unfortunately, I completely suck at it. Quasi-scientific theories that only ring half-true to me never really satisfy me. Not when I know... like, really know... something more happened. Something that the easy theories flat-out don’t explain.

I honestly wasn’t sure if I could live with any of it.

Maybe I was getting too used to getting answers to most of the puzzles that got thrown my way. Maybe I hated how this guy gave me the brush-off, like I was just too much of a simpleton to fully get his weird and dangerous world.

Either way, I knew that leaving things like this wasn’t going to work for me.

The light inside that circle of stones brightened still more.

Now, it filled most of the small field.

I started noticing other things about that light, too. Like, how it wasn’t cold like that blue-white blast from the weapons in Chinatown. Instead, a kind of fire underlay the brilliance, something denser and more real-seeming, like shafts of sunlight slanting through deep water. I still couldn’t see a source of the light; in fact, now it almost seemed to be coming from my friend. Even so, I felt like I knew the light better, somehow.

And yeah, I know what a fat lot of no-sense that makes.

Even as I thought it, though, he looked up at me again. I could see his pale green eyes staring at me through the shadow of his face, even as the outline of his head began to shimmer, making his symmetrical features indistinct for the first time.

His cheekbones began to fade... then his mouth.

My throat constricted as those flames strengthened.

Tongues of white fire sharpened in the night sky, seemingly rising from the ground at his feet up into the sky. The expression on his face stood out to me briefly, the colors sharp even through the oddly-perfect lines. I got the sense, suddenly, that I was seeing only the barest hint of him, what might even have been a costume of some kind, or some mirage to keep me and whoever else from seeing what lay behind it.

Then his form melted.

It just... melted.

The white flames ascended abruptly to a shocking flash.

Then, slowly, the brightness began to dim. Still fighting to breathe, I stared over the edge of that circle of white stones, looking for him.

He was gone.

Something in my chest hurt, surprising me, I guess, with the intensity of emotion behind it. It wasn’t just the mystery of the whole thing, I realized, a few seconds later. It wasn’t just the thought of having no answers that upset me when I saw his outline start to fade.

I really didn’t want him to go.

The light was definitely fading now, though. I watched it, knees shaking, conflict rippling through my mind, tugging my thoughts back and forth.

Abruptly, I stepped over the line of stones.

Hairs on my arms and the nape of my neck leapt to attention.

That electric current flared before I could take a breath, light igniting like a spotlight inside the stone-bound circle. My whole body grew hot at once, as if the very blood in my veins had been ignited by that same fireless light.

Light began to shine off my skin, off my fingers and the toes of my boots.

From inside the circle, I could now see that the light emanated off the white, basketball-sized stones themselves; they sparked like giant, glowing embers, too bright to look at once I faced them from the other side.

I took another step towards the middle of the ring, but that time, I didn’t see where my foot landed. I could no longer see the grassy knoll, or the trees.

All around me shone that fathomless white.

Fear clutched at me, paralyzing in its intensity.

I wondered what the hell I was doing, why I’d risk something like this, when I’d just seen that guy vanish right in front of my eyes. Was I really so complacent that I’d think nothing bad could happen to me here, when he just told me this same thing would probably kill me?

I saw myself trapped in time for that brief instant, stripped of embellishment, even of linear progression. I saw myself as someone who really hadn’t experienced very much at all, despite what I’d thought. I saw someone young, and yeah, kind of dumb.

The forest around me faded, grew impossible to distinguish through that light.

In its place, the universe grew luminous, tilting on a far greater axis above.

I stepped into that greater space, both terrified and weirdly at peace.

It was too late to go back, I knew.

I didn’t just think it... I knew.

It was too late to panic, too. It was too late to second-guess what I’d already set in motion. It was too late to wonder if I could have found another way to follow him to his other world. I knew all of these things, as unshakably as I knew that the guy in the scuba-shirt really had been trying to warn me, that he’d only meant to keep me safe.

For a brief instant, everything grew blindingly bright.

My heart leaped in an unnamed joy.

Then, everything disappeared.





5

THE WRONG END OF THE RABBIT HOLE

[image: GS1]




... I OPENED MY eyes.

Seconds, minutes, maybe even hours could have passed.

I had no way of knowing what occurred inside that long-seeming flash of unconsciousness. I had no real concept of time, either, or even of my own person, meaning my body. I had no memory of where I’d been, not in those first, new beats of life in my chest, or that different mixture of air filling my lungs.

I stood in a clearing.

Above me, a stone arch darkened part of the sky. It reflected light, shimmering at me, blinding me briefly until I raised a hand.

I saw hieroglyphics. Writings and pictures in that stone arch. They confused me more.

I dropped my gaze, fighting to focus my eyes.

On the edges of the clearing where I stood, I saw what looked like machines.

Some of those machines emitted black smoke, like they’d recently been on fire.

All looked foreign and weirdly alive, given their odd, twisted and rounded shapes. Tubes came out of their sides next to long, smooth bodies that squatted low to the ground, making them resemble something between boulders and hunkered animals.

I looked back up at the stone arch. It hung over the whole clearing, immovable.

Strangely quiet. Also strangely alive.

In the distance, I saw trees that weren’t really trees, a long slope of rocks that looked unlike any rocks I’d ever seen. I couldn't take it all in at first... it was too much information, and too much of it was new. My brain fuzzed out in the excess of newness. Too many things I couldn't wrap my head around vied for attention. Too many of them defied easy categorization. Too many of them didn’t look right to me. Too many things I couldn’t understand, name, or even describe, screamed to be understood, named and described.

Surrounding me, about the size of a large pond, stood a ring of basketball-sized white rocks.

My mind latched onto those rocks.

I’d seen rocks exactly like those before, only in a different place, a different time. When I’d last seen them, though, it had been night outside.

Night...

I looked up, suddenly understanding a least one of the many reasons I felt so completely disoriented. The sky no longer hung over me like a shroud, dark and full of indistinct clouds, shimmers of stars and moon barely glimpsed through the fog.

A long, curved swath of blue led my eyes, instead.

Thin, striped clouds colored that shockingly high dome, emphasizing a sky I absolutely did not recognize, not in any way. The expanse felt entirely too large to me... a cavern of space that made me feel strangely weak, yet also strangely claustrophobic, despite all of that space.

When I looked down, my eyes focused on those odd-looking trees––trees that grew in a weirdly sentient-seeming jungle.

That jungle started on a ridge up above the rocky canyon that housed the burnt-out crater filled with all those crouching machines. The machines began some twenty feet past the edges of the ring of white, basketball-sized stones.

My mind calculated distances, but I still wasn’t fully absorbing any of it.

Cliffs rose on either side of me, dotted with hanging fingers of green, like ferns only not, closer to what I imagined might have lived at the time of the dinosaurs. Water trickled down blue-green, scarlet and yellow flowers, making a cheerful sound that felt hollow in the silence of that freakishly large sky. That sound of water falling through dirt and rocks and fingers of plant was the first familiar sound or familiar much of anything that I could perceive in the landscape around me, though.

The air. The air smelled like...

I tried to take a step. I was breathing too much. I tripped over a shining white rock, one that stood so near to my foot that I hadn’t seen it from where I'd landed.

Landed.

My mind spun around the word briefly.

I thought all of this, even as I stumbled over that same rock... nearly fell... moving so slowly, yet too fast to stop any of it...

Below me, a ravine glimmered with smoky chunks of glass-like rock.

Again, too much stimulus and information filled my eyes, but in fragments, pieces I fought to arrange back into some kind of logical order inside my mind. I saw the mystery guy I'd followed through that light door.

He stood a dozen feet away, also breathing hard, and now staring at me, as if out of all of this unreality, I was the most unreal thing.

Before I could form words well enough to communicate anything to him, movement jerked my eyes to the side, where I saw a small creature with hooked claws gripping the trunk of one of those fern-like trees. I stared at its white face. More movement jerked my eyes upward, allowing me to catch a glimpse of a bird caught in flight.

Not a bird.

I stared at the human, baby-like face, heard it scream.

My legs collapsed.

Buzzing filled my ears.

I sprawled on the ground, but had no idea how I’d gotten there.

Over me, a human face appeared.

Light reflected from his dark blue irises. Dark brown hair contrasted his oddly-symmetrical face, the dark grey eyes I could see... or were they brown? Now green... they seemed to change every few seconds as his face contorted in some intense emotion over me.

I heard words, but it took me more seconds to recognize them as coming from him.

It took a few beats longer to make sense of them.

"Why are you here?” he shouted. He clutched my arm, his fingers frantic, filling me with fear. “Why? You should not be here! You are in the wrong place... !"

Here, the sun was shining.

The air smelled like...

Flowers. But also smoke.

I fought to breathe, lost in a sudden grip of emotion, more than I could stand. Even in the midst of my mind essentially cracking, the more logical threads ran in an undercurrent below, strangely calm, and asking some of the more relevant questions.

Was this shock? Was I in shock right now?

Was I dying? Was the air here killing me as I breathed it?

Or had I died earlier... when I first stepped inside that ring of white stones?

He said the process would kill me. Was it killing me? Would I die?

But I didn’t die. Somehow, realizing that slowed my breathing, but not enough to dim the emotions that still warred in my chest. I calmed, but not enough to relax that suffocating need to survive that lit a hotter flame in my belly. The latter made me ready to sprint into the trees or get in a fist fight. Or maybe do both at the same time.

I could hear other voices now.

Meaning, I could hear voices apart from the voice of the man in the strange black clothes, the man whose eyes continued to change colors while I watched. I remembered him now, more or less. He’d taken me on that crazed motorcycle ride on the Enfield, evading aliens with blue-white laser cannons... not long after he'd tried to rescue me from that homicidal mark in that alley near Pioneer Square.

Pioneer Square, which was in Seattle.

Seattle, which was in the state of Washington.

Washington, which was part of the United States of America.

... In the general vicinity of Earth.

My mind tried to process all of that, too.

More specifically, it tried to avoid the thought that I no longer resided anywhere near any one of those places.

The survival thing remained the loudest, though.

It jangled nerves and adrenaline through my very bones. Those other, different voices, worried me. Truthfully, they worried me a lot more than this guy did, no matter how tense or upset he seemed.

I fought to breathe, gripping the man's shirt, maybe for balance.

He held me equally tightly in his hands and arms, but I saw that worry intensify in his eyes, growing into an overt fear as he looked around where we crouched like a feral animal. He looked like he expected us to be attacked. Normally, that wouldn’t have bothered me so much, mainly because he clearly had a twitchy demeanor in general.

But here, given everything, his fear was too much for mine.

My survival instincts tried to identify the danger he clearly sensed, to incorporate it into my new reality. That part of me looked for solutions, countermoves, strategies.

It didn’t find any.

I struggled to my feet, and he helped me... but it was already too late.

A line of forms appeared at the edge of the largest ring of white stones, just in front of that tall, shimmering archway.

They held sticks in their hands, or what looked like sticks... or maybe poles.

Really, they were long, straight, possibly-metal, rod-type things, unlike anything I had ever seen before. They didn't look like guns, or like the fighting staffs I’d used in martial arts classes. The people standing there clearly held them like some kind of weapon, however.

The man holding me tightened his grip.

His hair looked black now, but I saw streaks of blond in the front, what might have been the beginnings of a fiery, coppery-red on one side. His fingers remained firm around mine and I clutched him back, feeling suddenly as if I'd known him for a lot longer than I had. I sensed his confusion, as well as a near protectiveness towards me that didn’t do a lot to reassure me that we weren’t both about to get our asses kicked.

He closed his eyes, then opened them slowly, as if using them to think. His irises had turned a light, smoky color now, mirrored chunks of glass that reflected the sky’s depths.

Above, I felt that sky pressing down on the two of us.

I felt the stone arch looming over us, too.

I didn't feel safe. Even without that crowd of armed people staring at us, I didn’t feel safe here at all.

"This is a bad place," I muttered, holding him tighter.

He didn't disagree with me.

"What do we do?" I said, maybe just wanting him to talk.

After all, what could we do? We were surrounded. I could barely breathe here, and those cliffs looked too steep to climb, at least in any kind of hurry. Still, it wasn’t really like me to defer that particular question to someone else.

Asking him seemed to make the most sense, though.

He glanced at me, as if reluctant to give me a truthful answer. His eyes looked resigned, even below that worry.

"We wait," he said.

For the first time, probably because I’d only been around him in the dark before now, I realized his words didn't quite match the movement of his lips.

“...We wait," he repeated. "They will come for us. Until then, we wait." He looked at my face, studying my eyes. "It could be bad before then.” His voice grew careful, but that regret grew more audible. "I am sorry,” he said, still watching me. “I am sorry, Dakota."

I only looked at him. It occurred to me that I’d never told him my name.

Compared to the expression on his face, however, that struck me as a detail.

He looked afraid. The fear didn’t bother me too much... because, yeah, a bunch of people with weapons were walking towards us. He’d have to be a little thick not to be nervous about that. The emotion I could see beyond that fear bothered me a lot more.

Behind the fear, my new friend looked resigned.

He looked as though he’d already lost... or, at least, that he completely accepted our inevitable defeat. He looked at me like he saw our powerlessness as immutable fact. He also looked resigned to endure whatever he seemed to think would come next.

That resignation scared me.

I found myself remembering something Gantry said to me once, too.

You cannot argue with gravity.

My new friend looked like he’d discovered that truth the hard way... and more times than he could probably count.

If he felt like that here, after what I’d seen him do... I was definitely screwed.

My friend’s gaze swiveled as I thought it, aiming at the line of people approaching us with those weapon-like sticks. My eyes followed his, and for the first time, I realized the people standing there all wore the same dark-gray uniforms. Those uniforms looked similar to what the man next to me wore, but the complexions of the faces above the high-necked collars looked darker, and somehow wilder. Their hair all shone the same light color, nearly white, differentiating them from any ethnicity I’d ever encountered in the States. It also made their coloring look artificial... but the uniformity across all of them made me think it probably wasn’t, no matter how it looked to me.

That weird, albino hair––with the faintest tinge of reddish-orange and most of it the consistency of dry straw––stuck out at different lengths all over their heads. Their reddish-brown skin contrasted their hair color strangely, even as it also seemed to go with it. The same was true of the black irises they all seemed to have been born with, which stared out from apparently lash-less and eyebrow-less eyes. Either way, not a lot of variation among this group.

Well, unless I simply wasn’t looking at the right things.

While they didn't look like any people I’d ever seen, they did look like people.

Somehow, that made it more weird, not less.

When my friend turned back towards me, the hardness had returned to his eyes. He looked openly hunted now, and some of that seemed aimed at me.

He reached down, using his fingers to press my eyelids closed.

"Do not open them," he told me. "Not for any reason."

"Wait!" I said, opening them again, my voice close to frantic. "What is your name?"

He gave me a surprised look. Then his expression softened. He looked down at me as if my question touched him somehow.

"Nihkil," he said. "It is Nihkil." He touched my face again, softer, near to my eyes. "Close them," he said. "Please."

That time, for reasons I couldn't understand, I did.

Right after that, a sharp pain hit my neck, hard enough to make me gasp.

... after that, I felt nothing at all.
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IT SEEMED LIKE hours later when something jostled me awake.

My arms hurt. My neck hurt more, like an ice pick lay embedded somewhere deep between my shoulder blades.

It took me a second longer to realize I was being dragged.

My feet bumped and jostled along a hard, uneven surface.

Shadows confused me, cutting up the sharper glints of light. I couldn’t see the sky. Only a water-like shimmer passed liquidly in front of my eyes.

I tried to remember where I was.

I remembered my friend. That part felt real. Nihkil.

But I could hardly remember him, either, what with the pounding behind my eyes.

I fought with things I understood.

Things from my own world.

Irene would be looking for me. She’d be frantic by now. Or... maybe not enough time had passed for that. Maybe she was still wondering why I was late getting back, what went wrong with the job.

If that were true, she'd probably be back at the office, cursing me out for taking my sweet time, or worrying I sat in a drunk tank somewhere. She might be trying to decide if she should risk calling around to check. She’d probably assume I’d gotten picked up by the cops or maybe, if her imagination was really working overtime... she might worry the mark got to me, and hurt bad enough to end up in the hospital.

She'd be worried, yeah. Even if she didn’t know I’d disappeared off the face of the Earth.

Even if they hadn’t found the Enfield in that golf course yet.

It would probably come out later as one of Irene's confusing and nonlinear lectures, the ones that didn't seem to have a lot to do directly with whatever had actually happened. She'd give me a hard time about how I drove my motorcycle, for example... or demand to know why I wore that particular purse to the job, when I knew damned well it might throw me off balance while I ran in those boots. Irene, queen of the non-sequitur.

She meant well, of course.

When I first met her, I rarely knew what the hell she was driving at until she’d been talking for a few minutes. I’d developed an odd sort of fondness for the way her concern tended to manifest itself, though... even if it could be maddening sometimes, too.

"Just don't do it in front of the clients," I muttered under my breath, watching that light and dark liquid shimmer in front of my eyes.

I’d said it to her about a million times.

Like it did any good.

Irene was Irene. She didn’t really have different settings for different social situations. When she tried to act normal, generally it only made things worse.

My smile faded when my shoulder struck a small boulder, hard enough for me to grunt in pain. It snapped me out of my fugue state a little, though.

I looked up and back, craning my head.

Men carried me. Not just one. Three of them.

They carried me facedown, which was why I hadn’t seen the sky.

When I looked up now, hard, angular faces shone in small circles cut in gray, skin-like cloth. Pale, white hair with orange metallic highlights ruffled at different lengths in the breeze. Remembering faces like these from the nightmare I'd just left, I cried out in fear, fighting to writhe free of their hold. They’d bound my hands, though. Two different guys each held one of my ankles.

I struggled harder.

When I did, the pain in my neck screamed.

My body felt strangely light, my limbs stiff, difficult to manage.

Without warning, they let me go.

I landed painfully on my knees, seemingly on nothing but sharp edges.

Gasping against that fire blooming in my knees, I looked around. I found myself in what appeared to be a dry creek bed, filled with chunks of glass-like rock. Above me, a near waterfall of the same, glass-like, smoky rocks littered a steeper slope. I didn't see any water, though. I guessed the water I’d thought I saw was nothing but the glass rocks themselves, glinting in sunlight and shadow.

I watched in a kind of numb shock as the two men walked away.

Their postures remained casual, openly indifferent, as if they'd just left a bag of dirty clothes at Goodwill. In any case, they didn't seem overly worried about me trying to escape.

I fought to stand.

I got hit, hard, by a wave of dizziness once I got a booted foot on the ground. Struggling to stay upright, I was forced to stop, panting. I managed to catch myself before I face-planted into those glass-like rocks... barely. Waiting until the next wave of sickening spins passed, I tried to think, to assess my options.

They must have drugged me.

That, or the air was all wrong for me here, just not wrong enough to kill me.

Either way, the last thing I needed was to pass out.

I needed my hands free.

When my head and vision more or less cleared, I brought my bound wrists to my mouth, trying my teeth on the rope. The consistency was all wrong, though... it was more like skin than fibers, and my incisors only managed to mush it around.

After a few more minutes of that, I realized it was futile.

I looked around for weapons, next.

Remembering those glass-like shards of rock, I fumbled around in the pile where I lay. Finding one with a sharp, knife-like edge, I wedged it between two others on the ground in front of me. Then I tried sawing at the alien rope again, using my knees to hold the rock still.

All it did was create line-like indentations in the blue-gray material. The material felt like rubber, only rubber with the tensile strength of steel. No matter how sharp the stones, the material only slid around under the glass-like edges, evading any attempt puncture or tear it.

I stopped long enough to rest, looking up at the cliffs.

Fern trees waved from sheer lines of marbled rock, along with flowers that looked bigger than my head, now that I was closer. I wondered briefly at the make-up of the insect population here, then shoved that from my mind, too.

My mind grew paralyzed by the view of that deep-blue, purple-tinted sky.

No way I could convince myself that sky belonged to Earth.

No way I could convince myself that I’d just passed out, that night magically turned to day, that I was in South America or some other part of Earth, not even if I’d been knocked out for a few weeks, or drugged, or if my mind had suddenly snapped. Any one of those things might still be true, of course, but I struggled more and more to convince myself that some combination of those factors could explain everything I was seeing.

The high, dome-like sky simply looked too real.

The air smelled too hot, too rancid with plant-like decay, too filled with foreign sweat and fragrances and hints of water. Blue-green clouds morphed too perfectly in wind, even as the cries of some kind of animal reached me through the breeze from a distance.

Then I heard something else. Something a lot more familiar-sounding.

A thick gasp, followed by a scattering of laughter.

I looked down the slope, towards the trees.

I saw buildings there, and blinked at them in surprise. They stood in the trees about a hundred feet away, all the same gray-blue color. The colors and shapes of those buildings both contrasted strangely with the lushness of the jungle and helped them to blend into the dirt and rocks below. Half-buried in the trees, they looked to be made of some kind of metal. Blue-gray in color, it reminded me somehow of the glass rocks, and the uniforms those men wore.

The laughter grew louder.

Loud enough to convince me it was real.

My eyes swiveled, finding the source.

More men in those same, gray scuba suits were dragging something, some kind of animal that appeared to be wounded. I recognized the form then, and let out a startled gasp.

It was him. Nihkil... my odd stranger with the different-colored eyes and the super-strength. The same guy I’d been dumb enough to follow to this place, even after he specifically told me not to.

I watched as four men threw Nihkil to the ground, a lot less gently than they had me. They slammed him against a boulder made of that sharp, glass-like rock, so that his back hit flat against one side.

Panting, Nihkil held up a hand in a kind of supplication.

It only made those jerks with the weird hair and the gray scuba suits laugh harder.

I felt my jaw clench, but only watched, silent.

Unlike with me, they didn't leave Nihkil alone.

A circle of maybe eight people stood over him instead, pacing like jackals in front of a wounded antelope. They looked as if they were trying to decide how long they should play with him before they ate him. They’d already bound Nihkil’s arms at awkward angles behind his back. His feet appeared to be bound, too, with the same strong but stretchy material that encased my wrists. Something that looked like a shard of glass, covered in blood, stuck out of his shoulder. One of his ears bled, and blood trickled down from under his hairline.

I was still staring, fighting the reality of what I saw, while at the same time trying to decide if there was anything I could do... when the soldier closest to Nihkil kicked him in the thigh. He did it hard enough to make me jump.

Hard enough to make Nihkil gasp.

More laughter circulated.

I forced myself to acknowledge the scene in front of me, to see it as real. I watched Nihkil look up at those people with the straw-like hair and felt a kind of helpless rage settle over me. I tried again to decide if there was anything I could do. At the same time, logic tried to assert itself. He'd tried to warn me. He’d said this would probably get bad.

I should have listened to him. Really, about a lot of things.

For now, I didn’t know what to do, though. Nihkil said before that we just had to wait out the bad parts. But wait for what? For them to kill one of us? For rescue?

The guy hadn’t made a lot of sense.

The same man who kicked Nihkil now squatted in front of him, so that their eyes came almost level. After saying a few words to him, words I couldn’t make out, the reddish-skinned man put a hand on the center of Nihkil's chest.

He did it only for a bare instant.

Jerking his fingers away as if burnt, he glared at Nihkil in anger. Something about the contact made Nihkil shudder, too, right before he let out another low gasp. The man watched Nihkil’s face, as if suspicious, then frowned, staring between his two eyes.

Whatever just happened, the guy with the weird hair hadn't expected it, I found myself thinking. He also seemed to blame Nihkil. Before I could wrap my head around the angry look that rose to soldier guy's expression, he’d backhanded Nihkil across the face, yelling something at him in a strange language.

When Nihkil gasped words back, sounding apologetic, the first guy only raised his voice. Nihkil shook his head, inclining his head in a gesture that felt submissive. When he wouldn't meet the soldier's eyes, the man grabbed his jaw and chin, forcing Nihkil to look at him as he spoke again. That time, he used a low voice, tapping a metal baton against Nihkil's chest in an obvious threat.

Nihkil only shook his head again, his posture still submissive.

The language they spoke reminded me of seals barking.

It occurred to me that I’d been trying to work it out, to understand it, or at least pick out a few words and phrases as if it were German or Czech or Japanese. When I looked up at that enormous, purple-blue sky, I remembered that probably wouldn't help me here.

I went back to following their facial expressions, instead. 

Nihkil’s eyes remained doll-like, vacant, even as he kept his posture submissive to the man holding the baton. From Nihkil's expression, he might not have understood their words any better than I did, but I found myself doubting that to be true.

He must understand, since he'd answered the other guy at least once. He was playing dumb, maybe... or maybe just offering no resistance, but also no assistance.

Either way, the guy with the weird hair wasn't having it.

The soldier crouching there backhanded Nihkil again, harder. When Nihkil only looked at him, his eyes blank, the man hit him again, that time, rocking his head back on his neck. When the man hit him a third time, cracking him on the cheekbone with the blunt end of the metal baton, I cried out involuntarily. I couldn’t help myself.

Heads turned.

Eyes stared at me, almost as if they’d forgotten me entirely.

They all seemed to have large, dark eyes––so dark that, in some of those faces, I couldn’t distinguish irises from pupils. Their faces on average appeared narrow with pointed chins. I knew they must have some variety, but they all looked roughly the same to me still, even between the men and women. The odd hair color must have some variation, too, but I couldn't really see that yet, either. The only means of distinguishing any of them was that some faces looked younger than others. That, and the more female-maybe ones seemed to be smaller than the male-maybe ones, meaning in overall size.

They all appeared to be muscular and tall compared to people on Earth, although none so tall as Nihkil himself. I only saw a handful of bodies that looked female and even with those, I often had to second-guess my choices. The women were just as broad-shouldered and muscular as the men, and they all seemed to use the same barber.

Unlike the weirdos in the gray scuba suits, Nihkil didn’t look at me.

He stared resolutely ahead, his eyes aimed at the metallic buildings.

No one broke the silence or seemed to change expression for a few seconds. Then, as if on cue, a few soldiers grinned, speaking to one another with that barking, seal-like language. A louder voice said something that brought a laugh from the rest of the group.

The man crouching by Nihkil didn’t smile, though.

Instead, he looked between Nihkil and me.

After another pause, he made a circular gesture in the air above his head, whistling. It was then that I realized he must be in charge, not just the biggest asshole. A few of the soldiers standing around him dropped their long, metal poles right after he spoke, and began loping in my direction.

I have to say, I didn’t like that much.

The man crouched by Nihkil got up too, and began walking towards me with deliberate strides.

Realizing there was no way this would turn out well for me, I scrambled backwards with my hands and feet, fighting once more to get upright.

Fuck my hands being tied. I had to get the hell out of here. Now.

Whatever they wanted from me, it couldn't be good.

The guy in charge, who I now realized appeared older than the others, too, lengthened his strides as he approached where I struggled to get up. Without taking his eyes off me, he made a side-jerk hand motion to the other three.

The three underlings broke formation, running to get behind me.

Sharp rocks and my bound arms got in the way as I tried to get up. Their leader reached me before I managed to writhe more than a few yards. By then, the other three had circled around behind me, blocking my way. Without really formulating a plan, I’d been aiming my body up the hill and out of the glass-filled canyon, maybe in the hopes I’d be able to run once I reached the dirt and trees.

But yeah, I didn't get that far.

I’d found a boulder and was using it to get the rest of the way to my feet, when the first guy reached me. He leaned down, grabbing me by the hair.

I shrieked when he yanked me backwards, then fought his hold as hard as I could. He continued to drag me down the hill, even as I kicked at the ground with my boots, trying to slow him down. I hit out at him, too, using every part of my body I could access, including my bound hands balled into fists, elbows, knees and feet. Reaching down, I grabbed one of the glass-like shards as a weapon until he knocked it out of my hand. When I grabbed another one, he punched me in the face, stunning me.

He’d already disarmed me by the time I could see again.

After that, I couldn't seem to get my fingers around any more shards. He yanked on my hair every time I tried. Now my hands were slippery with blood, too, mostly from the rocks I'd tried to grab and missed, but also from the ones he’d yanked out of my fingers.

I went back to trying to hit at him with my fists.

Ducking, blocking and absorbing blows from my bound arms and unbound legs, and even one from my head, he barely seemed to notice. Without changing expression, he yanked me the rest of the way to my feet. Once he had me up, he forced me around, so that my back lay to his chest. Cinching an arm around me, tight, he pinned my arms.

Then he yanked on my hair, twisting my head back.

Pain from whatever was wrong with my neck shot down my spine.

It completely paralyzed me.

I’d never experienced pain like that before. Nothing had ever come close... and really, I'd been in some throw-down, nasty, bone-breaking brawls in my time. It hurt so bad all I could do was let out a kind of gasp. I couldn’t scream, or even swear. It took every ounce of my willpower just to keep from passing out.

Reaching for his thigh, the soldier unsheathed what looked like a glass knife.

Turning with me, he displayed the knife to Nihkil.

That time, when he spoke, his voice sounded harsher, like an open threat.

My breath continued to hitch and stutter as I fought to stay conscious, making me light-headed. I hung there, in that guy’s arms, my head and back at odd angles, my toes half-holding my weight on the boots. The jerk with the weird hair yanked my head further back, and that time, a scream ripped out of my throat. Fire tore apart my spine and I screamed again, fighting to get free until he laid the knife against my jugular.

The blade felt warm.

I panted, indecisive, then tried to control my breathing when the knife’s edge cut into my skin at each inhale. I fought to clear my head, to think. But the same thought kept repeating, and it wasn’t a remotely helpful one. This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be happening to me. No one got the drop on me like this. No one got to kill me like a pet dog.

I couldn't just die like this, in the middle of some nightmare other world. Not when I didn't know anything. Not when I didn't know who these clowns even were...

Nihkil stared up at me and the soldier guy, blank-faced.

The man shouted again, pressing the blade deeper, bringing a trickle of blood down my collarbone.

Nihkil’s expression didn't move. His demeanor remained one of polite disinterest.

The man pulled the knife away, slashing it twice across my shoulders. I sucked in a breath, then shrieked again at the top of my lungs. The man holding me hit me in the face with the hilt of the knife, stunning me back into silence. He tightened his grip on my hair, putting the blade back to my throat. He yelled louder at Nihkil.

Nihkil’s expression still didn’t change.

The white-haired man lowered the knife, pressing his lips together.

He released me in the same set of seconds, stepping away from where I stood.

Almost falling, I staggered instead, legs trembling as I caught myself. I found myself staring at Nihkil, unable to help myself, but he wouldn’t return my gaze. Looking me up and down, the leader of the asshole brigade glanced around at the circle of uniformed men, who'd moved closer to watch the show.

After a pause, the leader gestured another command, whistling.

That time, the circle of humans laughed. Reaching behind his vest, one of the younger ones began unhooking something near his waist.

Watching his motions, I couldn't make sense of them at all at first, not even in the abstract. When he started to open his pants, however, wrestling off the skin-like material, the pieces began to click together in my mind.

For some reason, I looked at Nihkil.

Seeing his indifferent stare, I swiveled my gaze back towards the young soldier.

“No!” I said. “No way!” I stepped back, holding out my bound arms. “No! Look.” Thinking fast, I appealed to the younger, less angry-looking ones in the group. “I don’t even know him!” I gestured towards Nihkil. “Can’t you see he doesn’t give a shit? Nihkil... or whoever the hell you are! Tell them! Tell them who I am!”

A soldier imitated me calling his name, his voice high-pitched.

Laughter rose.

Nihkil wouldn’t return my gaze.

I turned around in a circle to get the lay of the land, my arms stretched out in a gesture that was half a plea for peace and half a fighting stance. I'd been in enough close fights to know I was ridiculously outnumbered, even if I wasn't tied up, cut up, exhausted and unbalanced from whatever was wrong with the air here.

The men smiled, their expressions and eyes relaxed and uncaring. They obviously didn’t see me as a threat, either. They surrounded me in a rough circle, the nearest now less than three yards from where I stood. They surrounded me now, too.

Even the ones who looked female had decided to stay for the show.

All of them held out their arms, smiling, as if corralling a deer.

My boots dug into the glass-like sand, fighting for traction, even as I bent down, picking up another shard of glass and wincing against my cut hands.

I fell into a fighting stance... a real one that time.

Briefly, I thought of Irene. I also thought of Mongoose, my first fight trainer, and Gantry, who still taught me stuff when we got the chance to hit the ring together. I could almost see the three of them in my mind. I could see Gantry there, most of all, shaking his head and smiling with that dry humor of his.

What the hell you thinkin', girl? he said in my head. Alien throw-downs? Mystical circles? You gonna die now, chica. And that’s a damned shame, on a woman as fine as you...

"Yeah. No shit," I muttered.

Just then, hands darted out.

One grabbed my arm. My knee came up, my foot flashing out from my hip. I landed the kick in the guy’s sternum, forcing him back with a sharp cut. He let out a surprised grunt and staggered. It forced him back, yeah, but not enough, not nearly enough; my body still felt way too light in this place. My head, too.

That wasn’t my biggest problem, though. There were flat-out too many of them. All I could do was stall the inevitable, maybe make a few of them hurt for their trouble.

They didn't seem to mind, though.

On the contrary, it only seemed to make the game more interesting.

Laughter rippled the group, more conversations. A few more stepped forward, watching my feet now, their expressions more excited and interested than worried.

I waited, panting, knowing that rushing them would be full-blown suicide. Before, hadn’t Nihkil said something about help coming? He said things would be bad, but he seemed to think we’d get out of this. Maybe I could keep them off just until his people showed.

Given everything, I knew I was grasping at straws.

One of the young soldiers grabbed me from behind.

I moved without thinking, head-butting him. He dropped me, fast, but when the pain from whatever they’d done to my neck blinded me, I fell hard on my knees into those shard-like rocks, ripping open the nylons I wore and gashing my knees pretty bad. Bad enough that the pain from my knees paralyzed me briefly, too, making it impossible to move.

Trust me to get kidnapped by aliens while dressed in hooker wear.

I got back to my feet, fast, as soon as I sensed movement.

Another one yanked on my hair and I turned, swinging both arms and hitting him in the face. He grunted but I had to fight harder to get him to let me go that time, shoving at his chest and kicking him hard in the abdomen.

Something between anger and fear burst out of my lips.

“Nihkil!” I snapped. “Help me, damn it!”

More laughter broke out.

I heard one of the females imitate my plea, aiming her words at Nihkil with a smirk. Even their leader, the older guy, smiled that time.

I swung my bound hands again when another couple of them approached, twisting my waist to get more momentum. I hit one of them in the temple, even as another grabbed me from one side, forcing me to use the first one as leverage to kick him off.

The others cheered when I broke free, laughing harder.

I backed up warily, still roughly in the center of the crowd. I already knew they could have taken me by now, probably minutes ago. I'd become sport, so they were going after me one on one to draw things out.

They were having fun, in other words... using me to kill time.

I managed to fight off a few more, then someone swung one of those metal poles, too fast for me to avoid. It thwacked a sweet spot on my thigh and my leg crumpled. I fell, gashing my knee more seriously that time on the glass-like rock.

The men cheered. I gasped, fighting angrily, and more than a little desperately at that point, to pull myself up.

Nihkil watched emotionlessly.

I'd barely gotten to my feet when someone grabbed my shoulders. I brought my elbow back as hard as I could, aiming at his crotch. He raised his knee to block, but not fast enough. Staggering backwards, he yelped in pain and anger, making sounds that even I recognized as cursing in seal-speak.

The next guy got in closer.

Before I could move out of the way, he recoiled his fist and punched me hard, right in the face. Pain exploded around my eye. My vision whited.

He grabbed the front of my shirt before I could fall, cinching my waist with his other arm. I hung there, gasping, my bound hands pinned between our bodies. The soldiers cheered. Catcalls grew louder, the men laughing and talking at an increasing pitch, and then...

All of them fell silent.

Completely silent, as if they'd all been smacked on the back of the head by the same nun in Sunday school. Humor slid off faces as their dark eyes widened at someone or something standing behind me.

Without warning, the man holding me released my arms and body.

I let out another gasp when I landed on the rocks... I couldn't help it.

I didn’t try to get up that time, either, but knelt on the sharp stones on my cut and bruised knees and hands. Adrenaline, fear and anger shook my limbs.

I looked up, fighting to catch my breath as I took in the fear in the faces above me. As one, the men and women with the dark faces and straw-like hair stepped back. Still panting, looking up between strands of matted hair, I saw them bowing to someone seconds later, touching their shoes with their fingers.

The circle parted...

Then two newcomers blocked the light.

They looked absolutely nothing like the soldiers with the weird hair and the gray scuba suits.

Translucent skin lay over dark veins like white silk. Two sets of round, frog-like eyes stared down at me, their utter lack of inflection creating an eerie synchronicity, even though they bore no physical resemblance to one another.

I could only really take them in in fragments.

The male-looking one was entirely hairless. He had a thin, elongated face with black and purple markings that ran in an animal-like pattern up his throat.

The female-looking one’s skin stretched taut over large-boned features, making her head appear too large, almost bulbous in shape. Roped, bone-white braids fell down her back and over her shoulders. Orange irises cut into white orbs, opaque and flat-seeming as plastic.

I stared at the symbols woven in purple thread on the front of their dark brown robes, feeling almost like I'd seen those markings before, somewhere.

And I had, sort of.

The symbol formed a pyramid.

The one I saw drawn in that thread didn’t look like anything I’d seen on Earth, though, not at Giza or anywhere else.

In one fluid motion, the female crouched in front of me.

Her words came out strange-sounding, almost underwater. Like Nihkil’s, they also didn't seem to match the movement of her lips.

I found I understood her, though, just like I had him.

"What are you?" she said.

I glanced reflexively at Nihkil.

The orange eyes swiveled, following mine.

"Does this morph belong to you?" the woman asked, her voice polite.

I looked at Nihkil again, then shook my head.

"No," I said, fighting to think, even as I shook my head again. "No. I don't know him. He helped me out in a tight spot, but––"

"Do you know why is he refusing to change?”

I stared at her. “What?”

“You control his lock. Is that not so?”

I blinked up at the woman with the braids, bewildered. "I have no idea what you're talking about. I barely know the guy. He helped me out...” I looked around where I crouched, staring up at that purple-blue sky. “...I ended up here. I don't know where I am."

"How did you happen to violate our portal, friend? You are Pharei, are you not?"

"I’m a what?"

The woman frowned at me, pursing her lips. Something in that gaze made me really, really nervous suddenly. I don’t think it was just the freaky orange eyes.

Well. Not only that.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “That thing you said? Pharay. I don’t think I’m that.”

The woman’s face didn’t change.

"Who closed the portal, friend?" she said.

"I really don't understand," I stammered. “...Really.”

"You do understand," the woman insisted. "Our portal... it is now broken. You know this will mean war... ? War over the remaining door? It could only be thus. You did this."

I only shook my head again.

It felt like it was the only thing I had to hold on to, the fact that I really didn’t know anything.

"I really, really don't understand,” I said, speaking slowly as I stared into those opaque irises. “You get that I’m new here, right? That I don’t belong?" I glanced at Nihkil, seemingly outside of my control. “...He knows. He knows where I come from... that I don’t belong here. I'm not...” I shook my head, fighting for the right words. “...I really don't know anything about this place. I can’t start a war...” Swallowing again, I met the woman's gaze. "Seriously. Where am I right now? What is this place called?"

The robed female followed my glance back towards Nihkil.

Her orange eyes shone like blown glass.

"You are attached to this morph,” she said. “I can see it.” Pausing, she made her words carry a faint cajole. “...I can keep him safe. Tell us how you closed the door. Tell us, and he will live."

"She is lying," Nihkil said.

His sharp voice caused me to turn.

Oh, and to jump about a foot.

The female with the orange eyes blinked transparent lids at him, as if in warning.

"I would be silent if I were you, morph,” she said. “Your current owner may be fond of you... but your new owners may not feel so well-disposed."

"She is innocent," Nihkil said. “...a blarg from that world. She knows nothing. She followed me through the gate. That is all. It is a mistake."

“Listen to him,” I began, insistent, but the women spoke over me.

"You are lying," she countered, glancing at me before looking back at Nihkil. “You are both lying. It is clear enough to all of us that this female owns you. Your shape conforms to hers... reacts to hers. She holds your lock. Do you deny it?"

"She is innocent," he said. "I can only tell you the truth. She is not Pharei. She is not Malek. If you wish to punish someone for this problem... punish me."

The woman stared at him, those large eyes unblinking.

Then her gaze swiveled back to me, as if she were examining a specimen of some exotic animal. After a pause, she made a strange, trilling sound, but for some reason, it came across more like a sigh.

"Her blood tests are strange," the woman conceded, seeming to speak to Nihkil once more, even as her eyes remained on me. "It is possible she is not Pharei." She looked at Nihkil directly. “...But she is clearly human. If you are telling the truth, then you brought out as a sample, an unregistered being. That is forbidden.”

“It was a mistake...” Nihkil began, but she talked over him.

“...You brought a sample, and then you closed the door... or else she closed it behind you. Explain how you closed the gate, and why you brought her, and we will spare you both. Explain how both of these things occurred, and the connection between them, and we will not hurt her any further...”

"I cannot explain," Nihkil said.

"You must."

"Yet, I cannot," Nihkil said, his eyes and voice holding regret. "I have told you all I know. She followed me through the gate. The jump was different that time... painful. The lock hurt me. I left through the Pharei gate, yet found myself coming out through the Malek gate, even though I used the same portal. The key was given to me personally, by my handlers among the Pharei. I cannot explain anything other than this. I do not know how any of these things occurred...”

"Why did you bring the sample?" the woman pressed. "Why bring her through, if you are innocent? Why would you need her, unless you intended to close the gate?"

"I had no such intention, mistress," Nihkil repeated. “It was a mistake.”

"That is implausible. You must realize this."

"I do," Nihkil said. "And yet I cannot tell you anything else."

A silence descended.

Again, the female with the orange eyes seemed to create it, her dark orange eyes fixed unblinkingly on Nihkil.

But I’d been trying to follow the conversation, too, and suddenly, a number of disparate pieces clicked together in the more aware parts of my brain. Once they had, I felt the blood drain from my face. Replaying their words, I tried to get a different answer, but I couldn't.

“Closed?” I echoed faintly.

The two robed figures and Nihkil turned, staring at me.

Nihkil's eyes met mine for the first time since I'd been been inside that ring of white stones. They shone a pale brown color, almost yellow, but as I watched, they morphed into a darker green. Just then, a screech in the air overhead drew my eyes upwards... just in time to see a blue-green lizard the size of a German Shepherd wing overhead.

It opened its mouth, breaking the silence with another high, screaming cry.

Fighting a deepening sense of unreality, I looked back at the woman with the orange eyes.

“The door to my world?” I said. “It’s closed, you said?”

Neither of the people in robes, nor any of those wearing gray uniforms, nor Nihkil himself made a sound. None of them looked away from my face.

I cleared my throat, staring around at all of them.

“How closed?” I said.
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THE WOMAN WITH the strange eyes stared at me, unblinking, her eyes shifting from one part of my face to the other.

Then her gaze shifted back towards Nihkil.

"Is this evasion?" she said.

I wasn’t sure if she meant me or Nihkil.

I watched those orange eyes shift back to my face.

"She has already been implanted," she said, seeming to speak to Nihkil that time. "Tell us how you came upon her. Tell us what she is... or we will let the humans abuse her."

Implanted? I thought.

Some part of my brain and body were slowly catching up with the events of the past however-many minutes and hours, making my breath come harder as I stared up at the sky. I looked at Nihkil and saw conflict in his expression, too, what might have been worry. Looking over his bruised and cut face, I wondered suddenly if he really felt as indifferent towards me as he’d been acting. I wondered at what the woman said, too, about me “owning” him.

But I couldn’t remember her exact words well enough to make sense of that, either.

I remembered the blank look on Nihkil’s face while the men had been circling me like wolves, and something else occurred to me.

He thought they’d hurt me more, if it seemed like he cared.

Which meant he did care, maybe a little.

I looked at the orange-eyed woman and caught her staring between the two of us, me and Nihkil.

My gaze drifted to the men in the gray scuba suits. Looking around at their faces, I realized they were still waiting to get back to it. They wanted these robe-wearing weirdos to leave, so they could resume their rape and beating of the dumb girl from another world. It occurred to me in the same set of breaths that I knew something else.

They were going to kill him... Nihkil.

They had no intention of letting him live. That's what Nihkil meant, when he told me the woman was lying that she'd keep him safe.

That pissed me off. I mean, I didn't know the guy at all, or even what he was, but I knew Nihkil didn't deserve to die. He tried to help me with that mark, even though he seemed to know it would put him at risk. He tried to protect me here, too, even if he hadn't exactly done a stellar job. He had a good heart, whatever he was.

A lot better of one than any of these other assholes.

"What do you want to know?" I said, looking at the woman with the orange eyes.

"Do not tell her anything," Nihkil said. "Please. It will not help me."

"What is she?" I asked Nihkil, without looking away from the alien woman’s face. "She and this other guy. They’re different from the others, right?”

"The others are human. She is hybrid. A supernatural."

"What does that mean?"

"She has powers. She is like...” There was a pause. I saw his eyes tighten, almost like whatever he was using to translate his words couldn’t handle this topic. “...Witch," he said finally. "A person who sees. Who makes things happen. She can make people sick... cause pain. She is dangerous. It is a small percentage, very small, who are born like her. One in several hundred thousand. Maybe even more rare than this. She is like me, but not."

“Like you?”

“But not,” he corrected.

Deciding to leave that alone for the moment, I looked back at Nihkil, then at the soldiers in the gray scuba suits. "That's why they fear her?"

"Yes."

"And what are you, Nihkil?"

He hesitated, as if reluctant.

Then he looked directly at my face.

"I am morph.” At what must have been a blank look from me, his voice grew impatient. “Morph. Changeling. Shifter.” At my continued blank stare, his frown deepened. “I do not know the correct term for your world... they are the only names I have."

I frowned. “Are you going to tell me what they actually mean?"

He blinked at me, as if startled. Then he sighed. "It is complicated. I can change. Change bodies... change what I am. I work for humans."

“Doing what?”

“Traveling. Shifting. Creating hybrids.”

I fought for some way to make sense of this, then went back to one of the few parts that still made sense to me. “You work for them?” I said.

“Yes.”

“Voluntarily?”

He hesitated again. “Sometimes.”

I frowned, still feeling like he wasn’t telling me something.

Well, maybe a lot of somethings.

"Why?" I said finally.

"It is complicated," he said again.

Still frowning, I just looked at him for a moment. When I glanced back at the orange-eyed witch, she was staring between me and Nihkil, as if trying to figure out a puzzle that eluded her grasp.

"What do they want with me?" I asked, looking back at Nihkil. "Why would they be interested in me at all?"

"You came through the door...” Nihkil began. He hesitated, looking at the two figures he'd called hybrids. “...There are anomalies in your being here. Things that make no sense. They are trying to understand. Why you came through. Why the door closed."

"What does that mean?" I said. "About the door being closed?"

He hesitated, looking at the female hybrid.

The woman's eyes had narrowed.

By her expression, she was trying to decide if our conversation constituted some kind of trick. At the same time, a faint light had come to those large eyes, like a spark of understanding. Whatever it meant, Nihkil seemed to notice it, too. I watched his expression grow taut as he watched the woman warily.

The woman was looking at me alone now, though, almost smiling.

"You are from the First Planet," she said. "He thinks so, anyway."

At my bewildered look, the woman's smile only grew.

"It is possible, yes,” she said. “It could explain why you are different. It could explain why both gates led there... the one here, on Trinith, and the one on Udael. It could explain why you could shift here, without the process killing you. It could also perhaps explain why the door closed upon your arrival."

To see those deadened eyes so animated made my breath falter.

Whatever the woman was talking about, she was a little too exited about it.

Screams erupted around us.

I blinked in confusion, looking around at the gray-clad soldiers.

I was still trying to make sense of the fear on their faces... when the entire group scattered back, fleeing the glass-rock gully. They ran in a disjointed mass, like animals trying to escape a hungry predator that’s leapt unexpectedly into their midst. I still knelt on the rocks as the soldiers began to fan out, initially knocking into one another in their urgency to get away. Their collective fear shot adrenaline through my limbs, pushing me to stumble back to my feet, even with the two hybrids bent over me.

Once I got vertical, I stared around, trying to discern the threat.

I felt nothing but a hot breeze that whipped my hair around my face and neck, stinging my cheeks.

Only the female hybrid didn't move.

The male straightened when I did, staring around with a calmer but equally urgent stare.

The female hybrid looked up, staring at my face as though I was a rare and valuable animal she wanted to stuff and mount on her wall.

I found my eyes kept returning to that flat gaze, even as I tried to figure out why all the scuba-suit soldiers ran way. I was still looking between her, the soldiers and the waving trees under the wind, when a sudden, sick feeling hit my stomach. When I looked at the woman, I remembered what Nihkil had said about her being a witch.

Then a shadow fell over all four of us, and my eyes shifted upwards.

A giant shape filled the space above the rock-strewn ravine.

Dark blue in color, its rounded edges confused me. They somehow made it look both like something man-made and something that came out of nature... not something alive, but more like a boulder, or maybe the side of a cliff. A set of thick wheels rotated on both sides, still high above the rocks and trees. Despite how far off the ground the thing was, it loomed large enough to blot out the sun and that purplish-blue sky.

A sudden, sharp cry jerked my eyes back to the ground.

Nihkil had tackled the tall woman with the orange eyes and white braids.

The woman was strong, though, and Nihkil's arms were still bound behind his back. I watched in stunned surprise as they struggled on the sharp rocks, still trying to wrap my head around that thing in the sky.

Then the hybrid started to overpower Nihkil.

She knelt on his chest, her hand on his shoulder, pinning him to the ground with the glass shard. He somehow managed to get his hands untied in those few seconds... but he still couldn't get the woman off him. I looked around for the male hybrid, but he stood a few dozen yards away now, near the trees. He stared up at the sky, without seeming to notice the scene he’d left behind.

When Nihkil cried out, I looked down. He writhed under her, trying to get free, but the hybrid woman held his wrist in long, spider-like fingers. Nihkil looked up at me, then, his eyes exuding a pale desperation.

He didn’t say what I’d expected him to say.

"Run!" he said. "Run now! The ship is help... they will find you!"

But I’d already fallen back to the ground, landing more or less on my hurt knees again. I ignored the pain, as well as the cuts and the torn stockings and my bruised feet and hands.

Instead, I scrabbled to get my fingers around the biggest piece of rock I could find.

I hefted it up with my bound hands, hesitating when I couldn’t decide how to avoid hitting Nihkil, whether or not I managed to hit the woman’s head. The sounds from above got louder as I hesitated, terrifyingly loud. The ground shook. It vibrated my head, my hands, my whole body. The shadow darkened, leaving us in a near-twilight on those rocks.

I looked up in that split-second, caught a bare glimpse of blue hull and yellow light, then that was gone, too. The roaring got louder.

The white face of the female hybrid looked up, too.

I saw my chance.

Jumping a half-step to make up for the low gravity, I kicked out, hard, using all of my weight as I aimed for the hybrid's shoulder.

It worked, sort of. My kick didn’t get her off Nihkil entirely, but managed to move her enough that Nihkil was out of my line of aim with the rock.

Before the orange-eyed woman could recover, I heaved that heavy glass stone at her head, grunting as it left my fingers.

The canyon fell into night.

The stone hit the skull-like head, knocking her sideways.

Watching me, Nihkil followed the motion, twisting as soon as the white fingers loosened around his wrists. He got out from under the hybrid, half-crawling to where I stood. I grabbed his arm once he was close enough and he cried out, startling me, but also reminding me of his injury.

Letting go, I looked down, and saw that, yes, it was the wrong arm.

"Hey," I mumbled, catching hold of his other hand. "Sorry."

The hybrid was already pulling herself to her feet.

Nihkil pulled me with him now, using his hands and part of his body to push and tug me up the hill, away from where the woman already staggered back to vertical.

I looked for the other hybrid and saw that it had retreated into the jungle, disappearing along with the gray-clad soldiers. I glimpsed his tattooed face right before he vanished altogether, sliding behind one of those tall, fern-like trees.

Meanwhile, Nihkil kept climbing the gully, staying with the steeper, narrow thread where it led up the hill behind us. I fought to keep up with his longer strides, and to keep my balance on the glass-like rocks in my boots, sliding and nearly falling only to have him grip me hard enough to keep me on my feet. He continued to tug me insistently behind him, breathing hard.

I saw his eyes flicker nervously between me, the cliffs, the hybrid herself... and the shadow overhead.

"You will never escape with her!" the hybrid called after us.

I turned around and saw those orange eyes shining out of the dark of that massive shape overhead.

"We will find you!" the hybrid said. "There is no distance far enough. Cooperate with us now... give her to us, and we will give you sanctuary. You will be freed. Unlocked...”

The wind rose, kicking up clouds of black sand.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard frantic shouts.

Staring up the slope, I realized that less time had passed than I’d thought.

Those guys in the scuba suits had already started to reform on the cliff. I saw more of those metal poles, and the older soldier shouting orders and pointing with his hands. They seemed to be regrouping for some kind of counterattack.

Nihkil moved slower now, mostly because we'd reached the steepest part of the gully. I could almost keep up with him now, but I was still having trouble keeping my balance on the rocks. I placed my feet carefully, not wanting to drag us both down.

Looking back over my shoulder, I watched the woman with the orange eyes follow us.

She’d already closed the gap a lot.

Too much, maybe.

In fact, as I watched her, she moved freakishly fast up that same stretch of sharp rocks. I found myself watching her fearfully once I realized she was gaining on us, irrationally afraid of her. She hadn’t really done anything to me, not yet.

Blood trickled in a thin line down her head from where I’d nailed her with the rock. The red blood looked shocking against those bone-white braids and the white skin of her face.

She took another leaping step towards us, and now Nihkil watched her, too, facing her even as he continued to walk backwards. She took another step and Nihkil tugged and pushed me behind him. He held me back there and at an angle, using his body to shield me from most of the cliffs, as well as the female hybrid herself.

"Stay back!" he said.

Nihkil held up his free hand, his voice harsh, even as he gasped for breath.

“Back!” he repeated. “Do not come closer!”

Realizing again that he was wounded, that he wasn't moving right, I wondered if I should be the one pulling him behind me up the hill, rather than the reverse.

"Help us," the orange-eyed woman said. "Morph, do not fight us. Help us. You know how important she is... how fragile. You know what they will do to her. Do you really want that blood on your hands? Help us now, and we will free you."

I felt Nihkil tense, as if warding off a blow I couldn’t see.

I gripped his fingers tighter, tugging him towards me, further up the steep slope. He looked paler now, too pale. His eyes darted around, still assessing options, still watching the three sides.

But I could feel his attention never really left the female hybrid.

“Nihkil!” I shouted, shaking his arm. “Come on! Let’s go!”

The hybrid took another step.

Nihkil moved back also, but not far enough. His hand felt clammy in mine now.

“Nik!” I said, louder.

He only seemed to hear the hybrid when she spoke.

"You belonged to Malek once, did you not, friend?" she purred. "I saw the mark... you were owned by us before, yes? Why not come home? We would make a place for you again. We would keep your family safe... and this one, too...” Her eyes turned shrewd, darting towards me. "We will even let you keep her... providing you do not damage her."

Nihkil’s fingers crushed mine, growing hotter still.

I yanked harder on his arm, grabbing his wrist with my other bound hand and pulling on him with all of my weight. The hybrid stood even closer to us now, maybe half as far as she had been. While trying to get the two of us up that steep segment of hill, I stumbled again. My knee met rock, too hard for me to ignore.

When I landed smack dab where I’d split the skin before, I cried out in pain.

For a moment, my cry seemed to snap Nihkil out.

With his help, I managed to pull myself back up, sucking in sand-filled breaths. By now, I was exhausted to the point of collapse, from adrenaline and fatigue and whatever else. My neck and spine felt like they’d been fused together. Even so, I forced my limbs faster, fighting for traction in the sinking black sand that now replaced most of the glass-like rocks.

That time, Nihkil’s long legs matched mine. He began to push me to go faster, instead of the reverse, leaning his body to compensate for the steep angle.

Dropping the pretense, and the attempts to bargain, the hybrid began to run up the hill towards us, low to the ground, her gaunt form bent in the wind to meet the angle of the slope. She was closing the distance when a mechanized-sounding voice rained down from the hovering shadow overhead.

When it did, the skull-faced woman hesitated, looking back.

Then she took another step.

Light flashed from overhead.

It blew a hole in the middle of the woman’s chest from behind.

Totally unprepared for that, I shrieked, more startled than appalled. The wind tore the cry from my mouth.

The female hybrid’s body hovered, blank eyed, just before it fell.

Lights continued to flash from the hovering shadow, chasing the soldiers in gray uniforms further back into the trees. Those lights blew holes in the cliff face above us, knocking over trees, setting some on fire. Explosions rocked some higher part of the ridge, where I couldn’t see.

Not long after that, black smoke mushroomed up towards the sky.

I watched the smoke bloom upwards, even as another staccato pattern of flashing lights erupted from the hovering ship.

Still coughing sand, I dragged Nihkil out of the gully.

I was trying to get us under cover, aiming for the undergrowth on the lower part of the ridge. Tall fern trees whipped in the wind a dozen yards from where we climbed, but at least from there, I reasoned, we wouldn’t be seen.

I tried again to get some idea of what hovered over that gully.

Five times the breadth of any cargo or navy plane I’d ever seen, the ridged, boulder-like shadow hovered as if on invisible rails, girded by rotating rings. Fire erupted from a side portal as I watched, rippling the sky.

As I stared, the voice from the ship's underbelly thundered again.

That time it was loud... so loud it hurt my ears. I gasped, covering one ear with a bound hand. Fingers caught my elbow then, and I shrieked, startled.

But it was only Nihkil.

He looked at me, his black hair whipping in the wind.

For a moment we only stared at one another.

He looked as if he wanted to speak, as if he had something to say, but after a few breaths, that feeling in him seemed to grow dim. He removed his hand.

"Do not be afraid," he said.

Again, his lips didn't move right for his words, and again, I wondered how it was he spoke to me at all, given all this.

“...It is here for us," he added.

I studied his battered face, only half-hearing him. When the ship bellowed louder, I turned back to look at the sky. Another gust of wind filled my nose with black sand.

"Is that a good thing?" I said finally, holding my hair in one hand, trying to keep it out of the wind and failing. It continued to sting and whip my face as I looked at him.

His fingers tightened on my wrist, pulling me closer.

"She was right," he said only. "It will not be safe for you with them, either."

"Why?" I said. "Are you going to tell me?"

His face grew pained.

"Did you close the door?" he said. "It is bad that you came here. You should have stayed behind... but I must know. Did you close it?"

I stared at his oddly-changing eyes, watching them turn from a pale gray to a darker, almost ocean-green. He was barely standing, I realized. I still didn’t understand most of what he’d said, what it meant, but now was clearly not the time to get into it with him.

Anyway, I was pretty sure he'd just saved my life.

Again.

I squeezed his fingers, trying to reassure him.

“It’ll be all right,” I said.

"No," he said. "It won't."

I stared around at the waving trees, feeling my jaw harden. A glimpse of sunlight filtered between billowing clouds.

Nodding, I gripped his hand tighter.

“All right,” I said. “Then it won’t.”
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WE MADE OUR way slowly down the cliff again, in spite of what Nik told me.

As we did, the shadow descended, broken by the flashing of lights like flickering eyes.

Trees on the cliffs above cracked and broke like matchsticks under the ship’s weight. A green-gray appendage descended from the ship’s hull, then connected wetly with a portion of the river of glass rocks.

Once we reached the bottom of the gully, we stopped.

Nihkil leaned against a boulder next to me.

Eyes glazed, he breathed too much. He clutched my fingers in his good hand, having tugged me closer to him again, at some point after we arrived there.

He didn't let go.

Neither did I, for that matter, although I couldn't have said why exactly.

I half-expected him to pass out, so maybe that was part of it. Despite how I felt myself, I had to admit, he looked worse. I wasn't sure what I’d do if he did pass out. Now that he sat so close, I really got a good look at how big he was.

Not just his height, although he was tall, yeah.

Somehow, the density of his body made him look heavy, too.

Even as I thought it, his grip tightened on my fingers. Realizing what he wanted, I wedged my boots against the rock, leveraging my weight to help as he dragged himself upright.

The elephant’s trunk appendage lit up.

It probably should have weirded me out more than it did.

Maybe I was too tired to care.

Or maybe my mind kept replaying his last words to me, about how I wouldn’t be safe with these people, either. Whatever the reason, I found myself staring at the ship and its odd accessories without being able to muster a lot of shock and awe.

I watched as an opening melted through one cylindrical wall of that same appendage.

It happened fast, like a match to plastic and with a surprising lack of fanfare.

With an equal lack of fanfare, six beings strode out, four of them wearing the same black, scuba-type outfits that Nihkil wore himself. Branch-like protrusions wound out from the forearms and elbows of those same four in uniform, attached to their wrists with featureless coils. Metal, tube-like ends protruded past the ends of their fingers.

I guessed those things on their arms had to be weapons, from the way they held them.

I glanced at Nihkil, and saw his eyes on the weapon-things, too.

A broad-shouldered man of young middle age stood between the armed guards. He didn’t wear the same clothes as the others, and he was smiling.

"Ledi," Nihkil told me.

His voice was so close I jumped, then turned.

Nihkil didn’t react to my startle. He leaned down a second time, his mouth not far from my ear as he pronounced the name a few more times for me.

“Ledi,” he said. “Lea-dee. He is human.”

"Human?" I looked away from Nihkil, staring at the approaching group, even as it hit me that I'd never considered that any of them might be anything else. "Just how many other kinds of creatures do you have running around in your world, Nik?”

Nihkil hesitated, looking at me. I noticed only then that his hand now rested on my shoulder, its weight heavy, but not unwelcome.

“...He is safe," he said finally.

I glanced up at him, frowning. “That didn’t sound convincing. And it’s not what I asked."

"They have a supernatural with them."

My gaze returned to the group approaching us. That time, I saw the other being walking with them. Studying her face above a billowing, dark-blue robe, I sucked in an involuntary breath, backing into Nihkil. He gripped my shoulder tighter in his good hand.

"It is all right," he said. "It is not her."

I stared at the bulbous head, the opaque orange eyes nested in deep sockets above overly-large cheekbones. As if to remind myself, I glanced at the broken body of the hybrid on the rocks, reassuring myself that she was still there. She was.

Nihkil was right. These two didn’t even really look the same. For one thing, the new hybrid’s skin shone nearly blue. Still, she’d looked similar enough to the last one to freak me out for those few seconds.

"So these supernaturals," I muttered to Nihkil. "They're some other race? Not human?"

“Half-human. Supernaturals are an anomaly. Rare.”

“How rare?”

Nihkil exhaled, as if I’d asked a question with too many ramifications for a simple answer.

“Perhaps one in several hundred thousand births,” he said. “...Perhaps closer to a million. I do not know the exact statistic. They are an anomaly.”

I wondered if he thought repeating the same words to me would eventually cause them to make sense to me. If he did it enough times, that is.

So far, it wasn’t working.

Maybe he read some portion of my frustration on my face.

"I will explain later," he said.

When I glanced back, Nihkil’s eyes remained trained on the small group approaching us. I was still studying his face when his fingers tightened on my shoulder, pulling me closer to him.

In what felt like no time at all, Ledi halted a few feet in front of us.

Standing there without speaking at first, he looked from Nihkil to me and back again. His mouth twitched in what might have been the beginnings of a smile. When neither I nor Nihkil moved, his gaze shifted more directly to Nihkil.

That time, his facial expression grew into a question.

I flat-out ignored him.

As much as I could anyway.

"Who is she?" I asked Nihkil, watching the supernatural, instead. "Do you know this one? Better than the one that tried to kill us just now?"

"Yulen," he said. "I do not know her... not how you mean. I do not interact with them."

"Assholes, eh?" I said with a wry smile, still watching her.

Nihkil's voice came out puzzled that time.

"It is not allowed,” he said. “I am not allowed to interact with supernaturals, because I am morph. But in this case, she works for Yaffa, the same as I do. We report through the same command structure. On occasion, it is appropriate that we interact where expedient in the course of our duties. But I thought you were asking if I knew her personally. I do not."

I nodded, almost as if I understood what the hell he was talking about.

Again, I noticed that Ledi guy staring between me and Nihkil.

His previous amusement had been entirely replaced with puzzlement now. I also saw what might have been a faint thread of irritation.

Then his eyes found and focused on Nihkil's hand on my shoulder. Somewhere in that brief pause and appraisal, his eyebrows rose a bit higher.

Finally, the suspense seemed to be too much for him.

"What is this?" he said to Nihkil. "Will you tell me?"

Again, I understood him, even though his lips didn't match the words I heard in my head. Feeling Nihkil stiffen behind me, I nudged him with my shoulder, pulling his attention back to me, even as I continued to ignore the other man.

"How do I understand him?" I said. "That's not English, is it?"

"He engaged translator," Nihkil told me. “...To be polite. That is how you understand. It is how you understand me, as well."

"Some kind of machine?"

"It is alive... but yes."

“Alive?”

“I can explain this later.”

Not sure how to pull that apart, I did my best to shrug it off.

I was tabling a lot right then, and while my reality meter was getting stretched and bent all over the damned place, I didn’t really see how I had much choice.

Mostly because, whatever Nihkil said, or however he tried to reassure me, I didn't feel at all safe right then. Not by a long shot. And this guy, Ledi, might be okay, but I wasn’t going to engage another alien here until I absolutely had to.

Maybe because of that, I didn't move away from Nihkil, but stayed right with him.

For his part, Nihkil hadn't let got of me since that supernatural got shot.

Even as I thought it, his eyes swiveled directly to Ledi's.

"I register a claim," he said.

Ledi's smile flattened a touch. He cleared his throat, glancing at me.

"Clearly," he said, giving Nihkil a taut smile. He paused, frowning a bit more as he glanced at me again. "Is that the first thing you say to me, friend?" he asked Nihkil.

Nihkil bowed his head politely to the other man.

I watched Ledi's face while he did it, and only saw a deeper frown in those light green eyes. He didn’t want deference from Nihkil; in fact, Nihkil’s formality seemed to irritate him. Those green eyes turned then, regarding mine, almost as if he’d felt my stare. Ledi’s dark brown hair hung down his back in loose waves caught by the wind and something turbine-like in the ship's engines. Multicolored threads decorated his clothes, spirals like what I’d seen in Aboriginal paintings. He wore rings on four of his fingers.

"His name is Ledi," Nihkil said again.

"I got that." I glanced between the two of them, trying to understood what I felt. Something between the two of them had tensed in those few seconds. That something had a flavor of testosterone... unless I was even more off my game than I realized.

I fixed my eyes on Nihkil.

“What is he?” I said. “What is he really? Another like you?”

"No," Nihkil said, his eyes still trained on the other male. "Human. Pharei," he added.

"Does 'Pharei' mean human?"

"No. It is the name of a civilization of humans. A...” Nihkil’s words briefly phased, as if the translation program couldn't find a word for my mind. It picked up only a beat later, so I didn't have much time to dwell on what word could have gone missing. “...of humans. The others, those who caused pain were...” Again, his voice changed, as if the translation spat out a word on its own, one I couldn't translate. “...Malek," he said. "Mydara. From Mydara. It is a place, a planet. These are different humans. Ledi and the others. They come from a different place.”

“A nationality?” I clarified. “A type of human?”

When I looked up, Nihkil blinked, twice.

My eyes studied his. “Does that mean yes?”

"Yes." Nihkil repeated the blinks. “...You are correct. I apologize. Ethnicity. Type. Only here it is planet, sometimes region or even colony. Origination. This is different from race, species. These two kinds of humans are at war... Malek and Pharei. Is that clear?"

“No.” Seeing that he intended to go on, I added, “But good enough.” Thinking again, I asked, “How many? Planets, I mean.”

He regarded me, his brow wrinkled as if the question baffled him.

Then, just as quickly, his expression cleared.

"You mean inhabited,” he said. “Yes. Approximately twelve full colonies, including moons and...” (meaning lost) “...pre-established, meaning prior to the second expansion. Another nineteen post-secondary settlements with varying degrees of infrastructure...”

Waving him off, I swallowed, nodding. “Okay. Good.”

“Good?” He pronounced the word, and that time, his lips moved with the sounds, as if he were tasting English himself, trying it out. “...Was that a question?" he said, using the translation program again.

Ledi spoke to Nihkil, interrupting us.

"What language is that?" he said. "I can barely understand her... even with the translation."

Nihkil hesitated, giving me the barest glance. Seeing the question in that look, I sighed, folding my arms without moving away from him.

“English,” I said.

Nihkil pronounced the word carefully back to the human, again without the translator.

“English.” Ledi enunciated the word, too. He switched back to the other language, looking at Nihkil. "Wherever did you get her? Was she involved somehow in...”

I lost a whole big chunk of meaning in there somewhere.

Folding my arms tighter, I remained close by Nihkil, feeling almost through his fingers that he didn't want me to separate from the contact he had with my shoulder.

Even so, he answered the other man, his voice sounding more formal again, almost as if he were reading some kind of military report.

"I was attempting escape,” Nihkil said, matter-of-fact. “I was having trouble with the lock, and I encountered Malek operatives there...”

"Morph?” Ledi said.

“Yes. Of course.”

“Did they bring any supernaturals through?”

Nihkil made a different gesture with his fingers. "Not that I saw."

I noticed his answer seemed to bring relief to Ledi’s expression.

Nihkil went on to explain how he found himself on Earth.

I watched the eyes of the new man light up as Nihkil described going through the same passage he'd taken to get to Earth, only to find himself on a different planet than the one he’d left, which was the one he’d mentioned on Earth, called Udael. Nihkil called this place, meaning the planet we were on now, Trinith, or maybe Trineeth, I couldn’t tell for sure.

Nihkil also described pain in his chest, around something he called a lock, or something that got translated as lock in my head.

I listened as the two of them spoke back and forth, trying to follow as much as I could, filing away what I couldn’t in the hopes I might figure it out later. Most of their conversation consisted of the new guy, Ledi, asking Nihkil questions about how he got to this world, what it felt like, and what he'd seen on Earth before he’d been forced to flee.

That part of the Q&A completed, Ledi asked Nihkil to describe how he met me, and what happened to us after we came through the portal, which they both called a “gate.” Ledi seemed particularly interested in how I came to be here. He also wanted to know whether I’d suffered any physiological effects from the process of following Nihkil through the gate.

“None that I’m aware of,” Nihkil said.

Finally, Ledi asked Nihkil what he thought about the gate taking him here, to this Trinith place, instead of back to where he’d started on Udael.

“What is your opinion, Nihki’?” the man said seriously, rubbing his jaw. “What do you think took place here, with these two gates?”

"A bridge perhaps," Nihkil said, after some time staring off into the trees. "A cross-over between the two places. With openings to all three. The place is human. Almost solely human, which is somewhat rare... but the technology is not advanced. Still, the bridge effect is curious. This new world is perhaps...” He hesitated, glancing at me, as if remembering I could understand them. "Perhaps it is somehow significant. To your search. A clue, perhaps."

He said the last words almost reluctantly, I noticed.

Ledi smiled, however.

His eyes shone in a muted enthusiasm when he glanced at me again. He looked as if he were trying to hide his true reaction from both of us, and failing pretty spectacularly.

"I see," he said only.

Nihkil’s fingers once more tightened on my shoulder. Ledi’s eyes fixed on the morph’s whitening knuckles, but he did not speak.

"If the door is closed now, it may not matter," Nihkil said, his voice matter of fact. The fingers of his free hand made a gesture that looked almost like he was waving off his own words. “...We cannot go back. Or if we do, it will need a new way there."

He paused, still watching Ledi warily.

"Is the portal on Udael closed, too?" he said then.

"It is." Ledi’s eyes swiveled back towards me, spending a little too much time on the hand Nihkil had clamped on my shoulder. "They want you to answer for this, my friend. As you must have expected."

"Answer for it?"

I felt Nihkil's fingers tighten still more.

Nerves practically bled through his hand to my shoulder, causing me to step back into him, although I couldn’t say why, exactly. A thread of protectiveness might have lived there, though. Given everything, I guess I didn’t want anyone messing with him, physically or psychologically. But the move closer to him had a different component, too, one that was almost instinctual.

\Whatever the cause, it didn’t go unnoticed.

I watched Ledi observe our change in positions with narrow eyes. I also felt that creepy woman's eyes on me now, too, the one Nihkil called a supernatural.

I wondered how accurate of a translation that word was.

Nihkil seemed to be covering over his nerves with more words.

“...I saw nothing extraordinary there, in that place," he said. "True, I was not there long, but the change might not have the significance we all suppose. It could have stemmed solely from some mechanical failure in the portals themselves... a glitch. It is possible we are reading too much meaning into this thing. It is possible she is simply a regular human."

Ledi folded his hands in front of him, not speaking. His eyes held more than a faint thread of skepticism, however.

I couldn’t tell if Nihkil noticed or not.

If he did, he didn't let on.

He continued to speak in that emotionless voice, giving a more technical discourse on the gate-thing itself. That was harder for me to follow, frankly. Nihkil seemed to be describing a tear in reality, or maybe some kind of space-time thing, like a wormhole.

His words remained as precise as a machine’s, yet it didn’t take me long to pick up on the vagueness underneath. After a few minutes, it hit me finally that he really had no idea how the gates worked, much less why they’d closed. He didn't know if someone put the gates there, or if they’d occurred naturally. The way Nihkil talked, it was pretty clear that none of the other people here knew the answers to those questions, either.

Listening to Nihkil describe his complete lack of understanding of either the location of Earth or how he got there, or whether anyone would ever be able to go back, I felt my first glimmers of real fear.

As if feeling my reaction, Nihkil paused in his explanation. He glanced at me.

Ledi did the same.

"How much does she understand?" Ledi said. His full lips pursed. "She seems calm. Is that shock? You said her world is primitive, yes?"

Nihkil’s fingers pulled me closer still, so that I leaned on his chest. "What will the Court say? About what I told you. Will I require reeducation for this?"

I didn't like the sound of that.

Nor did I like the way Nihkil's fingers tightened as he said it.

Ledi noticed the hand on me again, and the fact that I now stood with my back flush to Nihkil's body. Still he only gave a short incline of his head, his arms crossed.

"Unknown, my friend,” he said. “They have been far more concerned with the closing of the gates... and the maintenance of legal claims on the object. We need a pretext to bring her in. The Council on Palarine is working on that now." He paused, glancing thoughtfully at me. "If she really is the only known sample we have from that world, and the doors are really closed, they will risk retaliation for what you did to the Malek. It will help you, Nihkil... but may also cause you some grief in your claim."

When Nihkil didn’t answer, Ledi’s face hardened.

"Nikhi'... this isn't some personal religious quest, relevant only to you. Why did you bring her here? You cannot possibly tell me this is merely due to a fondness you have for the creature? Does she even know what you are?"

Nihkil made a vague gesture. "I have been explaining."

“Really really badly,” I muttered.

Nihkil glanced down at me, but his face didn’t change.

The supernatural took a step closer. "What does she understand, morph?"

I backed into Nihkil again, making up the distance.

"I cannot know for certain," Nihkil admitted. "The humans of her world had no awareness of other places... or species that are not like theirs, other than the indigenous animals, which they eat and use as an expendable resource. She knows nothing of our civilization here."

All five of them were staring at me now, making me feel a lot like a bug under glass. It was the supernatural, Yulen, who finally broke the silence.

"She may not understand," the orange-eyed woman conceded. "Yet she has chosen you. It is obvious, morph. And your lock seems now to be connected to her will... no longer that of the Republic. You will have to answer for this. You were not authorized to take one in a personal manner such as this... it is not allowed. Particularly not in a case such as this, given her probable significance."

I looked to Nihkil that time, maybe for clarification. Seeing his face, I did a double-take. His skin had darkened. He removed his hand from my shoulder in a very awkward-seeming pause. Staring up at him, I couldn’t help thinking he looked embarrassed.

“What does that mean?” I asked him. “Chosen for what? And what the hell is this lock thing everyone keeps talking about? What does it mean, you're 'connected to my will'?”

After a short silence, Ledi smiled, although he appeared to be trying to hide it.

"You are unsuitable for her," the supernatural said. "You must see that."

Nihkil gave me the barest glance. "Of course."

"If you feel this need... if it is that time for you, you will be assigned someone on Palarine. It cannot be her. You cannot choose thus, morph. You must understand this."

Nihkil’s eyes showed him to be only half-listening.

"Refuse her, morph," Yulen insisted. "Do it now."

He looked at me. Searching my face, he opened to me in some way I could almost feel, a near question on his face as he looked at mine. I saw a whisper of longing touch his eyes, along with something that might have been anger.

In any case, he suppressed both before they could linger for long in his now lighter, almost cat-like eyes. His irises shone a light blue at first, but as I watched, they turned brown again, almost gold, until they were almost the color of mine. I was still staring up at him, watching his eyes start to lighten again, decorated with flecks of green and blue, nearly hazel, when his fingers sought out the edge of my hooker-wear blouse, clutching it in his good hand.

Looking up, seeing his eyes on mine, a dawning understanding reached me.

“Hey, wait a minute,” I said. “Nik, chill, okay? Whatever you think I was doing, following you here, I wasn’t looking for any kind of––"

Nihkil’s eyes shifted back to the supernatural. "No."

“No, what?” I said.

Nihkil ignored me, looking only at the supernatural.

"It is too late," he said. "I did not do this. I did not initiate it. But it is done." He hesitated, glancing for the barest breath at me, then looking away just as quickly. “...It is not her fault. Sometimes it happens... this way. It is no one’s fault."

"It cannot be too late," Yulen insisted. "You will refuse. It is required of you."

"I will not." After another silence, Nihkil shrugged, his eyes avoiding mine. "I cannot. I apologize... but you have asked too late. I retain my right to claim."

Ledi raised a hand, hiding another quiet laugh.

When Nihkil glanced over, Ledi flicked fingers at him apologetically.

"It does not solve the problem of what to do with her," Ledi said next, making his eyes and face serious, right before he cleared his throat. "Although, it does give the Council some pretext for bringing her in with her blood still unverified. I can label her an unknown biological for now, register Nihkil as her mate. He already owns her, at least until her genetic background is determined. It may get us past quarantine without risk of confiscation."

I felt my mouth tighten a little, even as my muscles tensed under Nihkil's hand, which continued to hold my shoulder firmly in his long fingers.

A few of those words really stood out from Ledi's little speech.

Like “own” and “mate.”

Truthfully, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what they meant, at least right then. I didn’t look at Nihkil himself. I bit my tongue instead, forcing myself to remain silent... if only because I still got the sense he was trying to protect me in some way.

On the other hand, I wasn’t sure how successful he was being.

I also wasn't sure why I trusted him.

I found that I did, though. In fact, something about that probably should have struck me as a hell of a lot stranger than it did... and might have, if I wasn't already facing a space ship and a woman with opaque orange eyes who stared at me like I was a mouse she wanted to pick apart with her claws. As things stood now, I could wait. I could wait for questions, for explanations, for opportunities to observe these people, a chance to talk to Nik alone, whatever.

I learned a long time ago that it’s almost always better to keep my mouth shut in dangerous and unknown situations... at least until I had enough information to act.

There were exceptions, of course, but not many.

“...I will teach her," Nihkil was saying now. "Once we verify parentage, I know the Council will want influence over the direction of her education, and that she will require human tutors. But for now, I am the obvious choice.”

He looked to Ledi, as if for approval.

Ledi cleared his throat, still containing amusement. "Will you document your agreement with her, Nihki’?

I fought to remain silent that time, and failed.

“No.” I looked at Nihkil, warning him with my eyes. “No ‘agreements’ in my name. Not in writing. Not until we talk.”

Nihkil looked at me silently. Then he turned towards Ledi.

"No," he said in their language.

Ledi bowed, flicking his fingers sideways. He grinned then, aiming the smile at me.

Before I could react, his eyes darted away.

He made a chirping sound, motioning towards the four guards. I had all but forgotten them while Nihkil and Ledi talked. Now they stepped forward, between me and Nihkil, moving with a kind of fluid skill that unnerved me. Two of them maneuvered me aside before I knew they had ahold of me, using their bodies and their gloved hands. Once I was out of the picture, they began binding Nihkil’s arms behind his back again.

Ledi clucked as the morph winced, but they didn’t appear to be trying to hurt him.

Ledi’s words grew more difficult for me to follow, too, even with the translator.

“...Specimens captured to verify your story in regard to the last few jumps you've made, and to confirm the problem with your lock," he said at one point. " We'll do our best to log testimonies from those witnesses at both gates and when you join us on...” (words missing) “...you must of course submit to...” (I lost meaning completely for a few beats) “...you will of course retain full rights in regards to the finding of said object, regardless of the outcome of...” (another long blank nothing).

Nihkil grunted a response. There was no resentment in it.

Object? I wondered.

A kind of irrational anger gripped me as the two soldiers started to steer Nihkil away. I reached for Nihkil’s arm abruptly, gripping the slick fabric of his shirt.

Nihkil flinched at the contact, but looked back at me, arresting his movements. The guards stopped, too, but I saw them frown, glancing at one another and then looking at me as if they thought there was something wrong with me for touching him.

“Nihkil,” I said, at a loss. “What is going on? What are they going to do with me?”

His eyes met mine. "You will come with me."

“But that doesn't make any sense...”

“I am sorry,” he said.

“I need to go home," I said. "Now. When am I going home?”

Nihkil hesitated, then met my eyes directly once more. His own looked sad that time, and faintly guilty. "I am sorry," he said. "That may not be possible." Pausing at my silence, he added, "I am of Oren. It is a good name. A clan of good standing. For my people."

"What?" I stared at him, bewildered.

"My family," he said. "It is Oren. The house of Oren."

The guard pushed at his back.

Before I could think of a reply, Nihkil had already entered the hole in the gray-skinned trunk... and vanished.
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I FOUND MYSELF pushed, shoved and prodded into the tube, mere seconds after Nihkil disappeared through that same opening.

No one bothered to tie my hands, at least. They pushed me around the way one might herd a cow or goat that needed to be slapped and prodded a few times to get it moving in the right direction. Even beat up and tired as I was, I found myself biting down on the inside of my cheek, trying to keep from giving one or two of them a few good cuss words, or maybe a cross to the jaw, especially the one who smacked me on the butt.

Once I'd entered the tube, I forgot about all of that, though.

Air rushed abruptly against my skin, dense enough that it felt like water.

Before I could take a breath, I seemed to be falling upwards... and alone, despite the fact that I’d entered the tube with two other guards. The darkness disoriented me, despite the odd peacefulness of the motion as I rose up the pipe.

I couldn't decide if I liked the sensation or not...

... when, just as suddenly, it was over.

I found myself standing on a round platform, on the edge of a featureless room.

When I glanced back, I saw a dark, oval hole in the wall behind me. I figured I must have just come through that same opening. Panting and dizzy, I fought to focus my eyes on a maze of insect-like corridors that snaked out of the round room like spikes on a wagon wheel. Mirrored blue glass shone from every surface, confusing distances.

Nihkil stood there, too, briefly at least. He watched my face, his own expressionless once more. Even so, I got the impression he was worried I might be freaking out, or about to.

He spoke words while I waited, still translating with whatever device he used, the one that made all of his words come to me in a lag, and that didn't synch with his lips.

All I gleaned from his choppy phrases was that Ledi’s medical staff wanted to take a look at me. Before I could wrap my head around that, those same poking and prodding guards had ahold of my upper arms and were leading me somewhere else, sans Nihkil.

They took me down one of the six or seven corridors I'd seen from that round entryway by the end of the elephant-trunk tunnel. A few minutes later, I walked through an oval doorway, into a room that seemed to materialize out of one of those blue mirror walls.

Inside, I found myself surrounded by people in blue smocks.

Yeah. That.

It was like something from a really fucked up horror movie at that point.

I mean, don’t get me wrong... I like horror movies.

But I didn’t want to be in one.

Those blue-smocked people smiled, eyes clinical, looking for all the world like creepy, alien doctors, if a more human version. Somehow their humanness didn't reassure me, though. Even their features looked off, as if their genetic pool hadn’t seen quite enough variation. Round eyes peered at me, strangely uniform-looking and blinking either too much, or seemingly not at all. Their faces appeared too round too, too pale, too hairless. They had small to no chins below their mouths, and strangely full lips that looked human, yeah, but kind of exaggerated somehow.

They didn't look right to me, in any case.

They'd surrounded me by then, though, and I didn’t have Nihkil with me anymore.

My legs and knees hurt like hell and had started to stiffen. I felt bruised, broken, battered, and pretty much completely out of juice. It felt like a struggle just to breathe in here, like I’d only been allotted the bare minimum of oxygen, no more and no less, and had to work harder to get it into my lungs to keep the machine functioning.

The room also lacked instruments, which I liked a little better.

Less reassuringly, lights made of what looked like skin hung from the ceiling in odd clumps, with glowing, finger-width, worm-like somethings writhing in veined pouches. The light they emitted resembled candlelight more than electric light from home. It bounced and flickered and replicated on the blue-green, mirrored walls.

I couldn’t really track the size of the room, or even how far I'd gone inside it.

Everything about the new space made me claustrophobic, even though the images stretched endlessly around me, duplicating in multiples whenever I tried to get my bearings. It reminded me of a fun house mirror room, and I hated those. I hated not knowing where I was, and in those things, I always felt like I might walk into a wall any minute.

When the smocked people motioned at me, I consented to sit on what I’d assumed was a metal bench. The material morphed as soon as my weight rested on it, though, and I panicked, gripping the edges as the padding conformed to my butt and legs.

When those smocked doctors pushed me to lie flat on my back, the material moved again, that time conforming to that whole side of my body, until I felt like I was suffocating, being swallowed whole. I tried to sit up, but a hand fell on my shoulder. I felt reassurance there, an alien-human attempt at calm, but it didn't really help. I stared up at multiple sets of dark eyes, trying to decide if I should go all out in fighting them off.

A semi-hysterical urge to laugh hit me.

The woman who stared back at my face appeared to be entirely hairless, somehow more alien-looking than any of the men.

I asked where they’d taken Nihkil.

None of them answered. I couldn't even tell if they understood me.

One of the blue-smocked people laid a hand on a wall to the right of the bench and a light came on. I shied back, watching in disbelief as the wall melted into liquid. A protrusion broke the mirrored blue surface, followed by what looked almost like a computer monitor, or maybe a flat-screen television. Puzzle-like characters appeared on that screen, like ancient hieroglyphs only I didn't recognize any of those symbols, either.

The symbols scrolled down that odd-looking screen and occasionally moved off the screen altogether, reconfiguring into pictures and what looked like graphs. I tracked them with my eyes, trying to understand. I fought once more to get up, but too many hands held me now. I cursed myself for cooperating, like some lamb led to slaughter, and struggled harder.

That time, paper-thin strips of metal circled my wrists, ankles, thighs and chest.

I tried to sit up again, but couldn't move.

“Okay,” I said, glaring around at all of them. “...I’m starting to freak out. Seriously.” I wrenched against the restraints, looking at the wash of blank faces. “Can you understand me? Any of you? Hey! You need to let me go! Right now. This is not cool!”

One of the doctor-like people splayed fingers their fingers, pressing them against a different section of the same wall.

That time, a round face popped up.

The face appeared to be talking, but I couldn't make sense of any of the words. I saw something slither off into the wall near my feet and my fear exploded into terror. The walls seemed to be alive... and these people reminded me more and more of machines. I could hear more of that talking around my head, but none of them used the translation devices that Nihkil and Ledi had used.

A tube snaked out of one wall, moving fast.

That time, I let out a shriek, unable to help myself.

Trying to evade the thing, I threw my weight against the straps. A second shriek left my lips as the tube touched down at the base of my throat. I fought to turn my head, but my neck felt paralyzed, and I realized another strap held me there, too.

Something bit into my skin.

That time, I opened my mouth in a long, wailing scream.





10

WILLINGLY GIVEN

[image: GS1]




... A GLASS-COVERED room flashed out of the dark.

It emerged slowly, as if from a deep cloud bank, permeated by a low-lying mist.

I was pretty sure that last part came from my mind, though.

Round walls pulsed a reflecting, pale, sapphire blue.

I was in pain. A lot of pain.

Once I could see the room, once I knew more or less where I was, at least in terms of the basic geography, the pain seemed to come out of nowhere, broadsiding me. My body had landed, not gently. Or maybe, I'd landed back in my body.

Or maybe someone dropped me here, from some horrifying height.

Either way, I had to face the fact that it hadn’t all been a dream.

Nihkil lay collapsed on the floor, not far from me.

As far as I could tell, we were alone.

I didn’t remember how I’d gotten to this room, either. Something must have knocked me out, but truthfully, I didn’t want to go there, even now. Rubbing my face with one hand, I fought to occupy my mind with something else.

This room was even smaller than the medical lab.

Round, it seemed to have almost no features at all.

I felt trapped inside a blue crystal ball... or maybe a glass Christmas ornament.

Looking at Nihkil, I felt sick, wondering what they’d done to him. His expression looked different than I'd seen it up until then. He looked tense, almost angry, as if he’d been fighting up to the instant he fell unconscious. Someone had removed the glass knife from his shoulder, though, and changed his clothes. Metallic wrappings lay flush against his skin under a loose gray shirt. Black pants that could have been Earth-made covered his legs.

Despite the hard expression, his bruised face looked young in sleep.

My neck throbbed, blurring my vision.

I felt sick... and not fully present.

Silver light flickered in the corners of my vision, like sparks dancing in the night. The mirrored walls of the blue room morphed into a high, blue sky, once more filled with clouds. The world rotated around me sickeningly. Even inside that world, I felt drugged. It reminded me of high school, when me, Irene and Ricky mixed clove cigarettes with alcohol and all ended up puking, then lying on that ratty old bed with the sunken springs in mom’s old house on Capitol Hill. I felt kind of like that now, only the pictures in my mind were all over the place.

That stockbroker in the alley glared at me, holding a knife made of glass-like rock. Multi-colored clouds scuttled overhead like cotton pulls in a purple-blue sky. Orange-colored eyes stared at me in a golf course in the middle of the night.

I saw Nihkil. His muscular arms were bare from the elbows down. He wore a shirt that looked almost like a band t-shirt I'd once given my brother, Jake.

Jake.

I blinked, forcing my eyes open.

Memories from the medical lab swam forward against my will.

I saw it again, those instruments coming out of the walls. Hands holding me down, stronger than mine, and too many of them. Metal straps all over my body... even choking my throat. Instruments and fingers prodding at me.

Later, they cut into my skin. Tubes bit into my throat, sucking blood. People with white, chinless faces and dark eyes took pieces of my hair, cut other things off of my body, or shaved them off with thin-bladed knives. They kept me conscious while they sawed into my arms. The images worsened, grew into horror images, causing me to flinch away, to recoil from the darkness I felt there. The sky began to melt, turning blood red...

“Dakota?” The voice sounded loud, and right next to me. “Dakota? What is wrong?”

I forced my eyes open, found myself in that blue-mirrored room again.

I tried to take to take in the face that hovered over mine.

His hair looked darker than I remembered it. I saw it shift color then, sliding into a near-auburn. For an instant, I thought Gantry’s face hung over mine. I thought maybe I really was at home, that I’d gotten some kind of concussion in that alley...

“Dakota!” he said, shaking me lightly. "Tell me your name!"

His fingers touched my face, pushed hair back from my eyes and cheeks. I lay on a blue floor that looked like ice. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be.

Nihkil's fingers tightened.

"Tell me your name! Do you you remember?”

"Dakota," I managed to slur. "Dakota Mayumi Reyes."

"Where are you from, Dakota?"

"Earth." The answer struck me as absurd. "Seattle... Washington. United States."

"Do you see me now? Can you see me, Dakota?”

I looked up at him blankly, not really understanding the question. “Yeah. I see you.”

He breathed out what might have been a sigh of relief.

“Good. That is good." His inflection didn’t change when he added, "The drugs they gave you... it is too much. They drug you, thinking you are like one of them. They use many drugs, and have higher tolerance to be drugged. They don’t understand why you do not. It is better if you do not sleep now...”

I could only blink, confused. I tried to take in all of his words.

I nodded a few beats later, not fighting him as he pulled me up to a seated position. Once he had me more or less upright, I fought another wave of nausea as the spinning in my head worsened. I found myself staring down at what had to be a pile of my own vomit. It didn't help much with the nausea... or the fact that I’d been lying in it. Gross.

Nihkil continued to hold my arms, sliding closer on the polished floor.

I saw his eyes change colors, despite the lack of expression on his face. I tried again to decide what I thought of him. He let those doctors take me away and cut at me. He also saved my life, and tried to help me. He warned me not to come here.

Thinking about this, I let out a low chuckle, closing my eyes.

Not much in the way of real humor reached me, though. More than anything, I wanted to curl up in his lap, sleep until I woke up somewhere I liked.

"You are better now?" he said. "Less sick?"

I shook my head, then regretted that, too, when it made me dizzy. I glanced at my own vomit just long enough to feel my throat tighten. I motioned at it clumsily with a hand.

"Can I get... away from that?" I said.

Glancing down at the brightly-colored bile, he seemed to understand. Taking hold of my arms, he tugged me physically closer to him. Then, scooping my shoulders and the back of my knees with his arms, he lifted me, rising carefully to his feet. He held me as though I barely weighed anything.

"Dakota," he said. "You must stay awake." When I didn’t answer, he cleared his throat. "Open your eyes. I will be forced to call the technicians back, if you do not."

I forced my eyes open at his words, blinking in the dim light. The blue-mirrored walls seemed to slide and move under my eyes. They looked alive to me.

"Where are we?" I said, slurring a little.

He shook me lightly. "Open your eyes."

I realized only then that I’d closed them again. But it was too much work.

"Dakota... wake."

My tongue didn’t want to cooperate.

“Leave me alone,” I said.

Still holding me, he walked directly to a wall.

The mirrored surface melted soundlessly in front of my groggy, half-awake eyes, creating a low opening that stood up from the floor. Climbing up, he carried me through it. Pushing me into the center of the cave-like space on the other side, he touched another segment of wall inside. An access panel appeared, something less organic than the morphing tiles I'd seen in that room with the doctors. A screen flipped up, and Nihkil spoke in that other language.

It sounded like some kind of command.

Freezing cold water flooded the small space. Letting out a startled shriek, I tried to squirm away, but he pinned me there, half in his lap.

In seconds, the water drenched us both.

"You must wake," he told me firmly. "It is important. I do not want to call the doctors back here... I do not trust them with you."

My eyes continued to not work correctly, but I did feel more awake.

I still saw geometrical shapes in the water, whirling around us like iridescent fish. The water felt almost good, now that I was over the shock of cold. I kept my eyes open as the cool liquid washed dirt and medicine off my body. Parts of me hurt a lot, from the fight with the stockbroker, the cuts and scrapes in the glass gully, what those soldiers in the gray scuba suits did to me, and then whatever the creepy doctors did after that. I tried to move again, but my stomach heaved. That time, it happened too quick for me to hold back.

I threw up violently on the tile. My body arched from the effort of it.

Hell, I nearly blacked out, but somehow, it was a relief, too.

Turning away from him, I heaved again. And again.

Nihkil didn’t move. He sat with me, neither comforting me, nor reacting to what I was doing. I was powerless to stop it, anyway, at least for a few minutes. It hurt more at each heave, and not only because nothing remained in my stomach to expel, not even the alcohol I drank with that sociopath in the bad eighties club.

"It is right," Nihkil said. “This is better.”

I didn’t try to make sense of his words.

The vomiting finally wound its way down, and I leaned against the morph’s chest, wiping my mouth and closing my eyes. The water washed it all blissfully away, and I felt that relief intensify as my vomit and its smell disappeared down the drain. I felt better. So much better in fact, that I glanced up at Nihkil, blinking at him through the falling water.

"What is better?" I said, speaking louder over the water. "Getting sick?"

"Yes," he said. “They implanted you. It will take time to adjust.”

I tried to take that in, too, but couldn't. Instead, my words grew angry again.

"Why me?” I said. “What do they want with me, Nik?”

But he seemed to misunderstand the question.

"Not you.” He sat back, resting more of his weight on his heels. Giving me a rueful look, he rubbed the center of his chest with one hand, as if in demonstration of his words. "Everyone. Here, anyway. We all wear them. Mine is more controlled than yours... a lock, since they cannot keep track of morph otherwise. But all have the emotional monitors, too. It is important to them, to believe everyone is happy. To believe no one is angry... that everyone can be controlled. The Malek do this, too. It is why they implanted you first, before anything else."

There was a silence.

I fought to control my breathing as he looked at me, to not succumb to the horror that fell over me at his words.

"You learn how to fool the machines," he assured me. He laid a hand on my arm, as if reacting to something he saw on my face. "You learn to control physical reactions... tension in muscles, breathing... even heart rate. You learn to hide, to pretend. They cannot really control your mind. They can suggest, persuade. If you learn to feel the manipulations, you can notice and ignore... pretend to believe. We all do this, human and morph. We all learn to pretend. Do you understand?"

I gripped him tighter, noticing only then that I held his soaked shirt in my hands, as if he was my personal life vest. I nodded without loosening my hold on him, fighting to make sense of his words as I sucked in breaths.

"Yeah. Okay."

"I will help you with this."

"Thanks. Yeah... thanks. That would be good."

For a moment we only looked at each other.

Then he averted his gaze. I watched in bewilderment as that blank look crept back around his features, even his hands... leaving me alone, despite the pressure of his fingers.

“Nihkil,” I said. “What did all of that mean before? All of that ‘choosing you’ business? The thing with you being connected to my will? Is that some kind of––”

He waved a hand at the sensor.

The fountain ceased at once.

I looked around, watching as excess water sloughed off the walls. Nihkil removed his hand from where he'd held my arm. He didn’t let go of me in general, though, or push me away. His voice through the translator grew polite, careful.

"No,” he said. “I do not think we should. It is premature."

"What is?" I said. “What is premature?”

"Discussing this."

"Discussing what?”

“What you asked.”

I stared at him, but his expression didn't change. He didn't react to my stare at all, not even with a shrug.

"I am sorry," he said, after a too-long pause. “I know this is not the answer you wanted.”

I frowned. “So... what, then? Can you tell me anything? Will they keep cutting on me, or just lock me up in here with you?”

An uncomfortable look skated across Nihkil's eyes. They looked light brown now, I noticed, almost amber in color.

"They housed us together," he said after another too-long pause. "They obviously mean to honor some portion of my claim." His skin darkened, noticeable even in the dim light. "I am sorry for what they did... truly. I should have anticipated that they would want to experiment on you, take samples. They likely knew I would forbid access once I had time to register legal ownership." Looking at my face, he hesitated, seeming to misunderstand my reaction. “...It will do them no good," he said. "You are human, just like the humans here. The genetic variation is negligible. I was able to ascertain that much in my initial survey of your world."

My headache resurfaced.

Instead of trying to make sense of his words, I found myself staring around us again, trying to find things I could wrap my head around.

“So this is the bathroom," I muttered. "But that other room... I didn't see a door. Are we in a prison? A cell?” When he made a whistle-type sound, I said, “Is that a yes?"

"Yes."

“I have questions, Nik,” I said. “A lot of them. I know you don’t want to talk about the lock thing, but can you answer some, at least?”

He looked at me, his gold-colored eyes narrow. “Ask. I will answer... or not.”

Nodding, I bit back some frustration, combing wet hair back from my face. “Okay. Well, can you tell me what you are? What are you, Nik?”

I watched him think for a few beats. Finally, he took my hand. He did it so quickly it startled me, but I didn't jerk away. I just sat there, instead, watching as he laid my fingers over that spot in the middle of his chest.

"Give me permission," he said. "Let me open it... I will show you."

"Show me?" I said, frowning. "Show me what, Nik?"

After a few seconds’ pause, he released my fingers, sighing a bit.

"They were not wrong," he said, as if continuing a conversation he hadn't bothered to clue me into. "They no longer control the shift. This bothers them.” Pausing, he gave me a more intent look. “You really cannot do this? Unlock me?"

I felt my brows scrunch together in puzzlement. “No.”

Nodding, he just sat there, his expression impossible to read. Watching him stare sightlessly at the curved, wet walls, I tried to sort through his words, couldn't.

"Why?" I said finally. "Why does it bother them?"

He gave me another of those shrugs. "I am good at my work," he said. "They have been pleased with me up until now. I am reasonably compliant. I have done many jobs for them, and it takes a long time to train a morph. They see you as having deprived them of an operative."

My frown deepened.

When he continued to stare blankly at the wall, I sighed, leaning deeper into his chest, suddenly aware that I essentially lay in his lap. The realization didn’t bother me enough to make me want to move, though.

“I will need to relearn now,” he said, apropos of nothing.

“Relearn?” I looked up at him. “Relearn what?”

“I have a new lock-holder,” he said. “It will change things for me.”

I continued to watch his face, wary. “Change what?”

“I do not know,” he said. His voice remained unchanged, almost disinterested-sounding. “It is different each time. It could be food, what I eat. It could be personality. It could be many things. But there will be some change. Some re-patterning, as I adjust to having a new person holding my lock. Do you understand?”

Again, I just blinked at him. Then I looked down at his arm where it slung casually around me, holding me against him. He’d gone back to lightly stroking my arm.

"No,” I said finally. "I don't understand. Not even a little, Nik."

He nodded to my words, his face lacking expression. Still, I couldn’t deny the subtler thread of familiarity I felt there. Beyond the handful of hours I'd known him, I was starting to feel like I did know him, although I couldn’t have described what I meant by that exactly, especially since it made absolutely no sense.

When the silence stretched, and I couldn’t pull any of that apart, either, I sighed.

"So, can we try again?" I said. "Explain this to me. What is a lock, Nihkil? What does it do to you, exactly?"

His eyes grew puzzled. He glanced down at his own chest, then up at me.

"You really cannot?" he said. "You cannot unlock me?"

I threw up my hands. "Nik, I don't even know what that means. Let's start simple, okay? What is a lock? Start there."

"I thought it would be easier if you saw," he said, shrugging. At my lip-biting frown, he touched my arm again with his fingers. It felt almost like an apology. "Morph are shifters, changlings. We change. Humans put us on first contact, because we can change enough to hide, disappear if we need to. We can also fight. We can be whatever they need us to be."

"Yeah,” I muttered, thinking. A few seconds later, I looked up. "So what does that mean, exactly? Just how much can you change?” At his blank look, I motioned towards his face. “I’ve seen the eye-color thing... and that thing you do with your hair. Is there more to it?”

“Yes.” He frowned, touching his own hair. “I suppose there is... more to it.”

“Can you make yourself look like the people on whatever world they send you to?"

He nodded, his eyes relaxing. "Yes. People. Animals, too."

My eyebrows went up. "You can change into an animal?"

"Yes."

I smiled. "So you could be a bug?"

"A very large one, yes," he replied seriously, leaning his now light-blond head against the wall. "There are limits to the relative size we can take on... especially in terms of smaller creatures. The density becomes a problem. Very talented morph could perhaps make themselves this size, but likely not smaller...”

Nihkil held up his hands, approximating the size of a large house cat, or a small dog. I raised my eyebrows, but he continued to speak.

“...It is said that we can become any carbon-based life form, and this is essentially true, but some of these forms are far easier for us to take than others. Your example of an insect would be difficult for me... for many morph. Warm blood... this is easier. Larger organs. Bones. We have to practice at first, to attain a form. It is difficult until we feel how that organism works. There are forms some of us never successfully attain. Some of us have gifts for particular forms.”

He leaned his head back again, relaxing as he stroked my arm.

“We all have a base form,” he said next. “This is usually mammal, or mammal-like. Whatever our base form, it is easier for us to morph to that which is closer to that form in composition. To go significantly larger or smaller, or significantly different in shape or metabolism, requires much more energy... and focus."

"A base form?" I said.

"Yes. This is set upon birth... or shortly after."

I frowned a little deeper. "You mean this base form, it's different for different...” I hesitated. “...People? Like you? Morphs, whatever."

He nodded, as if relieved that I understood. "Yes," he said. "Mine is human," he added. “...I was raised in captivity. My mother was locked when I was born, so I even came out human. This is unusual... I am told."

"Captivity." I copied his posture unconsciously, resting my arm on a propped knee. "You mean you're like... a pet?"

An irritated look flashed across his face, briefly changing everything I could see behind his eyes. The look was there and gone, as if he'd wiped it off with one of those white-board erasers I remembered from school.

When he didn’t speak, I cleared my throat, trying again.

"So explain about the lock thing," I said, my voice more subdued. Waiting for him to speak, I hazarded a guess. “...Does it keep you in the form you're in currently? Like, you're locked now, so you stay human until someone unlocks it?"

Again, he looked relieved. "Yes. Exactly that."

"And you don't control the lock?"

"Not entirely,” he said, glancing at me. "We share control."

“You and me?”

“Yes.”

I fought with that for a minute, feeling like I should ask more about it, but without knowing what to ask precisely. "Who controlled it before?” I said finally. “Ledi?”

Nihkil shook his head. "No. My lock was held by my owner. My owner is Yaffa.” He said the word as if it tasted bad in his mouth. "I am his pet," he added, somewhat more bitterly.

I felt another twinge, and considered apologizing for my choice of words.

Seeing his face, I thought better of it.

“How do I open your lock, Nik?” I said instead. “Can you teach me?"

He looked up.

I couldn't help staring at the violet color now shining from his irises. I saw something else glance across his expression. Not quite relief that time, but... something. Whatever it was had an emotional kick that surprised me.

It hit me a second later that it felt almost like desire.

As in maybe even something sexual.

I found myself staring up at him, startled by the realization, even as that expression in his eyes deepened, growing more obvious as he looked down at me. The difference made my cheeks warm, but I didn’t let my gaze waver.

“You want me to learn, right?” I said, more gently. “How to open the lock?”

"Yes," he said at once. “Very much. I want this very much, Dakota...” His eyes gradually lost their charge, turning brown as I watched, until they were nearly the same color as mine. "But Yaffa will not like it,” he added. “I will have to try and teach you how to communicate with me, first. He might try to find some legal way to prevent us, otherwise.”

At what must have been a puzzled look form me, he waved off my expression.

“We will be cautious,” he assured me. “Yaffa feels cheated right now, and angry. They think I chose this. They think I talked you into this somehow... that it is a trick. They will likely try to force me to give you up as a lock mate."

“How would they do that?” I said warily. “Force you?”

“They will beat me,” he said, indifferent. “Likely withhold food. Attempt to deprive me of sleep. They will probably separate us... call them interrogations for the safety of the republic, or something to that effect. I will do what I can to prevent this.”

I felt my fingers tighten on his arm where he held me against him. He must have felt it, because he looked down. After he spent a few minutes studying my expression, I saw his lips curl into a vague puzzlement.

"It is not your fault,” he assured me.

“They’re going to starve you?” I said. “Beat you?”

Again, he seemed to miss the point of my words.

“Do not worry. It will not work,” he said, shrugging. “They employ morph, but they do not understand us. These things do not always happen the way they think." Shrugging again, he met my gaze. “There is human law. Then there is morph law. They are not the same.”

Forcing out an exhale, I combed my fingers through my wet, tangled hair, shaking my head to clear it.

"Okay,” I said. “So how do we get out of here, Nihkil? Can we do that, you and me, if I manage to open your lock? Can you help me get back home?"

"We will find a way.” He glanced down at my face, startling me by caressing the hair off one cheek with a careful hand. “...You should teach me, too. About your world," he added, as if preempting a question he saw on my face. "I will need to know more, before we go back. A lot more. It is one thing to scout. Another to live in a foreign place, with different rules. Especially if it is unsafe for me to unlock where it might be seen."

I gave him a faintly amused look. Puzzlement curled my lips. "You want to go with me? Back to Earth? Why?"

At that, he looked openly surprised.

There was another awkward silence.

Finally, I broke it, exhaling in a kind of frustrated defeat. “Okay, so what about me?” I said. “Are they going to beat on me, too?”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“Human law,” he said simply. “I own you. They own me, but I still have rights over you. I can prevent it. They cannot touch you.” He gave me a promise with his eyes. “They will not break this law. They will try to take you from me legally, first.”

I frowned, thinking about his words.

“What about the doctors?” I pressed. “Those creepy guys in the blue smocks?”

His eyes hardened more. He made a different sound. "No."

“And I don’t need to worry about you, right? I’m safe here with you?”

Nihkil glanced down at me again, his eyes showing a faint surprise. Plastered to his skull, his now-black hair contrasted the color of his skin even more, making the bruises stand out further against his white complexion.

For a long moment, he just looked at me.

Then he averted his eyes, which had shifted back to a light blue color. I watched him sit up, forcing me to do the same. Seconds later, he’d reached behind his neck and was fumbling with something that hung there.

Removing a necklace I hadn’t noticed until then, he showed it to me, along with the small, dark-gold stone that hung on its pendant. Taking my hand and tilting it up, he coiled the metallic cord and pendant carefully into my palm. The cord itself shone strangely bright in the dim room, a smooth, metallic-looking vine that felt cold on my skin.

“What is this?” I said, puzzled.

“Morph law,” he said simply.

“Meaning what?” I said, looking up at him.

He shrugged, but I caught a kind of tension in his face, what might have been caution, or perhaps even nerves. “Meaning,” he said after a pause. “...To the humans, I own you. To the humans, they own me.” He shrugged again, but his eyes never left mine. “To the morph, it is different,” he added simply. “To the morph, you own me. This is not a legal thing... but it is more true for that, not less, Dakota.”

I swallowed, unsure what to say to that.

Looking between his eyes, I studied the serious expression there, without really understanding it. Despite what he’d said, I didn’t see any resentment in his face, or hear it in his words, like when he spoke about Yaffa owning him earlier. If anything, I saw gratitude shimmering in the background... perhaps more than gratitude. That desire edged into his expression again, too, and even around how he held his body.

I felt some part of me responding to it, in spite of myself. I shifted my seat on the wet tile, wincing a little at my own reaction.

“What does that actually mean, Nik?” I said finally, my voice careful.

Nihkil closed my fingers around the cord, his movements dexterous, strangely gentle.

"I will not ask," he said. "But it is yours, Dakota. I give it willingly."

I stared down at the pendant. Looking up again, baffled, I studied the seriousness of his eyes a second time. Did he mean the pendant? Or something else?

He returned my gaze as if to accommodate me.

Then he seemed to think it was enough.

Sliding out from under me, he removed himself entirely then, rising to his feet. I stared after him as he limped, hunch-backed, to the cubicle door.

I didn’t move from my place on the wet tile, but just watched him go.
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I FIGURED OUT pretty quick what Nik meant about us learning to communicate.

That didn’t make it any less strange, though.

We started working on it, pretty much from the moment I woke up the next morning. In fact, I wasn’t even really awake yet, when he started. I opened my eyes to find Nik hanging over me, his angular face serious as he studied mine. At first, I thought he was doing the stalker thing and watching me sleep, but then...

“Ow!” I said, gripping the front of my shirt. I stared up at him, then looked for his hands. Both lay innocuously on his lap. Even so, I knew he’d done that to me, somehow, even if I wasn’t sure what it had been.

“What the hell, Nik?” I said finally.

“You felt that?” he said.

“The ‘ow’ part didn’t tip you off?” I said. “Jeez, what the hell is wrong with you...” I trailed, seeing the intensity of relief in his expression. “What?” I said. “What did you do?”

“You can feel the lock,” he said, his voice reflecting that same relief.

I pulled myself up to a sitting position, resting my weight briefly on my elbows before wincing and transferring the bulk of it to my palms.

Rubbing my face with one hand, I blinked around at the egg-shaped room, taking in more details than I had in the semi-dark of the night before... or whatever time of day it had been. Glancing at the egg-worm sack lights that I remembered, then at the round, hatch-like door that lived at the top of a ladder that led to the curved ceiling, I looked back at Nik.

“Is that unusual?” I said finally. “To feel the lock?”

“It is not a given,” he replied cryptically.

Again, I noticed that his lips didn’t follow the course of his speech exactly. So he was using the translation thing.

“How does that work?” I said, motioning towards his mouth. “How can I understand you, Nik?”

“That is less important,” he said, waving off my words. “It will be faster soon, anyway... I will have them set us up a channel via the implant.”

At what must have been increased confusion in my expression, he patted the bed sharply, more to get my attention, I think.

“Concentrate on this, Dakota,” he said, his voice close to a reprimand. “I need you to concentrate on feeling the lock... on feeling me through the lock.”

I considered grumbling something about coffee, then decided he was right. This was more important. From what he said yesterday, this might be my only way out of here. If Nik couldn’t open his lock, he couldn’t take me back through any quasi-mystical space-time portals to get me back to Seattle and my real life.

“Okay,” I said, sighing. Dragging my legs up to copy his cross-legged position, I exhaled again, focusing on my chest. “What do I do?”

He didn’t answer. I could feel something in my chest again, though, and rubbed the spot absently until Nik took hold of my wrist, pulling my hand off the middle of my own chest.

“No,” he said softly. “Try to listen.”

“Listen?” I said, giving him a baffled look.

“Yes,” he said.

I did as he said, cocking my head as I tried to listen to whatever he was talking about. I had no idea what I was supposed to be listening for, though... or what that had to do with a pain in the middle of my chest.

I heard a faint hum come from the glow-worm sacks. I heard Nik’s breathing, and what might have been a lower hum beneath all that, maybe from some mechanics powering the room. I heard my own heartbeat. My own breathing. 

I couldn’t hear anything beyond those things, though.

After a moment, Nik exhaled shortly, his expression changing to one of frustration.

“Perhaps I should just teach you the lock,” he said.

I gave him a dubious look. “Isn’t that what you are doing?” I said.

“No.” Thinking, he amended his words. “Well... yes. Partly. I was trying to teach you to hear me through the connection we share, so I could use that connection to teach you the lock.” At my frown, he tugged on my wrist, his expression taut. “It is all right. It was an experiment. I do not think this form of communication is self-evident to you, Dakota. Perhaps it would be better if we worked directly on the lock.”

“But you said that might get you in trouble?”

“It might, yes.”

I hesitated, then looked around the room again.

I realized only then that he still held my wrist lightly in his fingers. I didn’t mind, although I didn’t really think too closely about that, either.

“Were you... saying something?” I said finally. “Just now, I mean?”

His expression didn’t change.

“Yes,” he said.

“You were.” I didn’t really pose it as a question. I looked around the room again, straining for sound, for anything I could hear. “Nik, I was really listening. I didn’t hear anything.”

That time, something seemed to click for him. His expression altered, holding a deeper understanding, maybe from something he saw in me.

“No,” he said, sighing again. “No, Dakota... it is not like that. You listen here...” Leaning closer, he startled me, gently tapping that spot in the middle of my chest. “Not words. Not sounds. There is meaning. Your mind takes that meaning, interprets it. It does this with words, pictures... even sounds. Everyone is different, in terms of actual translation...”

“You’re saying my mind can translate?” I said, baffled. “Through the lock itself?”

“Yes,” he said, sounding relieved at my comprehension. “Yes, exactly this.”

“Okay,” I said, shrugging. “Then let’s try again.”

I still wanted coffee. I was pretty danged hungry, too. But I was determined enough to shunt both complaints aside to try and figure this out.

No way was I getting stuck here forever.

No way was I letting Nik get stuck here forever, either, where he was some kind of pet.

At the thought, I glanced up at him, and saw him staring at me again, his eyes that dark brown, almost chocolate color, even as his fingers tightened around my wrist. I felt whispers of that desire again, tangibly enough that I flinched a little, feeling my cheeks flush. In that same moment, I realized the desire I felt on him was something that started in my chest.

I could actually feel it there, now that I was looking at him.

At my understanding, I saw him smile.

“Yes,” he said. “Exactly that.”

“That was me hearing you?” I said, pushing past my embarrassment around the content of what I’d heard. I held his gaze. “...Through the lock, I mean?”

“Yes,” he said. Without so much as a shred of embarrassment in his expression, he tugged on my hand again, as if to get my attention. “Try again, Dakota. Try to feel me now, when I am sending something on purpose.”

I heard the implication there, too, but didn’t let my mind go there.

Within a few seconds, I found myself seeing something behind my eyes. I couldn’t trace it at first back to Nik, or to my chest, not specifically... still, something about it felt almost like a foreign intrusion, like the thought didn’t entirely belong to me.

My mind turned it into pictures again... vivid enough that they pretty much blocked out the rest of the room briefly, since I couldn’t superimpose them directly on Nik’s facial expression that time, the way I had with the desire.

I saw what looked like a cord of light between Nik and I, and a structure on either end. The structure on Nik’s side was significantly more elaborate than the one on mine.

“That’s it?” I muttered, still fighting to concentrate on that structure of light. “That’s the lock?”

“Yes,” he said, after a too-long pause. “Yes, that is it. I can see it through you better now.” He paused, then stroked my arm softly, making me jump. “You are picking this up extremely quickly, Dakota,” he said. “Quicker than most non-morph.”

Something in the compliment made my heart leap in my chest, and brought on a rash of nerves that briefly made it difficult to control my facial expression.

I clenched my jaw, but didn’t move my arm away from his fingers.

“...It is good,” he murmured, softer, stroking my arm again. “It will make things much easier...”

Feeling that desire worsen on him, I did move my arm that time, swallowing. Some part of me closed up a bit, too, enough that the desire I’d felt abruptly dimmed.

When I looked up at him next, I saw disappointment etched into his features, along with what might have been impatience. Neither one felt aimed precisely at me, though.

“I am sorry,” he said. “I meant what I said before. You are safe with me, Dakota. But you must open more, like before... or we cannot understand one another.”  Still studying my eyes carefully, he added, “Can we try again? I will behave appropriately this time. I promise.”

Without quite meeting his gaze, or pursuing the other thing he’d implied without saying it outright, I only nodded. Forcing my mind off him, and the way he was looking at me, I fought to “listen” instead, focusing on that spot in the center of my chest.

After another few minutes, I could see the thread between us again. I could also see the structures on both sides. I focused more on my end first, but the mechanism looked relatively simple. Kind of like a cord with roots that sunk into my chest.

I probably should have been totally freaked out by it, given that it looked like a parasite, or really, more like a tree growing out of my chest. But for some reason, I didn’t freak out.

Instead, I found myself looking at it with interest, almost like an extra limb.

After a few more seconds, I shifted my attention to that more complex structure on Nik’s chest. I could feel that sense of it being closed. I knew that closure came from the lock, just like Nik told me. I could tell he didn’t like it being closed, either.

Presumably I felt all of that through Nik himself, though... I couldn’t see the closed part, not in terms of the actual structure. Maybe I needed an open version to compare it to?

Either way, just by looking at it, I couldn’t tell what I should be trying to change.

I felt Nik trying to show me the open version, almost as if he heard me, too. I couldn’t really grasp the next set of images, though. I saw a wider hole there, briefly, and the sense of motion increased in the thread linking the two of us, almost as if more of me was going into more of him, and vice-versa.

I couldn’t really wrap my head around the significance of the different states, though, or how I would effect a change.

“So,” I said. “How do I open it?”

Glancing up at him, I clicked my fingers in front of his face, catching him staring down at me, his expression faintly puzzled.

“The lock, Nik,” I reminded him. “How does it work? Can you show me that part?”

He nodded, his eyes still faintly distracted, at least until he closed them.

After another pause, I felt that sense of him increase markedly. With that came a flood of feeling, including more of that desire. It was enough to take my breath.

“Jesus, Nik!” I shoved him backwards with the palm of my hand. “Cut it out!”

When I looked up, panting and rubbing the center of my chest, he’d blanched.

“I am sorry.”

“You said you’d behave,” I snapped. “‘Act appropriate’... whatever.”

“I am sorry,” he repeated.

“Is this some pick up thing for you?” I said, irritated, still rubbing my chest. “Or does it make all morph horny, to have some girl messing with your locks?”

He didn’t answer that time. When I glanced back at him, I saw an uncomfortable look on his face. His jaw had clenched, too, and his hands where they lay in his lap. He wouldn’t meet my gaze, though, and his expression seemed to be almost deliberately opaque.

“Can we try again?” he said, after another moment.

I just stared at him, at first.

Then I sighed, glancing around us once more, conscious suddenly that Nik was worried about time. He really hadn’t been kidding about thinking Ledi and the other humans might intervene, if he tried to get me to open his lock. Nik seemed to believe it was a risk, anyway. I got the sense of a ticking clock over us now, as I unconsciously felt over that spot in the middle of my chest. The sensation quickened my heart rate, in spite of myself.

Realizing what I was doing, I dropped my hand back to my lap.

“Okay, sure,” I muttered, still glancing around at the walls.

That time, when I saw the image of that light bridge between us, I felt almost nothing on him, at least in terms of actual emotion.

He really hadn’t been kidding, though, about us not having much time.
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THEY SHOWED UP a few hours later. They pretty much ignored me that time, barely looking at me as they filed into the room.

But they took Nik away.

I couldn’t believe it. I felt Nik tense, right before the round, hatch-like door at the top of the ladder began to swivel in hard, tight arcs, lifting up and away from the round hole that made up the entrance.

Guards came down that ladder seconds later, all wearing the same, black uniforms.

I watched them motion Nik up from the bed, saw him obey wordlessly as they tugged his wrists behind his back, cuffing them tightly with dark gray, metal cuffs, probably four times the thickness of those used on Earth. One of the guards smacked him in the middle of the chest, too, and I felt the pain in my own. That same guard let out a string of angry words that both felt and sounded like a warning.

Clearly, the idea of Nik transforming on them made them nervous.

They took him for a few days that time.

I was pretty much going nuts after a few hours, and wondering why the hell I hadn’t taken Nik more seriously when he described the risk to me.

By the time they brought him to the door, after those few days had passed––or as much as I could tell days in this place, by the automatic dimming and lightening of glow-worm sacks that occurred after I’d eaten a few prepared meals––I was pretty much climbing the walls.

I watched them uncuff Nik in front of me, staring at the bruises around his eyes and jaw for a long moment before I could feel anything but numb.

They’d cuffed his wrists in front of him again, for the ladder, presumably, and I saw them drag him to the center of the room before they instructed him to hold out his arms so they could release him. Once they had, they walked back to the ladder and climbed swiftly back out, without so much as looking at me.

I stood in front of Nihkil after they left, staring at his face, struggling for words. I watched his broad shoulders straighten as he rubbed his raw wrists and felt a kind of rage take over me, even though he hadn’t yet bothered to meet my gaze, or to speak.

Watching as he sat heavily on the cushions making up our bed, I felt my fingers coil into fists at my sides. I bit my lip as he shifted his body deeper onto the bed, presumably so that he could lean his back against the wall.

I couldn’t help noticing how stiffly he moved, studying the pattern of bruises that went from his jaw down to his collarbone, disappearing under his clothes in such a way that I knew I’d likely seen only a fraction of the damage they’d actually inflicted. I watched him lean his back carefully against the curved, blue-mirrored wall, saw him wince from the contact even as an expression of relief fell over his features.

Seeing his eyes turn from dark yellow to a lighter green, my frown returned as I understood the cause.

He was happy to see me.

Even though I couldn’t do a damned thing for him, even though I’d just stood there and let them take him away, he looked ridiculously glad to see me.

At the thought, something in my gut twisted up again.

"What the hell, Nik?” I burst out. “What did they do to you?”

He stiffened, his expression openly startled when he looked up next. Making an effort when I saw his blank look, I controlled my voice.

"I want to talk to your pal, Ledi,” I said coldly. “Can you arrange that, Nik?"

Nihkil continued to stare up at me, his expression shifting into wary. "Ledi?"

"Yeah, the boss. The head honcho. I want to have a chat with him. Alone."

Nihkil’s expression hardened. "Alone. Why?"

"What do you mean, why? I’m seriously not okay with this, Nik!"

"You cannot speak with Ledi," Nihkil said. As if seeing something in my eyes, he amended his words. “...I will not forbid it,” he clarified. “Whatever the humans permit of me, I will not go against your wishes... but I would prefer to be told why. Why do you want to speak with him? It is not good for you to be alone with him, Dakota."

“Why the hell not?” I snorted. “Is he going to beat me up, too?"

Nihkil watched me pace in front of him, his eyes shifting to a darker blue. His high-cheek-boned face grew as still as a statue, but I found myself thinking it was a handsome face, now that I'd gotten used to the more subtle expressions it wore.

Something in the expression there now told me he didn't like where this conversation was heading.

If I had to guess, I’d say his reaction bordered on angry. Distrustful, anyway. As if feeling some portion of that on me, or maybe seeing it in my face, he seemed to be trying to control his expression.

“I am sorry,” he said. “You are right... this is inappropriate.”

“What is?” I said, a little sharper than necessary. “What is inappropriate?”

“I am jealous,” he said. “I do not want you to be alone with Ledi.”

I stared at him, sure I’d heard him wrong.

When I realized I hadn’t, I let out a disbelieving sound, not quite a laugh. Still staring down at him incredulously, I threw up my hands.

“Damn it, Nik,” I said. “Are you serious? I don’t want to sleep with Ledi. I want to punch him in the face! At the very least, I want to know why he’s letting his people use you as a damned piñata! I thought you said Ledi was your friend!”

Understanding reached his eyes, along with a less-guarded surprise. As he looked up at my face, I saw Nihkil’s own expression relax, just before he let out another sigh, that one close to a rumble in his chest.

A more peaceful note returned to his voice.

"Ledi has a duty, too, Dakota,” he said gently. “Ledi is also contracted to the Pharei, even if he is human. He works for Yaffa... he cannot go against him in this. Yaffa cannot get to you, because legally, I will not permit it. Therefore, he must go through me, try to control me, since he has some legal claim on me.”

Giving me a more serious look, Nihkil added,

“Ownership is non-transferrable, Dakota. I own you, according to the Pharei. But they still own me. Understand? Owning me does not give them rights over you. But they do not acknowledge morph law, either... so to them, legally, I am still the property of the Pharei military.”

Sighing again, probably at my confused expression, Nihkil resettled against the curved wall. I couldn’t help seeing his eyes tighten as his obviously hurt back made contact with the smooth surface of the glass tiles.

"They know we are working on the lock, Dakota,” he said simply. “They are trying to get me to shift. They want to break the lock before you can gain control over it."

"Yeah, but how? By beating the crap out of you?"

He gave a disinterested shrug. "It works sometimes. Fear. Survival. It can cause us to shift."

"But you didn't? Shift, I mean."

"No." He shook his head. He surprised me then, smiling a little, a glint in his dark eyes. “...It makes them angry that I do not. But there is nothing they can do about this. I feel it, even if they cannot. You hold the lock. What they do to me... it does not matter."

Taking in his expression, I gave a low snort, folding my arms.

"You're enjoying this,” I said in disbelief.

He gave one of his characteristic shrugs. "I like that they cannot control me, yes," he conceded. "Wouldn't you, if you were me?"

"But I control it now, right?" I said, still watching his face. "How is that better? Especially since I don't even know how it works?"

"It is better," he assured me. He patted the cushions next to him, an invitation to sit. "Morph do not mind this kind of control, Dakota."

Ignoring his invitation, I continued to stare at him, fighting to puzzle through his words. Tugging my black hair up into a rough ponytail at the back of my head, I finally settled on the interpretation that made the most sense to me. Or maybe the one that I felt most comfortable with, especially given the way he was looking at me now.

"So it's different because I'm not military?" I said. "Because I’m not some racist Pharei, who wants to use you like a piece of equipment? That's why you don't mind?"

Nihkil gave a noncommittal shrug.

He didn’t argue or agree, but I saw the evasion in his eyes. I also saw his gaze shift to my neck. I wore the pendant inside my shirt, but somehow, I knew that's what he was looking at, or maybe for. I found myself wondering why I wore it, what made me put it on that morning, along with every other morning since that first one on the ship.

Maybe not surprisingly, my mind skirted around details pertaining to that decision, too.

Before I could ask, he looked up again, smiling at me faintly.

"Did you save food?" he said.

Studying his face, I let out a short laugh. "Yeah, I saved food." My lips curled into another frown as the significance of his words hit me. "Why, Nik? Did you tell me to do that? Through the lock?”

His eyes remained unapologetic.

“Yes,” he said simply.

I thought about that, and the unconscious way I’d held aside some portion of my dinner the last two days, as well as my breakfast that morning. Frowning deeper, I looked back at Nik. I considered pressing the matter, then didn’t.

Sighing, I folded my arms, instead.

“They didn’t feed you, either?" I said.

"They fed me," he assured me.

"How much?"

"Enough," he said, his expression evasive once more. "They want me to eat with them. This is how the lock ownership sometimes works. If they can get me to look to them for food, it is good for them. They want me to look to them for all things."

"Does it work?" I said. "Making you hungry?"

Curiosity reached my voice that time, even as I walked to the opposite side of the bed, where I'd left the held-aside food on a piece of cloth under the bed, in the hopes the guards wouldn’t see it. Pulling it out, I unwrapped the covering, smelling it.

It smelled about the same as I remembered, not like I’d know the difference.

“You really asked me to do this?” I said, suddenly dubious.

“Yes,” he said at once. “It is better to practice now,” he added. “With the lock. I tried talking to you many times this way. Whenever they weren’t beating me,” he added, as if remembering. “I did not wish you to feel that.”

Seeing my expression, he seemed confused by whatever he saw there.

“A few times, you were asleep,” he said, almost apologetically. “I tried not to be invasive. I tried to show you more about my people. About where we are going. And language... Pharize, mostly. The language spoken by the humans of Palarine.”

Feeling glimpses of this, I found myself making connections, in spite of myself. I didn’t really know how to react to that, either. Biting my lip, I let my mind turn over his words.

"About the food thing,” I said a few seconds later. “When they feed you, I mean. Is it making you look to them, Nihkil? Like they want? Or does it just make you hungry?"

He glanced up, as if pulled back from some other place.

"No," he said.

"No to which one?"

He hesitated, as if weighing different answers. Finally, he shrugged, giving me another smile. He leaned forward, motioning again for me to join him. I saw a more insistent look in his eyes that time, and it didn’t seem to be aimed at the food I held carefully in my hands.

“Come here,” he finally said, his voice bordering on impatient. “Please.”

“You’re not going to answer the question?” I pressed.

"I will not eat with them," he said. “Come here, Dakota.”

When I didn’t move, he seemed to sigh.

Tilting his head in a sideways shrug, he leaned back against the wall. He remained there when I stepped closer, watching me almost warily as I lay the cloth filled with foodstuffs next to him on the bed. Straightening without moving away precisely, I watched him pick up a small, green-skinned fruit, of a kind I thought tasted a bit like an apricot back home.

Taking a bite, he studied my eyes.

"I do not want to eat with them,” he added. “Is that all right?"

Frowning a little, I puzzled through his words.

"So you refuse to eat there," I said. "Then you come back here, wanting me to feed you?" At his short nod, I let out a disbelieving laugh. "Doesn’t that just piss them off?”

"Yes," he said.

At my involuntary, if humorless, laugh, he glanced up once more, that glint back in his eyes, which were now a dark, midnight blue.

"They do not like it, yes,” he said, smiling faintly. “Does this make you angry, Dakota? That I defy them?”

I frowned, but something in his smile leaked over into my mood, too, like a contagion. Eventually, I found myself smiling with him, almost in defeat.

"No,” I said, sighing. “Not angry. But you're a little nuts, Nik. You know that, right?”

Smiling more, he took another bite of fruit, chewing without taking his eyes off mine.

Eventually, I found myself looking away from him.

“So this whole subservience thing with you,” I said. “It’s all just a big act, isn’t it?”

“Subservience?” he said, his voice curious.

“Yeah, you know. You pretend to toe the line, but when it comes down to it, you don’t like being told what to do. So you fight them, even when you pretend you’re not fighting them.” I folded my arms. “You’re a rebel, Nik. You’re just pretending you’re not.”

Nihkil hesitated where he’d been about to pick up another piece of fruit. That wary look returned briefly as he studied my face, right before his gaze flickered down the rest of me.

“Would you mind?” he said finally. “If I was... a rebel?”

Laughing again, more genuinely that time, I shook my head.

“No,” I said.

“Why not?”

I answered honestly. “Because I guess I’m one, too,” I said, thinking aloud. “Even if I don’t always follow through.”

His eyes remained serious as he studied mine, unmoving for a few seconds apart from his chewing. When he finished that bite of fruit, he swallowed, then nodded, his eyes thoughtful.

“Good,” he said finally, taking another bite.
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SECRETS AND STARS
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WE WERE SLEEPING the next time that door in the ceiling swiveled open.

Nik had fallen asleep before me.

Truthfully, he’d fallen asleep before I’d even joined him in the low bed, probably because I could tell he wanted me to join him there, intensely enough that it made me nervous, at least once I’d admitted that feeling to myself.

Not that I was entirely adverse to the idea, really... or even that I thought he’d necessarily try anything. Even so, the mere fact of feeling that wanting on him was more than I could really deal with right then.

I’d taken his words around the lock seriously, though.

I found myself trying to open it on him again, even after he fell asleep. I was also kicking myself a little that it hadn’t occurred to me that I could try even while the Pharei guards held him somewhere else in the ship.

Eventually, though, I crawled into bed next to him.

I must have fallen asleep.

When I opened my eyes next, I lay curled up against Nik’s body, his arm around me, and my arm wrapped around his. We were fully clothed, and maybe for that reason, or for some other, it didn’t feel particularly strange to find myself there, with my head leaning on his shoulder, my back against his chest.

I felt a lingering comfort in the position, even after I returned to consciousness, so it took me a few seconds more to realize something outside the two of us had caused me to open my eyes in the first place.

The clanging sound overhead repeated.

Nik’s arms tightened around me when I lifted my head. I didn’t try to break free of him, but held my breath, peering up through the gloom.

Neither of us moved enough to trip the motion sensors, apparently. It was still dark inside the room when whoever it was finished unlocking the hatch. When they opened it, flooding the blue-glass room with light, the difference was shocking... and blinding. Reflections from the glass bounced off the walls, causing me to raise a hand to shield my eyes.

Untangling myself from Nik’s arms and body, I crawled quickly off the cushions to reach my feet. Feeling and hearing Nihkil getting out of bed behind me, I stepped in front of him, moving again when he started to get around me. The morph towered a good foot plus over me, but when he tried it a second time, I put a hand on his chest, glaring up at him.

"No," I said.

I turned, staring up at the feet descending down the ladder. I spoke the word I’d heard Nik use in their own language, shaking my head at whoever climbed down.

"No!” I said in Pharize, switching back to English since I only knew the one word. “You're not taking him again... no! He just got back!"

Just then, my eyes adjusted enough that I could see the man who now stood at the base of the ladder. He still gripped an eye-level rung lightly in one hand.

It was Ledi.

He smiled at me.

His eyes held an open amusement before they shifted to Nihkil, where the look grew into that nuanced puzzlement I remembered from when I’d first met him on Trinith.

I held my ground, though, and Ledi didn't attempt to move any closer.

"She is protecting you already, Nihkil?” Ledi said, his words translating jerkily in my head. “You will have the rest of us jealous... or more jealous, perhaps."

Nihkil said something to him. Whatever it was, he didn't translate it for me.

So he could control that, I thought. I’d wondered. I was still frowning, standing between the two of them, when Ledi held up a reassuring hand.

"I am not here to hurt your morph, my friend,” he assured me.

"Your thugs did a number on him already," I retorted. "Or are you going to tell me you weren't aware of their habit of using him as a punching bag... ‘my friend’?"

"I am aware," Ledi said, his voice cautious. "Are you aware that Nihkil agreed to these tests, in exchange for our leaving you alone?"

I stiffened, glancing over my shoulder at Nihkil.

Nik frowned at Ledi, his blue-gray eyes holding irritation.

When neither of them spoke for a few seconds, Nihkil stepped closer to me. His hand fell on my shoulder, almost like it had on that planet, Trinith. Again, I felt the possessiveness there, what might have been an overt warning, although about what, I had no idea. When the staring contest between the two of them didn't abate after a handful of seconds, I felt my jaw harden. I looked at Nihkil, then realized he wasn't going to answer my glare, either.

"What do you want?" I asked, turning back to Ledi.

Curiosity shone in the human’s eyes, even as they slid between me and Nihkil. After another pause, he smiled, but that shrewder, more puzzled look never left his expression. His eyes shifted to the pile of data chips on the floor, resting on the hand-held monitor before they shifted to the bed. His green eyes returned to mine.

"We are nearing a course change." Ledi said. At what must have been a confused look on my face, or a blank one at any rate, he clarified, “...We are slowing the ship. We must approach standard to change jump trajectories. It is required. I wanted the two of you to be aware."

“Why?” I said blunt.

When he didn’t answer immediately, I shifted my weight, folding my arms aggressively across my chest. Ledi’s gray eyes crinkled with more amusement, turning into a full smile when Nihkil pulled me closer to him with the same hand that held my shoulder.

"I was thinking you might like to see, Dakota," Ledi said.

My brow crinkled. “See what?”

"Where you are," he said.
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I POKED MY head out of the hatch.

I found my eyes at about shin-height as I looked both ways down the snake-like hallway.

Green metal curved in both directions, ends disappearing at around fifteen yards on either side. Nihkil stood above me already, his long form motionless, his fingers barely touching one edge of the wall. He wasn’t looking at me, not that I could tell, but somehow I felt his eyes on me anyway. When I glanced up at him, he caught my gaze and motioned subtly with one hand for me to climb the rest of the way out.

I did so, and regained my feet, exhaling as I rubbed my hands together, fighting nerves.

In front of us, Ledi stood in the ribbed corridor, still watching us openly.

The expression on his face bordered on amused, if still somewhat puzzled; both emotions still appeared to stem from the dynamic between Nihkil and me. I grew conscious of how we must look, with me in Nihkil's dark shorts, tied at my hips with string to keep them up.

Over those, one of Nihkil’s long-sleeved shirts dwarfed my upper body. They seemed to have forgotten to supply clothes for me, though, leaving things only in Nihkil’s size, so I had to make do. I wondered if they still had my leather boots, rotting away in some storage bin in the medical labs. I hadn't seen my favorite foot gear since my first trip to that lab, so I figured they’d taken them off my feet while I’d been passed out.

The hooker wear, I did not miss.

I watched Nihkil use a booted toe on a pressure pedal to close the door. The hatch swiveled up and to the side, then back down, screwing into the floor like the cork in a wine bottle. It happened nearly silently until the end, when a lever crossed over the top, presumably the hatch’s lock, making that clanging sound that woke me before.

Nihkil walked over to where Ledi stood, almost as if he'd felt my self-consciousness about his nearness to me. Glancing at me a second time, he gave me a swift once-over, not smiling, his expression somehow transparent all the same.

He didn’t really want me outside the room. It made him nervous.

He didn’t really want the other humans to see me.

A little startled by the clarity of the impressions, it occurred to me I’d probably felt them through Nik, and through the lock. I tried to concentrate, to feel more, but I didn’t get much. Some sense of his concerns having to do with my safety... or maybe his. Either way, I felt something akin to a warning when I continued to listen, and abruptly stopped.

Nodding, to myself that time, maybe, I moved closer to the two of them, conscious of the cold metal floor on my bare feet. It was strange to realize how much my feelings of physical confidence had to do with clothing. Standing here, half-naked and barefoot, made me feel about half my usual size, even apart from the two men who each had at least a foot on my five-foot-three height.

Rubbing my arms through the thick shirt, I followed when Nik made another subtle motion, right before he turned and began to walk, Ledi at his side.

Padding quietly behind the two of them, I studied the walls when Ledi and Nihkil began to speak to one another in that other language. Neither of them bothered to translate that time.

I didn’t bother trying to eavesdrop, either.

Given my paltry knowledge of Pharize, the human language, I wouldn’t have gotten very far anyway. Through Nik, perhaps, I got the feeling most of their conversation consisted of questions Ledi aimed at Nihkil about me, anyway. It was only a feeling, of course; I never actually heard either of them speak my name.

Letting it go, I tried to focus on where I was, instead.

Floor lights lit Nihkil and Ledi's faces from below, turning them a faint orange. The corridor still felt more like a tunnel; its dimensions lacked hard symmetry, carrying that rounded, seamless quality one could sometimes find in nature, like a honeycomb or an anthill, or even flood-worn ravines in a desert. Graceful curves created ridged patterns out of the perspective when I looked ahead, like being caught in a giant rabbit warren.

The air smelled damp, and somehow reminded me of that weird water smell at Disneyland.

We exited another ribbed tunnel segment and the space opened, showing a cross-section of decks. A group of humans clustered on the other side of a chasm from the wider ramp where we walked. Salt-white faces lined a narrow, latticed platform. They stood in a loose huddle, gesturing to one another and staring at me whenever I wasn't looking.

Well, and sometimes when I was looking, too.

All but one, that is.

A muscular woman with knotted dark red hair stared at me openly the whole time. I focused on her white arms and scarred skin, as well as the athletic figure she cut in the tight outfit, until I realized that Nihkil was watching me, his expression strangely cautious.

“Why are you interested in her?” he said, using the translator.

I glanced at him, startled. At his expression, I flushed a little.

"What are they saying?" I asked him.

Nihkil paused for a moment, listening, as Ledi and I watched him. I saw a strange look on Ledi’s face that time, too, one I couldn’t interpret.

Either way, his curiosity about me and Nik was starting to irritate me.

Whatever that was about, Nik definitely wasn’t telling me something.

I was still looking between them when Nik spoke. Again, the words came through his translation program, the one that didn't quite synch up with his lips.

“...it looks human, but that dark skin...”

Nihkil paused, his eyes on a different person than the woman who’d originally caught my attention. If I didn’t know better, I might have thought he was deliberately avoiding her, but I had no idea why he would do that.

Still, the impression lingered.

For some reason, it made me angry, too, but I couldn’t quite figure that out, either.

“...Strange eyes,” Nik continued via the translator. “...But I like the black hair. She looks strong... .young. Is it true that morph has her as his...” Another pause, that one more abrupt as Nihkil deliberately focused on someone else. “...going to get us all killed,” he translated from another conversation. “Worth ten times what the Republic will give us on the black market, especially if she’s fertile. Has a lot of breeding years left. Wonder if he'll just cut and run with her, if the patrols try to stop us... claim she got killed in the fighting...”

Nihkil glanced at Ledi then, and fell silent.

Ledi frowned, glancing at the woman whose speech Nihkil had been translating.

"What is she?" I asked, breaking the silence.

I gestured at the first woman, the one I’d caught staring, noting again in irritation that Nihkil wouldn’t look at her directly.

Still, he seemed to know who I meant.

"Human," Nihkil said.

Hesitating, Nihkil glanced at Ledi again, as if for help.

Ledi only looked between us, though, hands folded behind his back, his expression unreadable. Before I could ask a follow up question, the two of them resumed walking. When I didn’t immediately follow, Nihkil glanced over his shoulder at me, his eyes holding that caution once more.

“Are you coming?” he said, pausing his walk when I didn’t move.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. For a brief instant, emotion tugged back and forth in my mind as I tried to decide if I should demand an answer from him, or just blow it off. I couldn’t really pinpoint what bothered me exactly, which didn’t help.

Sighing again, I gave in, following the two of them.

“Fine,” I said, when I got closer to Nik on the catwalk. “Why, then? Can you tell me that, at least?” At Nihkil’s questioning raised eyebrow, I explained, “If we’re in space then how are all of these people human? How is that possible?”

"I am not human," Nihkil reminded me.

"I know that," I said, biting back impatience. "But you still look human. It's in your repertoire. Like you said before, it was your original shape, right?"

Nihkil’s eyes sharpened on me at that, right before they flickered towards Ledi, almost as an afterthought. "That is personal information, Dakota... I would appreciate it if you didn't share it."

I frowned, then glanced at Ledi, too. “Oh. Well, maybe you should have told me that, Nik... for future reference, I mean.”

He nodded slowly, as if thinking.

“I should have told you.” His eyes shifted back towards mine, holding an open warning. “...But I am telling you now.”

Sighing, I nodded, rubbing my face. “Okay. Noted.”

“What does that mean?” he said, wariness still in his voice.

“It means, I heard you,” I said, my voice a bit sharper, too. “Drop it, okay?”

Nihkil pursed his lips, but didn't speak.

I saw his eyes turn a darker color, almost black above the high planes of his cheekbones, but I still hadn't quite mapped his mood changes to the color of his eyes, either.

Hearing a faintly amused sound from Ledi, I turned, glancing at him. He made his face neutral again when he caught my stare, then waved off my expression when I didn’t look away. His voice held a note of apology.

"Please continue. I apologize for my rudeness, Dakota Mayumi Reyes."

"Just Dakota," I said. "And I'd appreciate it more if you didn't bother apologizing but just told me why you were laughing."

Ledi gave Nihkil the apologetic look that time.

"Most people here are afraid of morph, Dakota," he said, pronouncing my name with exaggerated care, even using the translator. "We control the locks, in most cases, but we do not speak to them the way you do. We are not so familiar with them. Most try to avoid contact with them at all, in fact... in the event that we might personally affront one of them, and thus their whole clan."

"You are," I said pointedly, keeping my eyes on Ledi even as I gestured towards Nihkil. "You're that familiar with him."

"Nihkil and I have known each other for many years," Ledi explained. “And I would not have addressed him as you just did.”

A little stumped by that, I tried to think over what I’d just said to Nik. I glanced up at him then, but didn’t see any anger in his eyes, or even irritation.

“I don’t mind,” he assured me.

But I heard the caginess behind that answer, too.

Folding my arms tighter, I exhaled.

"Yeah, okay,” I muttered.

Ledi laughed openly that time. “You will have to tell me how you do it, Dakota,” he said with a smile. “You have Nik practically domesticated... apart from a few of his more specific quirks. And, of course, his obligations under––”

Nihkil cut us off, his voice holding more of an edge.

"We should go, sir. They are too curious about her. We should not feed their speculation."

Ledi looked over at him, as if startled. I saw his stare grow shrewd once more, right before he nodded, glancing at me, then at the corridor behind us.

"Yes. Of course." Ledi said. He glanced at Nihkil again, appraising his face with a longer stare. "Yes. We will go, Nik."

I folded my arms tighter, fighting frustration that wanted more and more to turn into anger.

At this rate, Nihkil was going to get a real earful from me by the time we got back to the room.

I knew, though, somehow, that I might not make any headway on this particular subject. I felt a hard stop there, maybe through the lock, or maybe from something I’d seen in Nihkil’s face. He flat-out didn’t want me knowing something. The problem was, I had no idea what it was... which I suppose was the point. The fact that it had something to do with those humans, possibly even that particular woman who’d stared at me so aggressively, bothered me, too.

I had no idea if Nik’s secrecy had anything to do with Ledi’s cracks about the two of us, though. The two things seemed related, somehow, but really, that was just a guess.

Given Nik’s seeming interest in making our relationship somewhat less than wholly platonic, I couldn’t help wondering––

“Dakota,” Nik said, glancing at me. “Not now.”

Realizing I’d let the two of them get ahead of me again, I clenched my jaw.

“When?” I said.

Nihkil didn’t answer me, but I saw his eyes harden slightly. I could tell he didn’t want to promise we’d talk about it back in the room, either.

I guess I had to give him points for not wanting to overtly break a promise to me.

“Fine,” I sighed, letting my anger be audible that time. “Forget it.”

When I looked over, Ledi was staring between the two of us again.

Ignoring the question in his eyes, I only refolded my arms, speeding my legs to catch up with them. Nik nudged Ledi while I watched, and they resumed walking, too. Ledi glanced between the two of us yet again, but since neither Nik nor I answered his unspoken question, he eventually seemed to drop it, too.

Walking behind them once more, and feeling a bit like the family dog, I did my best to suppress my anger at Nihkil, knowing he might even feel it through the lock.

Still, I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.

Nik had already intimated more than once that we were under surveillance in that cell, that he didn't feel comfortable talking to me openly when it came to certain topics. The problem was, I couldn't for the life of me figure out was which topics those were.

The ones that made him cringe often struck me as completely random.

But I didn't want to argue the point in front of Ledi, either.

After a few more paces, I felt something like regret in Nihkil.

I didn’t look at him directly, not until he slowed his pace, drawing up alongside me, and letting Ledi walk in front of us both.

"We are all relatives," he said in a low voice, answering my question from before as if I’d just asked it. “...Humans and morph. It is believed we are all related. However, dominant theories of origin posit humans to have followed the morph into evolutionary existence... at least in their current form. Therefore, while we mimic their shape in the present day, it is far more likely that they look like us, than the reverse."

Ledi chuckled, glancing back at me.

“Not all human scientists agree on this point, by the way, Dakota,” he said, his voice openly amused. “You might want to poll a sample, in terms of origin theories... for there are as many as stars in the sky in our worlds.”

Nihkil spared him a dismissive glance, then cleared his throat, gesturing at the next few clusters of people watching us.

"They are human,” he said. “Just like those of your world... more or less."

“More or less,” I muttered, frowning a little in Ledi’s direction.

“Yes,” Nihkil said.

I watched the humans continue to stare at us, feeling my frustration rise. “You must know how crazy that sounds,” I said. "That we'd be in space, but they'd all be human."

"Only because it is new information for you," he said.

Again, Ledi chuckled. He’d slowed down a little too, so that the three of us walked almost abreast. I watched Ledi pat Nihkil on the shoulder.

"Nihkil is right," he said, glancing at me. "We are all human... except for those of us who are not." He chuckled again, shaking his head seemingly at both of us.

I glanced back at the crowd on the catwalk.

I no longer saw that one woman, the one with the dark red hair and the muscular but voluptuous body. At least five new faces returned my stare, however.

Several climbed handholds down to the main deck to get a better look at our small group. They followed behind us at a distance, looking almost like cave people with their bleached-white skin and large features.

“We know where humans came from on Earth,” I said, thinking aloud. I turned back towards Nihkil. “We evolved from lower primates. They found fossils.”

Nihkil gestured dismissively with one hand, but gave me a faintly warning look.

That one seemed to have more charge behind it.

"The First Planet is an important mystery for the humans here to solve," he said, still pulsing that warning from somewhere in his body. "It is not only a scientific question, but a religious one, too. Many people will be interested in you because of this. At least until they are able to confirm that your planet is not the First."

"You think it isn't the first, then?" I said. "Earth?”

Nihkil hesitated.

I saw him aim a sharp glance at Ledi, right before that warning intensified.

"I think it is extremely unlikely," Nihkil said, his eyes lightening perceptibly. "It is far more likely Rovers put your people there, just as they put people on Palarine and Mydora and the other worlds we have discovered through the gates. Your planet is too young to be the First. Further, it does not fit some of the basic parameters."

"Young?" I frowned, wrinkling my nose. "No, it isn't."

Nihkil snorted. He gave me a look that made it clear that he didn’t see me as an authority on the subject.

Biting back my irritation, I hesitated, then asked it anyway. "What are Rovers?”

I felt Nihkil's reluctance to answer that question, too, or maybe just to answer it right then.

I felt my jaw harden more.

“How would you know how old my planet is?" I pressed.

Nihkil gave me another bare glance. "Partly from the star,” he said. “The age of the star indicates the age of the system... thus the age of the planet. More or less."

My lips pursed, but I only nodded.

Following a little behind them in the tunnel, I wrapped my arms around myself, realizing again how cold it was on the ship. I paused a few times, touching walls with my hands. The material felt smooth, almost wet, but my fingers were dry when I took them away.

I glanced up to find Nihkil and Ledi waiting for me. Nihkil's face was far more difficult to read, his expression polite. When I caught up to them, he again slowed his strides to match mine, falling behind Ledi. His eyes remained fixed straight ahead.

"Full-blooded morph are relatively rare in the fleet," he said. "I am the only one on board, for example. But there are many more here with morph blood." He glanced at me, then pointed to a woman with dark skin standing in an alcove. "She is low-level morph. Too low to be given security designation... she cannot change any significant part of her anatomy. Only voice perhaps, and perhaps some of her surface features... eyes, hair, skin. Still, that she manifests any of our abilities at all is unusual. Most hybrids do not."

"What?" I said, feeling a kind of shock run through my system as something else clicked. "Are you serious? Some of the humans here have morph blood? Are you saying––"

"Morph can cross-breed. With humans. Others, too."

I stared at him. "Others? Like what kinds of others?"

Again, I caught a snort of amusement from Ledi where he walked in front of us.

“I told you about the supernaturals...” Nihkil began in a low voice.

“Yeah, but you said they were anomalies, right? Like one in several hundred thousand?”

“Yes,” Nihkil said. “I meant that several hundred thousand mix-breed births do not result in a supernatural,” he clarified. “...Therefore, they must result in something else, yes? In terms of numbers, the vast majority of those are mixed-blood morph with predominantly human characteristics and no manifestations of morph abilities whatsoever.”

“We think of them as humans with morph blood,” Ledi clarified humorously. He made a smooth gesture with one hand. “...Not sure if you catch the difference?”

I continued to stare between the two of them, trying to wrap my head around this.

Hell, I was trying to decide if Nihkil was pulling my leg.

“Humans breed with morphs?” I said. “Like... commonly? Really?”

“Like horny teenagers,” Ledi joked.

He chuckled again, glancing back at us with a grin.

Nihkil didn’t even look at him.

His eyes remained fixed expressionlessly on my face.

"I can show you images, if you want... pictures," he offered stiffly.

I nodded, feeling my face flush for some reason, even as I heard another chuckle from Ledi.

Nihkil’s expression didn’t change, but I distinctly felt the mood in the corridor shift.

Actually, it more took a nosedive.

Ledi and the other humans seemed to feel it, too.

I saw the humor evaporate from Ledi’s expression right after he glanced at Nihkil. I followed his eyes to the morph, too, wondering at the sudden tension I felt around him. It wasn’t irritation I felt coming off him, or even anger, at least not in the usual sense.

Instead, I distinctly got the impression that I'd managed to truly offend Nihkil, or maybe embarrass him... something I honestly hadn't been sure was even possible.

In any case, he hadn't liked something I said.

At all.

I took my eyes off him, figuring I’d wait on asking about that, too.

I faced forward as we passed through another hexagonal tunnel divider. Walls, pipes, ladders and doors all appeared to be constructed of the same ice-blue metal, only here most of it was too scuffed and dented to reflect much light. Doors appeared as darker rises in floors and ceilings. I saw burn marks in a few places, almost as if someone had shot at the walls.

We passed a lone human standing at an open access panel.

Several instruments clamped around different parts of a jelly-like substance the man had hanging out of a cylinder. Slimy filaments arched like worms, wrapping around his fingers until he pushed them aside with a gloved hand.

The engineer stopped his work to stare at me, especially my eyes and hair. Lit goggles and a shag of dark hair eclipsed his round face. The goggles made his eyes look fish-like, weirdly vacant.

I could feel Nihkil wanting to say something, and glanced over at him.

"They think you are from this First World," he said, his voice still a few shades cooler. "Curiosity will be worse on Palarine. You will likely have to submit to a number of indignities because of it."

"Indignities?" Again, I stared at him. "What kind of indignities?"

"They will want to display you. You will be forced to attend banquets... other events. They will want to speak with you, to broadcast your face to others."

"What do you mean, display me?"

For a moment Nihkil only stared at me blankly.

Then his expression seemed to clear.

"You will not be required to do so without clothes," he clarified.

"Damn straight," I muttered.

Even so, another flutter of stress-induced nerves hit me.

I wasn’t used to having so little control over my physical circumstances. I also wasn’t used to being so thoroughly outside of my element. Rubbing my abdomen absently with one hand, I fought again to focus on my surroundings. I touched the walls as we passed, hearing a low hum emanating from several of the longer panels.

Since being here, I’d heard so little ambient noise my ears felt overly sensitive.

When I looked up, I caught Nihkil watching me again.

When the pause lengthened, he took my hand carefully in his. The usual caution I felt on him had returned, only now tinged with mistrust. Whatever he felt towards me, though, he didn’t let go when I wound my fingers around his.

Instead, I saw him exhale visibly, right before he turned back towards me.

"One hundred and ten people inhabit this ship," he said, apropos of nothing. "Thirty-six are mixed breeds. The rest, apart from me, human."

"Thirty-six?" I said. "Why so many?"

Nihkil shrugged. I got the sense he was trying harder not to be offended that time.

"There are few morph,” he said. “Mixed breeds can sometimes change. They can sometimes do low-level work as morph... depending on the parents."

I found myself understanding. "So the humans try to make more morph by breeding them with humans? Is that it?"

"Yes," he said. “But that is only part of it.” He glanced at me, his face still somewhat stiff. "This is a complicated subject, Dakota. Humans also breed with morph to increase the number of humans. They base their racial category on proportion of blood and manifested traits. The mixed-breeds here are all categorized as human, in terms of their citizenship status. It is a risk some humans are willing to take."

“A risk?” I said, confused. “What risk?”

“That they might lose their child,” he said emotionlessly. “That they might lose social status, if their child is declared of high morph proportion, and that information goes public. When that happens, Dakota, then their child is no longer considered ‘theirs,’ in the strictest sense. Their child becomes property, therefore able to be bought and sold.” He paused, then looked directly at me. “Because of this, humans usually give birth to offspring of morph or half-bloods in secret. Depending on the results, they introduce the child into society... or sell them before it becomes known that they gave birth at all.”

Shrugging at my incredulous stare, he kept his expression flat.

“It is a calculated risk,” he repeated. “But the urge to procreate is strong. That is true of all species... even if one must compromise.”

“Compromise...” I muttered.

I stared at him, sure I’d heard him wrong, or misunderstood. When he only returned my look, his eyes dark and impossible to read, I looked away, swallowing.

"So how rare are you?" I said. "Morphs, I mean. Full-bloods."

He made a noncommittal gesture, tilting his head in a way that I hadn't yet learned how to interpret.

"More rare than humans," he said finally. When I rolled my eyes, about to make a sarcastic crack, he added, “...But that could change, too, Dakota.”

My attention was jerked forward as Ledi stopped in front of a blank wall.

He touched his foot to a pedal in the corridor floor, much like what Nihkil had done to close the hatch leading into our room. Instead of the door opening, though, a panel appeared to one side of its rounded frame. Ledi's long fingers tapped out a cadence that suggested keys, but I saw no buttons or breaks in the smooth surface.

Nihkil took my hand again, startling me.

When I looked over, he squeezed my fingers.

"Don't touch anything,” he murmured, leaning close to me. “Don't talk to any of the humans. Stay close to me. Please, Dakota."

I nodded, waving at him dismissively, but didn't miss the eyebrow quirk we both got from Ledi, right before his eyes slid down to our entwined fingers.

Before I could give Ledi a hard stare in return, the ice-blue doors started to open, revealing rotating and flickering lights moving through a darkened space.

I looked up and saw seats dangling from the high ceiling, moving as if on greased rails before a giant, pitch-black wall, taller than any I’d seen in the ship so far. Legs hung down from those same seats, but not helplessly. Foot rests and arm holders seemed to serve as pedals, swiveling the harnesses in several different directions.

Ledi entered the room. Nihkil gently tugged my hand to get me to follow.

I did, wordlessly, but without taking my eyes off those dangling people.

I felt something in Nihkil's demeanor shift again, as soon as we crossed the threshold. It took me a few seconds to make sense of the change, but once I did, I found myself staring at him. He didn’t move any closer to where I stood, but I felt his presence envelop mine anyway, as if to hide me from the rest of the room.

Surprised by the overt protectiveness I felt, I tried to decipher the other thing I felt there, too, an almost exaggerated maleness I'd never discerned on him before. Nihkil didn’t return my look; his symmetrical face remained empty, but his eyes trained hawklike on the people in the room, as if scoping for hidden threats.

His expression reminded me more of when I'd first met him, in that alley near Pioneer Square.

I stepped closer to him, in spite of myself.

Heck, maybe he knew something I didn’t.

Just then, a lithe body swiveled in a harness, jerking my eyes upwards.

Cat-shaped irises narrowed down at me from large, hazel eyes. The female had cropped black hair, muscular arms, and a delicate, almost elfin face. Her skin carried a golden fawn pattern, dramatic against the paleness underneath those reddish spots.

A dark red stone flashed from her upper arm, as if embedded directly into her flesh.

It dawned on me suddenly that she was young, maybe only in her early twenties. She reminded me of Irene's little sister, the one who was always dating speed freaks and wanting Irene to bail her boyfriends out of jail. The alien girl's hands gripped black metal controllers on either side of her body, her fingers pale as milk.

The door closed, leaving the room in near-darkness.

Me and that girl continued to stare at one another.

Nik didn’t like it. Some part of me noted his dislike of my interest in the girl, but I didn’t look away from her face.

"Pilots," Nihkil said in a low voice, again speaking right next to my ear. "Both are human." He gestured subtly at the cat-eyed woman, and again I felt that reluctance on him. "Nagre." He gestured towards the second chair. "Artro. It is what they are called."

"You know their names?” I said, turning to him. “All of them?”

Nihkil shrugged. "Not all... but some, yes. We all work for Yaffa in some capacity."

I'd followed his gesturing hand towards the other pilot by then. A man, maybe in his forties, sat in the right-side harness. Salt and pepper hair stuck up unevenly around a square face with mismatched eyes.

He smiled, giving me a half-wave with his fingers without letting go of the controls. Brown hair grew on his thick arms. He was the first person I’d seen besides Nihkil since we’d been on the ship who didn’t have skin the color of an albino mole. While not exactly tan, he was a familiar, sunless beige. I smiled back at him, disarmed by his simple friendliness.

Ledi gestured for us to join him, by a section of black wall.

Only then did I give a sweeping glance around, taking in the rest of the space. People lined all three of the walls facing that larger, taller black one that took up the length of the oval-shaped room. Most of them bent over machines that turned their faces a sickly blue.

When I glanced back at Ledi and Nihkil, I found Ledi watching me again. While I looked, his eyes drifted down to the hand held by Nihkil, holding a darker scrutiny.

I was still staring when Nihkil's voice jerked my eyes back to his.

“Look,” Nihkil said in English.

The darkness of the wall by Ledi faded.

The wall became a window, then a high, glass dome, filling the space with light.

The blue-white glow threw the horseshoe of control stations into stark relief, making me realize they circled a much wider room than I’d realized. The eerie, bluish faces grew more distinct, as did the two pilots hanging from their harnesses in front of the expanse of transparent wall. The starlight washed out the girl, Nagre's, pale skin, making the pattern on top darker and more distinctive.

I barely gave them a glance, though.

My eyes found the window and became glued there, instead.

Night stretched into an endless black before me.

That night was filled with uncountable stars that exploded in a tunnel-shaped tube detailed with intricate patterns. Light cascaded down the curved sides of that tunnel of light, shocking my eyes, causing my breath to clutch in my chest. Starlight spiraled, seemingly so close to where I stood that I flinched, stepping into Nihkil's side. The multicolored light appeared to impact the transparent walls of the ship itself, pooling in iridescent patterns, streams pulling into abstraction once they got close enough for the ship’s speed to be apparent.

Nihkil watched my face, as if hesitant.

"We are in a pre-jump phase,” Ledi said, from my other side. I turned, giving him a blank look, but he didn’t seem to notice. “This is how the field looks during a course change,” he explained. “We are lucky. With the new drives, it is not necessary to exit the field entirely, so we do not have to expose ourselves in standard. This is good, given that the Malek have likely reported our transport of you back to the central worlds."

I nodded, as if what he'd just said made an iota of sense to me.

I watched the balls of light fly past, trails exploding in different colors. My mind fought with the immensity of it, tried to make it real, then tried to make it into a movie.

I pretty much failed at both.

Nihkil gestured towards me, indicating for me move closer to the glass.

"Touch it," he urged. "It is not a projection... nor anything fake. You are seeing a real view outside... real sky. You should look closer, Dakota."

Feeling what he was trying to help me with, I nodded, swallowing.

Releasing his hand, I walked forward, feeling the humans’ eyes on me, including Ledi’s.

Ignoring them, Nihkil followed me soundlessly.

The entire bridge crew watched the two of us now, not just Ledi and the pilots. I could almost feel the intensity of their interest, not just in me, but in me and Nihkil, and whatever they thought was going on between the two of us.

Forcing that out of my mind, too, I approached the curved bulkhead and placed my hands lightly on the transparent pane. I brought my face closer, like Nihkil suggested, touching my forehead to the cold surface as I stared down the curved sides of the ship, watched the lit lines of starlight follow the smooth, whitish hull. More windows appeared below me, artificial light flickering in warm contrast to the stars.

I felt my chest clench.

I tried to think about my apartment in Seattle, about Irene and Gantry and my brother, Jake. I tried to think about the stockbroker who’d nearly killed me during my last job in Seattle, and my favorite coffee shop on Capitol Hill. I tried to think about all of the people I’d left back home, my boxing coach and my neighbors and all of my friends, but all of it felt unreal somehow, as I stared down the side of that ship.

Whoever I was, back then... I'd never be that person again.

My lens shifted.

The stars grew colder, more physical. I tried to force myself to somehow feel what lived on the other side of that glass. The hugeness of that void stopped my breath, balled my hands into fists. The night sky pulsed and sang inside my head in unfamiliar tones and frequencies, filling spaces so empty and huge I couldn’t categorize how any of it made me feel. Disjointed lights combated harmonious ones, waves and pulses of energy with properties I didn’t recognize, violent shards of light and warmer flames, rocks and gases and exploding coronas... 

Nihkil moved closer to me again, as if reminding me of his presence. Refolding his hands, he stood close enough that I was forced to feel him there.

"I asked Ledi to bring you here," he said, soft. "I thought maybe it would be good."

I nodded, unable to speak.

When I glanced behind me, I saw the humans still staring at me.

Fighting to ignore the fear that tried to rise, I turned back to the glass. I looked for holes in what Nihkil was showing me, anything that might indicate that this wasn't real.

I couldn't find them.

Glancing back over my shoulder, I met the gaze of the girl in the ceiling harness. Her catlike pupils narrowed, right before I heard her speak, her words seeming to come from inside my own mind.

"Dirty, off-world bitch... should kill her where she stands... morph bringing dirty female here. No way is she from the First World. Why the hell would he mate with her? He is one of the explorers... the chosen ones. Yet they say he takes her as a permanent mate, even with––”

Ledi snapped a command at the female pilot.

Immediately, the voice faded from my mind.

"I am sorry," Ledi said, approaching us hastily from behind. "I had forgotten she was equipped with a translator. I should have remembered both pilots have these. I am sorry, Dakota...”

I nodded, but still fought with the emotional reaction that had risen in me.

Hatred. It had been a long time since I’d heard the kind of hatred I’d heard in the other woman’s voice. Whatever changes had happened in me since I'd stepped through that circle of white stones, they hadn't been nearly enough... not if this was my new normal.

I needed to open Nik’s lock.

I needed to learn more, or I’d never survive this place.

In any case, the tattooed and bejeweled female no longer reminded me of Irene's little sister. Truthfully, nothing here really reminded me much of anything back home. None of the good parts of home, anyway.

Well, I thought, glancing ruefully at Nihkil.

... Except when I desperately needed it to.
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RUMORS AND A PERSONAL FAVOR
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"DAKOTA...”

Nihkil's voice came through my implant link, via the private channel code he'd given me over two weeks ago now. He'd given me my own translator over the same period, then took it away when he decided it was making me “lazy” about learning Pharize.

And yeah, okay... he was probably right.

The implant link got in the way of learning Pharize, too, of course. Nik seemed to think it had other compensations that made that acceptable, however... and anyway, I could only use the link with him, not with the other humans and hybrids of the crew.

The link itself, which was a connection between my implant and the implant of whoever I shared the connection code with, wasn’t triggered by actual speech, I’d discovered... but by the speaker’s thoughts. It was easy to forget that while using it.

It was also easy to forget to shut the danged thing off, especially when I didn’t want Nik hearing every thought running through my head that was loud enough to trigger the danged thing. Using the link was more personal than the translator, too, in that the link often carried more than just the precise meanings of the words we used.

Nik also intimated a few times that it was closer to how the lock worked, so better for me to use as practice than the way the translator functioned.

Like now, I could feel his mind sharpen, so that his thoughts carried an edge.

It was almost like hearing an irritated voice in my head.

"Dakota... please, come here." Abruptly, he seemed to change his mind. "No, wait. Wait there... right where you are."

Sighing a little, I watched him make his way across the winding cargo bay, fighting not to smile when irritation continued to seethe off him. Folding my arms, I studiously ignored the human guards I felt watching me from several sides. I refused to return their insistent stares even when I could tell they wanted me to look back at them, following Nihkil's progress across the hold with my eyes instead.

They'd started letting me out of the room something like six weeks ago.

I hadn't been able to see much.

I'd also been forced to tolerate guards tailing me wherever I went, even when I had to use the facilities, but I’d been permitted to go to several of the common rooms with Nihkil, as well as to a number of the less-restricted areas in the rest of the ship.

I'd even been allowed to wander the main corridors, although Nihkil hadn't liked it much when I did that without him.

Of course, when Nik took me out with him, it tended to feel a lot more like work.

Seeing it as an extension of the language lessons he'd ramped up alongside our efforts with the lock, Nihkil had me practicing Pharize with humans every chance he got, and pushed me to watch the news broadcasts that covered the common room walls, quizzing me on their contents every five or so minutes.

He pushed me to order drinks and food from the humans, too, and to ask for materials I wanted. He even bugged me to go through the laborious process of trying to carry on social conversations with humans lounging and staring at the two of us in the common spaces. He'd pushed me to learn phrases covering everything from refusing sexual advances to getting through a military interrogation without pissing off human officials, and what to say to cover my ass legally if I’d been caught doing something wrong.

Some of the things he taught me sounded downright iffy.

In any case, I strongly suspected Ledi hadn't sanctioned a good chunk of Nihkil's lesson plan, as it seemed to posit the Palarine military as a potential threat more often than not.

As for Nihkil himself, he turned into some kind of bizarre, morph taskmaster in the weeks following my field trip to the ship’s bridge.

Constantly muttering under his breath that I had to be “ready” for Palarine, he never really specified what that meant.

Nor did he specify what, specifically, worried him about me.

The best I could do was try to pick up clues based on what he pushed me the most often and the hardest to learn. The big ones seemed to center around language, etiquette, and making sure I knew my rights as a human being.

He had me repeat my sentience rights and blood categorization until I had all of the legal phrases associated with those rights memorized backwards and forwards. He instructed me around when and where to recite those rights, which seemed to include just about any time I might be questioned, according to Nihkil, “in a way I found potentially problematic.”

He never really specified what that meant, either.

In any case, Nihkil and I had been joined at the hip for the last two months.

While I found myself leaning on him still, in a variety of ways, we’d also gotten comfortable enough with one another that we’d started to relax some of our stranger-politeness.

We’d also started to bicker.

And argue.

Sometimes, those arguments turned into drag-down fights.

Half the time, however, I wasn't entirely sure what we were arguing about, other than the fact that we both got frustrated when we couldn’t understand one another. Nihkil also seemed to have a bunch of rules around behavior that struck me as significantly less intuitive and clear-cut than either one of us would have liked. As we grew to know one another better, he also began to have zero qualms around making his feelings clear, too, especially when it had anything to do with the overly broad rubric of my “safety.”

He also seemed to be inordinately paranoid, in my mind, about “the humans,” and what they might do to either or both of us.

Again, getting specifics from him, in terms of what, exactly, he feared might happen to me on Palarine if I broke one of his rules––as well as what ways I shouldn't portray the two of us in order to not tick off the Pharei––was like getting blood out of a stone.

I'd finally approached Ledi on the latter, since he'd made no secret that he found the two of us amusing... if not out-and-out puzzling, in terms of our dynamic. Ledi dodged my questions at first, but when I persisted, he finally smiled at me shrewdly, and said something along the lines of, "Let's just say, Nihkil is trying to do you a favor, Dakota."

He still pronounced my name with unnerving precision, but that time, I barely noticed.

"A favor, how?" I pressed.

Ledi sighed, giving me an apologetic look.

"While many fraternize with the morph in various ways, to appear to be intimate with one, even if the relationship itself is entirely innocent, can be detrimental to your own reputation.”

At what must have been an irritated look from me, Ledi leaned forward, clasping my hand. His eyes and voice grew more insistent.

“Do not think too little of my words, Dakota. If enough people took issue with your interactions, you could be deemed a race traitor. You could be prosecuted for conspiring."

“Conspiring to do what?” I said, staring at him.

Ledi shrugged, releasing my hand as he leaned back in his chair.

I squinted at him over the table.

"What’s really going on?” I said finally. “There’s something else, isn’t there? About Nik. Something you’re not telling me.”

Ledi sighed a little.

Still, from his furtive look, I got the sense he knew exactly what I meant. Apparently, he hadn’t forgotten that awkward interaction in the ship’s corridors that day, either.

I watched Ledi think, as if trying to decide what to do.

“I’m not really at liberty to say, Dakota,” he said finally.

“Bullshit,” I blurted, unthinking. “What is it? Something about Nik and women, right?” I said. “Are you seriously going to tell me I don’t have a right to know?”

Ledi gave me a sharp look at that.

Sharp enough that I wondered if I’d gone too far in my familiarity with him. Remembering the look Nihkil gave me when I told him I was going for a walk with General Advisor Ledi without him, I sighed a bit, running a hand through my hair.

“Look,” I said. “I want to know. It’ll help me understand Nik, right?”

Ledi seemed to dial down his emotional reaction, too. After a moment, he nodded, his eyes thoughtful once more, if still conflicted. When he next spoke, however, he seemed almost to be changing the subject.

“Many have noticed that Nik is different since you got here, Dakota,” he said after another pause. “I, myself, barely recognize him in some respects.”

“Barely recognize him?” I said, feeling my jaw tighten a little. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ledi made a dismissive gesture, giving me a mysterious smile.

“You would have had to know him before, Dakota, to realize how much he has changed. Unfortunately, most of the humans on this ship were familiar with Nihkil’s previous demeanor, before he met you.”

“And what was that, exactly?” I pressed.

Ledi's eyes and voice grew vague. "It is not important, Dakota. My point was, he is trying to help you, not hurt you."

"It's a little important," I countered. "Does it have something to do with the women we saw that day? Those two humans?”

Ledi gave me a warning look, glancing around the space of the common room where we sat. “I was not implying that Nihkil’s changes were your fault,” he said, that warning still in his eyes.

Seeming to see something in my expression, he sighed.

For a few seconds, he watched two humans sharing a meal in a darkened corner of the space.

"Most of it is mistaken perception, Dakota," he said finally. "You must be aware that they think Nihki’ has taken you as a lover?"

I felt my skin flush. "What? Why?"

Ledi firmed his lips and fluttered his eyelids, the equivalent of the local eye-roll.

I felt my mouth harden. “Are those women jealous, then?”

“Most probably... yes,” Ledi said simply.

“Was Nik sleeping with them? Before I came, I mean?”

Ledi hesitated, tapping his fingers on the table top. Then, he surprised me, giving a vague sort of shrug, one I knew to mean yes.

Even so, his words surprised me more.

“He has done so on this flight, Dakota,” he said simply.

“What?” I felt my face grow cold. “What did you say?”

Ledi gave me a level look. “Nihki’ has spent time with each of them... and one other human, I believe... during this flight. He did not tell you?” Pausing, he studied my eyes. “It is recorded. Legally, he must record all of his trysts with humans. You could access the records, if you like. Any human has access to these things, unless such access is specifically denied by one of the human participants. As far as I know, none of them have done this with Nihkil. Not recently, anyway.”

I gaped at him, sure again that I’d misheard him.

From Ledi’s expression, it quickly grew apparent I had not.

I shut my mouth with a snap.

“Nihki’ did not tell you about this?” Ledi said again.

“Must have slipped his mind,” I muttered.

“Would you like to see?” he said politely.

“No,” I said, giving him an incredulous look. “No way. Are you kidding me?”

Ledi smiled, but it lacked humor that time. When I continued to stare at him, he only shook his head, his expression holding a faint puzzlement again.

“Nihki’ hasn’t told you about the cards yet, Dakota?” he said finally.

I stared at him. “No. What cards? What does that mean?”

Ledi flicked his fingers at me, in a dismissive gesture that time, indicating he either didn’t want to answer, or simply wouldn’t for whatever reason.

When I pressed him again, all I got was more vague gestures and a lot of repeated comments along the lines of, “I've said far too much already,” and “please keep this conversation to yourself, Dakota,” and “Nihkil would hardly thank me for having spoken of this at all,” and “really, you must ask Nihkil.”

None of which exactly cleared things up.

In fact, each subsequent comment only managed to irritate me more.

I didn’t ask Nik about it, either. Not directly.

I meant to.

Hell, I got halfway through imagining the conversation in my head on my way back to our room, but I never went there, for a number of reasons, I guess. The main one being that I could feel on Nik that he knew immediately that I knew. I assume it was some kind of lock thing, but something in his face when I got back told me he knew exactly what Ledi had told me.

He felt entirely closed, for one thing.

For the rest of that day, his face remained more unreadable than I’d ever seen it. On the other hand, I don’t think I’d ever felt so much anger on him before, either.

I could tell most of that anger was aimed at Ledi.

Even so, both of us were pretty cool to one another for a few weeks after that.

I still found myself more likely to deliberately push his buttons.

Like now.

I’d known for some time that Nihkil was looking for me. Despite that fact, I’d decided to let him find me the hard way, instead of giving a shout-out to let him know where I was. That was probably the real reason for the irritation I felt through the lock... not the obstacle course he currently navigated in crossing the storage bay to reach me.

I myself stood among a teetering maze of black, basalt-looking boxes at the forward end of a football-field-sized cargo hold. Normally the entire area lay plunged in darkness, eerily silent, and holding only that still, waiting quality of a giant room floating in space.

I'd stumbled across the hold purely by accident, not long after they first let me out of the room. Guards in tow, I'd wandered through the dark aisles in fascination at the sheer size of it, even peering inside a few of the crates until the guards told me to cut it out.

After a few more exploration trips in the giant hold, I returned here sometimes when I just wanted to be alone––even ditching the human guards when I could manage it, until they used the implant to find me again.

After Ledi’s revelation about Nik’s extracurricular activities, I found I needed more space from him than before.

I was also quickly learning that Nihkil's relationship to the concept of “privacy” was iffy at best. I got my first clue when he barged right into the bathroom cubicle while I was showering. After I chewed him out for that one, he'd tried standing outside the open door to talk to me, and even bugged me to recite something he'd assigned me to learn the night before... until I threw a few handfuls of cleaning powder at him to get him to go away.

I found out only later that each washing cubicle came equipped with only a small amount of water. Most people used the cleaning powder to scrub dirt and detritus off their bodies and hair, since it was a lot lighter to carry than the amount of water needed to accomplish the same. Water was generally for drinking... with only a small amount allotted for other uses, even in a ship of this size. We’d used pretty much all of that water up the first night, when Nik doused me in the cubicle to try and snap me out of shock.

Anyway, I’d never brought Nihkil to the cargo bay with me.

I would sit by one of the view ports and think when I came here, or just gaze into that starlight, watching patterns form and reform along the hull of the ship before melting back into the darkness. Usually, it was pretty meditative for me.

As in, I enjoyed the silence, my mind close to empty.

Today, the cargo hold felt like a different place entirely.

Instead of being dimly lit with low-burning, gold-colored running lights, the stadium-sized cavern appeared stark and bright with white-hot overheads, including a wall-length glow-worm sac affixed to the upper bulkhead that radiated a sharp, green-tinged glow.

Members of Ledi's crew rode loaders up and down the various aisles, pulling boxes down with coordinated, crab-like pinschers they operated with metal gloves. Like many of the machines here, I found the basalt-black, mobile units vaguely insect-like, more like big, stupid pets than machines. The crew seemed to ride them that way, too, arguing with them and cursing them out as often as they noticeably worked the controls.

Since talking to Ledi that day, I’d made more of an effort to listen to the human gossip, too, especially about me and Nihkil.

My Pharize still pretty much sucked, though.

As a result, I didn’t learn much. I did hear a few things about how they viewed Nik differently since I’d been around, but I sensed they were reacting more to a feeling than anything Nihkil was actually doing.

That, and a number of them had seen Nik touching me.

Publicly, I assume... since he was clearly touching some of them a lot more than he touched me. Apparently public contact between a human and a morph was unusual enough that it elicited a fair bit of theorizing.

And Ledi hadn’t been lying; they all thought I was sleeping with him.

“Dakota.” Nihkil appeared in front of me, somewhat out of breath.

Seeing him up close, I couldn’t help but stare.

A black, form-fitting uniform shirt clung to his upper body, different from anything I’d seen him wear up until then. Its high-necked collar showed just above the edges of a tailored-fit, black jacket. The pants I recognized as the same style as the thick, ribbed pants he wore whenever he left our room without me, except this pair was spotless, a deep black with no burn holes, stains or grease marks from his penchant for crawling under machines.

The only spot of color on him came from his eyes, which were currently green, and his belt. A pale white ribbon wound around one jacket sleeve, which I knew marked him as a full-blooded morph.

For the first time, I noticed that he’d gained weight... a fair bit of weight, actually... and it wasn’t fat. Nik looked almost athletic.

It struck me to wonder if he could do that to himself as part of his morphing abilities, or if he'd done it the normal, human way, meaning via exercise. If it was the latter, I had to wonder again what he’d been doing with himself when he wasn’t in the room.

Besides the one thing, that is.

His hair had grown, too; it nearly reached his shoulders. He pushed it behind one ear even as I noticed, and when I glanced back at his face, he returned my gaze sharply. His eyes, which were already darkening, looked borderline defensive.

“What?” he said.

“What do you mean, what?” I gave another cursory glance to his clothes and his hair, frowning. “You were looking for me, right?”

Nihkil shook his head, his lips firming as he looked away.

“Yes,” he said finally.

Fumbling in his jacket, he withdrew a mong stick packet, offering one to me. He’d finally stopped hiding that little habit from me, too. I’d smelled it on him off and on for weeks before I figured out what the hell the smell meant. Everyone on the ship seemed to chew on the damned things. I had no idea why he cared whether I knew that he did, as well.

I shook my head to his offer.

Mong sticks were kind of like supercharged caffeine and gave me a buzz, which made my hands shake, too. Given where we would be in just a few minutes, I wanted my head clear.

At the very least, I didn't want to risk falling on my face.

“We need to talk, Dakota,” Nihkil said.

I couldn't help noticing he spoke English, and without the translator.

Clearly he didn't want to be overheard. His English had improved a lot in the past few weeks. Almost a scary amount, truthfully.

“...We are landing in a few hours," he added in the same language, giving me an odd look. "You need to understand a few things, first. Things I've held off on telling you, because I didn't want you to worry."

"So you tell me now," I muttered, folding my arms. "When I have no time to adjust to the information whatsoever."

Ignoring my words, Nik took a bite of the mong stick, after kneading the end with his fingers. Immediately, the sweet-smelling aroma filled the air. "They are going to react to you down there... badly, I suspect, once they see your age and sex.”

I quirked an eyebrow. “They don’t know those already?”

Nik didn’t meet my gaze. “Ledi told them the basics. That is not what I mean precisely.”

“So what do you mean?” I said.

“I mean they will find you attractive, Dakota,” Nihkil said, blunt.

At what must have been a startled expression on me, he averted his eyes, muttering under his breath in another language, not Pharize or Merensic.

Shaking his head, he said in English, “It will not be an advantage, I assure you.”

The look he gave me that time bordered on annoyed. I still couldn’t tell if that annoyance was aimed at me.

Either way, as he continued, his expression remained hard.

“I have already received offers here... on the ship,” he said. “That will be much worse when we reach the surface. Even apart from the breeding requests. They’re not going to like it when I say no. They will like it less, the longer we are there.”

“Offers?” I said, feeling my jaw harden more. “Breeding requests? Nik, what the hell are you––”

“You are not to fight with anyone down there,” Nihkil said, cutting me off as he turned, facing me. “I know your Pharize is good... better than you usually let on. No fights... physical or otherwise. I mean it.”

I frowned, still staring at him incredulously.

He didn't look over. I was about to give him a hard time about that, too, but Nihkil seemed preoccupied, almost as if he’d forgotten I might have my own opinions about his words.

“Do you mind sharing a bed with me while we are there?” he said finally.

Startled, I glanced up at his face. His eyes had turned a dark orange color, one I'd learned to associate with his discomfort.

“Aren’t we sharing a bed already?” I said warily.

“You know what I mean,” he said.

“No,” I said. “I don’t. Why not spell it out for a change, Nik?”

“They are pressuring me to arrange breeding partners. Not only for you.” He avoided my eyes, staring at a pile of boxes. “For me, too. It would... simplify things, if I could reduce the number of my required cards. I could only do that if I named a primary breeding partner. Even then, our agreements would need to be witnessed... if you agree, I mean.”

I just stared at him. When Nihkil didn't return my gaze, I folded my arms, making my expression more deliberately pointed.

"Uh, Nihkil?" I said finally, clearing my throat when he didn't turn.

That time, he seemed to snap out of whatever trance into which he'd fallen.

Glancing over my face, he frowned.

"I'm not propositioning you," he said, pronouncing the word with exactness. "I merely require an explanation for my unwillingness to take cards. You can deny access to the tapes, since you are human. No one will know."

Remembering my conversation with Ledi, I swallowed a little, my voice neutral.

"Take cards?" I said.

"Yes." He took another bite of the mong, again offering it to me.

Again, I waved it away, a little impatiently that time.

“...I am required to fulfill a quota while I am on Palarine, like all full-blooded morph,” Nik explained. “Merely having a primary breeding partner will not get me out of this arrangement entirely, but it will minimize the demands they make on me."

Hesitating, he glanced at me. That time, his expression held more of that openness I remembered, from when we'd first met.

"It would be a favor to me," he added. "I would make no further requests."

Feeling something else behind his words, some emotion that struck me as stronger than usual, I felt my face warm.

After a pause, I felt my anger deflate, too.

"Sure," I said. Shrugging, I waved a hand, then folded my arms. "I just wish you’d actually explain things to me, once in awhile." Hesitating, I glanced back in his direction. "You said they'd still make demands on you... ?"

He made a vague, almost dismissive gesture. "It is not your concern."

I frowned, but before I could pursue that little info-dump, something else occurred to me.

“Aren’t they going to notice if I don’t get pregnant?” I said. “I mean, that's the point, right? To make little half-morphs, for the betterment of the Republic?”

“No,” he said. Then he glanced at me. His eyes grew thoughtful. “Well... yes,” he amended. “In most cases, that is the purpose, yes. But you are a foreigner. They will assume that something else is preventing our reproduction, or delaying it, perhaps. Something biological to do with where you are from. In any event, we shouldn't be there long enough for this to become a serious problem." He glanced at me then, his eyes that sharper orange. "If you are asking for personal reasons, I am registered as being fertile.”

I found myself nodding to that, too, even as I refolded my arms, taking a half-step away from him. I couldn't really think of an appropriate response.

"Great," I said finally. "Right on, man."

His mouth hardened perceptibly.

“It is a favor to me, yes... but I am trying to help us both, Dakota. If we do not tell them we are attempting to breed, they will also likely force me to assign you a biological mate... likely one of the other morph or humans under their employ.” Muttering, he added under his breath, “I have not been very successful at convincing them that you are unlikely to be from their First Planet. They will want to do many things to you to try and determine the source of your origins, particularly in terms of reproduction and DNA. There is a problem with fertility in many humans here... many cannot reproduce at all. It would benefit you greatly if they did not see you as the solution to this problem of theirs."

My mouth fell open, but he seemed to preempt my indignation.

Turning, Nihkil said sharply, “If you refuse intercourse altogether, they will build a case to steal your ovum. They are already trying to bargain with me for this. They have so far been thwarted by my clan representative on Palarine, who is working to uphold my right of claim. But we cannot keep them away indefinitely without convincing them we are working hard to assess your fertility in the more... conventional sense."

While I continued to stare at him in disbelief, Nihkil took another bite off the mong, his eyes holding some anger now.

“...Even as we speak, they will be researching a way around this, Dakota,” he muttered. “They already requested the DNA sequence from your blood samples so they can try to reproduce it artificially.” He lowered his voice still more. “It is mainly political... but their fears about infertility are real enough. They will want to use the issue of your mate as leverage. They would assign someone who is loyal to the military council.”

But I was still stuck on the first thing he’d said.

“Why would they think I could help them with their fertility problem?” I said. “And if the issue is human fertility, why would they let me reproduce with a morph at all?”

He shook his head, giving me a faintly irritated look.

“You do not understand,” he said. “Morph and human offspring are able to reproduce with humans, without exception. Morph are almost always fertile. We have been a partial solution to some of their problems... but we are few, and many among the humans are not happy with what they perceive as a mixing of human blood with another species. You, on the other hand, are full-blooded human...”

Nihkil gestured vaguely towards my body, but didn't follow the gesture with his eyes.

“...More and more humans are born sterile every year,” he added. “Those who are born pure-blooded are sterile in over 80% of cases now. If they were able to determine the difference between your DNA and theirs, they might be able to thwart what they see as a crisis point in the next fifty to one hundred years. Even among the current generation who are registered as fertile, only 5% of full-blooded human fetuses make it to term. This problem is beginning to skew the demographics of both Mydara and Palarine already."

I frowned, glancing at my guards before taking a step closer to him.

"So you believe it," I said finally.

"Believe what?"

"All that bullshit about how Earth couldn't be First Planet... you don't really think that at all, do you? You think it could be." I studied his face. "Maybe you even think it is."

Nihkil also glanced around us, frowning. His voice grew more careful.

"This is not an appropriate discussion. Not even here."

"But more here than the room?" I said.

"I would say so, yes."

He offered me his mong again. That time I took it. I felt his eyes on me as I put it to my lips, my fingers shaking slightly. His voice turned more reassuring.

"Let us just say I believe there is a risk, Dakota,” he said. “And that I do not think having this confirmed would be good for you. That is not the same thing as a guarantee that my suspicions are correct."

I nodded, biting another piece off the mong and handing it back to him. "Okay."

His expression still cautious, he gave me a sidelong look. “Do you trust me, Dakota?"

I looked up, letting him see me frown.

“Do I have any choice?” I said.

He averted his eyes, which were now blue. For a long moment, he just seemed to be thinking. Then he sighed that melodious sigh of his, and glanced back in my direction.

"I suppose not,” he admitted. “Not a good one."

Rolling my eyes, I smiled, in spite of myself. "Well, then... yeah, I trust you." I folded my arms, shrugging. “...For whatever that's worth."

Nihkil nodded solemnly.

I had no idea what he thought of my actual words, though.

When I bumped his shoulder with mine, if only to get the serious expression off his face, he smiled in surprise, looking at me directly. That faint surprise remained in his eyes as he caught hold of my wrist. As he continued to hold onto me, though, that serious look returned to his expression, even as it surfaced in his voice.

"So I can tell Yaffa, Leader of the Republican Fleet, that you are a breeding partner to me?" he said, gripping me tighter. “...My primary one?" he clarified. Watching my eyes, he hesitated. "This is one area where they follow morph law, Dakota.”

“Meaning what?” I said, wary again.

“Meaning... you have primary rights over my reproductive capacity,” he said at once. “They cannot force me to do otherwise, if you are witnessed making specific demands regarding my behavior, Dakota.”

I stared at him, hearing something more behind his words, or maybe seeing it in his eyes. When I tried to get additional information through the lock, however, I came up blank.

“If you would rather not...” Nihkil added, his voice cautious. “...I understand. I cannot get you out of the requirement altogether, but I can allow them to arrange for someone else, if you prefer to share your bed in the more conventional sense."

Staring up at him incredulously, I burst out in a laugh.

“Oh, for crying out loud!” I said. “Yes, you can tell your creepy Republican leader that we're breeding partners. We fight often enough, I’m sure they’ll believe it.”

Shaking his head, Nihkil looked away.

That time, I caught the half-smile on his face.

Unfortunately, I wasn't the only one.

A woman with short, honey-blond hair, one of the females in Ledi's crew, walked by at that precise moment, wearing work clothes. She watched Nihkil’s face in something like disbelief, right before her gaze shot down to where he still held my wrist.

Nihkil released me at once, even as his expression faded, falling back into that blank look I remembered from when I'd first been locked in the room with him.

I found myself staring after the girl, though, feeling a low surge of anger as it occurred to me that Nik might be sleeping with her, too. I bit my lip, maybe to keep myself from asking him outright. Even so, I saw him hesitate, studying my face.

I didn’t speak, still trying to control the feelings that warred in the back of my mind, not really wanting to dwell on those, either.

When he spoke, his words only managed to confuse me more, though.

"There are things I have not told you," he said. "Things about my people... things that the humans think about us, but also things they are not aware of. But now is not the time for that conversation, either, Dakota."

I met his gaze, hiding my irritation badly. "Will there ever be a good time, Nihkil?"

"There will," he said, his voice firm.

Looking at him, more sharply that time, I felt my jaw harden more.

“Nik,” I said, blunt. “I know about the other women.”

He didn’t so much as blink. “Yes,” he said, giving a short nod. He didn’t meet my gaze. “That is part of what I would like to discuss with you, Dakota.”

“But not here,” I clarified.

“I would prefer if it wasn’t here, yes.” He gave me a bare glance, but I saw the faint apology that lived there. “If things were different, I would be making a different request of you, Dakota. You must know that.”

I gave an involuntary snort. “Yeah. I bet.”

“Not only that,” he said, his voice hardening.

When I glanced up, his expression verged on cold.

“In relation to the cards,” he said, that anger still audible in his words. “I would be asking you for something different, Dakota... if things were different between us. I would be asking you to forbid me to do it altogether.”

“Why?” I said, staring up at him.

His jaw hardened perceptibly.

He looked away a few seconds later, biting into the mong and chewing more deliberately than before. I saw anger shift over his expression, along with what might have been frustration, turning his angular features more taut.

“So why not just ask me now, Nik?” I said.

“I just did,” he said, his voice as cold as his eyes.

“Fine,” I said, my own voice harder. “Then I forbid you. No more cards, Nik. I forbid you to take any more. Clear?”

He glanced up at me.

I saw surprise flicker across his expression, even as his eyes darted over my face, maybe trying to determine if I was serious.

“Will you document that?” he demanded.

“Document it?” I said. Bewilderment reached my voice. “Document it how?”

“With Ledi,” he said. “Will you say this in front of him? Forbidding me?”

I threw up a hand, not hiding my puzzlement that time, either. “Sure. Okay. When?”

Nihkil’s expression relaxed visibly, right before he looked away.

“I will tell him,” he said. “We will arrange a time.” He glanced at me again, his eyes still showing faint glints of that surprise. “You would do that for me?” he said. “Why, Dakota? I thought you were angry with me. In this area, especially.”

I stared up at him. “Why wouldn’t I?”

The question seemed to stump him.

For a moment both of us just stood there, neither of us really looking at the other.

I took the mong stick from his fingers a second time when he offered it to me, biting a more generous portion off the end that time. I fought to think as I chewed on it slowly, trying to decide if I wanted to ask him more.

But it really didn’t seem like the right time. Not now, anyway.

“So we’ll talk more about this later?” I said casually.

“Yes.”

“You won’t forget?”

He gave me a longer look, his eyes holding more that time, more than I could really catalogue, even through the link we shared.

“I won’t forget,” he said.

I chewed on the end of the mong stick, forgetting to give it back to him. I barely noticed when he pulled out another, chewing on that one with equal care.

My mind continued to whirl around our previous conversation, but I felt myself starting to let it go, too. He was right, of course. We needed to get through this first, before we worried about whatever was going on between the two of us. As I thought it, and before I could second-guess whether it was the best idea, I took another generous bite of the mong, closing my eyes briefly when the effect gave me a mild head-rush.

Nihkil had already admitted to me that he chewed the things to relax around the humans.

He seemed to forget I was human, as he said it.

I wasn't sure if the mong would have the same effect on me, but at that point, I was willing to try anything.

Anyway, being a little buzzed on the ground in this place was no longer feeling like such a terrible idea.
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A RED ROCK PLANET

[image: GS1]




A LOUD GRINDING noise beat at my ears as the thick metal doors slowly began to open.

I blinked, holding up one hand to shield red, dust-filled sunlight as it poured through the widening crack in the bulkhead.

Standing on the edge of the opening, I clutched at Nihkil’s jacket for balance, gripping him harder when a gust of wind tunneled through the new opening. He glanced down at me, his eyes a deep black, holding an intensity that nearly made me flinch.

I couldn't help noticing the humans in Ledi's crew watching us, too.

They seemed transfixed on Nihkil more than me, but I still got the feeling they watched the interactions between us more than either of us alone. I found myself wondering about that again, then shoved it from my mind as it occurred to me that I really needed to be focused right then.

Nihkil's few, cryptic words stayed with me, though... enough that I already found myself wanting to talk to him again, sooner rather than later. I had a list of follow-up questions kicking around in my head, just from our recent chat in the hangar.

I wanted to ask him about the “cards” he’d finally admitted to me, cagily or not. I wanted to ask him about his request that I order him to not take any more, and why he considered that a favor. I wanted to ask him what humans thought of morph, exactly, that made them stare at him like they did. I wanted to know why Nik thought I was mad at him before.

I also wanted to know why he got so jealous of Ledi when Nik himself was sleeping with half the women on the ship.

I wondered what he wanted from me, precisely.

But yeah, his latest request probably stumped me the most. If the cards were just a proxy for sex, why did Nik want me to forbid him to do it? Did morph hate sex, like some of the vids I’d seen implied? Or was there some other reason?

I didn’t really want to think about why that bothered me so much, either.

Nihkil seemed to feel some portion of my thoughts, or maybe he just saw the conflict on my face. He glanced at me, but barely.

"They will have supernaturals, Dakota," he said, his voice low. “Please try to remember what that means.”

The wind almost carried his words away, but I nodded, hearing them in spite of the sound of machine gears grinding in the doorway in front of us.

Supernaturals could read minds.

He was right. I needed to be careful.

A fissure formed in the bulkhead as I thought it, opening from a height reminiscent of airplane hangars on Earth. My eyes smarted as more red, dust-filled sunlight poured through the crack, a harder, warmer gust of wind tunneling through the opening.

That time, I gripped Nihkil's jacket with both hands to keep my balance.

When I did, he glanced down at me.

I wondered if he’d tell me to let go of him, but he didn’t do that, either. I felt a kind of resignation in him, instead, as if that battle was one he’d already decided to lose.

I even understood.

It was difficult not to touch him at times, even when I was angry with him. I knew I wasn’t the only one who struggled with that problem, either. On the other hand, I didn’t really want to think about what that meant for me and Nik more generally.

Well, not right then, anyway.

Ledi had already left the ship ahead of us, but two human technician-types stood at a near distance. Closer, another four soldiers lurked, dressed in similar uniforms as Nihkil. Branch-like weapons coiled around the wrists of each of them, aimed at either me or Nihkil, but they hadn't bound his arms, and I got the feeling the weapons were more for show.

Glancing out the door again, I turned to meet Nihkil’s gaze, forcing a smile.

“Sure,” I joked. “Why not a completely red planet? We’ve got Mars, right?”

Nihkil didn’t answer.

He continued to stare out the door instead, and even though we were side-by-side, I felt that protectiveness on him again, as if he were shielding me from some force only he could sense. I watched him measure the soldiers with his eyes, one of whom, I realized, was blatantly checking me out. I'd noticed that kind of thing more lately, too, the male guards sizing me up, but I’d basically ignored it, just like I did in Seattle.

Still, I wondered at the change. Maybe sleeping with a morph made me an intergalactic slut in their minds?

Snorting a little, Nihkil glanced at me, rolling his eyes, Earth-fashion.

The look on his face made me wonder again just how connected we were, even as I caught the irritated glare he trained on the other male.

I decided now wasn’t the time to wonder about that, either.

Nihkil started to walk towards the opening in the ship’s hull. Keeping my face still, I followed. Almost the instant we reached the different-colored platform near the opening, a paper-thin ramp extended from the lip of the hangar floor, reaching for the ground a hundred feet below. Wind rippled the plank’s surface, causing it to buckle.

Then it touched down and stiffened.

Once it had, it appeared to be the consistency of rough-surfaced glass.

I took a breath, stepping to the very edge and peering down.

Nihkil was watching me again. When he spoke, he used English without the translator, and for the second time that day, it occurred to me to wonder just how good he’d gotten at my native tongue, and almost without my noticing.

"There have been many wars," he said, gesturing over the arid landscape. His tone bordered on apologetic. “...But the sunsets can be beautiful.”

I nodded, gazing out over the world, trying to make it real.

In terms of the terrain itself, I immediately saw what he meant.

The place looked like it had seen a few wars, and maybe a few natural disasters, too.

Web-like cracks marred the valley floor, as if the planet had been dropped from an enormous height, broken open only to be baked in the low-hanging red sun. Only a few stringy clouds interrupted the arid monotony of sky, which curved overhead in streaked swaths of color made up of more yellows and oranges. The bright but dusty colors darkened to red near the horizon, so that the sky merged seamlessly into the faraway terrain, making it difficult to tell where the planet began and the sky ended.

I saw no plants, no trees, nothing but scorched red rock in any direction.

The sun itself looked old, hot only by virtue of its nearness and size.

A shadow flitted across its blood-red surface on webbed wings; it was the only living thing I saw that didn’t wear a uniform. Squinting at it, I tried to make out the shape, but the glare and then shadows swallowed it completely in some segment of faraway cliff.

My mind turned that shadow into a dragon.

Below me, rows and rows of soldiers spread over the high mesa.

Wind fluttered ribbons and wrapped metallic banners around poles, but I didn’t see a single, solitary soldier change position from where they stood on the stretch of stone.

In the other direction, towards the hangars and the stretch of sky over the twin cities, ships dotted the landscape like white birds, giving a semblance of life without managing to break that deeper silence that lay over it. I watched those ships as they moved in the distance, feeling lost inside a post-apocalyptic computer game, even as the dust in my nose and mouth and the smell of sunlight on rock made everything feel sharply and shockingly real... more real than anything on the ship had felt in all of the weeks I’d been stuck there.

A rumbling punctuated the amber sky from nearer-by, drawing my eyes up.

I stared at the massive ship that hovered there, again feeling everything as both too real and not real at all. A giant wheel rotated sideways, blocking my view of the gold expanse of sky as that same wheel returned to a horizontal position.

Lights blurred past my eyes along a skin-like hull. The hull itself caught the sunlight in sparkles and ribbons, like the scales of a giant lizard. The ship seemed to encompass the length of a city, or a narrow moon, but once it was past, the sky opened up once more, leaving a heavy glare and forcing me to shield my eyes.

My free hand gripped Nihkil’s with white-knuckled fingers.

I wasn’t sure when I’d taken his hand, if it had been me to reach for him or the reverse, but I didn’t let go. I glanced back at him instead, and he stepped closer to me, his eyes still that forbidding black color.

"What if someone hits me?" I said. "Can I fight back then?"

His eyes remained inert.

He tugged on me to follow him down the ramp, still grasping my fingers. I let him lead me forward, thinking he probably wouldn't answer, at least not here.

"That won't be an issue," he said, surprising me. Glancing back, he hesitated before adding, "If someone hits you, you can hit back, Dakota... but only if I am not with you.”

“Why only then?” I said.

He raised an eyebrow at me, as if the answer were obvious.

“You won’t need to if I am there," he said after that pause.

“Really?” I said dubiously. “And why is that?”

That time, he didn’t answer.

Despite my annoyance, I tightened my fingers around his.

I noticed as many staring at me now as him, and wondered how the two of us must look from their perspective. Maybe it really wasn’t so crazy that everyone thought me and Nik were sleeping together.

"Dakota."

I jerked my eyes back to his.

He looked large to me suddenly, and not only because of his height. His presence seemed to surround me, even before he went on speaking.

“Remember that I am not human,” he cautioned. “Legally, there is almost no constraint on what they can do to me, if they wish. If they perceive one of us as a threat, they would try to control that threat through me... but it could affect you negatively, too, even without the lock. For that reason, I ask that you only resort to such a thing in a dire emergency." He hesitated again. "You must let me help you with this, at least until you understand how things work here. If they are given any reason to think I have corrupted your mind, that we are actively conspiring against them, or perhaps working for some disloyal faction—"

I waved him off, nodding even as I fought to keep my expression still.

“I understand,” I said, and that time, I almost did.

We were already halfway down the ramp.

"Yaffa is a prick," he said then, still in English.

Startled, I faltered a step, then had to fight not to laugh.

Nihkil either didn't notice my reaction or chose to talk over it.

“...Do not react to what he says,” he added. “And do not let yourself be alone with him. I am filing the necessary paperwork to make it illegal for any of them to be alone with you... but all of that is for naught if you allow them to break the rules."

Again, I nodded, my smile fading as quickly as it had arisen.

We’d already traversed the entire length of the angled ramp by then. We stepped out onto the deck a second later, level with the lines of humans standing in perfect formation across the stone landing area. They still looked less like living beings to me and more like very lifelike and weirdly-designed mannequins.

Still, I could see them breathing.

Forcing myself to breathe, too, I fought to keep my breath even so I wouldn’t pass out.

Despite my nerves, which seemed to worsen with every step, I managed to walk without having to concentrate too much on the mechanics. Taking a half-stride extra for every one of Nihkil’s, I studied face after expressionless face as we passed.

It didn’t really help, though, looking at them.

Each face stared straight ahead with large, wide-set eyes and blank expressions. Neither the men nor the women had much in the way of chins, and something about those faces continued to remind me of fish. Before I could dwell on that for long, Nihkil spoke to me again, still using his strangely precise English.

“They are separating us, Dakota,” he said. “Tonight. Like they did on the ship.” As if feeling my reaction, he tightened his fingers in mine, without looking over. “...I do not like it, either,” he said, his voice neutral. “They claim it is an attempt to expedite the hearings, but the interrogation aspect feels redundant, which makes me think it is likely a ruse, possibly an excuse to get you alone, or a means of disposing of me and making it look like an accident.”

I stiffened, nearly stopping in my tracks, but he spoke before I could, without altering the pace of his steps.

“...I have provided as many legal protections for you as I can, in the event of my death,” he said. “I made it public that I have bequeathed your ownership to my clan, as well, if something were to happen to me.”

As if feeling something from me that time, he turned.

His black eyes studied my face, but again, I could see no expression in them, nothing I recognized at all.

“...You are showing too much emotion,” he said after a beat, his voice a touch softer. “Do not let them see you emote, Dakota, not if you can help it. Especially in relation to me. It will not win you any points here, if they think you feel anything for me at all.”

He said it with so little emotion that I had trouble making sense of his words.

Even so, almost without knowing I did it, I found myself gripping his hand tighter and also taking his advice, making my face and even my walk as business-like as I could.

As a result, I found myself reverting back into my city walk, too. My strides lengthened, growing both heavier and more carefully placed. I held my head high, my face taut but not overtly unfriendly, my arms loose but my shoulders tense, as if I was ready for a fight.

Almost without my realizing it, my city posture came close to mirroring Nihkil’s, and I felt his approval when his fingers tightened on mine, then loosened without releasing me entirely.

Even so, his words echoed in my mind, making it difficult to breathe.

They might kill him? How had he avoided telling me that?

I found it difficult to think about what my situation might look like here, without Nihkil. He was all I knew here... literally... and as little as I understood him at times, I did trust him. In all of the important ways, I trusted him.

I trusted him to try and keep me alive, at least.

He perhaps felt some of that on me, too.

“It is unlikely, Dakota,” he told me. “I am valuable to them, too.”

I nodded, still fighting my reaction off my face.

Three figures stood apart from the mass of uniforms, and looked very clearly to be waiting for us. I recognized two of them.

Ledi stood on one end and that female supernatural, Yulen, stood on the other.

The human between them was a foot shorter than both and stretched more than the width of them together. He reminded me of a different sort of fish, with his too-white skin and dark, overly round and widely-spaced eyes. His head looked like it had been forcibly shoved inside a Catholic tabernacle, his pudgy cheeks and several chins framed by drapes of red cloth that hung to either side like long hanks of hair. A spongy-textured robe squared his shoulders, but only seemed to emphasize the flaccid roundness of the rest of him.

I shifted my eyes back to Ledi.

It struck me again that compared to the others, Ledi looked almost... normal.

Despite his King-Lear-meets-sand-mystic clothing, something about him still made me think of the cute guy at school, like the captain of the football team and student body president all wrapped in one. This, in spite of the fact that his overall build appeared more compact than conspicuously athletic. His body looked more like Nihkil’s, in fact.

Ledi’s features didn’t match the rows of Pharei, either. Instead of wide and dark, his eyes appeared sharp, almond-shaped and bright, as well as being set relatively close together.

His hands and much of his weight rested on a bone-like cane.

Yulen’s appearance provided the usual slap to the face in terms of not being in Kansas anymore. Her skin shone a near-purple in the red sunlight. Transparent lids moistened her orange eyes, and never had I seen a living being stand so completely still. A robe swirled around her muscular body like black liquid.

I felt the woman’s eyes on me even before my gaze drifted that way.

Something about the woman’s stare felt almost physical.

I found myself remembering a job me and Irene got hired for in San Francisco. It involved a creepy shaman and his cult of strung-out followers who all thought they could read minds. Their leader threatened to “get me” through my dreams when I informed him that one of his ex-followers hired me to stop them from harassing her for having the temerity to leave his fucked up little “family.”

I still don’t know if it was some kind of mental suggestion thing or what, but I didn’t sleep for shit until they caught that Charles Manson sicko molesting one of his underage “students.”

Not long after that, they finally put him behind bars.

Irene got even more messed up by that whole thing than me. She claimed the guy was sending her terror sweats, even after they put him in prison. She threatened to quit if we ever went near any “sorcerer-types” again, as she put it. Granted, it was a red-letter day, getting that guy off the street, but I pretty much agreed with her.

Nihkil’s voice reached me in a murmur.

“Dakota,” he said. “You are behaving well... but for your own sake, try not to give her ammunition if you can.”

“Ammunition?” I murmured back.

“Your fears. You are broadcasting your fears... specific ones. Things she can use.”

It took another few paces for his words to sink in.

“She’s reading my mind?” I heard the note of panic in my own voice. “Already? How can you tell?”

Nihkil’s fingers tightened on my wrist, that time a more overt warning.

“Mind reading is not the most precise term,” he said. “But it is useful to think of it this way, yes, as information can be garnered by her that would suggest such a skill.” At what must have been a flat look from me, Nihkil frowned. “She is not being rude... yet. But do not give her more reason to go looking in your mind and memories, Dakota.”

He gave me an apologetic look, shrugging.

“...I know you are not trained in such things,” he added. “I apologize for that... but I felt it was more important that we try to regain control over the lock, first. Before I confused that with yet another unfamiliar skill set, for which you had no reference point on Earth.”

I started to speak, but again, Nihkil preempted my question.

“That is different,” he said, softer. “What occurs between you and me... that is not telepathy. That is from the lock.”

“What’s the difference?” I murmured.

“We can only do it with one another,” he said at once.

I paused on that, too. I could tell he didn’t want to say any more on the subject right then, but it was really damned hard not to ask.

After fighting it back and forth in my head, during which time it occurred to me that we were almost within hearing range of our welcoming party, I let it go.

Seconds later, Nihkil came to a halt, and me with him.

I watched in surprise as Nik bent forward, bowing so low that his fingers trailed the stone.

When he straightened, Ledi broke into a smile.

”My friend!” he said. “You look much better at this meeting. Marriage suits you!”

Stiffening, I glanced sharply at Nihkil and saw his skin darken a shade. I knew the word for “marriage” in Pharize. I didn’t know if it meant exactly the same thing as it did in English, but either way, Nihkil had some serious explaining to do.

It occurred to me in the same set of seconds that Ledi spoke as if he hadn’t seen Nihkil in weeks. Perhaps he even hadn’t seen him in weeks, maybe since our walk up to the ship’s bridge that day. Or perhaps Ledi and Nihkil simply wanted the fat man with the tabernacle on his head to believe that Ledi hadn’t seen Nik in weeks.

I’d already guessed that the fat guy with the weird headgear must be Yaffa.

Whoever he was, he cleared his throat.

Ledi smiled in the direction of his several chins, bowing in apology.

“Forgive me, Admiral Yaffa,” he said, confirming my guess. “I am very pleased to see my old friend in better health. The difficulties of our trip made it nearly impossible to track his progress and that of his new ward, as I informed you before... and I admit to being somewhat ashamed for having mistreated him at our last meeting, on Trinith.”

Turning, Ledi smiled at me directly that time, his eyes a touch warning.

“...Although his behavior at the time much alarmed me, I confess,” Ledi added. “He clutched this female like his life depended on it... covered in blood, a knife sticking out of him. I thought he had quite lost his mind.”

Something in Ledi’s tone as he met my eyes made me stare at him again.

I wondered just how scripted this meeting was, and what the show meant exactly. Clearly they wanted Yaffa to believe Ledi had no interaction with Nik or me following our capture. What I couldn’t puzzle out was why. Was Ledi covering his own ass, so he had plausible deniability around whatever Nihkil might have told the hierarchy about me?

Or was he trying to protect Nihkil in some way, too?

Nihkil’s fingers tightened.

Remembering the supernatural, I did my best to blank out my mind.

Even so, I couldn’t entirely prevent my eyes from flickering briefly to Yulen.

The woman... or whatever she was... stared back at me in complete disinterest. When I couldn’t hold that stare and looked away, I found Yaffa staring at me, too. Unlike Yulen, his eyes roamed over me with a great deal of interest. In fact, he looked as if he were planning to buy me and was trying to figure out exactly how much I was worth.

After a few more seconds of that, I felt my teeth gritting.

“I am told you have not been successful in impregnating her,” Yaffa remarked to Nihkil, as he continued to stare at my legs. “How hard have you been trying?”

I coughed... or maybe choked, it was hard to tell.

When I glanced up, I saw Ledi watching me, a borderline-amused look on his face. Even so, I caught the thread of seriousness beneath the surface expression.

He glanced between me and Nihkil, as if trying to answer Yaffa’s question on his own.

Nihkil’s expression didn’t falter. “I have only recently made the request of her, sir,” he said. “But I assure you, the attempts have been sincere.”

Again, I had to fight not to laugh.

Replaying something in his words then, I glanced up, realizing he’d said something similar to me once before, something that perhaps meant more than how I’d taken it at the time. Something about making requests... or perhaps he’d wanted me to request something of him? Frowning, I studied his face, trying to remember the exact context, what words he’d used. I continued to stare until I saw his eyes harden. Realizing he didn’t want me looking at him right then, I took a breath, facing forward with a blank expression of my own.

The fat man didn’t appear to notice, but Ledi clearly had.

“I suppose the creature is suffering,” Yaffa said, still staring at my body. “These primitive humans, they do suffer, don’t they? They feel the absence of animal contact, particularly in a new situation such as this. Well, we will certainly remedy that, and soon—”

“I have not given her permission for that, sir,” Nihkil cut in.

There was a silence.

I felt all three sets of eyes shift to me.

Even Ledi’s eyebrows lifted slightly, right before he glanced between the two of us, letting his eyes linger longer on Nihkil’s expression.

Turning my head away, I murmured to Nihkil in aside.

“Is this absolutely necessary?” I said in English, so softly it was more like an exhaled breath.

Nihkil answered in the same language, his voice equally low.

“I suppose that depends,” he said. “Do you want Yaffa visiting our quarters while I am being questioned?”

I glanced up at Nihkil, then at tabernacle-hat guy.

Up close, he looked even more like a fish than he had from a distance.

Ledi had a poker face once more, but I couldn’t help wondering if he understood more of our words than he was letting on. I thought about what he’d told me about Nihkil changing, becoming different since I’d been around.

Nik certainly picked up Earth sarcasm well enough.

“And if I decide to stop being a nun?” I said, my head once more turned away from the other three. “Are you going to cast me aside... husband? Have me stoned? Or simply force yourself to ‘do your duty’?”

Nihkil’s expression blanked.

That time, he didn’t answer me.

When I glanced back at the others, I saw Ledi staring between the two of us again, that time, the curiosity on his face overt. The amusement was back, but the puzzlement remained equally, if not more prominent in his eyes as he looked between the two of us. Clearly, he was trying to understand what he was seeing. Whatever he understood of our words, I definitely got the sense that he’d picked up that we were arguing.

Either way, something in the way Nihkil stood there, staring at the high tower of rock on one end of the mesa, made me think that perhaps I’d gone too far. Startled at the look I could see forming on his face, I squeezed his fingers.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured.

Hesitating at his continued silence, I glanced at Yaffa before adding, “...And no worries about the kid thing. I get that you’re trying to help. Hell, if we get stuck here, maybe we should. Maybe if I was pregnant they’d leave me alone...” When Nihkil remained silent, I added, “But no way are you naming it... or teaching it self-defense. Or explaining the facts of life... or much of anything else, really.”

My joking grin faded when I saw the look rapidly rising to Nik’s face.

Nihkil was staring at me.

He seemed to have forgotten the other three standing there as his eyes widened on mine, the shock in them palpable. I was still trying to understand his expression when a pained look crossed his face, filled with enough emotion to startle me. It took me a second to see it as real, and that it actually came from what I’d said to him. By then, I could barely breathe from the lock. My fingers tightened as the feelings coming off him grew more intense, flaring into a near-physical heat in my chest.

I felt him fight to control whatever it was and fail.

Looking up at his face, fear hit me.

“Hey, Nik,” I whispered. “...I’m sorry. I really am. I didn’t mean to make a joke of—“

Yaffa sniffed loudly, with obvious annoyance.

“It is rude to speak in another language without translation,” he said loudly. “In front of us. An alien language. One I do not know...” he added, as if concerned the point of his irritation wasn’t clear. “...It is rude,” he repeated, louder.

Nihkil didn’t answer that, either.

He stared off to the side now, not looking at any of us, an oddly blank expression on his face. Despite the lack of expression, he looked completely different than he had just seconds before. I barely knew him in those moments, and it scared me.

Yaffa sniffed again, louder.

“We are screening candidates for your own cards, morph,” he said, his voice still carrying that peevish irritation. “Your new pet hasn’t forbidden you that, has she?”

“Yes,” I said in Pharize, turning sharply. “I have. Forbidden it, that is.” I looked between Yaffa and Ledi. “I don’t want him taking cards. I already told him so, on the ship.”

Yaffa blinked at me, his jaw dropping. At first, he seemed to be nearly as startled that I had spoken Pharize as he was at my actual words.

“That is illegal,” he said finally.

“I am told it is not,” I said, my words clipped, as uncompromising as his. “I was told I had rights over his reproductive capacity, as his lock-holder. Is that not true?”

Ledi cleared his throat.

Both Yaffa and I looked over. Nihkil didn’t.

“She is right,” Ledi said carefully, giving Yaffa an apologetic look. “I’m afraid that a lock-holder has final say in reproductive rights for his or her morph. It is an agreement we made with the morph clans several years ago... it is a point of particular significance to them.” He motioned at Nik, his voice still apologetic. “Up until now, Nihkil Jamri has only had lock-holders within the military, Admiral. This is the first he has chosen outside of the Pharei hierarchy.”

Yaffa’s face turned bright red. Rather than aiming his anger at Ledi, however, he turned, aiming it deliberately at Nihkil.

“Is that true?” he said sharply.

“Yes,” Nik said.

“Not the law,” Yaffa said peevishly, raising his voice. “What she says. Did she ask this of you, morph? Did you agree to it?”

Nik’s voice sounded strangely far away. “I will, of course, do whatever my lock-holder wishes in this regard.” Giving me a bare glance, he added emotionlessly, “It is true she has forbidden me this, yes. She was not pleased with the cards I chose to take en route. She demanded that I stop.”

There was another silence.

That time it stretched.

I felt my face warm from Nik’s words, but kept my mouth shut.

Yaffa, on the other hand, stared at me with his thin mouth open, making him look even more like a flabby fish. Nihkil was staring at the rock floor as if he’d forgotten the rest of us as soon as he stopped speaking. Ledi studied Nik’s face, a deeper thread of puzzlement in his eyes, one that bordered on concern now. When the quiet continued, I felt my own nerves rise. I was deciding what to try next, wondering if kicking Nihkil in the shin right in front of everyone was an option, when Ledi did the equivalent.

Stepping forward, he clapped Nihkil’s shoulder, as if to snap him out of his trance.

“Ah,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder at Yaffa. “Perhaps I should have warned you this might happen, sir. I had noted the fondness these two shared for one another. If I am not mistaken, he put up quite a fight in relation to her own rights of association with the male members of the crew, not long after we brought her on board... didn’t you, Nihki’?”

The morph didn’t answer him, but I saw his face harden slightly.

“What can I tell you, sir?” Ledi grinned. “Our boy is a bit of a romantic, it seems. Who would have thought such a thing possible?”

Boy? I hid my incredulity badly.

No one in their right mind could call Nihkil “boy” and mean it.

I didn’t detect any sarcasm in Ledi’s words, though; in fact, something in his tone made me grit my teeth, even before I glanced at Nik. Even so, I couldn’t help noticing that Ledi’s words had what must have been their intended affect.

Yaffa recovered his color anyway, and sniffed.

Nihkil seemed to snap back from wherever he’d retreated, too, right about the time that Yaffa addressed him directly again, fanning his face with one of those cloth drapes.

“You are expected to report promptly for debriefing tonight,” he said.

Nihkil acknowledged that with a polite gesture.

Yaffa sniffed, looking me over once more. “She is younger than you led us to believe. And obviously carries other attractions, even dressed as a beggar’s brat. I hope both of you will consider liberalizing your arrangement... for her sake, at least.”

Yaffa let his eyes linger on my legs and feet.

I had to fight not to hiss at him, or cross my arms over my chest.

And what was the deal with my age? I was twenty-six, not twelve. I didn’t know the exact conversions for calendars here, but found myself wondering if they thought I was younger than I was, simply because of my height and the heart shape of my face, which sometimes got mistaken for baby-fat, even in Seattle. It wouldn’t be the first time.

I couldn’t imagine what Yaffa thought he was looking at, in any case.

I wore a pair of Nihkil’s cut-off work pants, tied at the waist with one of his belts under a longer shirt. My entire body was dwarfed in his oversized clothes.

Yaffa’s eyes fell to where our fingers locked.

“You are touching her. Why?”

Nihkil didn’t answer.

When he maintained his silence, I glanced up.

Nihkil wouldn’t return my gaze, either, though.

I noticed that his fingers were sweating and tightened my grip on him, trying to reach him that way. I still felt discomfort on him, even if the emotions felt muted now, further away. I was about to try to speak, when Ledi stepped between us again, taking my arm.

“Let us by all means venture indoors.” He yawned, giving me a level but laden look. “...Before we all die in this sun?”

Yaffa looked about to argue, then seemed to take the point about the heat, squinting up at the red star. That time, when Ledi tugged on me, I hesitated only a second, then released Nihkil’s hand. I glanced back, but Nihkil still wasn’t focused on me. His now-gray eyes appeared to search the horizon instead, his face still carrying that blankness that somehow wasn’t blank at all, or maybe just not to me.

Before I could think about that more, Ledi steered me towards the nearest break in uniforms.

“Here we go.” Ledi smiled, patting my hand. “Into the...  (I missed the word in Pharize) “...gullet, as it were.”

I looked up, right as the sky was disappearing.

We entered a wide, dry tunnel.

The tunnel sloped steeply into the rock, curving down in slow spirals.

I tried to tear my mind off Nihkil and whatever was wrong with him by thinking again about what I knew of this place.

Nik told me about the divided nature of the capital of Palarine, which had the somewhat-confusing name of Pharae. It had been rebuilt over and inside the ruins of one of the oldest known cities on the planet, which originally belonged to the ancestors of the humans who lived there now. The two sides of the city that shared the same name, meaning the military half and the civilian half, were divided by a series of heavily-guarded tunnels that spanned the distance between the twin rock formations.

Nihkil mentioned that the rock formations themselves were at least partially, if not entirely, man-made, but he told me they were very old, too.

He also said I wouldn’t set foot on the civilian side of the city.

Well, not unless things went badly wrong while we were here.

Everyone gave me and Ledi a wide berth, I noticed. Most also gestured in deference as we passed. I distinctly got the impression that the hangar tunnel was a back door, though, not the main entrance.

Glancing back over my shoulder, I watched Nihkil walk alone behind Yaffa and Yulen. Yaffa wheezed as he walked, navigating the spongy robe with what seemed like an awful lot of effort. I found myself wondering if the guy left his comfy chair all that often, or maybe if something was wrong with him. Meaning, with his actual health.

Up ahead, a bright light shone between moving shadows. Sentries stood on either side of a high, translucent door.

Beyond that I heard... people. A lot of people.

I glanced back at Nihkil again, but he still wouldn’t look at me.

The line of sentries parted at a gesture from Ledi. Their eyes rounded when they saw me, then one grinned, nudging his friend. Before I could ask Ledi what that was about, parting doors let in a rumble of crowd-familiar sounds from the next room.

As those smoky, glass-looking doors opened, I could only stare up, my shoulders once more tense and fight-ready as people swirled before us like brightly-colored fish. They were talking and laughing, standing with projections by informational queues, walking purposefully crosswise to one another, staring up at moving walls. Odd stitches of fabric covered their bodies in moving pictures, often cut to display jewels embedded in flesh and even bone. Face and body paint accented their forms and features, studded with more sparkling stones, along with expensive-looking drapes over bright stockings.

Mixed in with the richer colors was a mass of dark uniforms and drab work jumpers, as well as more revealing costumes flashing mostly bare skin.

I felt both highly conspicuous and completely invisible as we entered that crush and flow of bodies, a pebble in a stream that the water avoided.

Once we were deep in the center of that hall, my eyes shifted up.

Walls stretched over ten stories high, the ceiling vaulted with transparent panes that let in streaming shafts of red-gold sunlight. Walkways spiraled off pillars the size of office buildings on Earth. Under one platform, a giant orb rotated like a miniature yellow sun. Animal-shaped arches stretched to the tallest points in the room, standing like sentinels and feeling older than the civilization they helped to house, as if the city had been built around them. A wall-mounted screen, easily five stories in height, displayed waving grass under a bright blue sky.

That last almost could have been an Earth billboard, if not for the extra moon.

Ledi leaned closer to me, presumably to be heard above the crowd.

“With a military link, there is sound and additional information.” He pointed at his neck, as if to indicate his own implant. “Nothing terribly interesting, but I could give you the frequency... ?”

I shook my head. “No,” I said in Pharize. “Thank you. Perhaps another time.”

Ledi smiled. “Remarkable. Scarce an accent... and polite, too.”

That irritated me.

Surprisingly, he noticed.

“I apologize,” he said at once. He even managed to sound sincere. “I confess I am a bit thrown as to the effect you’ve had on my friend.”

His gaze slanted towards Nihkil, as if that were explanation enough.

I didn’t return his smile, but decided to keep my distance, at least until I could get a better read on Ledi and his angle in all of this. Studying his face as he watched Nihkil, I tried to decide why his words irritated me so much.

“Dakota. Pay attention. You are being watched.”

I jumped a little when Nik’s voice rose in my ear.

I’d forgotten about the implant.

I glanced back and saw that Nihkil stood behind me now, his hands clasped at his back, his face blank in that way I knew from the ship. Clearly, if he hadn’t recovered from whatever bothered him on the landing platform, he meant for me to think he had. In any case, the warning was so normal and Nihkil-like that my muscles relaxed.

Following the motion of his chin, I noticed a tall man with a nondescript face.

He wasn’t blue-skinned like Yulen, but somehow, I got the same vibe.

“He belongs to another of the military council,” Nihkil told me through the link. “They will all have their spies come to look at you. Many of these will be morph, too.” His gaze drifted to the underside of the giant worm sac. “My people will protect us. I have heard there are rebels here, too... morph rebels, I mean. As well as bounty hunters.”

“Morph rebels, huh?” I joked. “Like you, Nihkil?”

His mind closed.

I felt the closure almost physically, in my body.

I glanced at Ledi, caught him looking between us again, right before he smiled. “Yes. Well. Did you have any, uh... additional questions, Dakota?”

My eyes and voice immediately went flat.

“No,” I said.

“Would you like a tour?” Ledi’s eyes flickered towards Nihkil, amusement still quirking his lips. “Would he permit it, do you think?”

“I defer that question to him, sir,” I said.

Feeling Nihkil’s amusement, I glanced up, startled.

“How much did it cost you to say that?” the morph teased.

I flushed, but smiled at his humor, in spite of myself. “You’re the one who said I had to be an obedient little bunny rabbit. So here I am... watch me hop.”

“Bunny rabbit?” Nik’s thoughts grew puzzled. “Dakota, what is a—“

“Nihkil, my friend... what do you think?” Ledi said.

His voice caused both me and Nik to turn.

Ledi smiled, looking between our two faces. “Could we take your ward on a short tour?” he said. “Now that Yaffa has decided to honor us no more, I thought we might take the opportunity, before her presence here becomes more widely known... ?”

I glanced around where we stood.

The fat admiral was gone. So was the supernatural, Yulen, although the male one that Nihkil said belonged to another member of the military council continued to stare at us, unblinking.

“It is her choice, sir,” Nihkil said. “I would like to rest before the hearing tonight, but she is free of this obligation.”

I stared at him in disbelief.

Ledi beamed. “Then you would allow me to escort her in your place, Nihki’?”

“Yes, certainly,” the morph said. “But I would appreciate it if this honor were not extended to any others at this time.”

“Of course, Nihki’, of course.”

“What are you doing?” I stared at Nihkil. ”You’re just going to let people wander off with me? Where’s your rampant paranoia when I need it?”

“He’s a friend. You can trust him.”

“I don’t even know if I can trust you!”

Nihkil was silent a moment. Then he shrugged.

“I have already said that the decision is yours.” He surprised me then by smiling, meeting my gaze for the first time since we’d reached the landing platform. “You’ll just have to find ways to defer to me later, Dakota.”

Startled, I gave an involuntary laugh. “In your dreams, morph-boy...”

“What is your answer, Dakota?” Ledi’s green eyes smiled, even as he continued to look more shrewdly between the two of us. “I won’t steal you for long... I know how tired you must be.”

Nihkil’s thoughts through the implant grew more warning.

“...He’s the only one you can trust, Dakota. Don’t go anywhere with anyone else. When my clan’s representative arrives here and procures the correct legal papers, you will have protection, but until then, please do not go looking for outside companionship.” Seeing my eyebrows go up, Nihkil hesitated. “…Call if you need me. Despite what I said on the landing platform, I won’t check in.”

Ending abruptly, he shifted his weight, glancing at Ledi again.

I stared at him, sure at first I must be understanding him wrong.

Then, realizing I wasn’t, I felt my jaw clench. I turned towards Ledi, looking him up and down. I made my appraisal overt that time.

Behind me, I felt Nihkil tense.

”Yeah. Okay,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind looking around.”

Nihkil folded his arms, his eyes nearly black.

Just then, a tall, slender woman walked through the middle of our little circle. She wore a form-fitting suit that covered her to the neck. Her hair was sleek and short, her eyes dark with some kind of powder. Although I don’t normally give a fig about such things, I found myself starkly aware of the contrast between the woman’s appearance and my own.

“...Clothes might not be a bad idea,” I muttered, following the woman with my eyes as she walked away. I gave Nihkil a glance. “I should blend, right? If I’m going to fly below the radar here, I mean.”

But Nihkil wasn’t looking at me.

Instead his eyes followed the woman in the form-fitting cat suit. An odd look came to his face, just before his gaze traveled down.

Disbelief, then anger flared in me, catching me off-guard.

“Nik?” I said. “What do I do about money?”

Ledi clapped him on the shoulder, half-laughing.

“Nihkil!” He waited for the morph to turn. “It is a wonder she will speak to you at all, much less defer to your judgment in anything of import! Do you really intend for her to have to ask for her own clothes? You didn’t dress her this way on purpose during the trip, did you?”

Nihkil refolded his hands, clasping them behind his back before he gave me a bare glance.

If he was embarrassed about being caught staring at that woman, I didn’t see any hint of it in his expression. Instead, the poker face was back, impossible to read.

“She never complained,” he said to Ledi.

I stared between them. “Yes, I did.”

Ledi laughed harder. Taking my hand, he placed it deliberately on his arm, holding it there with his fingers. I saw Nihkil’s eyes focus there, expressionless.

“You must be losing your touch, my friend,” Ledi said. “She doesn’t seem afraid of you at all. Not even a little.”

“It is not from lack of trying, sir,” Nihkil said.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes. He was very scary. Especially when he forgot to shower.”

Ledi smiled at me, then up at Nihkil. “I think she actually likes you, Nihki’. Have you perhaps drugged her? Or is it the isolation from all others that did it?”

Nihkil shrugged. “She is from a primitive culture, sir.”

I burst out in a laugh, a more genuine one that time.

“Yes.” Ledi shook his head at me in mock-sympathy. “But these primitive humans can be volatile, Nihki’. And fickle. I wouldn’t count on her affections persisting.”

“Are you flirting with my wife, sir?”

“Maybe just a little, Nihki’... I think it’s possible you’ve left me an opening.” Ledi paused, winking at me before he glanced back at the morph. “I confess I am also somewhat interested to see if you might challenge me to a duel.”

At that, Nihkil paused.

He glanced at me again, his face blank. Then he looked back at Ledi, his brow furrowed, as if he were thinking.

“Is this a plan to ply her with expensive gifts, then?” he said after another pause.

“It had crossed my mind to try it, Nihki’... yes.”

Nihkil met his gaze. “Then, yes... perhaps we should duel.”

Ledi gauged the morph’s expression, smiling faintly. “I see.”

“Later then? After dinner?”

Ledi bowed politely. “Certainly, my friend.”

Giving a strange tip of the head, almost a wink, Ledi turned, pivoting me with him.

Still gaping at Nihkil, not only for the tone he’d used with me and the staring at that other woman, but now for his odd little back and forth with Ledi, I glanced over my shoulder, watching him look at me as we passed beneath the sun-like orb.

He didn’t change expression.
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“SO TELL ME,” Ledi said, some span of minutes later. “Are the rumors correct?”

We strolled through some kind of market or bazaar by then, high above the cavernous hall, on another level of the compound. I was having trouble keeping my balance in the weaving and thrusting crowd, so for a few seconds I couldn't quite comprehend his question.

Ledi still held my hand firmly on his arm, but there was a brotherly kind of protectiveness to the gesture now as he steered me through the crowd, so I didn’t really mind. All trace of that brief suggestion he’d thrown at Nihkil had vanished, as soon as we left Nihkil himself.

Which pretty much confirmed my suspicions that all of that had simply been to yank the morph's tail, and had nothing to do with me.

Looking up from the kiosks and tables as we passed, I glanced at Ledi with difficulty, distracted every few seconds by more barely-there outfits, face paint, headdresses, alien-looking objects for sale at the various tables, oddly-animal machines, rows of difficult-to-identify food items laid out on what resembled upended tea stands and phone booths, discordant music piping through walls, smaller animals on leashes and flashing video billboards covering just about every wall or surface we ventured near.

Larger animals pulled my eyes, too, the first ones I’d seen since that planet, Trinith... bipedal lizards with boulder-sized heads, bearlike creatures the size of elephants harnessed to carts covered in flashing lights, a cat the size of a small horse and wearing a muzzle over razor-sharp teeth. I wanted to stop and stare at some of those, too, and to see if I could pick up some of the smaller items on one of the closer tables, but I let Ledi pull me along instead.

“...Has Nihkil been beating you night and day?” Ledi said, still smiling. “Letting my guards rape you? Refusing to let you sleep? Siphoning your blood to sell on the black market? Forcing you to wear only his underclothes?”

I blinked at him, then recovered.

“Well, I suppose the last one’s true,” I said.

Ledi laughed, touching his head in a gesture I hadn’t yet gotten a translation for.

“They can’t help it, you know,” Ledi smiled. “Nihki’ is such an easy target.” His eyes held a faint sympathy. “I hope he has prepared you for what to expect here. Already, there have been riots... and the bounties are astronomical. The Council Minister of Malek released a new one today that is fifty times the amount of the largest we usually see for live bio-trade.”

At my pursed lips and narrowed eyes, Ledi only shrugged.

“It will tempt others into the market, I'm afraid,” he said then. “Rumors of your supposed reproductive superiority have already spread, as well as word around the closing of the gates. The latter has obviously thrown quite a number of highly-skilled morph out of work... or at the very least, out of work they enjoy doing a great deal more than the other tasks that are usually assigned them in the domestic sphere. It will likely increase the number of hunters working freelance, until the supply and demand balance out once again.”

Ledi’s words came out light, almost humorous as he spoke them. Even so, I heard the seriousness underneath, even apart from what he’d actually said.

Feeling my jaw harden, I glanced at the highest billboard at the end of the hall, the one I now suspected ran information directly from the military. It certainly looked similar to the one I’d seen in the Great Hall, what Ledi called that giant room where we first came in, by the tunnel entrance to the upper hangars.

As if Ledi had coordinated his speech with the news playing up there, I now faced visuals from one of the riots he'd mentioned. In one quick flickering of images, a group of men and women broke into a high-tech-looking building, carrying burning bombs in their hands reminiscent of molotov cocktails back home.

The recording shifted as I watched, still decorated at the bottom by their chicken-scratch writing in bright blue text. A view of a woman appeared, being beaten by a group of humans chanting what sounded like slogans.

When the next set of images showed a crowd of children caught in a fire set by yet another group of angry adults, I averted my eyes, feeling sick.

Ledi gave me a sideways look.

“Yes, well... some of these disturbances are not about you, of course,” he said gently. “There have been longstanding issues between those who promote the use of morph DNA to sustain our species and those who view such children as abominations...”

Ledi glanced up at the image of the burning children, frowning before he turned back to me.

“...We will use every security precaution at our disposal, too, of course,” he added. "The regime's official stance is pro-morph birth, as the laws certainly reflect. The requirements placed on morph to this effect are growing more stringent, not less.”

Ledi’s scrutiny of me seemed to intensify when I didn’t look over.

“...Nihkil is working very hard to get you away from all of this," Ledi said after another beat. "And I should not say it, but I happen to know he is trying very hard with you, as well. He lacks experience, but he does not mean you ill. I know he is possessive––”

At this, I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

The sound came out like a seal's bark, more in surprise than humor.

Ledi smiled with me, but his eyes remained sharp when I glanced at him.

“I said something amusing?” he queried.

“Yeah. You did.” Looking at him, I smiled, shaking my head. “Nik, possessive.” Smiling again, but with less humor that time, I folded my arms, before muttering in a lower voice, “He certainly doesn’t seem to mind lending me out to his friends.”

Again, I avoided the human’s inquiring gaze.

“What’s his deal, anyway?” I said, my voice harsher that time. “I watched all of those vids about morph, and they said they're pretty uninterested in other people. Nik doesn’t seem all that uninterested to me.” I looked at Ledi directly. “That thing you told me about, with the cards? That may well have been ‘duty’ for him, but Nik staring at that woman’s ass just now sure as hell wasn’t.”

There was a silence, as if Ledi were still running over my words in his mind.

"Those recordings are perhaps outdated," Ledi said carefully, after another pause. “...And written by humans. It is my experience that morph take on roughly the emotional spectrum of any being whose biology they emulate. Once they've patterned after a particular species, it remains a part of their psyche forever, even when that morph takes a different form. Therefore, it is almost impossible to know what kinds of emotional reactions to expect from a morph. That is what frightens so many, truthfully, in regards to dealing with them in close quarters. If a particular morph has lived or worked on worlds with more dangerous cultures or animals, it can make them quite impossible to control, even with the locks."

I was staring at Ledi again, trying to wade through his words.

"What about Nik'?” I said. “Where has he lived and worked?"

Ledi laughed aloud at that, shaking his head. That twinkling humor returned to his eyes.

"Nihki’ has been the property of the Palarine military for many years,” he said, smiling. “They are extremely careful about the forms they allow their favorite pets to take. I don’t think you need to worry too much, Dakota.”

Frowning at his choice of words, I shook my head a little.

"Nik wouldn’t like you talking about him like that,” I commented.

“Probably not,” Ledi agreed, unfazed. “But you get my point.”

“So that thing with him staring at that woman's ass,” I pressed, unable to let it go entirely. “Is he turned on by humans because he's human right now?"

"Presumably, yes."

"But he still carries the emotions of whatever crazed beasts he's been in the past?"

Ledi chuckled. "Presumably... yes." His voice grew a touch more serious. "Their emotions are monitored at all times through the locks, Dakota, no matter who happens to control the actual mechanism. Nihkil is called in if the fluctuations become too severe. All morph are burdened with this... it forces them to have a great deal of self-control, or they face reprogramming by the guardians. An experience, I am told, that is not relished by any of them."

I felt my mouth curl into another frown. "So they really are like pets?"

Ledi's expression grew difficult to read.

"More like slaves, I'm sorry to say,” he replied evenly.

At my scowl, Ledi paused, looking at me.

For a bare instant, a surprising depth flashed in his green eyes. The next time he spoke, his voice was the most serious I’d ever heard it.

"Not all of us are so blind, Dakota,” he said gently. “...But it is a convenient fiction for those in charge, to think of the morph as not quite alive in the way that those of our own species live. To see them as emulators of life, rather than the source of it."

"You joke around with him,” I said accusingly. “Pretend to be his friend."

"What makes you think I'm pretending?"

"So what was that b.s. in the hall just now?" I said, frowning again. "Obviously he can't say anything about where you take me. Why pretend he's allowing it, as if he has any kind of claim over me in the first place... much less over you?"

Another silence fell over the dark-haired man as he seemed to be thinking about my words. In that pause, his expression grew faintly puzzled again.

Then understanding bloomed in his eyes.

“You were not listening carefully, Dakota.”

“What does that mean?”

Ledi only smiled that time, shaking his head in what appeared to be amusement. After he gave a gentle tug to my arm, we resumed our pace down the market’s aisle. After we'd walked a few more steps, Ledi spoke in a lower voice.

“My point was more that, despite his actions, owning you is not comfortable for him.”

Seeing my startled look, Ledi clucked in affirmation.

“Yes, my dear... he owns you,” he said. “A morph still has rights of discovery over biological organisms, even here. We joke about the husband and wife nature of your relationship, but in truth, this is a legal fiction of its own, in a way. He claimed you when he brought you to Trinith from Earth. Nihkil could have revoked that claim, as Yulen... and clearly Yaffa... would wish him to do, but he did not. Instead, he utilized one of the few legal powers he has, which is the right to determine who owns his lock. It is not equivalent to human mating exactly, but it is tied closely enough to their reproductive drives that they were granted limited rights around this power when the initial treaties were signed with the morph clans."

Ledi plucked a piece of what looked like fruit off a passing tray, biting into its thick skin. An alarm went off and he waved his wrist at a sensor so that it fell silent.

“He’s never said it to me directly, but I’m fairly certain he's had more owners than simply the Pharei military, Dakota,” Ledi added through chews. “I don’t get the impression his past owners were particularly kind to him, either. In fact, he implied to me once that he was sold to the Pharei in lieu of being shot. He is lucky he proved to be so talented with the gates."

Ledi took another bite of the fruit, waving in the air with a hand.

“...The Pharei military,” he added. “With Yaffa as their delegate, allowed Nihkil to attend The Academy once they saw his test scores. And they released him as an adult, apart from the contractual obligations he faces under their revised agreement.”

Seeing the bewilderment in my eyes, Ledi smiled.

“Believe it or not, your guardian can be reticent,” Ledi said. “He was fairly well inebriated when he told me even those small bits of his past... and I’ve known him twenty years.”

I tried to picture Nihkil drunk, couldn’t.

Glancing at one of the nearby tables, I saw a blue-green stone twist in place on the metal tray, turning different colors in the overhead lights. Within a few seconds, it had completely transformed into a tiny person and leapt onto a customer’s hand, waving its arms. The woman, whose face was painted sky blue, laughed in delight.

Ledi added conversationally, “Nihki’ has given me restrictions on what I can tell you, Dakota. I have testified to his stipulations in record... so must adhere.”

My eyes left the row of bright-colored stones.

“What?” I said.

Ledi pointed to something behind me.

“And here we are!”

He halted in front of a translucent wall.

Across the front of it, colorful people paraded in a row.

It confused me until I realized the people weren’t real. When I got close enough, the body in the nearest window became mine. Seeing myself there in a few swathes of translucent clothing that barely covered my ass, I flinched in surprise, stepping back. The body turned back into a vacant-eyed stranger.

It hadn’t only been the nakedness that shocked me.

I'd been a little startled, truthfully, at how long my hair had gotten, how thin I was and how scraggly I looked, even when I wasn’t wearing Nik’s castoffs. It was a rude reminder of how much time had passed since I got here... and that my face hadn't seen so much as a dot of eyeliner since I landed on that planet with Nihkil.

I glanced at Ledi. “You were serious about the clothes?” Looking back at the storefront, I wondered if I should be accepting this. “Really, I’m sure Nihkil and I would be able to––”

Ledi raised a finger. “That was at least half repartee, with myself and your mate,” he said. “Believe it or not, the thought of clothes for you had occurred to him, and not only for reasons of political convenience. It is by his leave that we are on this excursion.”

Inclining his head in a more friendly way, Ledi smiled.

“Besides, there is no sense in having disgusting amounts of money if you do not occasionally spend it.” His voice grew more candid again. “We must make you... well, respectable, Dakota. And normal, by Pharei standards. The more different you look, the more dangerous they will think you.”

I watched different outfits rotate in front of me, thinking.

I found it hard to believe I would look less conspicuous in any of the choices that alternated across the holograph pinioned up there.

“Your hair must also be cut to meet local standards.” Seeing my gaze swivel, Ledi raised his hands. “It must be done.”

I snorted, laughing. “Nap, my ass. What a big coward.”

“Who?” The jade green eyes twinkled.

I smiled, but my own eyes held a warning, even as I held up a hand. “All right. But I get final say. And I’m not shaving my head.”

“It never crossed my mind that you should,” he said.

Sighing, I followed Ledi into the store.
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A FEW HOURS later, we sat in a restaurant, or what I couldn’t help thinking of as one.

Servants brought dishes in waves, offering options in different-sized containers.

Ledi and I sat at the edge of a great balcony, around a ledge-like table made of what looked and felt like solid stone. More tiered balconies continued down in steppes, like audience seats before the four-story window that showed a breathtaking view of the valley below.

The sun had already set, but I'd seen the last colors of that, too. They’d been dramatic enough for me to forget how hungry I was until the sharp oranges, reds and pinks faded to a dull line of indigo against the uneven horizon. Floor lighting kept the room dim even after the red sun disappeared, presumably to heighten the drama of a pitch-black night punctuated with more stars than I could ever remember seeing.

I saw a dark shape fly past one of the moons.

“What is that?” I said, pointing as I leaned out over the balcony.

Ledi didn’t seem to hear me.

When I sat back, his eyes lingered on my face, a faint smile at his lips. I flushed, recognizing the look just enough for it to embarrass and annoy me.

“Stop staring.” I picked at the food on my plate with a narrow spear. “Do these people know who I am? Where I'm from, I mean?"

“Do you mean the possible genetic answer to all of their fears of extinction?" After a pause, Ledi’s amusement faded. “...I suppose that isn’t really funny.”

I bit experimentally into a reed-like tube, then flinched when it squirted juice. “Is that a real fear? That whole, First Planet, extinction thing... ?"

Ledi raised an eyebrow.

“The 'extinction thing’?” he said dryly. “...Yes, I suppose you could categorize that as a real fear. The Malek, from what we can tell, have even more cause for concern around this than the Pharei. Historically, large families have always been a part of Malek culture, too, which makes their psychological reactions to infertility somewhat more severe. The Pharei scaled back to only one or two children per family a good four-hundred-years ago. Can you believe that the biggest problems faced by our people at that time were mainly due to overpopulation?”

Glancing at him, and thinking about Earth, I grunted.

"Yeah,” I said. “I could."

He added, “I apologize if my comments were misleading. I would not advise you to make light of this issue in any way when speaking to others. Most people here do not share my and Nihki’s lack of respect for the macabre.”

I gave Ledi another odd look.

Was he implying that Nik had a sense of humor? I'd seen glimmers of that, sure, but still couldn't read him well enough to guess what might set him off.

Realizing the silence had stretched longer than it perhaps should, I shrugged, leaning down to take another bite of the reed.

“You know, this is the best food I’ve had since I got here," I remarked.

Ledi leaned on the balcony with one arm, smiling faintly.

“That is because Nihki’ has no palette.” Ledi folded his hands in his lap. “I do not mean because he is a morph. Nihkil was born... or cursed, perhaps... with a practical streak a mile wide. It makes him a very valuable explorer. He is far less likely to get killed as he is relatively thoughtful before making any kind of move... particularly when all of the variables are not yet known to him."

I grunted at that a little, too. "You don't have to tell me."

Smiling when I glanced up, Ledi added, “Speaking of which, I must return you to him, Dakota. I have stretched the bounds of our friendship as it is.”

“Yeah, he’s freaking a bit. I can feel––”

“Speak of the gods, and they appear,” Ledi murmured.

I followed his gaze, seeing the tall, uniformed figure talking to a portal sentry near the door.

“On my world, it’s the devil,” I said under my breath.

Ledi heard me and laughed, looking up as Nihkil approached our table.

“General Advisor.”

“Nihkil, my friend.” Ledi smiled. “Feeling rested?”

I didn’t look up, but raised a hand to shield my face as I poked at the food on my plate.

I felt Nihkil’s eyes on me, though, and braced myself, waiting for the inevitable remark, expecting him to throw it at me via the implant, like he had in the Great Hall. He'd gotten in the habit of imitating both my teasing and my sarcasm, so I expected him to take the opportunity to practice, as he seemed to be doing more and more regularly lately.

But the remark never came.

Ledi chuckled. “Perhaps you should sit, Nihki’... ?”

I glanced up, my fingers and part of my hand still shielding most of my face.

Nihkil was staring at me.

He hadn’t changed expression, but I felt something different in him anyway, and his body seemed tense, as if he were struggling with something, maybe even searching for words. Seeming to hear Ledi then, Nik surprised me, lowering his weight between us on the circular bench.

He never seemed to want to be anywhere near me in public places.

He’d usually sit in a darkened corner in the common rooms of the ship, sending me off to interact with other humans without him. He certainly didn't invite social interaction between us in front of humans, not even ones he seemed to like, like Ledi.

In fact, apart from our conversation in the hangar, and the one we had as we walked to the bridge that day, Nihkil had scarcely spoken to me at all outside of our room, other than to tell me to stay near him and not to wander off on my own.

He seemed almost to fear humans.

All but me, anyway, and maybe Ledi.

Once he was situated next to me, I saw Nihkil’s eyes travel down to my feet. I couldn’t stare him down, or pretend his lack of expression didn't unnerve me.

I couldn’t really get him to look at me, either.

He didn't touch me, and somehow that felt deliberate, too.

At a loss, but in a way I couldn't really explain to myself, I eventually just looked out the window. Some part of me was waiting, I realized... for him to speak to me, to acknowledge me in some way. But he didn’t. He didn’t address me at all, not even via the implant.

He turned to Ledi instead.

“This is a bad idea," he said. "You went too far.”

I looked over at that, startled.

Ledi glanced between the two of us, smiling faintly. Then he tilted back on the bench, leaning against the boulder-like wall behind him. He wove his fingers together where he placed both hands over the middle of his chest.

“Whatever do you mean, Nihki’?” Ledi said then. He gestured around the room. “I have been envied tonight, my friend. You should have seen––”

“This is no joke.” Nihkil’s eyes flashed. “She will experience problems with the humans as it is. You must realize this.”

I touched his arm. “Nik, what’s wrong?”

He jumped at the contact, then met my gaze. For an instant, the stillness of his mask wavered. Reddening at what I saw there, I removed my hand.

I pushed my plate towards him a few seconds later.

“Are you hungry? I’ve eaten everything I can.”

It had become a game between us, to see if I could get him to eat in front of anyone but me. On the ship, he rarely would eat at all unless I was there, from what Ledi told me. He didn’t eat if anyone else was in the room, either.

After glancing at my plate, he shook his head, returning his gaze to Ledi.

“We discussed this,” Ledi reminded him.

“No, we didn’t––”

“Hey, I’m sitting right here.” I smacked the table with the flat of my hand, hard enough that both men looked over. “Do you mind?” I gave Nihkil a warning look. “Don’t you want to eat something, Nik?”

“No,” he growled in English. “I’m not hungry, Dakota.”

When my eyes widened at the anger in his voice, Nihkil’s face went blank.

“The hearing begins at fourth shift,” he said emotionlessly. “I came to see if you wished an escort back to our quarters.”

Ledi stared between the two of us. He didn't bother to hide his puzzlement even marginally that time. In fact, the look on his face verged on alarm.

I put down the spear I’d been using as a fork. “That would be fine. Thank you.”

I stood, and felt Nihkil’s reaction more than saw it. I stared at him, baffled when I saw him looking at my feet again. That time, I switched to the implant link, giving a thought-command to make sure the channel remained private.

"For God's sake... what? What is it? You’d think I was naked…"

“It might be better if you were.”

“Meaning what, exactly?”

Nik didn’t answer, either with the implant or out loud.

When he continued to stare, I crossed my arms, covering my stomach. The emerald top clung to my body, winding straps exposing my navel, shoulders and arms... but my breasts were covered, unlike a lot of the outfits the store people tried to talk me into. Iridescent pants were cut in high, wide slits to my hips, making me feel like I wore a loin cloth, at least in profile... but again, totally understated by local standards.

The shoes I actually liked––bare-toed with green stones and ribbons, and with enough height in the heel that I didn't feel like such a shrimp. Being only 5'3", I'd always done what I could to boost my height a little, and not only because of my line of work.

I hadn’t let them paint my face green, the way the woman at the store wanted. Instead, tiny, star-like stones studded my cheeks near my eyes, accentuating their slant at the edges, and bringing out the darker tones in my skin.

My hair would take the longest to get used to.

Ledi insisted on cutting out all of the color I'd woven into it over the years, leaving a curtain of pure black that fell asymmetrically almost to my shoulders, with bangs that ended somewhere around the level of my eyebrows. I’d almost forgotten what my hair looked like when it wasn’t fried with chemicals.

"Nik?" I said through the link. "Will you just tell me?"

"Ledi explained clothes here to you?"

"Yeah. I mean, sure... he gave me a range."

Nihkil rose smoothly to his feet. He gestured politely towards Ledi, then gave me a direct look. “Are you ready?” he said in Pharize.

I stared back, speaking English. “Would it make a difference?”

Nihkil’s expression didn’t flicker. “Since there is some chance I will be arrested tonight, and held for an indefinite period of time, no, it doesn’t make a difference to me, Dakota... not right now.” His eyes were coal black once more, impossible to read. “I am leaving now. If you desire an escort, and you desire that escort to be me, then now is your only option.”

I stared at him, feeling my jaw harden more.

“What makes you think I desire you as an escort, Nik?” I said.

I’d nearly forgotten Ledi until he spoke, causing both of us to turn, me faster than Nihkil, who still seemed to be having trouble tearing his eyes off my clothes.

“I’ll let the two of you work this out,” Ledi said lightly, rising gracefully to his feet. “...And I’ll see you in Chambers, Nihkil. Try not to be late.” His eyes flickered between the two of us, that faint smile back in his voice when he added, “...Oh, and... be gentle with her, Nihki’. It was your idea, after all.” When Nihkil swiveled at this, staring at Ledi directly, Ledi held up his hands. “I didn’t tell her. She guessed.”

“Guessed.” Nihkil looked at me. “Yes. Of course.”
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I PACED THE small room, feeling the walls closing in on me once again.

Nihkil was gone.

He left not long after he brought me to the room, only staying for the bare minimum five minutes he’d allotted us to discuss his freaking out about my clothes.

Most of his reasons felt like emotional scare tactics.

He mentioned the fact that he wasn’t human at least three times in the course of the conversation, and that he had no legal ability to protect me here. He also reminded me that even in the event of a physical confrontation, he couldn’t be everywhere, not down here, not when they had him in interrogations half the time.

I couldn’t really get a read on why it bothered him so much, though, not specifically, but strongly suspected it wasn’t entirely about my safety.

Nihkil was, if nothing else, a bona-fide control freak.

One thing he said managed to embarrass me, and also make me grind my teeth a little at Ledi for not telling me. Apparently, the Pharei had some kind of foot fetish. To adorn partially-bare feet was considered promiscuous, or at the very least, inviting of sexual overture.

I’d noticed Ledi reacting to the shoes, too, but figured he just thought they were gauche.

Now I couldn't help thinking he’d been having a bit of fun at my expense.

Maybe Ledi enjoyed yanking Nik’s chain a little too much.

I wondered if Nik was just being melodramatic with his crack about being arrested. Morph or not, I’d noticed he had a tendency to exaggerate when he was trying to make an emotional point of some kind. Ledi assured me that the hearing tonight would mainly be a formality, that Nihkil had relayed most of his testimony en route.

The big deal would be the trial in two days.

I’d already been told that I’d be there for that.





17

INAPPROPRIATE COMMENTS

[image: GS1]




I SWIVELED ON my back heel, holding up both of my fists and elbows to protect my face.

The morph across from me in the ring, whose name sounded something along the lines of Hunsef, grinned at me, making me smile even as I simultaneously ducked and blocked a kick he threw my way. He left me an opening to get him in the side with one knee when I darted under his reach.

Hunsef gasped, but I could see the enjoyment on his face, even before he raised his arm and knee to block my second and third hit and the follow-up kick I aimed in his direction.

I felt pretty good, actually.

For once, I wasn't cooped up in some tiny, blue-ice room, or being paraded around like a harem-chick to give the locals something to gawk at.

Hunsef was decent in the ring, too, better than me, really, which made him significantly more interesting than my usual distractions here. I hadn't faced off with someone worth fighting since my last spar with Gantry, in Seattle.

Even back at Gold's Gym back home, finding good sparring partners had been getting tougher and tougher, and not only because I was female.

The medical technicians hadn’t needed me today, which was a red-letter day in my book. When Ledi offered to introduce me to the morph delegates, I begged off, barely concealing the grimace on my face... but when he offered up Hunsef as a means of introducing me to the morph fighting arts, I jumped at the chance. I threw on training clothes and was already wrapping my wrists by the time Ledi opened the door to usher Hunsef in so the two of us could meet formally.

Hunsef was likable too, definitely the more playful type of sparring partner, which I preferred. I’d never really enjoyed fighting the angry ones, or the ones with something to prove.

That was boring too, but in a much more irritating way.

Since my first night on Palarine, I’d spent most of my days in our assigned room alone––shadow-boxing, doing push-ups, watching documentaries, practicing Pharize and even some of the morph language, Dengue, and doing my best to figure out some of the legal issues around my being here, as well as Nik's probable status within the hierarchy.

I’d also done what I could to pick Ledi’s brain when he dropped by, but that was getting harder, too. I honestly wasn’t sure if that was because of military surveillance or Nik asking Ledi not to tell me anything.

I hadn’t seen Nik since he left me in the room that night.

We’d already blown past the day they’d first slotted for that custody hearing, and I was starting to climb the walls... and truthfully wondering when the hell Nihkil was going to be released, if ever. I'd lost track of the exact number of days that had passed since we'd arrived in this desert of red rock and dragons, but if I had to guess, we were getting dangerously close to the two week mark by now.

I was beginning to worry that Nihkil might just die mysteriously in custody, like he’d told me he might. This was in spite of Ledi's assurances that Nik was perfectly safe, if a bit worse for wear from his extended detainment.

Ledi thought Nik and I might be experiencing some sort of morph-lock separation anxiety, which could be affecting both of our moods. He didn’t come out and say it, but he also seemed to imply that Nik and I allowed ourselves to become too dependent on one another on the ship, and that both of us were suffering as a result.

Right now, I wasn’t thinking about any of that, though.

Well, not very much.

I pivoted in another quick turn to reposition myself around the ring, keeping my eyes unfocused but aware of all of the morph's limbs.

He was so fast, I had to be ready to react the instant he moved.

He'd already pulled a few tricks on me––the most notable being when he transformed into one of those giant bipedal lizard-things in the middle of the first round and roared at me, nearly blasting out my eardrums.

Mostly, however, he'd been fighting me straight-on, in a human body. Even the lizard thing was more of a distraction technique, since he hadn’t actually tried to fight me while in that form.

So yeah, he had to be going easy on me, too. At the very least, he had to be going out of his way to keep it a fair fight... or, more accurately, to level the playing field.

I appreciated it, under the circumstances, but it did make me want to see a real fight, between two full-blooded morph.

If I wasn't completely crazy, Hunsef was flirting with me, too.

Even as I thought it, he darted forward, feinting with a cross, then swiveling and dropping his weight to get me with an uppercut to the belly.

I managed to move back enough to soften the blow, but it winded me. I was forced to give him the ground, too, panting as my hand fell briefly to my side, rubbing the muscle there.

"Tired, Uryth-girl?" the morph smiled.

I grinned back. "You might be enjoying this a bit too much, my very polite and gracious morph friend."

"Not as much as I'd like," he smiled back, winking at me.

His Pharize was accented but precise, as if he’d learned it in school.

Again, I found myself wondering where the morph came from, and how so many of them found their way into the human world.

Hunsef darted forward as I thought it, but I sidestepped him that time, shoving him out of the way with a knee before I kicked him twice with the same leg, getting him solidly in the chest. I saw him clutch the spot briefly, and round-housed him to the thigh, hard, I hoped leaving a nice, big, red mark under his baggy cloth shorts.

He grinned at me again, as if reading the satisfied look on my face.

"You like this morph... Nihkil? That is his name?" Hunsef paced me in a slow circle as he raised his hands roughly to head-level. “...You keep his lock?"

I rolled my eyes, laughing a little. "How many times are you and your pals going to ask me that, Hunsef? Isn't that a personal thing for you morph? Who holds your lock?"

"Yes," Ledi answered from outside the painted circle.

I glanced at him with a slight smile, but Ledi didn’t smile back.

He frowned at Hunsef instead, his eyes holding an open disapproval.

Hunsef didn't even spare him a glance. He kept his eyes on me. "What if you were to trade up?" he said in that same, accented Pharize. "What if you took a new morph, instead... one who's already done their quota with cards. One higher in clan status?"

I felt my face tighten a little, in spite of myself.

I considered informing him that Nihkil wasn’t taking cards anymore.

I couldn’t help wondering if that was true, though.

After all, I had no idea what Nik had been up to for the past few weeks, and the rumors hadn’t exactly been kind... or particularly quiet. I still wasn't sure how that nerve sat on me precisely, but I'd found myself overly aware, on more than one night, that Nihkil had only asked me to forbid him from taking cards... he’d never promised he wouldn’t sleep around.

Maybe he’d just wanted more choice, in terms of who he slept around with.

"Ah, so you do not like this," Hunsef said. His smile turned more shrewd. "Your morph, he is trying to impregnate humans, yes? Even now, maybe?"

I gave him a flat look. “Really? You’re going to go there?”

“You want a faithful morph?” Hunsef said, still smiling. “I can be that. Maybe you like me, instead? Give it a chance...”

I shook my head, laughing. "Seriously? That's your pitch?" Holding my hands a little higher, I gave a low snort, scanning his body for openings with another part of my mind. "You must be one of those guys who gets his rocks off on luring away other guy's girls. One of those ‘the grass is always greener’ types?"

"Then you are 'his girl,' yes?"

I rolled my eyes. "Pay attention, okay? I'm already pummeling your ass."

“You think so, eh?”

“I know you haven’t gotten a lot of hits in lately, Tonto.”

He darted forward, faster that time. He managed to crumple my knee with a hard kick to the thigh before I could get away. I recovered before I went down... barely... but he got me in the ribs with a second kick, and hit me on the same side with his fist before I managed to block the fourth hit and move out of his range.

Panting for real that time, and now fighting annoyance, I faced him again.

"Answer the question," Hunsef said, smiling. "It will give you time to rest, human."

I couldn't resist laughing at that, even as I winced a little at the bruise I could feel forming on my ribs.

"I'm not anyone's 'girl,' Hunsef,” I said. “...I just don't like stupid games."

"Then why do you hold his lock?" he said, curious.

Irritated by that question too, I shrugged, still angling out of his way as Hunsef circled me. I didn't answer him, and his smile turned shrewd once more, his eyes lightening to yellow as they filled with a more overt scrutiny.

"I hear this is accident... you and him. That neither of you meant for this... that he never courted. I am making a genuine offer. I am courting."

Ledi's voice rose above the sound of our breathing and shuffling feet.

"Hunsef. You are being rude," he said.

Hunsef still didn’t spare the human male a glance.

That time, he answered him, though.

“Is it her morph’s feelings you are concerned with, General Advisor?” Hunsef asked Ledi. “...Or hers? He is gone, impregnating humans. If he wants to keep his lock-mate, he should have her with him. I would insist upon it, if it were me. I would be trying to impregnate her.”

“You are acting wrongly,” Ledi said.

"Yet within perfect legality," Hunsef shot back, giving Ledi an annoyed look.

"I am ending this fight," Ledi said, gesturing at one of the guards by the door. "You have hurt her, and you are using this as foreplay, Hunsef. It is time for her midday meal."

Hunsef’s eyes swiveled to me, scanning my face. "What do you say, Uryth-girl? It is a genuine offer. I will make it again... if you need time to think."

I lowered my fists, glancing at the door as the human guards approached.

I snorted a little when I saw the waiting look on the male morph's face.

"A genuine offer?" I said. "For what? Another of you weirdos with attachment issues?"

A young female morph named Chualri, if I’d heard her right in the introductions, stifled a laugh from the other side of the ring.

"It would only be one of us,” Hunsef said, insistent now. “Just as we can have only one lock-holder, you can hold only one lock. You would have to choose."

I shook my head, unwrapping my wrists as I glanced at Ledi, smiling at him a little when I saw the frown hovering over his full lips.

Hunsef raised his voice. “...Think about it, human. I can protect you well, you have seen this. I will be a very good partner to you."

"I'll bet," I muttered, making Chualri laugh again.

Even so, I found myself looking after him with more than a little puzzlement.

Once he turned his back to me, I watched him stalk gracefully out of the ring, only looking away when he paused to smile at me as he laid a hand on the door leading to one of the changing rooms.

"Huh," I said under my breath, watching him go.
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FOR ONCE, I found myself grateful for the guards.

Hands clutched at my arms and clothing, touching my hair, trying to touch my skin. Faces surrounded me, voices... so many I couldn’t make them out, could barely understand anything they said, whether in Pharize or through the translator. Many didn’t speak Pharize at all. Their words came through the translator in disparate chunks, whispering in the background of my mind like the voices of a schizophrenic.

"Beautiful... such a pretty creature, almost looks Malek though, but for those eyes...”

“...damned snake-blood married to her...”

“...been screwing a different breeder every night. I hear he’s even been with that Gharanian. More than once, according to...”

“...lucky those guards didn’t just snuff the bastard, after what he did...”

“...beat one of his own people in the face, would have killed him...”

I turned, looking for the speaker that time, but met only blank faces.

Avoiding the comments about who Nik may or may not be screwing, I turned over the rest of their words in confusion. Had Nihkil gotten in some kind of fight? If so, with whom?

I couldn't distract myself long with that, either.

My eyes met more blank faces, until I couldn't tell one set of moving mouths from the next, much less who might have spoken when and in what voice. They all seemed to speak with a single voice, more like a moving organism than a collection of individuals.

The faces washed by me too quickly to track more than a few.

Fingers clutched religious talismans, spiral-shaped stones like giant seashells, books and bits of cloth covered with writing, a blue-white sphere that I thought maybe was meant to signify Earth. Some held posters of dead fetuses (always a welcome sight, sheesh), some shook pictures of morph in mid-transformation, with words in chicken scratch Pharize underneath, such as, “Is this the Future of Humanity?” and “Who wins when the last full-blooded human is whore to a morph?” and my personal favorite, “Our goddess ancestor, sex-slave to an animal?”

I focused on following the guiding hands of the human and morph guards surrounding me, all the while wondering: how the heck did these people even know who I was?

We made our way across a circular podium overlooking a secondary hallway leading down to what I'd been told were the main Council chambers. Near them lived the official hall for all court hearings relating to laws spanning the Pharei Republic.

I’d left my cabin over an hour ago, dressed like a starlet on Awards night.

I’d been forced to stop here, however, to wait in ceremonial formation for the delegates from the morph clans to arrive before I could make my way down into the main audience chambers.

Somehow word got out about who and what and where I was, some twenty minutes later, and before I could sense any kind of disturbance brewing, people started climbing the trellises to reach me, hanging like animals as they dropped down on the bubble-like shield that the guards threw up to keep anyone from getting too close.

Enough civvies got jostled and fried in the energy grid that the guards took it down, relying on blunt hand weapons in the hopes of avoiding a full scale riot.

Even from where I stood, however, I could see the crowd getting more and more out of control.

Someone caught a piece of my hair.

I cried out, feeling cloth tear and the beginnings of panic when I jerked violently away, realizing only then that someone also clutched my dress. I elbowed one guy off me, then had to restrain the impulse to pummel the face of the next person who got too close, but only by biting the inside of my cheek and reciting both Ledi and Nik's warnings under my breath against doing that very thing.

I was still muttering to myself when the nearest guard turned, beating at yet another person who got close enough to grab a handful of my dress. He bashed the man in the face with the thick end of a metal pole, hard enough for me to flinch, feeling it somewhere in my gut, despite my own fears about letting too many of them get too close to me.

When the guard drew the pole back, it had blood on it.

He grabbed my arm. I realized only then that it was Hunsef, my morph sparring partner.

I stared into his now light-brown eyes.

His face had an odd pattern of bruises around his jaw and mouth, fresh enough that they must have happened in the last twenty-four hours. I was pretty sure I hadn’t hit him in the face, so I doubted they were from me. My mind returned briefly to the words I’d just overheard, but I still couldn’t make sense of what they meant.

Even if it was true, why on Earth would Nihkil––

“Dakota Mayumi!” he shouted. “Are you all right?”

I nodded, gripping his arm. “I'm good... but I'm not going to be for much longer. Get me out of here, Hunsef! We can't wait for them anymore, whatever the stupid protocol...”

He gestured in affirmation, his face grim.

“We cannot move now, my lovely friend,” he said. “They will attack for sure. But once Mai-rhani is here, the supernaturals will arrive too, and––"

But I felt them, even as he said their name.

One by one, people in the surging and shoving crowd grew quiet.

They stopped shouting and clawing over one another to reach me. They stopped staring at me with those not-all-there, yet weirdly, hyper-concentrated eyes.

I scanned the faces of my would-be admirers... or murderers, since I figured they represented in about equal numbers... and watched as they grew more and more compliant, even if noticeably more muddled and confused. I glimpsed traces of fear in their faces, along with that emptiness, a need for something, some answer. Looking at them brought a pain to my chest, truthfully, but I couldn't quite pin that down, either.

Equal parts anger, irritation, a frustrated empathy and wishing I could get the hell out of there probably summed it up pretty well, along with something darker, a sense of futility, like this scene was a lot more familiar than I really wanted to think about.

The collective mind of the supernaturals undeniably soothed the crowd, but only by wiping their minds with the equivalent of a blunt eraser. I couldn’t help but be angered by how easily the humans in front of me were manipulated, even if it happened to be in my best interests.

The crowd parted, even as I thought it.

Now I could see the robed supernaturals ringing the platform where I stood. In the middle of that crescent-shaped row of bodies stood a female morph, her eyes light brown, like coffee with a little too much cream.

“We are sorry to be late, friend of the morph,” she said.

The woman surprised me, taking my bare arms in cold hands.

She leaned forward, kissing me on the face.

“I am Nihkil Jamri’s sister,” she said.

Arranging the long dress with fumbling fingers, I stepped from behind the guards, reaching out to take the woman’s proffered arm. I allowed myself to be led through the now-motionless crowd. On the floor I saw a boy of about thirteen who appeared to be unconscious, his mouth bloodied from one of the poles wielded by my morph bodyguards.

The female morph watched me look.

“My brother warned us that your person was known... that security leaks insured the date of your hearing would be public. We should have anticipated a longer delay at the docking station.” She met my gaze. “My name is Mai-rhani.”

I blinked at her now-dark eyes.

It struck me that Mai-rhani wasn’t being figurative in calling Nihkil her brother. The woman seemed to see the surprise in my eyes.

“He did not tell you about me?” she said politely.

I shook my head. “Ledi did. Only your name.”

The woman exuded understanding.

“Nihkil Jamri is the only brother I had as a child,” Mai-rhani said. “But our age difference is great. I sometimes forget he does not feel the same closeness to me.” The woman’s words held no bitterness when she added, “He told us much of you, which requires me to apologize again. He said you do not like violence,” she clarified, in response to what must have been a puzzled look from me.

Sister or not, she seemed to have Nik’s knack of reading facial expressions.

Even so, thinking about her words, I had to fight not to smile.

“He said that, did he?” I smiled in spite of myself, remembering how I met him in that alley in Seattle. “...That I didn’t like violence? Nik said that?”

“Yes,” Mai-rhani said, without seeming to pick up on my humor.

I studied her face. I found myself wanting to ask her more questions, about Nihkil and when she’d last spoken to him, but I wasn’t sure if it would be considered polite.

I figured family stuff might be touchy for morph, too, just like it was for most people.

Anyway, I didn’t want to grill her for information on Nik.

“Now is perhaps not the time,” Mai-rhani agreed, again seeming to read some portion of my internal conflict from my face. “Our father wished me to convey his love.” Her eyes shone like opals now. She didn’t flinch, even though I must have visibly reacted to her words. “He is pleased with my brother’s decision to accept your offer, Dakota Mayumi. Quite pleased.”

Fighting the frown that wanted to deepen on my face, I only nodded.

I walked the sloped floor leading inside the main Council chambers, fighting not to look directly at any of the other downed bodies now being dragged away by morph and human guards. Even so, I nearly tripped over another unconscious person, that one a middle-aged female clutching some sort of talisman between her arthritic hands.

Mai-rhani watched me stare down at the woman.

That time, she seemed to prefer the implant's private channel to speaking her words aloud.

Of course, once she had, I realized Nik must have given her the code.

"I apologize again, Dakota Mayumi,” she said. “For subjecting you to this disturbance. Nihkil Jamri did try to warn me when we spoke this morning."

I glanced up, meeting Mai-rhani's now-dark blue eyes.

She’d been in contact with Nik that morning.

Somehow, the news stumped me.

"He has not communicated with you recently?" Mai-rhani said politely.

I shook my head. "No.” Feeling I should say more, I shrugged, my skin warming. “He hasn't communicated with me at all. Not since the day we arrived here.” Realizing how my words probably sounded, I avoided her gaze. "I imagine they keep him busy. I did hear he got a pass to leave his cell for at least one night, but he didn’t contact me...”

Realizing how that sounded, too, I shook my head, unable to hide my scowl.

“...No, I haven’t talked to him,” I said, in summary.

Mai-rhani exuded understanding. "You are quite correct. Nihkil has been very busy. Not too busy to inquire about you, however. He came to visit us on his single-night pass."

I felt my hands unclench slightly at her words, but only nodded.

"Now is perhaps not the time," Mai-rhani repeated, looking at me calmly once more. "Our father agrees that you and Nihkil must learn to communicate more effectively, however. He is concerned that Nihkil is not acting appropriately, given the responsibility he has taken upon himself in acknowledging you as his true lock-mate."

I felt my face warm, but only nodded, keeping my expression polite.

“I am sure there is no reason for your father’s concern,” I assured her in Prexci.

Mai-rhani looked over, surprising me by reaching over to touch the tear-dropped pendant I wore around my neck.

“Nihkil wished me to tell you that this necklace has more than one purpose,” she added, still using the link. “In addition to its symbolic meaning, it allows our people to locate you physically. We will use this function in the event things do not go well in there. If they decide to take Nihkil away, we have promised him that you would be brought to our home world. It is a promise we will keep."

Mai-rhani paused, as if seeing something in my expression.

“...We will do what we can for my brother, too, of course,” she said.

I stared down at the pendant, feeling my stomach tighten.

"Right," I said aloud.

Still, my feelings around Nik's role in everything Mai-rhani had just said came closer to anger than anything else. The fact that he’d gotten a full night’s pass and hadn’t come near me still rankled, too, and I couldn’t even articulate to myself why, exactly.

Where the hell had he slept that night?

Somehow I doubted it had been on the floor of his family’s audience chambers, but maybe I was wrong about that, too.

Mai-rhani didn’t seem to notice the conflict in me that time, or maybe she simply had nothing to say to it.

She walked silently across the seamless rock floor, leading me through another set of thick doors that stood twice as high as the tallest of the male morph in our procession. Behind us trailed the line of robed supernaturals, the skin of their faces shining a pale blue, as smooth as sand-rubbed stone.

My attention was pulled off all of them, however, as our group entered the tunnel at the end of the next corridor. The new tunnel's low height required all but the shortest of the supernaturals to pass through with bent heads and necks.

After a few seconds in foot-shuffling darkness, we again emerged into light, and I found myself standing in the entryway of another set of cavernous rooms, framed by the dome of a foyer littered with a model of the galaxy in living, shifting tiles overhead.

Mai-rhani led me under that dome, which must have stretched upwards to at least the height of a six-story building back home, and through another oddly-small door into the amphitheater-sized cavern beyond. This last room was so large that I felt like I’d walked outside the building altogether. I, along with Mai-rhani’s procession of morph and supernaturals, walked down the wide steps as if descending into a small canyon.

Still less than a third full, the chamber echoed with sound, both distant and near. The acoustics sometimes made it easy to pick out words even from relatively far away. Those mutterings grew perceptibly louder as we passed by more of the seated rows.

Reaching a segment of floor only a few yards from the central dais, Mai-rhani indicted for me to sit.

I obeyed, kneeling carefully in the dress.

In front of us, an ornate and highly-detailed black trellis climbed upwards towards the ceiling in slanting angles. From its diagonal piles hung dark blue vines dripping with white flowers and colored water sprays. High above, in the red rock face, shadowy animals hissed from caves above a white tile wall that gushed water from stone pipes.

A table took up most of the oval dais that crouched inside that metal trellis.

From the table’s appearance, it had to be constructed from the same hard, black metal as the trellis itself.

Mai-rhani sat cross-legged to my left. Other morph and supernaturals fanned around me in a dense circle, one that felt overtly protective.

On the dais itself, I recognized only one person.

Ledi tilted his weight back from a bench that circled the black metal table. A scattering of humans sat at various spots to either side of him. They all appeared to be waiting for something to happen, or maybe just for things to start.

I watched a tall female in a robe-like uniform lean down to speak in Ledi’s ear. He listened, but his sharp eyes never left my face.

The other end of the table remained conspicuously empty.

Entertainers wove between seated guests.

I ignored them, as per usual, but had to wonder at their presence here.

On the other hand, watching the amphitheater-style seating fill slowly with guests, human and maybe not-human, I had to wonder if this wasn't more than half entertainment anyway. Surely not everyone here came in some official capacity? So what were they doing here, exactly, if not coming to see the show?

I felt over-coiffed, as I had since that first day, when I’d gone shopping with Ledi.

I also felt uncomfortably exposed.

My instructions from Ledi for this event had been specific in terms of the style and even the color of dress I should wear. Jade-green straps looped around my back and front, crossing over my hips and wrapping my upper thighs. My back lay open. A light chain circled the middle of my throat above Nik’s pendant. Green powder raccooned both of my eyes in blended ovals. I’d covered my feet in socks studded with small video panels depicting views of Earth.

I knew they were funny only to me, but I wore them anyway.

Since that incident at the restaurant with Ledi and Nik, I’d avoided going anywhere with even partially-exposed feet. I had enough humans trying to touch me as it was.

Remembering the foot incident inevitably brought my mind around to Nihkil, though, and my lips twisted into a deeper scowl. I had a feeling Nik wasn't caring all that much about my feet these days, his instructions to the morph clans notwithstanding.

Pushing him from my mind, I tried to think about the impending hearing, although that subject wasn't particularly cheery, either. They still wouldn’t give me access to any but the military-screened media broadcasts, meaning the same ones that appeared on billboards all over the complex. Even so, I’d seen snippets of civilian-side riots, and knew a little about the mixed-race purges occurring in several colonies of late, too.

Mostly, though, I heard a lot of rumors.

Paranoia wafted through the city about a potential attack by the Malek.

I also heard about a flood of hunters hitting the civilian-side ports of Palarine itself.

Ledi assured me that the military caught most of them when they landed, but even he didn’t pretend no risk remained, so I figured that meant at least a few of them probably got through.

I heard about morph rebels gearing up for an attack, too. One group of morph in particular seemed to be feared more than all the rest. Led by some psycho named “Zarwin,” they supposedly got off on killing and torturing humans just for fun... even according to Ledi, who was usually a lot less reactionary than the news vids I saw or the humans I overheard.

While I couldn’t exactly blame them in some ways, given what I knew about this place so far, I didn’t really want to run into Zarwin and his pals, either.

And of course, the bounties on me and Nik rose a few clicks every day.

I’d heard other things, too, mostly about Nik.

At the thought, a woman with red hair plunked down on the floor a few rows up, drawing my eyes. Midnight-blue powder darkened every inch of her skin. She looked naked apart from the coloring; the gauzy mesh of moonstone-colored cloth accentuated more than it concealed of her muscular form. High cheekbones stood out on a heart-shaped face, a face shaped similar to mine in some ways.

The woman leaned her weight on one hand, her posture languorous as she shook her head to get her long, auburn hair to fall behind her back. I tensed, recognizing the hair and body as much as the woman’s face.

It was the woman from the ship... one of the many Nihkil had been sleeping with.

I couldn't help but be grateful that she didn't seem to have noticed me.

Given that one of Ledi’s personal assistants wound my hair into tight braids that morning, almost corn-rows that ran down my back, I must look different enough that the woman hadn’t tracked me as she passed.

Despite my relief, I found myself staring at her, almost without being able to help myself. I hadn’t known she and Nik were involved when I first laid eyes on her on the ship, although I remembered Nik asking why I stared at her.

Maybe, on some level, I had known.

Even as I thought it, the woman turned.

I muttered a curse before forcing my eyes away, knowing I was too late... and knowing it was my own fault, for letting the woman feel my stare. Once the red-haired woman was looking at me, a faint smile lit up her face, making it less predatory-looking than I remembered from when I first saw her hanging from that balcony on the ship.

“It is the First Worlder,” she said in a rolling purr of Pharize. “I should have known you’d be here... witnessing the fate of our favorite morph.”

I felt my mouth tighten.

I considered giving her a hard stare, even telling the woman to go to hell, when another voice broke into my thoughts, that time from much nearer.

“Dakota?”

I jumped a little. Then I looked backwards and up.

Ledi stood over me. I was still staring up at him when his knees bent smoothly. He crouched in a single fluid motion, remaining directly behind me.

“I have just heard they are bringing Nihkil up.” He laid a warm hand on my shoulder. “You need to be prepared, Dakota. I am told he does not look well.”

When he began to straighten, I caught his sleeve, pulling him back down.

“What does that mean?” I said.

Seeing my expression, Ledi exhaled shortly.

“Dakota. You cannot react. I am sorry to ask this of you, but it is important that you hear me on this, and not react, whatever you think of how he appears.”

When I didn’t stop staring at him, Ledi sighed again.

“I do not know everything. He was put on drugs to aid in the interrogations... for days, I hear. And he got in some kind of fight with a number of the guards.”

“A fight?” I felt my jaw harden. “What kind of fight?”

“I do not know. But Nihkil struck first... so the human guards punished him. Truthfully, I think he scared them. It is unlike Nihkil to lose control like that.”

Opening my hand, I released Ledi’s coat.

I saw the red-haired woman from the ship smile at me again, her expression holding more of an apology that time, and less of a smirk.

As Ledi walked away, she spoke to be heard above the growing crowd.

“I hope you do not listen to that one, either,” she said, that smile still ghosting her lips. “He lies, that one... especially in bed.”

I watched Ledi vault up the stairs, felt other eyes notice the direction of my stare.

“Good to know,” I muttered.

They all thought I was sleeping with Ledi, too, even this total stranger. I was beginning to think maybe I should be sleeping with him.

I glanced at Mai-rhani. "They’ve hurt Nihkil."

The morph's face didn't change, but I found myself thinking that the news wasn't really news to her. I tried not to ask, then did anyway.

"Is he sleeping with humans again?” I said. “Nikhil. Is he doing it without the cards?”

Mai-rhani followed the direction of my eyes to the red-haired woman.

"I do not know. Nihkil Jamri does not share such information with me."

I looked over the red-haired woman’s clothes, in spite of myself. Still, my voice came out in close to a mutter, even through the link. "Yeah. Me, neither.”

Sighing a bit, I started to run my fingers through my hair, remembered I couldn’t and let my hand drop to my lap.

“Did you know he'd been beaten again? Drugged?" I asked Mai-rhani.

The morph’s words grew diplomatic.

"I heard rumors to this effect, yes. He also sounded... strange. This morning, when we spoke." Ignoring my frown, Mai-rhani glanced around the room with liquid eyes. "I understand that your emotions are conflicted at the moment, Dakota Mayumi, but you need to remember that there are many eyes on you. General Advisor Ledi's advice was sound. If you can, hide your feelings about Nihkil's problems with the human authorities, and his sexual liaisons. Hide them until you have an opportunity to communicate with Nihkil openly about these things."

"And if that never happens?" I muttered.

I caught the red-haired woman’s stare in the same breath and did my best to smile, at least enough to let it reach my eyes. The woman continued to look at me cautiously, but returned the smile with one of her own. I couldn't help thinking hers probably looked a lot more convincing than mine did.

"I thought he was in jail?" I asked Mai-rhani via the link. "Has be been with this woman instead?"

"I do not know. Why are you asking me this twice?” Mai-rhani studied my eyes. "Dakota Mayumi, you should not concern yourself with gossip. Wait until––"

"––I can ask Nik. Got it."

Turning back towards the room, I avoided looking at both Mai-rhani and the woman in the moonstone cloth after that. I concentrated instead on controlling my expression.

For a long moment, I simply couldn’t.

I felt like I’d been punched, hard, maybe in the vicinity of that thread I felt between me and Nihkil.

For awhile I managed to distract myself by trying to understand both the Pharei and Malek newscasters, which showed on different screens on opposite sides of the room. I had a harder time with the Malek station, but pulled whatever information I could using the implant, wishing I'd paid more attention while Nihkil had been attempting to teach me Merensic, since their newscasts tended to have a lot more images of civil unrest.

Still, I knew when they brought him in.

I didn’t look up as they passed with him, watching only peripherally as Nihkil made his way down the sloped ramp towards the central dais. I didn’t look up when he reached the cavern floor, either, or when he began to ascend the dais stairs, surrounded by guards.

Then he stumbled, and my eyes seemed to jerk up on their own.

Nihkil straightened at the top of the steps, a line of soldiers on either side. He glanced back in the same handful of seconds, and then he was staring at me, his light gold eyes like lanterns. He seemed to have no pupils at all as he looked at me, and for a moment, his eyes were all I could see.

The guards jerked him backwards then, pulling him towards the table by his bound wrists.

Those gold eyes didn’t leave mine, though.

His face looked borderline gaunt, despite the relatively short amount of time that had passed since I’d last seen him. Some of the marks and bruises on him looked fresh, but not all of them; they clearly came from more than one beating. From the way the clothes hung on him, he’d lost weight since we’d left the ship, maybe as much as twenty pounds. His hair was midnight black, as straight as mine, and the shortest I’d ever seen it.

But none of that made it difficult to hold his gaze.

I felt a whisper of his presence through the lock we shared, the same one I’d been pretending wasn't there for days, despite what I dreamed every night... or maybe because of it.

Feeling and seeing him him didn’t exactly help.

All it did was further confuse the already conflicted feelings I’d been carrying around about Nik for the past several weeks since I’d last seen him. Remembering the look on his face when he left me back at the room that night, and the way he’d stared at me when he asked me to forbid him from taking any more cards, that tight feeling in my chest worsened. I stared at him helplessly as I realized something else, too.

I loved the irritating, alien bastard.

I really loved him.

I just had absolutely no idea what that meant. Not for either of us, really.

A guard laid a hand on Nihkil’s shoulder, forcing him down to the bench.

He was still staring at me.

Nik’s expression hadn’t moved, but I panicked at whatever I sensed behind that stillness. I found myself wondering if we could still be linked via our implants, then realized it didn’t matter, really, given the connection we shared via the lock. Using the code he’d given me to open our private implant channel, I hesitated again.

"Are you all right?" I said through the link. "Nihkil?"

He didn’t answer.

I started to switch frequencies, wondering if I should ask Mai-rhani if she could talk to him, when that rush of his presence hit me hard in the chest again, along with a heat that took my breath. The intensity behind it shocked me.

It also made me wonder again, just how connected we really were.

But I heard him through the implant then. His words held more of that intensity, even as that denser heat worsened in my chest, growing almost unbearable.

"Dakota. Please, Dakota... I need to speak to you, please...”

I admit it. I panicked.

I shut him out, almost without thinking about why.

But I knew why.

I could feel it on him, and in his attempts to reach me through the link, and then through the lock itself. He'd felt me thinking about him. He’d probably felt my realization about how I felt about him, too, right around the time I had it.

The certainty only worsened when I felt that conflicted warmth intensify in my chest, and realized he was still trying to reach me.

When I looked up, he was still staring at me, too, his face expressionless.

"Dakota." Mai-rhani’s words grew sharp via the implant. "Whatever you did just now... do not do it again."

I glanced over, feeling my face warm, in spite of myself.

I could barely make myself look at Nik at all after that.

Hell, I couldn't even unclench my hand.

Slowly, everything else trickled back into my awareness from the last time I’d seen him. The silence from him after he left me in that room. Seeing the woman in moonstone-colored cloth lounging in front of me was like ice water thrown over my head.

Mai-rhani's voice remained curt, "He is ill, Dakota."

“Yeah?” I said, staring at the red-haired woman. “And how is that my fault?”

Nihkil was still trying to reach me.

I felt the other morph around me shifting uncomfortably in their seats, and fielded a few stares from supernaturals, too. I still felt Nik fighting back, bashing against the closing in me. When he didn't stop, I felt shock ripple the collective morph presence.

Somehow, Nik was breaking the rules... and not in a minor way.

My attempt at nonchalance faded.

“Ill?” I muttered.

I glanced at him as surreptitiously as I could.

For the first time, I looked at the rest of him... meaning, not just Nik’s face and eyes. The back of his neck had been wrapped in some kind of gray material, not unlike the bandages they used on his shoulder after those Malek soldiers stabbed him. I felt Nik trying again to reach me through the implant and winced, remembering what Ledi said about drugs, too.

“Ill in what way?” I muttered, glancing sideways at Mai-rhani.

She looked at me, and that time, her expression seemed puzzled.

“From you, of course,” she said, as if that should have been obvious.

“From me?” I repeated, staring at her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

I felt her shushing me though, along with the supernaturals who ringed both of us in a rough circle.

Not long after, I felt Nihkil being forced to back down by the morph and supernaturals of the delegation. He still didn’t feel apologetic. A guard snapped a command from behind him in Pharize, something that sounded like “position!” I watched as Nik raised his bound wrists, moving like an automaton, his eyes still on me.

I watched as two humans bolted him to the table, too.

Even if he was drugged, he moved like the motions were familiar. More familiar than they could be from just those past few weeks.

At the thought, I felt another pain in my chest.

Mai-rhani touched my arm. "I apologize, Dakota. We do not normally intervene in personal matters... but there are things about my brother of which you are not aware."

I muttered, “More than one, apparently.”

I reached for a cup someone put in front of me, hoping like hell it held something approximating alcohol. I took a drink and immediately grimaced.

“Can’t I get mukte here?” I said, holding up the container.

The female morph made a line with her finger, a clear no.

“Figures.” I wiped my mouth, hand trembling.

A man wearing a tall hat shaped like a Roman pillar took his place at the head of the table.

As he did, the surface of the black metal brightened.

Other bodies appeared along the table's edge in the next few seconds, melting out of the air like liquid. I counted fifteen Pharei-looking humans on one end, sitting directly across from Nihkil like some kind of inquisition squad.

I took in their faces, one by one, wondering if the formation of their seating was meant to be an emotional scare tactic, when the outlines of what had to be three morph materialized in a much smaller ring across from the humans. All wore identical, off-white shirts with dark green pants, making Nihkil stand out with his all-black uniform in the center.

The oldest-looking morph sat directly opposite the man with the pillar hat.

His face fell on the dark side, I noticed, in terms of coloring, and he looked old despite his relatively unlined face. Silver hair hung back in a loose knot, accenting high cheekbones and a prominent jaw, making him look significantly different from the Pharei. Teardrop-shaped eyes stood out in the contrast of his light hair and dark skin, vivid even with dark-blue irises.

Despite his age, his face remained almost shockingly handsome, if in that alien kind of way. Truthfully, he reminded me a little of my Cuban father, who'd been a bit of a ladies' man in his younger years.

Well, if mom could be believed.

"Who is he?" I asked Mai-rhani.

Mai-rhani looked at me, her eyes showing a faint glimmer of surprise.

"Inid... our father. Did Nihkil not tell you he would be here?"

I stared at her blankly. I felt my face warm, but more in anger.

“No,” I said.

The announcer continued to speak in droning tones.

“...Inid of Xveascret who seeks audience as genetic owner of the registered mate of said object, to be identified and assessed...”

A silence fell, pregnant while unanswered.

Then an equally mechanical-sounding voice rose.

“The Court acknowledges this as legal.”

Blue light erupted from a floating machine that I hadn’t noticed. About the size of a small bird, it hovered chest-level with the group of morph sitting around Nihkil. That same light enveloped the silver-haired morph first, flickering over him in a few quick swipes, as if the man were a barcode in a supermarket.

The blue light clicked off.

“...Speaker is acknowledged. He is who he claims. Proceed.”

Another form materialized, sitting in the remaining open stretch of table that lay between the morph on one side and the Pharei on the other.

I stared at the new person's double chins and his oddly-round shape wrapped in velvety robes, unsure at first if I was looking at a male or female.

Male, I decided after a few seconds more, and Malek... just from the pointed chin above the folds of flesh and that oddly orange-tinted, white, straw-like hair standing in tufted spikes on top his head. He had those dark eyes I remembered, too, rimmed by a near-crimson color, and his skin was the same reddish-brown I'd seen on the fitter representatives of his race.

Feeling my jaw harden as I remembered what happened to me and Nik on that purple-sky planet, I couldn’t quite suppress a swell of hostility towards this fat, worm-like version, too.

“...Representation from Mydara whose government seeks audience as interested party to the decisions over claim content by the accused. The royal family sends scion to its heir, Albret Aredi Ut. To be identified...”

The blue light scanned the Malek’s squat form.

“...Representation from Mydara is allowed. He is who he claims. Proceed.”

“I protest, sir.” Pillar hat guy slapped the table. “These proceedings should be closed until ownership is determined!”

There was another silence while the Court conferred.

“Denied,” the voice from the walls said. “The object belongs to Nihkil Jamri.”

I wrapped bare arms around myself, feeling my mouth tighten more.

The pillared man smacked the table again. “Reconsider. He belongs to us. He is bound by contract... and to his own family, the morph. His autonomy is suspect.”

A silence fell, this one longer.

“Denied,” the voice said again. “The Council’s claim that the owner lacks autonomy is invalid. He has as much autonomy as any of his race, contracted or not.”

I saw Ledi give a low snort at this, even as he raised an eyebrow at Nihkil.

Nihkil’s face didn’t move.

Turning, I touched Mai-rhani’s sleeve. "I thought this was about ownership," I said quietly through the link. "How have they decided already?"

Mai-rhani gestured negative.

"A host of rights exist. The Pharei can still make claims, since Nihkil is under contract. However, as they legally censured his actions in bringing you back through the gate, they have made their subsequent claims that he acted under their instruction suspect. Further, they have bound themselves with this censure in regard to your own status. They cannot say he found you in the course of assigned duties.”

Sighing a bit, Mai-rhani gave a subtle wave of her fingers.

“More significantly,” the morph added. “When Nihkil made his claim of you, and you took over ownership of his lock, they lost primary status as his handlers... and therefore, as your handlers, too. Control over a morph's lock must legally be viewed as 'consensual’... at least from the outside. They have been unable to coerce Nihkil to release his attachment to you. Attacking his autonomy was a second attempt to accomplish the same thing."

I frowned a little, running through the morph’s words. I nodded towards the man who looked like a giant, velvet burrito.

"What about the Malek? Why are they here?"

Mai-rhani made a softer sound.

"They say the Pharei interfered by taking you off the colony on Trinith. They say that the Pharei attacked their sovereignty. The Malek claim they had legally bound a trespasser who had committed murder and property crime against them... that Nihkil should have his autonomy revoked. They further claim rights over your home world, since they claim that their morph operatives made contact with Earth prior to Nihkil’s arrival there. They argue their discovery rights predate my brother’s claim... and therefore his rights to you."

“Is that true?” I said.

“Unknown,” Mai-rhani replied, giving me another of those subtle waves. "Such an argument would normally be quite strong, but both gates are gone, and with them, any proof that Nihkil arrived there after the Malek. Testimony alone is not sufficient for ownership claim unless it has been fully validated... although your control over Nihkil's lock forms an indirect proof that he had contact with you prior to the Malek. The fact that Nihkil attempted to kill for you during that capture only serves as evidence in terms of his ownership rights, in that morph don't normally kill for humans––"

"Kill for me?" I cut in, my voice sharpening. "What are you talking about?”

“He attacked a supernatural, did he not?” Mai-rhani said. “He attempted to kill her?”

I stared at Mai-rhani’s now-gray eyes, remembering the supernatural I’d bashed on the head with that chunk of volcanic rock.

After noting my expression, Mai-rhani went on.

“...For testimony to be admissible in a disputed claim, the supernaturals would have to obtain evidence from at least five witnesses. Commonalities are then culled and weighed for consistency. In this case they have only my brother... and he is not cooperating."

I hesitated, glancing at Nihkil up on the dais. “The other Malek aren’t talking? The ones who captured us on that planet... ?”

"They are dead."

“What?” I stared, then realized I’d spoken out loud, and switched back to the implant. “Dead? All of them? Did the Pharei––”

"No," Mai-rhani said through the link. Then, as if thinking, she amended her words, making the tiniest of gestures with her head. “...Not that has come to light. Their ship had a coil malfunction. We have no evidence to suspect foul play by the Pharei." Mai-rhani made another inclination of her head. "In default, the High Court was forced to label your origins ‘unknown,’ thus negating the Malek claim to prior discovery."

"So the Court does know about me, then?"

"The Court is the authority conducting this hearing,” Mai-rhani said. “Their involvement is the other reason the representative from Mydara was invited. Most dispute claims require the presence of all potentially-affected parties, in order to be deemed valid.”

I stared up at the dais, thinking about the men who’d beaten Nihkil, who wanted to do worse to me. Remembering that didn't exactly make me feel better about them all being dead, but it didn't make me feel worse, either.

“That’s a pretty big coincidence,” I muttered. “Them all being dead.”

"Yes," Mai-rhani agreed. "It is."

I considered pursuing that, too, then didn’t.

“So what’s the worst that could happen?” I said, speaking aloud again.

"They could declare you a partial ward of the Court," Mai-rhani answered promptly. "They could deny you passage from this world, or any other... making you a prisoner in truth if not in name. They could also claim ‘superior threat’ to the human race and usurp some portion of genetic ownership under the auspices of finding a solution to their breeding problems. They could use your non-sentient status to declare your agreement with Nihkil Jamri void, thus requiring that your consent be decided through another venue. This would not impact ownership, but may cause your reproductive capacity to be parceled as a separate right... again, for the perceived good of the whole."

My mouth grew into a harder line. "Sorry I asked."

Mai-rhani laid gentle fingers on my arm. "We have contingencies in place, Dakota."

I started to ask. Via the link, Mai-rhani sent me an impulse not to.

“...You needn’t feel dependent on my brother either," Mai-rhani added. "If he dies, the claim would fall directly to my family. We are assured our rights would be honored in this, assuming his claim itself is honored. The contingencies exist for other purposes.”

Turning, I stared at her. “That’s the second time someone’s mentioned Nik getting whacked. Something you’re not telling me?”

Mai-rhani’s face remained placid.

“It is a risk,” she said gently. “However, none of the human tribes wishes for that outcome now... not until his claim rights are decided. If you were owned by us, we would revoke all secondary rights. Nihkil is contracted to the military of Palarine. Even as primary owner he cannot do this, for it would be in direct conflict with his agreement to protect their people."

I swallowed, nodding. “Okay. Sure.”

The hearing had continued during our brief conference, and now I felt like I should be paying attention. Currently, the many-chinned servant of Prince Ut of Mydara was speaking, his voice surprisingly high-pitched, even through the translation program.

“...My liege then petitions freedom for the morph, Nihkil Jamri.” The Malek smiled with thin, wet lips, looking more and more like a fat salamander. “My liege, Prince of Mydara, discerns that Nihkil Jamri has suffered abuse. He feels this treatment does not bode well for Nihkil Jamri or his mate under the so-called 'protection' of these barbarians from Palarine. My liege wishes to offer a more enlightened solution to the care and management of this morph and his mate. My liege requests immediate release from contract for the servant, that he might consider...” The chins smiled at Nihkil along with the lips. “...Other options.”

The man with the pillar hat turned bright red.

“Revoke!” he spluttered. “Revoke these words! We operate legally in relation to every single aspect of High Court law in the control of violent morph. We have conducted ourselves with the utmost restraint in our attempts to discern the truth of these matters... the truth itself being something in which the Malek Prince and his fat friend perhaps have no interest... !”

The Malek frowned, multiplying fleshy chins.

“This is words,” he said. “Nihkil Jamri has refused to open agreement with his wife... this is to punish. This is to force him to comply with your wishes to provide her with human breeding partners, perhaps. Perhaps yourself, Prime Delegate of Pharei... ?”

Sweat dropped on pillar hat’s cape. “His treatment has no relationship to his status with the primitive female, about whose origins we still know next to nothing!”

The fat man waved a bored hand.

I folded my arms, shifting in my seat. My eyes slid briefly to the half-dressed woman in moonstone cloth. When I looked back towards the dais, I caught Nihkil staring at me.

His pale eyes shifted to the woman also.

It occurred to me suddenly that I hadn’t seen Nihkil's hair change color since we'd left the ship. Like now, it remained the exact same, impenetrable shade of black as mine. I'd inherited my mother's half-Japanese hair texture, not the wavier hair of my dad, and Nihkil's hair reflected that, too, even at its short length.

His eyes remained his, though, shifting in minute shades even now.

His father, Inid, raised a hand, drawing my eyes.

I wasn’t the only one to turn.

The room, both virtual and physical, fell silent.

“The morph agree with the representative from Mydara that Nihkil Jamri should be released,” Nik’s father said in a deep voice. His tones carried further than anyone else who had spoken. “My son has clearly suffered degradation and abuse and it weakens the Pharei claim. And yet...” He raised his hand again when the guy with the pillar hat started to sputter. “...We also respect the meaning inherent in the words of the Prime Delegate of Pharei. Nihkil Jamri requires education, if he is to be a fitting mate to any being, human or otherwise. His violence shows a weakness of character that cannot be tolerated in one so situated... and would not, if he were to be released into our custody.”

I glanced at Nihkil, hearing the real rebuke behind the elder morph’s words.

I saw that Nihkil clearly heard it also, although his expression didn't change.

“That is lovely sentiment,” said the fat Malek. “But also could be excuse to take your morph son and his mate for yourself, Inid of Xveascret? Selling her ovum to the highest bidder, her genetic anomalies to the rest of us, piece by piece... ?”

I glanced at Mai-rhani, but her expression didn’t flicker.

I turned back towards the dais when Inid spoke up again.

“I, of course, want my son with me," Inid said, bowing his head. “...I do not deny such, honorable servant of Prince Ut. But we are amenable to any controls that the Court deems appropriate. While complaints about my son’s racial status bear weight, it cannot be denied that the two of them represent both of our people in this joining. Nor can it be denied that his passion for the creature might be made into an advantage... once channeled in appropriate directions.”

I folded my arms tighter. I didn’t look at Nihkil at all that time.

The Malek nodded, grudgingly. “We have no complaint, as long as any offspring are not bound.”

Hearing his words, I turned to Mai-rhani.

"Seriously? They’d let me go with you? Why?"

Mai-rhani gestured a light shrug. "Likely they want you relocated away from Palarine. They often underestimate non-humans' ability to protect their charges."

I sat back on my heels.

I tried hard to listen as permutations of the same arguments wound on, but my attention flagged as protests and counter-demands and insinuations and accusations all began to blur.

At one point the room grew dark and the Court began projecting logs gleaned from the supernaturals who had been interrogating Nihkil. Before I fully understood the translated words, Nihkil’s mind loomed on three-dimensional screens over several points of the room.

I saw Earth, what looked like a long stretch of grass all cut to the same length.

The golf course, I thought.

I saw Mount Rainier and the Seattle city streets, and Nihkil trying to find food, examining newspapers and even the internet as he attempted to blend with local humans. I saw myself inside those shifting images, standing in that ridiculous hooker outfit and wearing too much make-up, my hair sprayed up so that I looked like a bad stereotype of a Jersey girl.  Only the beat-up leather boots I wore looked remotely familiar on any part of my body.

Seeing my home world and my old life gave me an odd pain.

Nihkil must have felt that, too.

When I glanced down from the screen, he was staring at me again. I only took that in for a few seconds, though, before I looked back at the monitors.

Other images flickered across the screens, more confusing ones.

I saw things that I could have sworn I'd dreamt about while I shared a bed with Nihkil on the ship: burning fields, skies filled with ships, a town of people working by sandy dugouts, thick-trunked trees and black cats the size of giraffes or long-legged elephants.

I saw what might have been pieces of Nihkil’s life before he found me on Earth, maybe even before he worked for the Pharei. Faces swam by, landscapes. I saw battles, Nihkil’s blood-stained fingers working frantically to reload some kind of weapon, a room with rich, tapestry-like cloths hanging from the walls and bowls filled with fire rimming six corners of a cavernous room. I saw other beings laughing with him, sitting around fires, their teeth white in the gloom.

I could almost smell...

Another sky exploded overhead, guns hanging from the undersides of ships, and I flinched, feeling his fear through the immediacy of the holograms.

Not long after, men and women screamed from cages, their eyes wild. Animals held in similar restraints crouched nearby, and something in their faces told me they weren’t just animals. Self-awareness lived there, an eerie but obvious sentience. A few even appeared to be locked in the middle of a transformation, half human and half... something else.

One tried to gnaw off her own wrist.

There was something wrong with them, something Nihkil understood better than I did.

His emotions rose as he stared around at that morph zoo, until everything he saw seemed to make him sick, unbalanced with grief and excess emotion. Whatever those feelings, they were too intense for words, even for a scream.

Not long after, I saw Nihkil in a windowless, gray room, surrounded by men who looked like those medical technicians I remembered from the ship. They had Nihkil cuffed to a chair, clearly drugged. I saw him looking down at his own wrists, vision blurry, staring at the cuffs there. His fear came through the implants too, dulled only somewhat by the drugs. They showed him images of corpses, and of flower-filled fields, smiles next to grimaces of pain, war scenes, scenes of torture and comforting images of love and home.

Somehow, I knew this had to be the reprogramming I'd heard about... the same reprogramming required of any morph whose emotions spiked outside of what they considered “safe” parameters.

The Court watched it all with me, debating, pointing, speculating.

Gazing up at the three-dimensional depictions, I felt like I was witnessing a rape. I could feel Nihkil in it, past the drugs they had him on and past the differences between his mind back then and now.

The vulnerability behind his presence nearly took my breath.

"Why are they allowing this?" I sent, turning on Mai-rhani. "This is too public, evidence or not. Aren’t there laws against this kind of thing?"

Mai-rhani’s face didn’t move. "They do not apply to morph."

For the rest of it, I shut my mind, staring at the floor.

I didn’t look up until the lights rose, and by then it felt like hours had passed. I wondered if there was any way I could excuse myself without causing more problems for Nihkil.

Before I could ask, Mai-rhani touched my arm.

"They are taking a break."

I nodded, still fighting to control my facial expression.

Mai-rhani added, "I have been asked to relay that your breeding partner requests an audience with you, Dakota."

I turned. “What?” I switched to the implant. "Where?"

"Here, Dakota. He cannot leave."

I glanced up at the dais.

The group had already broken.

They stood around the black, metal table, talking and stretching limbs. One man rubbed his back on a pointed bit of trellis, reminding me of a farm animal. The Pharei leader had removed his pillar hat and was talking loudly to one of the female supernaturals, his hair wet with sweat and sticking up strangely around his semi-bald head.

Ledi stood over Nihkil, his sharp, green eyes glinting like bits of glass as he spoke to him rapidly in a language that may or may not have been Pharize.

Of everyone, Ledi looked the least worse for wear.

Nihkil glanced at me then, and I realized he’d been watching me. Waiting, maybe.

“Okay,” I heard myself say. “Tell him all right. Tell him I'll talk to him.”
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A CARNIVAL AND AN ATTEMPT TO COMMUNICATE
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I FOUND MYSELF standing on the dais within minutes of my agreeing to see Nihkil.

Not alone, of course. I’d walked there surrounded by robed supernaturals and two more militant-looking morph, or so I surmised from their clothing. One of those guards was Hunsef, I noticed, and he stood closer to me than the rest.

Once I climbed the steep staircase up to the dais itself, a handful of human guards met me, and when I finally straightened, I had probably nine people clustered around me of various races.

From the other end of the table, I felt Nihkil's stare.

I saw his eyes shift to Hunsef then, and something in them changed.

Not a lot, but enough that I flinched.

I kept my attention focused on the unlined faces of the supernaturals after that, along with their dark eyes, expressionless mouths and bodies mostly hidden behind the dark blue robes bearing the gold insignia of Palarine.

Distracting myself with them couldn’t last long, of course.

That motley group led me to the other side of the table, where Nik sat.

Then, as if by silent signal, my escorts turned to leave.

Only Hunsef lingered a beat longer, as if trying to decide if he should leave me alone with Nik or if he should stay. Then Hunsef’s head and neck jerked sharply, turning so that he peered over his own shoulder, looking after the others.

It was as if someone had just smacked him on the back of the head.

Hunsef turned to leave after that. I saw his faint scowl, however, as well as the warning glare he gave to Nik before he left.

“Call us if you need us,” he said to me, gruff.

I nodded, but had to fight not to laugh.

I watched them descend the stairs. The supernaturals themselves walked as if their movements had been choreographed, hands folded, robes trailing, feet silent. I watched them reach the main floor. Then I watched them ascend back up that ramp, until they finally once more circled Mai-rhani on the slanted floor.

I noticed only then that the humans attending the court session in virtual were vanishing from around the table. The morph delegates left seconds after that.

The old one, Inid, winked at me as his outline melted.

Nihkil and I were alone.

I actually felt alone with him, too, which I hadn’t expected.

I also knew it couldn't possibly be real, given where we were.

Even forgetting about the standard surveillance, the morph guard with Mai-rhani, Mai-rhani herself, the supernaturals and a heck of a lot of observant humans likely watched us from different areas of the stadium-like floor, as well.

Pushing all of that from my mind, I sank to the bench, conscious suddenly of how much skin the dress exposed. I felt Nihkil notice, too, but instead of meeting his eyes, I searched the table until I noticed a tray sitting there, not far from his hands.

When the silence stretched, I gestured towards it, still without looking at him.

“You should eat,” I said in English.

There was a silence.

Lifting my eyes when it stretched, I managed to avoid his by looking out over the crowd. “Go ahead, Nik. Eat. I won’t watch, if you'd rather I didn't.”

He didn’t move.

After another minute, I felt compelled to turn.

My throat closed when I looked at his face, when I saw how bright his eyes were. I reached out without thinking, clasping his arm.

“Hey, Nik. It’s okay.”

Turning his head, he wiped his face on the shoulder of his shirt. I saw him look at my feet under the table. Pretending not to notice, I tugged on the thick, metal cuffs encasing his wrists. It occurred to me that he probably couldn’t eat, not easily anyway.

“Do you want help?” I said.

“No. Dakota.” He seemed at a loss. “No.” He gripped my arm, tight enough to startle me. He spoke English, too. “Please, can we...”

He didn’t go on, but just looked at me, his expression close to helpless, and again holding so much grief I had trouble holding his gaze.

After another beat, I forced a smile, shaking his arm a little.

“Hey. Come on. You’re starting to look a little goth, even for you.”

Leaning over him, I reached for the tray, tugging the food closer. Thinking about our eating games on the ship, how much it both amused and annoyed him when I started hassling him about his food quirks, I found myself swallowing past a tightness in my throat.

“We can finish our game later,” I said. “This one won’t count, okay?”

“Dakota. Are you angry at me?”

Picking up the spear-like utensil, I jabbed at a piece of meat. The end had been dulled, just like in a prison back home. Forcing my mind off that, I thought about his question.

After another pause, I sighed, still pushing food around on his plate.

“I guess so," I admitted. "Although you’re not making it easy.” I lifted the spear, meeting his eyes. “Can’t you be a dick or something? I like consistency in my emotional spectrum. At least when it comes to the men in my life...”

He seemed about to refuse the food, then hesitated, glancing at it, as if second-thinking the decision. After another pause, he opened his mouth.

Without waiting, I put it in, then looked down while he chewed, sawing the spear into another chunk.

“I’m beginning to think you drug me,” I added, quirking an eyebrow. “Or maybe manipulate my mind, confusing me on purpose, like the supernaturals do.”

He took another mouthful of meat when I offered it.

I could feel how hungry he was; I also felt the guards, and realized abruptly that they’d left him the food like that on purpose. They'd meant it as a taunt, not an actual meal.

Once the thought solidified, it occurred to me that I might not be doing him any favors.

“No.” Nihkil swallowed, indicating with his head he wanted more. When I gave him another spear-ful of meat, he touched my fingers with his, and I felt gratitude. "No, I need the food. You're right about them, but it's all right, Dakota."

“Why are they doing this?” I said, making my voice quieter. I risked a glance at the guards. “Why are they––”

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

I felt my jaw tighten, but let him drop it. Giving him another bite of the food, I thought suddenly that he might be thirsty, too.

“Do you want water?” I said.

Before he could answer, I'd already laid a hand on the table, murmuring a word in Pharize.

The smooth surface reconfigured, bringing up a container with a long, thin neck that tapered up to the height of his mouth. I pushed it towards him and he bent down at once, putting his lips to the reed-like end. I watched, feeling a little sick again as I saw his throat moving in rapid swallows. His thirst felt like a tangible force by then, urgent enough that I realized he'd been having trouble eating before I offered him the water.

Feeling my face tighten in anger, I looked down, focusing my attention back on working the dull edge of the spear into more of the meat.

After a few more seconds, Nihkil raised his head, wiping his mouth on his shoulder. He accepted another forkful of the meat, chewing and swallowing before he spoke to me again.

“Dakota, are they treating you all right?”

I gave him another spear-ful of food while I considered an answer. He wasn’t really chewing much anymore, so I turned back to the tray, focusing on that with my eyes and hands.

“If by leaving me in a room and ignoring me you mean ‘all right,’ then sure... I’ve no complaints.” When he swallowed another chunk, I hesitated.

“Hey, take it easy. If you throw it up––”

Nik shook his head, indicating he wanted more.

While I worked on getting another piece of meat on the dull implement, I said, in the same light tone, “Ledi stops by. Not always in person, but he checks in on me when he can.” Feeling a flush of reaction from Nihkil, I fought not to flinch, but the intensity of it took me off guard. “...I’m not sleeping with Ledi, Nik. Sex,” I clarified. “We’re not doing that.”

“I know,” he said. “I haven’t given permission.”

That time, I had to fight a little to keep my face expressionless.

I pushed his food around in small circles as I controlled whatever had risen in me from his response, even as I tried to understand what it meant. Remembering myself after a few more seconds, I speared another, larger piece of meat, offering it to him.

“Is that what you wanted to talk about?" I said. "Who I’m not sleeping with?”

“No.” He paused, swallowing the chunk of meat. “...Yes. I was worried, Dakota. I was afraid you’d been left alone too much. Ledi said... well, he thought perhaps I was being unfair to you, by not speaking to you about this earlier. He thinks I should have asked you what you wanted, in terms of who I allowed access to your room, or...”

Feeling me flinch, Nik fell silent.

After another few seconds where I gritted my teeth, I finally set down the spear.

For a minute I couldn’t quite look at him.

When I finally met his gaze, Nik’s eyes had turned nearly gray again, his expression melting back into that look that was close to blank. Even without the physical cues, I felt his retreat almost tangibly.

His fingers released me.

He leaned back a second later, his eyes noticeably darker now, and wary.

“Look,” I said.

Exhaling, I smoothed my braided hair with one hand, then once more picked up the spear. I reminded myself he’d been beaten, starved, probably drugged. Exhaling a second time as those thoughts grew more real to me, I did my best to let go of the anger, too.

“Okay, look,” I said, my voice more subdued. “...I’m sorry. I’m not trying to give you a hard time. I’m just not getting the rules here. I’m trying, Nik... I really am. I can tell you think this Ledi thing is some kind of favor. I can tell you think you're depriving me or something, and that I'd be sleeping with him if you just gave me the okay. I appreciate what you’re trying to do... I guess. I'm just really not used to people making those kinds of decisions for me.”

Nihkil didn't answer, or even acknowledge I'd spoken.

When the silence stretched, I felt my irritation return, even as I remembered the half-dressed, painted woman who’d been sitting on the floor in front of me.

Clenching my jaw, I shrugged deliberately into the silence, still not looking at him.

“What the hell," I said. "Ledi’s fine. Go ahead and make it legal if you want.”

I stabbed at a piece of meat, holding it up to him.

Nik made no move to accept it.

“Dakota.” His eyes and face looked stricken. “Dakota... I’m not selling you.”

My face grew hot, but I didn't lower my gaze.

“Fine. You just want me to have sex with your friend. It’s a little weird, Nik.”

His skin darkened abruptly. “I do not want––”

“Then what is this exactly... 'Nihki’?” I imitated Ledi’s accent, leaning closer so I wouldn’t be overheard. “Why did you want me to forbid you from taking cards? And why the hell are you pretending you need to 'take care of me' in relation to who I'm sleeping with? Believe me, Nik, if I wanted sex with one of these assholes, I'd be having it... whether you gave me ‘permission’ or not. I don’t care what papers you signed, or how many favors you handed out on the side...”

I was a little startled to see him pale.

For a long moment, he didn't speak.

His eyes flickered over my face as he seemed to be thinking about my words. When I looked away, he clasped my hand, tugging on me to move nearer to him on the bench. I understood what he wanted, but felt my muscles tense, even as I decided to do as he’d asked. Once I was close enough that he could speak directly into my ear, he lowered his mouth.

“Dakota. Do you want me?”

Looking up at him, startled in spite of myself, I flinched at the look in his eyes.

After another pause, I looked away.

“Nik,” I said, shaking my head. “Why are we doing this? Seriously. This can’t all be about sex. From what I hear, you do all right in that area...”

Anger flared in his eyes. “Are you going to answer me?”

“You already know the answer!” I snapped, turning. “Yes, okay? Yes.”

His anger deflated, even as his eyes shimmered in confusion. His fingers tightened on mine, right before he began caressing my skin.

“Why didn’t you ask, then?” he said, lower. “On the ship.”

“Why didn’t you?” I countered. “Oh... that’s right. Because you were too busy sleeping with every other frickin’ woman on board...”

“I did ask,” he growled. “I offered myself to you... the very first day!”

I gave him an incredulous look.

“Were you speaking code, Nik?” I said when he didn’t break the silence. “Because I’m pretty sure I would have remembered that...”

Nihkil’s eyes narrowed.

When I looked away again, he gripped my hand tighter. Seeing the conflict in his eyes, I tried to find words, but ended up looking down, to where his fingers wrapped around mine. I was still staring, reacting to his hands on my skin, when his fingers slid further up my arm, moving until they were stopped by the cuffs.

“Please,” he said, his voice low. “Please, Dakota... can we just stop this?”

I felt that thread between us seem to ignite, the warmth of his presence as he opened.

“Let me in you... please...”

My face grew hotter.

Confusion, combined with the sensations from whatever he was doing to me, made it impossible to know how to react. My mind turned over his words, fighting to make them real, or at least to try and make sense of them.

After another long moment, I found myself clasping his hands in return, almost in frustration.

“Jesus, Nik.” I swallowed, looking up at him. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

I watched his eyes turn that denser blue again, even as they slid down my body.

I shook his hand with mine, tightening my grip to get him to meet my gaze.

“Not only that,” I said, irritated. “I knew you wanted sex. You were reasonably clear about that. But you must have known why I wanted to wait... and you never actually said anything, Nik, not in a way that I understood. Then you pulled that crap on the ship and didn’t even tell me. I had to find out from Ledi that you were sleeping with everyone...”

His expression taut, Nik shook his head, but I wasn’t sure to which part.

His fingers tightened on my arm, but he still didn’t speak.

“Are the stereotypes right?” I said, my jaw clenching a little. “Are morph incapable of not sleeping around? Because I’d rather if you just told me, if that’s true.”

He gave me a harder look. “No,” he said coldly. “They are not right.”

I nodded, not sure how to react to that, either.

“Okay,” I said finally. “Good.”

For a long moment, we just sat there.

I felt myself opening to him through the lock, though, seemingly outside of my control.

I fought back and forth in my head about whether I should be letting this thing happen with us... but, truthfully, I couldn’t really make myself want to fight it anymore, no matter how many reasons my brain supplied.

I still had no clear idea what was going on with him, anyway. When his eyes brightened suddenly, a twinge of fear hit me as I remembered where we were. I glanced around, conscious again of who watched us, what we were talking about... how we were talking about it. I sat close enough to him now that if I were any closer, I'd be sitting in his lap. His leg pressed against mine and he held his arm tightly and deliberately against my side.

I could feel him in my chest again, almost as if he’d laid his palm there directly.

Everyone warned me not to appear too intimate with Nihkil.

Ledi said the Council wouldn’t like it.

He said the High Court wouldn’t like it, either.

Shifting away from Nik slightly on the bench, I glanced around us, forcing myself to take a breath, absorb the details.

The hall echoed with voices and other sounds, disorienting me a little, but I managed to get the basic lay of the land once I wasn’t focused solely on Nik. The only people near enough to see much of what we were doing were the human guards, who stood chewing mong sticks in the opposite corner of the trellis, a dozen or so feet away.

A few seemed to be watching us pretty closely, now that I was paying attention, although they pretended they weren’t. I saw one man’s eyes stop where my thigh parted ribbons of dress, right before he looked at Nihkil’s hand clutching my wrist on the table.

He made a joke in a low voice, gesturing at me, and a few others chuckled.

I felt Nihkil stiffen, and realized he'd heard it, too.

I remembered then, the rest of what Ledi had said.

Nik was drugged. They’d been beating on him, messing with his mind. Mai-rhani said he was sick.

Whatever our issues, now was definitely not the time.

“Nik, hey... I’m sorry. I'm sorry, okay?” His hand clenched around mine, so I gripped him harder, too. “Nik, we should talk about this later. We’ll work this out later... all right?”

Lowering his head towards me, he nodded, pressing his face against mine.

“Nik.” I pushed him away gently, feeling my heart start to pound, in spite of myself. “Nik, we really can’t do this here. We'll get you out first, okay?”

His fingers wound back around mine.

He pulled on me again through that thread that hung between us. When I resisted, his frustration hit out at me.

"Dakota." He clutched my fingers. "Just tell me. Please. Make this clear to me. Do you love me? What I felt before... was that real?”

My mouth closed with a snap.

I found myself staring out over the crowded room again, buying myself time maybe, and having trouble thinking at all with him pulling on me through that thread. Realizing I could feel Nihkil misinterpreting my silence already, I shook my head, but my eyes never left the rest of the room. I scanned faces almost without knowing I did it, trying to think.

"Look, Nik," I began. “We really shouldn’t talk about this right now...”

I paused, my eyes refocusing on the crowd.

Everything had changed since I left the ring of seats by Mai-rhani, I realized.

Shrouded booths now dotted the slanted floorspace, colored in saturated red, orange and brown earth tones that blended into the high cliff walls. Humans, supernaturals, morph and other aliens strolled overlapping aisles, weaving in and out of walking machines and animals that snapped, squealed and barked from restraining leashes.

One of those boulder-headed lizards walked directly below the dais on jointed legs, its craggy face swiveling towards me and Nihkil like a puppet on wires.

I found myself reminded of a carnival I went to as a kid in upstate New York. We’d been visiting relatives of my mother's one late summer and a carnival came to town, and I’d never been to one before. I remembered there’d been a thunder storm that night, but we went anyway, probably because me and Jake badgered the hell out of our parents until they took us. I remembered the rickety rides, the weird face paint on tired-looking extras.

My mom got mugged that night, too, which scared me.

It was one of those memories that lodged permanently into my mind for some reason.

I caught a few looks from people watching us from the stands, the few who remembered us well enough to stare.

That wasn't what made me lose my train of thought, though.

Someone was watching us a lot more intently than those few casual glances would suggest.

More intently than the guards lounging in the opposite corner of the trellis.

I could feel someone’s attention on us, past whatever Nihkil was doing to me, past whatever issues or fears stirred in the forefront of my mind from our conversation. I'd always had good instincts when it came to knowing when someone wanted to do me real harm. It’s the only reason I'd survived in the business I was in, when a lot of people didn’t.

I found myself thinking about that carnival again, even as a shiver passed through my skin.

For the first time, it hit me that I must have had that feeling that night, too. Like we were being hunted. Like someone meant me and mine real harm.

I trusted that feeling now.

It overrode the conversation with Nihkil so completely, I barely noticed that I'd never answered his question. It took me a minute or so more to find the source of threat in the crowd, and by then, the hairs on the back of my neck stuck up like a wolf’s.

When I found him, I knew pretty much instantly.

He stood alone on the main floor, despite all of the bustle around him.

His feet balanced smack in the middle of what looked like an upturned crate, like a street performer might use as a stage on the wharf at home. He wore what looked like a homeless guy’s coat, too, like one of those leather coats I associated with the Australian outback for some reason.

No one seemed to be looking at him but me. People walked right by him, almost as if he wasn’t there... or really, more like he was just a nondescript piece of the scenery, like a lamp post or a garbage can.

His eyes shone white, seemingly without pupils.

He didn’t seem to notice anyone else who passed by him, either, even when they crossed our respective stares, and I flinched when he smiled at me. Something in his smile reminded me of that Ted-Bundy-wannabe in Seattle, the one who tried to kill me in that alley.

Something in his whole demeanor scared the shit out of me, frankly.

"Nik," I said, without taking my eyes off the guy with the weird eyes. "Nik... do you see that man? Is he a morph?"

Nihkil had been watching me, his eyes wary.

Now, that wariness faded. I watched as it was replaced by a taut, almost predatory look. His eyes jerked out over the crowd, following mine.

"What man?" he said.

Looking back over the cavern’s floor, I found those white eyes a second time. I continued to stare at them until I felt Nihkil lock in on where I was looking.

His entire focus zeroed in on the guy, like an inhaled breath.

I was about to speak again, when the man with the white eyes waved at us. His fingers looked overly thick and too long, like a monkey’s hands, or a gorilla’s.

Something in that wave felt weirdly like a warning... in that split second, I found myself thinking the warning was meant for Nik, not for me.

Either way, my whole body tensed as the man opened his coat.

The white shirt he wore beneath barely showed from the several harnesses he wore, displaying black and green unmarked balls strapped to his chest. The metal spheres hung there in an odd spiral pattern, and I’d never seen anything like them before, but something about them still struck me as all-too familiar.

As I watched, the man held a finger to his lips, like a “Shhhh” gesture back home.

Nik’s fingers gripped mine, tight enough to hurt.

"Dakota!” he said. “Are you wearing armor? Any kind of protection?"

I gave him a disbelieving look, just before my eyes glanced down the sheer folds of my dress. Fear leaked into my voice, making it harsh.

“You’re fucking kidding me, right?” I said.

I watched Nihkil's gaze follow mine down the dress.

He shocked me then, moving in that soundless, liquid way he had, grabbing ahold of my body with his long legs, swiveling around and then using his weight to pin me, forcing my body almost level with the table. It brought my mind back to our one and only ride on the Enfield, back home. This time, he actually bothered to talk to me, though.

“Don’t let go of me, Dakota!” he said. “Cover your head! Hide your face against me! And get as much of your body under the table as you can...”

I clung to him, doing as he said, feeling his arms wrench in the bindings as he tried to cover me with his body.

A flash lit up the crowd.

Sound came an instant later––a deafening crack, followed by a roar.

A wave of vibration impacted outward, a circular wall of sound, pressure, vibration and air.

I’d never been in a bomb attack before. Gantry had told me stories about the Middle East and other places, but it always struck me as sort of unreal, like hearing someone describe a movie. In any case, I had no idea how to protect myself in something like this.

I felt that first wave hit and it seemed to suck the air out of the room.

Silence fell in the same set of breaths, long before the actual impact of the concussion reached us. Nihkil's body tensed, even as he pushed me down harder against the bench, until my upper body lay more than half under the stone table. He held his breath right before that wave of air and sound hit.

Hot air blasted us.

I didn’t even had time to feel real fear.

The force of it knocked us both flat, then expanded outward in waves, even as dust, rock and metal hit me in small chunks, moving fast enough that the contact burned and pitted my skin.

In the few lightning glimpses I got before I closed my eyes, I saw kiosks rip apart like paper, saw people thrown across the room as if in a dream, bodies broken against walls, a metal section-divider bend and twist as if under a high wind. Chunks blew out from the floor where the man with the white eyes had stood, throwing debris in a wide arc.

Metal and stone crashed down not far from us. I saw a piece bounce off Nihkil’s back before it fell to the ground and melted partway into the floor.

I tried to fight him when I realized he was letting himself get hit by the brunt of the blast... when another hot flood of air hit.

That time, I heard Nihkil grunt, right before his legs crushed down on me painfully.

Something landed hard on my calf, burning my bare skin.

I yelped, jerking in my limbs, but Nihkil kept his weight on me, heavily enough that I couldn't move more than in a few inches in either direction, and then only my arms and legs.

The sound seemed to turn back on, somewhere after that initial moment of heart-pounding terror. Screams mixed with the sound of falling debris.

The groan of metal overhead made me look up in panic, but the trellis directly over us seemed mostly intact, if covered with a fine, reddish-white powder from the stone floor and probably the damage to the high ceiling.

It occurred to me that, despite the man’s stares, we’d been far enough away to avoid the worst of the blast, especially with the trellis protecting us overhead.

Smoke and dust made me cough.

A table-sized slab of rock dropped down from the ceiling, landing smack in the middle of a cluster of kiosks on the sloped main floor. It fell not far from the crater left by the suicide bomber himself. I couldn’t hear, tried to see through the smoke and dust but could only make out vague shapes, stumbling and mewling in the dim light.

For a few long seconds, all I felt was him.

He was hurt. I could feel it now, so urgently that his pain wanted me to block out all the rest.

Somewhere in that, he sat up.

I slid awkwardly to the floor, still deafened by the rushing and ringing in my ears.

Nihkil leaned against the edge of the table, panting. I pulled myself up beside him, grabbing the bindings on his wrists. I yanked on them, but they didn’t budge.

“Get them off! Now, Nihkil!” I said, nearly shouting. Realizing I was half-deaf from the blast, I fought to lower my voice. "Nik... change yourself! Get out of them!"

“I can’t,” he said, looking up at me. “It doesn’t work that way, Dakota. You have to open the lock for real. Open it... please...” Seeing the blank look on my face, he seemed to give up, pushing at me with his shoulder. “Go! Find Mai’... she'll get you out of here.”

“No! I’m not leaving you here, Nik... they just tried to kill you!”

“Go, Dakota! Please go! He warned us... you saw him do it. They’re not after me––”

“You can change!” I stared at him, sure of it suddenly. “You can, Nik! I know you can. Make yourself change! Open the lock!”

Frustration reached his eyes.

He turned then, his eyes scanning the dais around them.

“The guard!” He pointed with his head. “They’ll have a key. It’s small, it’ll look like...”

He fumbled for words in English, but I already had a picture in my head from watching the guards lock him to the table.

Half-running to the other end of the table, I crawled over the felled guards once I got there, fumbling with their clothes, rifling through pockets.

A few seconds later I had it, ripping it out of the sleeve pocket of one of the human guards who’d been killed. He’d been impaled by part of a kiosk that got driven through the middle of his chest, probably in the initial blast. The man’s arm felt like jelly, as if his bones had been crushed to powder beneath the skin.

Grimacing, I removed the thin tool, holding it up to show Nihkil.

“That’s it,” he said, relieved. “Bring it here!”

I crawled, climbed and stepped over bodies, then ran again to return to his side, using the table for balance.

When I reached him, Nik tried to take the key from my fingers, but I jerked it back, leaning over his cuffed wrists. My hand shook as I inserted the device into the lock. There was a moment before I positioned it just right, then the three sets of rings opened on each of his arms. They revealed pale wrists colored by swollen bands of purple and black.

Tearing my eyes off the welts and bruises, I tried immediately to pull him to his feet, but Nik staggered, grabbing hold of the table. When I tugged on him again, he let out a low sound, gripping the black metal until his knuckles whitened.

Watching him pant, I looked around us again, trying to get my bearings.

I was conscious of time again.

It occurred to me we might not have a lot of time left.

Glass covered the floor; it had already sliced open the blue socks I wore, cutting my feet. I tried not to look at the blank faces staring out from under debris, lost in that cloying confusion that came from not being able to hear very well, or see through the chalky powder from the walls.

Bare minutes had passed since that initial blast.

I saw shapes moving erratically in the smoke, more of them now, covered in reddish powder and choking as they fought their way over larger pieces of debris. Black marks and burns covered most of their clothes and parts of their bare skin. The air smelled like singed hair, smoke and burning synthetics... kind of like the smell of burning plastic back home. Much more disturbingly, I caught a denser, more cloying whiff of cooked flesh.

Blood got clotted and muted on clothes and skin by lighter stone dust, but I saw fresh streaks of that on faces and trickles from open wounds, as well.

One or two of the guards in the corner were moving feebly now, too.

I looked down at myself and saw blood running down both of my legs. I’d cut my knees looking for the key and hadn’t felt a thing. My dress was black with smoke, coated in dust; I looked like I'd been lit on fire and put out all over my body at the same time.

I bent over Nihkil and that time, he let me help him up.

He straightened slowly. As he did, I finally saw it with my eyes.

Burns littered his back, singeing off part of his hair. A piece of metal stuck out of one shoulder and another, smaller piece, stuck out of his right arm. An open cut, covered in red dust, also stretched across his back, charred black at the edges of his jacket and shirt.

Wrapping an arm around my shoulder, he leaned on me, but not with all of his weight.

"I didn't see any more of them," he said via the link, probably as much to compensate for the noise as a desire for privacy. "Do you see anything, Dakota?"

I looked around, trying to pick out any glimpse of intention in the people remaining, anyone moving with purpose, or even just heading in our general direction.

I tried to clue into the whole spidey-sense, too. Meaning, I tried to decide if I still got that feeling of being hunted, or even watched.

Of course, I was pretty wigged out, shaking with adrenaline, in shock...

But I saw no one who fit any of those descriptions.

I didn’t feel anything, either.

Well, other than the obvious things.

Everyone alive I saw seemed to be panicking, either screaming in pain and terror, or going into full-blown shock. For the most part, I saw a lot of dead people, though. The living ones moved in a half-alive daze, as if the blast had somehow blown them far away from the reality of their bodies.

"No," I told him, still looking around. "Do you think there are likely to be more?"

Nihkil didn’t answer.

I continued scanning faces, but now I was also trying to find us an exit, fighting to remember the layout through the smoke-filled obstacle course I now faced. The landscape had turned unrecognizable. Everything appeared to be broken, punctuated by holes in the sloped floor and cracks up the steep, cliff-like walls. A segment of the domed skylight had shattered, despite its great height, raining glass down on that part of the room. Fires burned in a half-dozen places, mostly on what remained of the kiosks and the entertainment stages.

I heard people call for help, mostly in Pharize. I heard a few other languages, as well. I saw one of those giant lizard creatures half-crushed under a piece of ceiling. It looked dead to me, and wasn't moving at all.

I still couldn’t see more than a dozen yards in any direction.

Nihkil tugged on my arm.

I glanced at him, and realized he still leaned most of his weight on the table, holding on to me even as he rested his palm there, his face contorted in pain.

"We have to go, Dakota. We have to go now."

"What about all of these people?" I said.

"Someone will be along to help them... it can't be us."

I felt his fear. Looking at his face and feeling what I felt through the lock, I realized he was downplaying the danger, not the reverse. I watched people stumble through the smoke. Hesitating another beat, I found myself nodding.

"Okay," I said, looking at him. "All right, Nik. Where do we go?"

I saw his eyes change, a flicker of uncertainty.

Then that uncertainty disappeared.

Holding me tighter, he pulled his weight roughly off the table. It felt like it took a lot of his strength to do it, and I saw his face contort in more pain.

Before I could speak, another sound cut me off.

It reminded me of old air-raid sirens, like they sometimes set off for drills in Seattle. The alarm began to wail from an outside corridor first, jerking both of our gazes towards the higher part of the slanted floor.

Quickly, that alarm started getting louder.

Without waiting, Nihkil began to walk.

He led me to the edge of the platform, still half-leaning on my shoulder, then we descended the stairs together, making our way down from the raised dais with Nihkil moving one step at a time and wincing at each shift in his weight.

He still hadn’t made a sound though, I realized.

When we reached the main floor, a hissing sound erupted, just before a pale, sticky chemical began falling down around us in sheets. The chemical covered every inch of the floor under the dome, dousing flames, splattering on scorched rock, steaming as it hit hot metal and stone. It plastered my braids to my head, sliming down over my skin, making it harder to see.

Feeling like a cat who'd fallen into an oil pan, I glanced up and back at Nihkil.

The slimy chemical had plastered his hair to his head, too.

His eyes looked different, even beyond the deep-black color they now held. They looked inhuman now, completely alien. He scanned the face of every person who came near us, as if seeing each and every one of them as a probable threat.

He held me tighter now, too... so tightly that I had to struggle to draw a full breath, even apart from the chemicals and the smoke and whatever else floated in the air.

We had been forgotten in the chaos, though, I realized.

No one seemed to care about us at all.

The fact that pretty soon no one would be able to identify our faces––or anyone else’s, for that matter––due to the sticky fire retardant, didn’t hurt.

Either way, by the time the military entered from the other end of the corridor, shouting out commands to the survivors, I saw no one looking at us at all.
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"THAT ONE," HE said, panting. "Dakota. Check it."

Leaning Nik carefully against the wall, I studied the nearest doorway, trying to locate active surveillance, although I wasn't positive I would recognize it even if I saw it.

The whole security network seemed to be off-line, or shorting out maybe. Sections of the corridor would light up and die down, as if fighting some unseen force.

By then, I was thinking that maybe Nihkil had been right, that this was some kind of precursor to a Malek attack. He hadn't wanted us to return to our assigned quarters, for the same reason that he didn’t want to be anywhere that someone who breached the system might find. Of course, the Malek could still track us by our implants, in theory at least, but Nik told me that the Republic’s implant tracking should shut the Malek out in the event of an attack. It was one way to prevent mass killings by targeting concentrations of implant signals.

It also prevented them from targeting the leadership specifically, Nik noted.

Anyway, he was pretty confident about the implants.

He was less sure about regular directory functions tied to registration databases.

So we didn’t go back to our room. Instead, we were in the abandoned corridor of a much older residential area, one that appeared to be in disuse.

So far, most of the doors had been locked.

I glanced at the ancient access panel embedded in the wall next to the oval door, and realized at once why Nihkil had chosen it. There might be some chance of breaking the outdated lock enough that it would get us inside. Also, it appeared to have power, which meant the lights might still work, among other things.

"They’ll know if we use any of the equipment," I reminded him. "If we activate any of the machines, it'll track to the main grid... even the door. Right?"

He nodded. "Yes. You are correct. But people break into these all the time, Dakota. They won't have time to chase down every malfunctioning door, not with a breach alarm going off. Not when they are on high-alert status for a possible attack."

"They have my implant frequency," I reminded him dubiously. "And yours." Seeing him about to repeat what he’d told me before, I added, “The Pharei, I mean, Nik. Not the Malek. They can still track us, right? The Pharei? Implant to implant?”

“Yes. In theory.”

“Yeah... so? Isn’t this risky?”

Nik shrugged. "Anything is risky, Dakota. If the Pharei are looking for us, and still have access to our implant codes, then it won't matter where we are.”

Seeing how pale he was, I didn’t argue.

Laying my hand over the access panel, I held my breath for the few seconds it took for the signal to deactivate the lock on the door.

When the mechanism gave a low groan, right before the door began disappearing into the wall, I exhaled in relief.

I didn’t just walk right through, though.

My old training still lived in me, somewhere. So I made sure Nik remained out of view of the opening, then slid my head over slightly to peer inside. Luckily, the light from the corridor easily illuminated the four corners of the small room.

After making sure it was empty, I touched the panel just inside the door to activate the internal sensors.

Whatever my fears, the room behaved like any Pharei room, just slower.

Lights came on in flickers and starts, starting with the floor runners and working their way up to a dull glow around the rim of the ceiling. A square bed stood in the far corner, covered in rectangular cushions, each about a foot or more thick and dark brown in color. Otherwise the room looked mostly bare, as if it had been looted of all other furniture.

I saw the door to the washing cubicle, though, and sighed in relief.

A few minutes later, I had Nik inside that same cubicle.

Getting him there had been a little tricky. Nik wasn’t exactly a small guy, and the round opening hung a good three feet above the floor of the bedroom. Even so, we’d managed it with some helping pulls and pushes from me.

Now Nik sat on the tile floor, struggling to pull off his jacket, which was littered with burns and powder, and not a small amount of blood. Watching him try to do it on his own for another few seconds, I exhaled in exasperation when he didn’t ask for help, and knelt down to help him anyway. Pushing his hands aside, I moved around behind him, assessing the damage, as well as the places where the fabric was punctured by shrapnel.

I noted one piece of metal embedded in his arm that looked sharp.

Assuming Nik really did turn human when he wore that form, it wasn’t near any major arteries. Making a snap decision, I knelt down next to him and grabbed hold of the sharp piece, wrapping my fingers around it and yanking it out with a sharp jerk.

Ignoring his gasp of surprise and pain, I proceeded to use the same piece of metal to cut the fabric of the jacket off him, at least around the larger piece of metal sticking out of his shoulder. I managed to cut it most of the way off his hurt side a few minutes later. Then, moving carefully still, I began rolling the thick fabric off his remaining arm.

He winced when I started, and looked at me even, but didn't argue as I finished.

Instead he braced himself, as if in pain and trying to stay silent. He remained that way until I tugged the last of the jacket off his wrists. When I reached for his shirt, getting ready to cut that off him, too, he caught my hand.

"Dakota, I’m okay."

I stared at him. "No, Nik... you’re not. Give it a rest, okay?”

He looked down, watching his own blood run down the drain.

“Just let me help you,” I said, exhaling in frustration. “Jesus, what’s the big deal? You’re going to let yourself die, just because you don’t want my help?”

"I won't die."

"You know that for sure?"

He made a noncommittal gesture.

Looking down at himself, he seemed to make up his mind a few seconds later. Nodding reluctantly, he placed his hands on the tile floor.

“Okay,” he said.

Biting back a sarcastic comment, I slid closer to him again and started unfastening his shirt.

That time, he let me.

Sliding around behind him on the wet tile, I cut the fabric around the piece of shrapnel, then peeled the remainder of the sodden fabric off his back. I still had to pull it carefully off the long cut and burn I could see, as well as easing it off the main shrapnel wound that now showed through as a thick metal spike in his back, surrounded by burnt flesh.

When I got a good look at his skin, I sucked in a breath.

“Will it kill me?” Nik asked calmly. “When I pull it out?”

I stared at his back, fighting to control my reaction, or at least to keep it out of my voice.

Forcing my eyes to the most recent injuries littering his back, shoulder and arms, I returned my gaze to the main piece of shrapnel, which I knew was the object he meant.

I struggled to answer his question, biting back a kind of fury as I looked at the rest of him.

"No. I don't think so," I said after a too-long pause. "There's one burn that looks pretty deep, but it's not bleeding much so I think the wound is cauterized. And it shouldn’t kill you, to get out the piece in your shoulder. It’s going to hurt like hell, though... and you’ll probably be sleeping on your stomach for a few weeks."

I frowned, looking at the other injuries on his back.

From what I could tell, Nik had been sleeping on his stomach for a few weeks already.

My anger worsened briefly, but I shoved it aside. I didn’t have time to be pissed off about that now. I’d have to be pissed off about it later. Forcing my mind off the Pharei guards and what they’d done to him, I focused on the problem at hand, instead.

Looking at the shrapnel in his back, I felt my lips purse.

“How are we going to get it out, Nik?” I said, leaning closer to his back. “Do you know any doctors we could call to come here? Because I don’t think I should do it. It’s not that big, but it’s in there a good few inches...”

"No. It’s all right,” Nik said, his voice almost dismissive. “Go in there... open that door.” Nik prodded my arm, pointing at a recessed panel set into the tile wall. “There should be medical supplies in there,” he explained. “Unless someone has stolen them.”

I crawled over on the tile to where he’d been pointing. Glancing back to confirm that I’d gotten the right spot, I hit the latch when he nodded. The panel slid soundlessly open, revealing a number of instruments on hooks inside the narrow compartment.

“That one,” Nik said, pointing. “That is a sealant gun. We need that.” 

Pulling the tube-like instrument carefully off its brackets, I waited for his nod again.

Then I slid back over towards him on the tile, not hiding my puzzlement.

“What are you going to do?” I asked him.

Nik acted like I hadn’t spoken.

“I’ll need your help,” he said. He pointed at the metal cylinder, what he’d called a sealant gun, which I still gripped in one hand on the tile. “Use that to close it. It has antibiotics and will clean the cut, so just put it right over the blood. It should be enough."

“Enough for what?” I said.

He didn’t answer that, either.

“Nik,” I said, exasperated. “How do I...”

But he had already wrapped his fingers around mine, and around the cylinder, as soon as I got close enough. I looked down, following the motion of Nik’s hands as he showed me how to work the trigger. He flipped it sideways to show me the end then, depressing that trigger and causing some kind of sticky substance to came out.

Testing it with another brief squirt, Nik nodded, then pressed something on the side that caused a blue-green line to light up on the side.

“It is good,” he said. “It’s full.”

He handed it back to me.

I nodded. “Okay, great,” I said. “But what do I do with it, Nik? How is this stuff going to get that piece of metal out of your back?”

When I glanced up, Nihkil wasn’t looking at me, though.

I watched him touch and prod that part of his upper back with careful fingers.

Then he grasped the shard, shifting the angle of his hands until he had a grip he liked. Before I knew what he intended to do well enough to stop him, he yanked it out, straight out and back, in one hard jerk.

I shouted, but I was already too late.

Nihkil collapsed.

He hadn’t made a damned sound, so I panicked, snatching the sealant gun off the tile.

Muttering angrily, I knelt by him on the floor, my hands shaking as I activated the gun the way he’d just shown me.

I leaned over to get a better look at his face as I applied the sticky substance to the deepest part of the wound. Nothing sprayed from the opening, thank goodness, but a pool of blood widened rapidly under his shoulder and ribs. His skin turned chalk-white where I laid the sealant gun on the wound, right before the oozing paste swam into the black-looking hole. I held his skin as I worked, concentrating as I covered every millimeter of broken flesh.

Then I went over it again.

And again.

Bending down, I laid my hand on his chest, listening, fighting back my own panting breaths.

I was pretty sure his heart worked just like any other human heart. I didn’t know if he’d die as easily as a human, too. A few seconds later, when his heart appeared to be beating stronger in his chest, I started breathing again.

I went over the wound a fourth time, just to be sure.

Then I went over the burn on his back with the sealant, remembering he’d said it had antibiotics in it. I went over the smaller gash in his arm, too, and a few other cuts and abrasions I found. Then I turned on the water dispenser, using his shirt to wash the ash and other crap off him. Thinking about the fact that I hadn’t done that first, I checked how much was in the sealant gun, then turned on the overhead faucet, crouching over him to break the spray as I washed off the main wound and the burn, too.

The sealant stuff seemed to be waterproof, though, so I don’t know how much good it did.

Even so, after I’d washed him, I put another layer of that crap on his wounds again.

I kept checking his face and the tile while I did it, looking for any indication that he still bled from the main wound.

I didn’t see any.

Laying the sealant gun on the tile, I finished picking pieces of metal and stone out of his back from smaller wounds, finding glass under the fine coating of powder embedded in his skin. Once I'd gotten everything I could find, I dragged him out from under the water altogether and turned him over carefully.

I checked the rest of his body, making sure I hadn’t missed anything.

If I had, I couldn’t find it.

Only then did I sit back, letting myself react.

Feeling light-headed, I leaned against the wall, my hand still on his arm until I realized my legs and most of my dress and body were still covered in ash and half-dried blood. Turning the water back on, I stuck my whole body under the spigot, fully clothed, that time washing the front side of me, too. I managed to get most of the powder and smoke off my body from the blast, along with that goop that rained down from the ceiling to put out the fires.

I couldn’t do anything about the dress of course. It was toast. But I unwound what remained of the braids in my hair and washed that out, as well.

I didn't take my eyes off Nihkil through any of it.

He was still breathing.

I told myself he’d just passed out from the pain, but when he still hadn't moved when I finished shampooing and wringing out my hair, I started getting nervous.

Maybe I needed to call Ledi.

Nik might be pissed when he woke up, given that it risked our being caught, but I didn’t much care at that point. The bomb blast hadn't been the first major injury Nik had sustained that week. Maybe it was more than his body could take, given that he’d been underfed, beaten, drugged and whatever else.

My eyes returned to his back, to the damage that had been inflicted on him before the bomb.

Most of the newer marks still looked relatively fresh.

Bruised black surrounded harsh reds, vivid against his pale skin. Some of the marks were old enough to be more than halfway healed, but even those looked large enough and dark enough that they must have been severe when they happened. They hadn't just bruised him up... they'd cut on him, hit him with blunt objects, with whips. A handful of marks even looked like burns, like they'd used a branding iron on him, or maybe a cattle prod.

He had older scars, too.

Those bothered me more for some reason.

The coarse scar tissue looked like it had pulled and stretched, as if staying with him through each transformation before snapping back to its original shape.

I wondered why he couldn't erase the scars as part of his morph ability.

Maybe it had something to do with that “base form” thing Nik explained to me.

Or maybe, once they imprinted on a particular life form, that shape remained the same, more or less, and could only be modified through some kind of sustained effort. If that were true, then Nik must have set features for other lifeforms, too... features he could modify temporarily, but that always snapped back once he stopped exerting himself. I wondered if the scars and marks I could see now showed up on those other lifeforms, too.

I touched them with my hand, even as I thought it, somehow feeling a different Nihkil within them, one I barely recognized.

Still fingering his back, I glanced down.

His eyes were open.

He looked up at me when I looked down, his irises a light brown, nearly gold.

Pain stabbed at my chest, like a finger of fire.

Relief washed that away, too, a few seconds later.

I let out a breath I hadn’t known I held, even as I gripped his arm tighter in my hand, helping him sit up.

Nik did as I prompted, holding my hand, his black hair dripping water. I found I understood the expression on his face when he glanced back at me, his eyes light-colored again and holding a near-question.

The vulnerability there made me forget I’d wanted to punch him in the face after he pulled that stunt with the shrapnel.

Anyway, he was right.

I had to get him off this freezing-cold tile.

I struggled to my feet, helping Nik up next to me.

He straightened as much as the low ceiling would allow, only a slight waver in his stance, his fingers splayed on the ceiling. I helped him shuffle, bent-backed, to the opening in the wall. I jumped down in front of him to help him out, turning in time to see him sit heavily on the cubicle's ledge.

I took his arm as he reached the floor, then helped him to the pile of thick, sofa-like cushions.

I looked away as he struggled out of his pants.

I almost felt him grimacing in pain, though, presumably because I could pick up some of that through the lock.

He gripped my shoulder tightly as he undressed. He nearly made me lose my balance when he leaned most of his weight on me to yank off the last of each pant leg.

When he finally managed it, I felt a kind of relief on him, as if he'd finished doing the last thing he needed to do, at least for now. He didn't make any attempt to reach the bed on his own, but simply stood there, naked in front of me, so I eventually caught hold of his arm.

I made a point of not looking down as I brought him the rest of the way to the bed, where he let me help him down. He lay down carefully on his good side while I hit a depression in the wall, popping open a storage bin and tugging out blankets to throw over his shivering form.

I started to get down beside him, but he held up a hand to stop me.

Staring at him in disbelief, I froze.

"Nik." My frustration sharpened when he shook his head at me. "You’re kidding, right? There’s only one bed. You'll have to get over it, okay?"

His eyes turned impatient.

He gestured towards me, using more elaborate motions of his hand, but I still didn’t get it.

I looked down at myself.

"I’m too dirty?” I said. “I showered, okay? Look, I won't even touch you...”

"No,” he said in English. Pain briefly contorted his features. "Take off the damned dress, Dakota. Take it off... then come here."

I fell silent, staring at him. Then I shook my head. “We’re not doing that, Nik. Not now. You’re half-dead...”

“I won’t try to fuck you,” he clarified. “Just come here. Please, Dakota.”

I flinched a little at his choice of words.

Maybe more because they startled me, though.

I mean, I knew he knew that word. I’d just never heard him use it, really. Or maybe I’d just never heard him use it in that particular context.

I looked down at myself, feeling my jaw tighten as I turned over what he’d actually said. He was hardly in a position to try and force himself on me.

Really, it was difficult to think of a good reason not to, even apart from that. He'd seen me naked before. The dress was in shreds. Anyway, Nik probably wouldn't be conscious long enough for it to matter.

I told myself all of those things, even as I felt my mind skirt around other reasons why I might be willing to comply with his request.

Before I could go there, though, I decided I didn't care.

Reaching for the strap at my right shoulder, I slipped the remnants of the dress off my arm and hand, moving mechanically as I did the same on the other side.

Then I peeled the wet cloth down my body past my waist, writhing and tugging before I stepped out of the last of it, keeping my expression neutral as I walked over to where he lay. I watched Nik look up at me as I climbed under the blanket. I couldn't help noticing he stared unapologetically, without even a whisper of feigned shyness, much less disinterest.

On the contrary, his eyes glassed over in those few seconds, holding a different kind of urgency under the exhaustion.

When he stared at me below the waist, I felt that glimmer of not-human on him again... strongly enough that it almost made me nervous. He caught my wrist once I lay there on my side, pulling me nearer to where he lay.

I tugged the covering over us as he brought me against his chest. I let him do it, but turned around, so that my back faced him.

If he minded, I couldn't feel that on him, either.

Instead, the overwhelming feeling I got off him was relief, followed closely by that sharper, more animal thing that I couldn't put my finger on well enough to give it a name.

Resting his face on my shoulder, he closed his eyes.

His heart beat against my bare back.

He held me tighter, that vulnerability once more wafting around him.

Then he just... fell away.
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IT SEEMED ONLY a half-second passed before I opened my eyes.

Light burned my pupils, even as sound made my head throb. Before I could wrap my head around where I was, or who I was with, Nihkil was already awake, pulling me under him, his eyes fixed on the wide, oval-shaped opening forming in one wall.

Remembering how I’d made a point of locking the door the night before, I clutched his arms in a silent question. Before I ask Nik anything directly...

A voice rose, jerking my eyes towards the door.

"Nik. Dakota."

I flinched, even though I knew the voice, as well as the man standing there.

Ledi watched the two of us from only a few yards away.

He stood the right of the oval doorway and also the bed, flanked by a line of dark-uniformed men who continued to increase in number as more filed through the door.

Ledi stepped aside to let more of them pass, leaning on a bone cane as he continued to stare at me and Nik. He wore the same clothes I remembered from the legal hearing, only marred now with scorch and burn marks, and covered with a few layers of chalky powder.

I watched, silent, as soldiers continued to enter the room, lining the walls around the bed.

“...I’m so glad you both are all right," Ledi added drily. "I was concerned.”

With a few quick turns of his head, Nihkil took in the fan of humans staring at the two of us. Most wore smug expressions, but a few looked openly angry. Nik’s eyes scanned every human face in that group, assessing each one individually. He didn't speak when he looked back at Ledi, but his expression had grown taut by then, visibly wary.

"You pick interesting times for a conjugal getaway." Ledi’s voice held an edge. "Is she all right? Besides whatever it is you’ve done to her... ?"

I propped myself up on my elbows, clutching the blanket to my chest. I stared at Ledi in disbelief, fighting the anger already making my jaw hurt.

"Ledi,” I said. “What the hell? Nik was hurt. We were––"

"Clearly." Ledi gave me a silencing look.

That time, it held a warning I found myself heeding.

“...I’m quite sure I would not have found you at all, if that were not the case," Ledi added, swiveling his gaze back to Nihkil. "No one can disappear into a hole quite like my good friend, Nihki’. I do thank you for keeping it interestingly difficult even with the injuries, my morph friend. Only the gods themselves know how I might have passed the time in the aftermath of a terrorist attack, had that not been the case...”

I was about to speak again, but Nihkil cleared his throat, inclining his head.

"Apologies, General Advisor,” he said.

"That may not suffice this time, Nihki’."

“...Which makes the apology no less sincere."

Nihkil’s voice sounded as blank as it had on the landing platform. I found myself staring at his strangely symmetrical face, noting the five o’clock shadow there even as it occurred to me that I’d never seen it on him before.

“...And yet,” Nik continued, giving me a bare glance. “Contacting you through the usual channels seemed unwise, General Advisor, sir. I thought it a priority to ensure Dakota Mayumi’s safety from the terrorists, first... which necessitated silence until the alert status had been rescinded.”

Pausing, Nik shrugged.

“...Perhaps we should have had a specific contingency, sir?”

Ledi’s mouth pursed. "That would have been wise, yes," he murmured.

Irritation skimmed Ledi’s eyes, though, and that time, it looked real.

Real enough that I noticed the difference.

Ledi motioned us up with a flourish.

"Come, Nihki’,” he said. “Security is waiting for you. I am told four supernaturals with the morph delegation are on their way to collect Dakota, as well. You are lucky I insisted on finding you myself... you really should not put your wife in such a compromising position, my friend. Whatever your thoughts for her, ah...”

Ledi gestured again gracefully, without looking at either of us.

“...Safety."

As if to emphasize his meaning, Ledi glanced pointedly at the fan of humans.

Nihkil stared emotionlessly at the line of smiling guards. He continued to stare there until I reached up, touching his bare chest. At the contact, he jumped, looking down.

"What is he doing?" I said, using the implant that time.

Nihkil studied my face, but didn’t answer.

Averting my eyes from his stare, I saw Ledi focused intently on Nihkil’s back, and presumably on the shrapnel wound, marks, burns, scars and bruises there. He frowned for a long moment, then his gaze abruptly cleared.

He turned to the guards.

"Leave us. And you," Ledi clicked his fingers at a broad-shouldered guard standing next to him. "Give me your coat. Yes, right now. And close the door behind us."

Unhooking a weapon harness, the guard shrugged out of his thick coat.

He handed it to Ledi with obvious reluctance.

Then he shuffled out the door with the rest of them, pausing only to give Nihkil a hostile look, one that may or may not have been about his coat.

As the opening closed behind him and the last of the guards, Ledi tapped the cane, his face showing an open irritation. He looked Nihkil full in the face then, and I saw what might have been an involuntary smile. When words burst out of him, amusement warred with that irritation, almost in equal amounts.

"You crazy piece of Rulikki dung," Ledi said. "Are you trying to age me prematurely?" He threw the coat on the bed, within reach of Nihkil’s hands. "I thought she was to go with the morph delegation. Did you not say that to me? Did you not expressly state that the two of you should not be seen leaving together?"

I stared at Nihkil, then back at Ledi.

"She was to go with them," Nihkil admitted. "But she––"

"Doesn’t listen," I finished for him. I held the covers up, fighting my way to a sitting position. "Great. Was the bomb yours, too?"

Ledi’s eyes widened. "No! Dakota... for the love of the great beyond!"

Nihkil touched my arm. "We knew it was a risk. Contingency."

The apology in his eyes mollified me only slightly.

"So who did do it?" I said. "Morph rebels? Crazy religious fanatics?" I felt my mouth tighten. "Nik said the Malek might be attacking. Was that just more bullshit?"

Ledi waved a ring-adorned hand.

"Not a far-fetched theory, really... but no, we no longer think it was anything so serious. We are not ruling out a testing of our defenses by the Malek, of course... possibly via hired civilian contractors, since they would never use their regular forces for such a thing. We feared the whole thing might be a diversion, which is why our own military went on high alert. At least six different groups have claimed responsibility, including a radical splinter group from Mydora... and, of course, the morph rebel, Zarwin...”

Ledi shifted his gaze back to Nihkil.

"In any case, it is no longer safe for either of you here, that much is clear. I went over all of the lines of security, Nik. They definitely had someone in the guard helping them."

"You still think the Council is involved?" Nihkil said emotionlessly.

Ledi made an affirmative gesture. "And you?"

Nihkil winced, sitting up. He pulled the coat over his shoulders, shoving his arm into a sleeve without looking at Ledi.

"She needs clothes," he said.

Ledi smiled faintly. "I had actually noticed that. Yulen is on her way... ostensibly to take Dakota to your family. I have a ship waiting on civilian side. I told them two hours."

"Is Mai-rhani okay?" Nihkil said.

“She is fine.”

Nodding, Nihkil started pulling himself over the cushions with his feet. When I caught his arm, he tensed, looking at me. “What?”

"What are you doing?" I said.

His expression grew puzzled. “You heard us discuss this just now. Ledi will take me to the docks, via shuttle. You will go to Yulen to meet with Mai-rhani. We will meet at the ship...” He hesitated at my deepening frown. "What?"

"Minimal security?" I said, trying to think.

Nik made a confirming motion with his head, somewhere between a shrug and a nod.

"Yes,” he said. “It must seem like an ordinary transfer."

I nodded, but found I wasn’t really listening to his answer, even though I’d asked the question. Instead, my eyes focused on his bare shoulder. A white, thin-edged scar I'd never noticed started at his neck, disappearing beneath the borrowed coat to make its way down his back. The mark appeared pale with age, stretched from where he’d grown. A fresh bruise lived over it, along with what looked like a burn.

Hesitating a last time, I met his gaze.

"I want to go with you, Nik," I said.

"Dakota." Nihkil’s eyes showed him at a loss. "No. It’s not safe for us to be seen together right now. Not until they catch whoever did this."

I shook my head. "Look. I don’t want to argue... and my reasons aren't going to make any sense to you. I want you to trust them anyway, okay? Just do this for me. Please."

I could see the “no” on the tip of his tongue.

Then Nik hesitated, as if thinking before he let himself speak.

When the pause stretched, he touched my cheek lightly with one hand.

"Can you try to explain?" he said, his voice subdued. "Is this an intuition of some kind? Or is there another reason? Something you don’t want to tell me?"

Feeling my face warm at the way he was looking at me, I shook my head.

"I don’t know,” I admitted. “That depends on what you mean. I just don’t like this."

I glanced at the door. Ledi continued to gaze tactfully at his shoes, hands folded.

Wavering between asking for his help and asking him to leave us alone for a minute, I ended up doing neither. I turned back to Nihkil, still speaking English.

"Look," I said, trying a different tack. "If I was back in Seattle, and I was about to go on a job and I felt like this, I wouldn't go. I flat-out wouldn't. So just... don't go alone. Take me with you.”

“Dakota...”

“Nik, I’m asking you to trust me. There’s got to be some way to make it safe... a back route. Maybe we could travel outside the compound... where no one would see us.”

Seeing the horrified look rising to Nihkil’s eyes at my last suggestion, I shrugged.

“Or we could wait a day,” I said. “Whatever."

Ledi cleared his throat.

I turned before I'd thought about it, staring at him.

There was no way he could have understood me.

I’d been speaking English, and I hadn’t opened the channel that would have allowed him to translate. The longer I stared at him, though, the more sure I was that Ledi had understood me. The realization made my heart beat harder, almost a panic-type reaction. I couldn’t really explain it to myself, though, so eventually I looked away.

Nihkil had followed my stare towards Ledi and the door.

His expression held an open puzzlement now.

"Dakota,” Nik said, looking back at me. “I told you we might have to leave like this, if security was breached. I told you this on the ship. They will close the docks. They will be looking for us together. My lock is still not open. Even if it was... I cannot hide myself for that long, not injured. Nor fight as effectively."

I nodded, knowing all this.

When he started moving away, I sat up, letting the blanket drop as I slid my arms around his neck, melting my body into his. For what felt like a long couple of beats, neither of us moved.

Then I raised my head, peering into his face.

My chest hurt as I continued to look at him, more so when he didn’t look away. Rather than pushing me away, he wrapped his arms around my back, staring at my face until I lowered mine, pressing my cheek against his.

“Nik, please,” I murmured. “Please do this for me.”

I felt his confusion worsen.

Before I could think of what to say next, he leaned closer to my ear, even as he switched to the implant.

"Dakota." His body turned liquid against mine. I felt desire waft off him, tentative but clear, questioning. "Dakota." His fingers wound into my hair. "Dakota, if this is an attempt to manipulate me into doing what you want, it’s cruel.”

Shaking my head, I slid my hands under the coat.

"Nik, I’m not trying to mess with your head,” I said. “I just don’t want you going with those guys. Not alone. I’m asking you not to, okay?” Gripping his hair in one hand, I met his gaze. “You want me to trust you. Well, you need to trust me, too.”

He drew back, staring at me.

Seeing the expression rising to his face, I frowned at him in return.

"For crying out loud,” I said, exasperated. “I'm not trying to manipulate you, Nik! I'm trying to keep you safe. It's not me I'm worried about. It's you."

When he shook his head, starting to pull away, my fingers found the pendant he'd given me, the one I remembered only then that I still wore around my neck. I gripped his good arm before he could rise, showing the necklace to him.

"What does this mean, Nik?" I said aloud, in English. "I mean exactly... what does it mean?"

He gave me a blank look. "It means I belong to you."

I swallowed, nodding. "Okay. Then if you belong to me, you have to do what I say, right? Like with the cards. Like with me telling you not to take any more cards. Right?”

Nik’s frown deepened. He glanced at Ledi, then back at me, his eyes harder.

"Yes."

"No matter what I say?"

"Dakota...” he growled.

"Fine. We'll argue specifics later. But you're not leaving this room without me, Nik... I mean it." I glanced over at Ledi, swallowing. "I don’t give a damn what he says, either."

Nik's eyes hardened more.

His gaze shifted from my face down to my body. He let his eyes linger there deliberately, even as the anger on his face worsened. Seeing the frustration growing in his expression, I sighed, relaxing back into his arms.

"Nik." I touched his face, trying to get him to turn. He resisted me briefly, then complied, his expression taut. "Nik, I want you. I swear I do... I'm not just saying it because of this. But I need you to listen to me, okay? I need you to do as I ask. Now, I mean."

He stared up at me, then down at the pendant around my neck.

"Nik. Either you trust me, or you don't. Either you belong to me, or you don't."

For a long moment he didn’t move.

I felt his breathing change right before he reached for me, tugging me closer to him, then holding me against his chest.

"Please don't manipulate me, Dakota...” he said. "Please. I can’t deal with it. I won’t be able to stop it... and I’ll resent you for it."

“I’m not,” I said.

I swallowed again, fighting to keep my mind clear when his hands slid under the blanket.

"I'm not manipulating you, Nik... I'm not trying to, anyway. I'm giving you an order, okay? Can you deal with that?"

The pain in his expression worsened just before he nodded.

Hesitating only the barest breath, I leaned down towards him.

I only meant for it to be a brief kiss, maybe even just some kind of reassurance, but his lips parted easily under mine as if he’d been waiting for it.

When I didn’t pull away, his fingers curled around the back of my head, holding me against him.

I lost myself in the kiss when he deepened it, in spite of my better judgment, in spite of Ledi standing there, in spite of the guards outside who might be watching everything through surveillance. Nihkil held me there for what felt like a long beat of time, exploring my mouth with his tongue until he gasped against my lips.

He paused to kiss my face and the corners of my lips, then pulled me back down, kissing me on the mouth again, only harder, until I had trouble breathing.

I finally pulled away.

I practically had to force myself to do it.

I guess that answered one question that had been hovering in the background of my thoughts. Morph could definitely kiss. A little too well, maybe... in Nik’s case, at least. I didn’t really want to think about how much practice Nik might have gotten in that, especially in the past few weeks.

His mouth followed mine up when I raised my head, but I broke it off anyway, flushing a little when I looked down at him, seeing the glassy look in his eyes.

He pressed his face against my neck.

Nik’s breathing gradually grew heavier as I continued to touch him, right before he let out a soft sound. The desire I'd felt on him earlier was on the surface now; I could feel it through the lock, and something about that and his hands on me pretty much shut off my mind altogether.

I forced myself to remember where we were.

That feeling burned in my chest, though, pulling at me... harder, until my fingers curled into his hair.

His mouth found mine again seconds later.

I kissed him back that time, parting my lips without thinking about that, either, and his hands abruptly tightened. My skin flushed hot when his palms slid up to my hips, yanking me closer until I sat astride him. When I let him kiss me again, he made another low sound.

He was asking me openly then, using the implant when I didn't answer the impulse he sent through the thread tying my chest to his.

I pulled his hands off me a second time, struggling for control as he fought to tug me deeper into his lap.

"Dakota." He pressed his face against mine. "Please. Please...”

"Nik, control yourself, jesus. We can't. Not here...”

"It’ll release the lock. I know it will…just let me, please...”

"Nihkil," I reminded him softly. "Ledi."

The morph didn’t move for a moment.

Then he met my gaze. A near anger touched his eyes, which were a greenish-gold now, shining at me in the artificial light from the walls. It was difficult to look away from him in those few seconds, to even breathe while he stared at me.

As if finding what he’d been looking for in my face, he turned, facing Ledi, who now clearly looked uncomfortable from where he stood by the closed door.

"Leave us," Nik said. "One hour. I'll contact you when––"

"What?" Ledi gave him a disbelieving look, one he trained on me a second later. "No, Nihki’. Absolutely not. Have both of you taken leave of your senses? There are people trying to kill you, or hadn't you noticed? Now isn't the time for––"

"I asked you to leave!" the morph said. "Please. Delay this. Only for a short time. I promise to contact you when––"

"I cannot delay this, Nihkil! You know I cannot... you and I designed these plans together!"

Nik's face darkened in anger. He looked ready to argue again, but that time, I slid my fingers deeper into his hair. Tightening my hold on him, I turned his face towards me, feeling his resistance even as he complied.

"Nik. Hey." I touched his jaw, watching his eyes change as he looked at me. "He's right, okay? You know he’s right. We can't do this now. Not now, okay?"

For a long moment, Nik only looked at me, his eyes still holding that sharper edge.

We stared at one another, and for a brief moment, I found myself remembering, really remembering, that however Nihkil might look to me right then, he wasn't human. That urgency I felt on him wound around me like an electric current, reminding me that it wasn't the same as what I'd felt on men back home, even when they were seriously in the mood. A kind of base, animal strength lived there that I'd managed to pretend wasn't really a part of Nihkil, either... or that I somehow had a way to control.

Somewhere in that, I found myself remembering what he'd done to that mark in Seattle, how easily he’d taken that guy out of the equation, when I’d barely been holding my own with him. I'd managed to set aside that incident in the time since, too, maybe because it was easier than remembering Nik that way.

The truth was, whatever control I thought I had over Nihkil, he'd given to me.

He could just as easily take it back.

Somehow, I'd managed to forget that.

His fingers caressed my belly and I swallowed.

"We’d better go," I said lamely.

But he seemed to have conceded this fight, too.

He nodded, his eyes distant.

After he pushed me gently off his lap, he pulled his weight off to one side of the bed. I looked away when he threw off the blanket, watching only peripherally as he pulled his pants on from where he sat on the edge of the bed. He buckled the front of them, then rose shakily to his feet, one hand pressed to his side as he used the wall for balance with the other.

I noticed that Ledi’s eyes never left the morph as Nihkil looked around on the floor, probably for his shoes.

I also couldn't help noticing that Nihkil was visibly hard, even through the pants, and something told me that Ledi had definitely noticed that, too.

Something in Ledi's stare bothered me, even beyond that, but I couldn't quite put my finger on what it was. I couldn't even be sure it came from Ledi himself, or had more to do with the overall situation. Maybe for the first time I'd started to wonder if Ledi might have his own agenda in all of this.

Or maybe I just wondered if maybe his loyalties might be more divided than I’d let myself believe.

Whatever it was, I couldn't figure it out, not in terms of specifics.

All I knew was that I was worried, and not for myself.

My spidey-sense was going off, big-time and for sure.

For now, that was enough.
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...AND THE SPIDEY SENSE IS RIGHT AGAIN
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NIHKIL WALKED THE the tunnel behind Ledi.

I walked behind them.

Black-clad guards surrounded all three of us, but I still felt strangely naked as we made our way down the main concourse towards the outdoor hangars.

I knew I probably still watched Nihkil too closely. I did it anyway, noting his limp and the way he favored his right side, as well as the way the guards seemed to cluster around him, as though he were some kind of chained animal.

Ledi continued to watch Nik as closely as I did, but for some reason, his concern didn’t reassure me the way maybe it should have.

We hadn't waited for the supernaturals.

We hadn’t even waited for Nik’s sister, Mai-rhani.

Once Ledi realized the two of us were serious about staying together, he opted for a swift departure, before anyone thought to send out a second retrieval party for Nik and me. I got the sense he also wanted us out of there before the chaos cleared up in the aftermath of the bombing. Ledi and Nihkil said something about getting to the hangars before the next big shift change, too, but I didn’t fully get the significance of that.

I didn’t want to slow things down by asking questions, either.

Like Ledi, maybe, I felt the urgency to get out of there as quickly as possible.

Either way, within minutes, clothing for me and Nihkil had been procured. Now both of us wore military uniforms, so I blended in with the rest of the uniformed guards. My black hair had been hastily slicked back and tied at the base of my neck, and I'd washed every remaining speck of make-up off my face, so that my features would be as nondescript as possible.

I couldn’t do anything about my darker complexion, of course, other than to be glad I lived in Seattle before all this. If I’d been from California or Arizona or something, the difference with the natives would have been even more extreme.

Either way, wearing practical clothing and boots, along with having a clean face and a weapon at my side, I felt almost like myself again.

According to Ledi and Nihkil, my features still stood out. Especially my eyes, since they were significantly more almond-shaped than a Pharei’s eyes, but also my chin and jawline, since most Pharei seemed to be lacking either. My body was a fair bit shorter than ninety percent of the Pharei, too... but, as disguises went, it would at least keep most people from staring openly.

Being lost in the sea of black would minimize the other differences.

Or so we hoped.

Nihkil still hadn't been happy with how I looked.

I saw him grumble at Ledi, although in a language I didn’t understand, and one he wouldn’t let me translate. Still, I saw the scowl on his face, and I saw him staring at me. From the way he gestured up and down my body, and motioned at the guards, I definitely got the impression that he thought I was far too visible still.

Maybe for that reason, he seemed to be the driving force dictating that I walk behind him, and well surrounded on all sides by Ledi’s guards. Unfortunately, the positioning didn’t reassure me much, since I found none of them particularly trustworthy, either.

I still felt like a target had been painted on both of our chests.

Even more guards stood around Nihkil than they did around me, but that would be expected. Anyone passing who recognized him would expect to see him well-guarded. Nik seemed to think it was likely he would be recognized if people looked at all closely at their group, and Ledi hadn’t disagreed.

Ledi hadn’t ordered him cuffed, at least.

I saw Ledi pass Nik a few weapons before we left the room, too: a hand-held thing Nik stuffed in the inner pocket of his uniform jacket, which he now wore over a black uniform shirt instead of just his bare chest, and something that might have been an explosive of some kind. I watched Nik shove that one in a side pocket of his new, clean pair of uniform pants.

Now, his eyes looked sharper than I’d ever seen them.

A pale yellow in color, they cased the layout of every hallway, corridor and room through which we passed, scanning every face. He seemed to note in particular where each person’s eyes fell when it came to our little entourage.

I could tell he was doing his damnedest to keep those people looking at him, too, rather than at me. He did so partly by staring at their faces, but maybe by doing other things, too... things that felt more related to his morph nature, somehow. The closest I could come to describing it would be as a kind of tugging, pulling feeling, mixed with a near-aggression, like a challenge to fight.

Whatever it was, it drew eyes seamlessly to his.

Once there, the pale color of Nik’s irises held them long enough for the rest of our group to pass by unnoticed.

As for me, I didn’t let myself look up, not even when we reached the end of the military complex. When I got my first glimpse of the famous sky tunnels linking the two capital cities, I almost couldn’t help myself, though.

By then, we were already aiming for the central tunnel of the three.

I knew from Ledi that all three of those transparent tunnels offered panoramic––if vertigo-challenging––views of the canyon below, and that a lot of people got sick their first time riding the moving platforms. Ledi himself, having moved to Palarine with military parents as a small child, didn’t remember the first time he’d ridden the tubes. He theorized, however, that the sickness likely arose from the speed of the walkways along with the dizzying view.

I wasn’t too worried.

I’d never had an issue with heights before, and I rode a motorcycle, so I figured I’d be okay.

Then we left the platform... and the walkway began to accelerate.

It also began to slope sharply down.

Rather than being a single tunnel, the sky bridge turned out to be made up of a series of individual glass tunnels even within the three main branches I’d seen from the gates. Passengers switched levels up, down or sideways, depending on which code you keyed in when you first got on. We all stood on individual segments of walkway, too, I discovered.

My feet got locked inside some kind of miniature force field as soon as my destination code had been logged and accepted.

So yeah, claustrophobia wasn’t a sensation I’d been expecting.

I felt my stomach drop violently at the first big drop.

I’m not sure how the platform separated our group from the one in front of us, either. It seemed to know how to keep those traveling together in a single unit, despite the individual codes. All I know is that I blinked, and the group in front of us was flying upwards at an accelerated speed while we descended in a steep curve on a different segment of track.

Below us, the valley floor was already tingeing gold.

I could make out the outlines of pinnacles and plains below my feet, shadows lengthening into odd shapes under the advance of the sun’s light.

Sunrise.

Between the speed of the platform, the steep slope, and that lightening view of the valley floor, I found myself fighting vertigo, in spite of myself. The platform moved silently, gliding us along at maybe thirty or forty miles per hour. Fast enough that I had to hold onto the rail to keep my balance at all... even with the force field... and even without the view below my booted feet.

Meanwhile, the cliff walls of the civilian-side pinnacle grew larger every second.

I provoked more than a few amused looks when I stumbled off the end of the walkway, nearly landing on my knees.

I caught my balance at the last minute, but only by grabbing the arm of another uniformed soldier in our group, nearly taking him down with me and earning myself a dirty look from him in the process. Keeping my face calm, I released him to follow the others to the nearest security checkpoint, feeling Nik frown at me like I was a badly-trained dog.

In terms of the watching civilians, however, I distinctly got the feeling that the laugh had been more at the expense of the military than at me, specifically. Residents of civilian side clearly didn't place the same premium on loyalty to the hierarchy as those in the military capitol.

Already, I felt the shift in identification and loyalties.

In fact, most of the expressions I glimpsed held varying degrees of resentment as we passed, even contempt... and in a few cases, open hostility.

We entered the scanning portal at the checkpoint one by one, stopping and starting in a line that indicated having a uniform didn't grant us any special privileges here, either. Even so, I tensed when the green-uniformed guard working the gate indicated for me to stop. It turned out he only wanted me to look at him, so he could confirm the image he read through my implant, but it briefly sent my heart jack-knifing in my chest.

Seconds later, we were through.

I found myself in the teeming chaos of the Pit, the non-military, semi-equivalent to the Great Hall I’d encountered my first day on Palarine.

Looking around, I realized that the Great Hall, with its ornate skylights, four-story monitors and people in high-tech clothing and expensive headgear, positively reeked of money and privilege compared to the Pit.

The Pit lived up to its name.

It reminded me more of a cave than the squeaky-clean reception area of the Great Hall.

Red and black slabs of rock crawled up towards a grimy, dust-covered skylight, leaving the space almost completely dark despite the pinkish streak of sky above. The floor looked polished more by shoes and feet than the ubiquitous robotic cleaners of military side. I didn't see any other illumination apart from a few dingy-looking monitors, and several dozen basketball-sized glow worm sacs that hung, somehow obscene-looking, from the rough walls rimming the wide space.

Instead of holograms and virtual simulations, real, flesh-and-blood vendors approached me just outside the checkpoint, offering headsets, data-cards, reprogrammed implants they'd probably pulled off corpses, different forms of transport, rec centers and at least five different kinds of sex.

I could tell they weren’t holograms in part because they smelled bad.

A small group knocked into me, and a cloud of body and urine odor nearly knocked me down. I couldn’t keep the grimace off my face, not even out of politeness.

I saw fewer holographic panels, but also more women and men who appeared to be close to real nakedness. Based on their behavior, I guessed at least a percentage of them were prostitutes. I saw a few whose eyes changed color, along with their hair color, texture and length. One grew a tail right in front of me to entice a possible client, whipping it around sensually before the same morph or hybrid grew briefly taller, his brown hair turning silver to match his irises.

When I looked forward that time, I caught Nihkil staring at me.

I stared back, bewildered at first, until I realized I felt jealousy on him.

Nik thought I was checking out that other morph.

At first, I had to fight not to smile.

My humor faded abruptly, though, when it occurred to me that Nik himself wasn’t in a radically different position, vis-a-vis the Pharei military and their system of cards. What he did might not be quite so public, but I had no doubt he got asked to “perform” as a morph, too, whether behind closed doors or not.

Hell, Ledi admitted as much to me, the one time I broached the topic with him.

Shoving the thought aside, even as it caused me to grit my teeth, I glanced at a cluster of people packed shoulder-to-shoulder, staring at transport schedules and adverts on the considerably dingier-looking, wall-length monitor that shimmered from a wide pillar in the center of the room. Just then, another cluster of people knocked into me, again nearly bowling me over with their stench.

One stole my sidearm.

Realizing a half-second too late, I whipped around, scanning bodies.

"Leave it," Nik said through the link.

"I might need it," I transmitted back, fighting my own emotional reaction.

"It won't matter," he said, his thoughts flat, the opposite of mine.

I frowned at his words, but only nodded.

Seconds later, Ledi led us through the stone mouth of a dragon.

I knew it wasn’t real, but I still had to fight a visceral reaction to the illusion.

The dragon’s head blended seamlessly with the colors of the cliff until we stood directly in front of it. Once there, however, the jaws jutted straight out from the red rock face. Its green eyes shimmered under glow-worm sacs. Long stone teeth hung down and pointed up like stalactites and stalagmites, carved to thin, curved ends.

I paused for a bare instant, watching as the dragon appeared to swallow pedestrians as they walked through the tunnel that lived between its stone jaws.

Then I took a breath, entering the tunnel with the others.

I was still trying not to feel naked from the loss of my only weapon.

We emerged a few seconds later in a mirrored hallway. The faces staring as we passed now held even more of that resentment and contempt, only now they looked aggressive, too.

We stopped next to a blank wall, where a small crowd had already gathered. I jumped when two sets of double doors began to rise, revealing an entrance over two stories high.

Then I found myself being pushed, shoved, pinched and squeezed as my group joined a few dozen others entering an elevator car the size of a small barn.

Inside, Ledi and his guards reconfigured around me and Nik against a segment of wall.

The doors closed.

Immediately, my stomach plummeted.

An old man fell to the floor.

A nearby woman dressed in rags helped him to one of the suspended chairs, where he strapped himself in with a frayed seat belt. The chair rose up the wall, pulling the man out of reach of the milieu. I noticed only then that a number of other people were already attached to the walls in similar chairs. I gazed at them for only a moment before I intercepted another warning stare, that time from Ledi, who stood closer to me than I’d realized.

The elevator car continued its series of sickening drops, stopping periodically to let passengers off and take on new ones.

As we fell, the crowd began to thin and change. Even fewer people wore colorful clothes, holographic panels or headdresses. More wore handheld weapons instead, and had their faces obscured in clothing, cloaks, dark paint or wraps.

Two enormous people, probably human, stood a few yards from Ledi and me, their oversized heads visible above the throng. Instead of the wide, round faces and black eyes of the Pharei, they had thick, jutting features, pale blue and green irises and rectangular heads two sizes too big, even with their trunk-like bodies. Their heads were adorned with long, curly, scarlet and green-streaked hair, greased or waxed somehow into curls, and both also wore elaborately sculpted beards, making them look almost like cartoon dwarves.

They spoke a language I’d never heard, either. I tried using my translator when I caught them staring at me.

"That little one... you think she's a real black-coat? Did they buy her, do you think?"

I felt my shoulders tense, but kept it off my face.

"High priced meat. I’m thinking they picked her up from one of ours... from that colony on Resci, maybe."

"They have a morph with her. Why else would they need him, if not for protection?”

The other grunted. “Maybe she’s supposed to fuck it.”

“Yeah, yeah... sex show. Maybe she's meant for a bigwig blackie. Little blackie with a little dick who likes to watch... ?" The giant stared at my body, as if trying to discern it through the uniform I wore. "She’s Small. Too small for me... my cock wouldn’t fit in her."

The first one laughed. "I like Smalls... I like the noises they make when you break them." He smacked his friend on the chest with the flat of his hand. "Farglen likes Smalls, too. He might even pay us, if we bring him a treat. What do you say?"

I glanced surreptitiously at Nik.

His face didn’t move.

"Don't know," the other said. "A lot of blacks with her."

"A lot more of us at the bottom.”

“Yeah, but you know how the blackies whine, when we piss on them in their fancy clothes.” The first giant shrugged, staring at me. “Is that little thing worth the headache?”

The other laughed. “They should know better than to come underground like this. Riding the rails like commoners. The arrogant pricks are just asking for it...”

“What about the morph?”

“We’ll stun him at the bottom. Call ahead.”

I glanced at Ledi, saw a warning on his face.

Clearly, I wasn't the only one who'd been eavesdropping. The giants must be used to working around humans without implants or translators.

Either that, or they just didn’t give a damn.

The lift screeched to another halt. People flooded in and out of light-filled openings. I stumbled as the lift lurched back into motion.

I heard the two giants notice and laugh.

I glanced again at Ledi.

"We'll handle it," he told me through the implant.

I nodded, but felt my hands clench a little. I knew what that meant. Guns blazing, likely a full-on standoff at the end of this ride, at least a few dead on either side. I made up my mind. Hell, I might as well put my weeks of excruciating boredom to use, watching every aboge I could get my hands on in the military educational vaults.

Clearing my throat, I deliberately made my face and posture more submissive.

"Are you sure they can cure it?" I whispered to Ledi in audible Pharize, glancing around with a worried expression on my face. "The special doctors you said you have. They can make me better again? Are you sure? I've read such terrible things...”

Ledi stared at me blankly.

"You promised," I said to him carefully, biting my lip. "You said I wouldn't give the blood-worms to my husband. If he finds out––"

In front of me, I heard one of Ledi's guards stifle a laugh.

Ledi's face smoothed into seriousness, even as he gave the guard a scathing look.

When I saw the expression there, I had to fight not to show my relief. It was exactly the kind of look a Pharei soldier might expect to get if the object of his laughter happened to be a superior officer's mistress. Either way, Ledi seemed to get where I’d been going with that whole thing, even as he laid a comforting hand on my shoulder.

"I promised, my sweet," he murmured, his own voice audible, if quiet. "We are only bringing you out this way to ensure that we are not stopped before reaching my emergency medical team. I have my own wife to consider, you know."

I heard another soldier grunt, but didn't look that way.

Biting my lip, I nodded Pharei-style, even as I kept my face worried, and maybe just the slightest bit clueless.

"And you can fix me?" I whispered, as if still trying to go unheard.

"I told you I could, yes? Would I lie to you, my sweet?"

I almost smiled at that.

He'd hit just that perfect note of false comfort that most men and uninterested women would hear as a lie... but that a woman who really wanted to believe a guy she was sleeping with might choose to believe. Anyway, I'd read about the blood-worm thing. Supposedly there was no cure, and it was said to be highly contagious.

I heard the giants muttering to one another. I glimpsed disgust in the big one's eyes, right before both of them took a few steps back.

Glancing forward, I saw Nihkil staring at me, too, his eyes now a pale blue. Through the thread between us, I felt a flush of warmth, an open affection that held more than a small amount of relief. Clearly, he approved of my means of getting rid of the giants.

I felt something else there, too, strong enough that I found myself remembering the look on his face when I sat astride him on the bed.

Even as I thought it, Nik looked away, his expression sliding back into indifference.

Ledi's voice rose in the quiet of my implant.

"I had intended to handle it differently," he told me. "But well done, Dakota. Your way was infinitely less prone to complications.”

A screeching noise indicated the elevator was slowing.

I held the wall, pulling back into shadow to hide my face.

I needn’t have bothered.

The two giants walked off the end of the elevator car with only a last, disgust-filled glance in my direction. I heard them arguing about food as the doors began to close, then another drop lurched my stomach.

It was probably good I hadn’t eaten in 24 hours.

We made a few more stops, then accelerated into a long, sickeningly fast drop and landed with a shuddering crash.

Lights flashed. A low siren signaled the end of the ride.

The elevator car slowly began to clear.

Wall seats lowered jerkily to floor level. Then, before we could start to move on our own, a flat piece of metal came out of the back wall and pushed out the remainder of the car’s occupants, dumping everyone into a wide causeway crammed with jostling bodies.

Corridors twisted off in all directions. From the rotating diagrams, I surmised that a few hundred hangars fanned out from the central hub through different tributaries. A few of the larger ones appeared to be public, but most were clearly private and heavily guarded by private security teams. Even the displayed map looked like a maze, with residencies mashed up against gambling and sex shops, drug centers and kiosks, hotel-like guest houses, bars, places to buy illegal aboge or to engage in virtual battles with strangers, places to buy clothes, eat, relax, smoke, get in some target practice or even go swimming in underground bath houses.

Taking a risk, I tried opening my implant link, to see if I could get any additional information through the network.

Nik's gaze swiveled to mine at once, his eyes a light yellow.

"Dakota. No. Not on the main concourse."

Nodding without arguing, I shut it down, but not before I saw the air light up around me, clearly showing that multiple layers existed where the information grids were linked to the networks.

So the civilian side was pretty well wired, after all.

Behind me, one of Ledi’s guards shoved lightly at the small of my back.

Feeling the playfulness behind the gesture, I didn't glare at him, as much as I wanted to.

Clearly, I’d scored points with the guards with my whole “blood worms” charade.

Moving my feet in the direction the guard indicated, I tried to relax.

I still felt like I was getting ready for a fight.
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MINUTES LATER, WE were walking through one of the smaller tributaries, through a snaking, tube-like corridor that made me feel like I was traveling through the den of a monstrous snake.

Unlike the upper-level tunnels I'd seen around The Pit, this tunnel looked smooth as glass, with a faint sheen over the rock as if it consisted of a single, unbroken piece.

"This is from the original settlers of this world,” Ledi said from next to me, through his implant. “Like the animal sculptures on the military side, the carved ceilings of the great halls... and that dragon tunnel we passed through above. It is very old."

I glanced over at him, surprised. "Were they human?"

"Our conceit tells us they were.” He smiled. “Truthfully, we do not know."

Nodding, I found myself touching the glass-like walls. "Did they make the wars that screwed up the planet?”

"No," Ledi's thoughts came through as amused. "No, those were ours. I am told that when the first humans settled here, the place was a paradise. Rivers and lakes teemed with fish, birds darkened the sky, lush wild gardens and fruit orchards covered rich land, herd animals roamed the grasslands that were good to eat...” Ledi glanced at me. "Nihkil tells me this isn't entirely gone from your home world... ?"

"No," I said, not meeting his gaze. "Not yet. But we’re getting there."

Ledi nodded, a faint smile on his lips.

I still felt tense. When we turned a corner and the space opened up around us suddenly, my hand dropped to my side in reflex, only to remind me that I was completely unarmed.

My eyes swept the cavernous hangar, lingering in dark areas and corners even as I assessed the overall layout.

The hangar held only one ship, smaller than the one I'd ridden in with Nihkil... but still large enough to take my breath. I hadn't gotten used to the scale of things here. Nor had I really been reminded of that fact in awhile, being locked up inside the military settlement with its  monotonous banquets and views that seemed almost unreal in their distance.

The ship was immediate, close enough to be intimidating.

Stretching up several stories, it shone a pearl-white in color, with the blunt nose of a sperm whale from back home. One of those trunk-like appendages hung down, as if waiting to suck me up into its belly... which, yeah, I didn't find particularly fun the first time around.

I also didn’t like the look of the twenty or so black-clad soldiers that stood under the ship itself.

Staring around at their faces, I felt myself stiffen.

I wasn’t even sure why, at first, but all of the soldiers around me halted, as well.

Nik stared at the cluster of uniformed men with the look of a feral animal, the gold in his eyes sharpening as if he’d caught the scent of a predator in the stale air of the hangar.

I glanced at Ledi, and saw his mouth had thinned to a pale line. He also clutched his side holster, only his held an actual weapon. Some of his guards now held guns, as well.

Ledi followed my eyes around at our protective detail, as if trying to decide his next move.

Looking back at the soldiers under the ship, I tried to decide if I had any move left at all.

Our greeting party stared back at us, unmoving.

Unlike the pale, round faces of most Pharei, these people had chins. They also had a darker cast to their eyes, even when the surface color appeared to be blue, green or even an oddly-dark yellow. The similarities of their appearance nagged at me. I stared from face to face, not realizing how silent it had gotten in the hangar until the guard behind me cleared his throat.

Only then did I realize my hands once more gripped the holster at the side of my belt, looking for a gun that was no longer there.

I didn’t see him move, but the next time I turned my head, Nik stood beside me.

He angled his body as I watched, putting himself between me and the waiting party by the ship. I didn't have time to think about whether that might be a head’s up of some kind, too.

Right then, one of those robotic transport vehicles kicked into life right next to me.

The sudden sound and movement made me jump.

Lurching forward, the crawler began passing us on the right, clutching a metal cage in its claws with what looked like a baby dragon inside. Something clicked as I stared at the animal’s face, seeing its dark red beak snapping as it lashed its tail against the sides of the metal cage. Its green eyes stared at me in hostility, but also fear. Maybe it was the lizard itself, a vague memory of seeing something like it in Palarine’s red-tinted skies.

Or maybe it was those dark green eyes, set in a face with red skin.

Either way, when I looked back at that line of soldiers, I knew.

They were Malek. They'd done something to darken their hair... and lighten their skin. They must be wearing the equivalent of contact lenses to change their eye-color, but it was a crappy disguise, all in all. It hadn’t fooled anyone. Not even me, and I wasn’t from here.

Before I could say anything, though, or decide what to do... it was already too late.

This thing we’d just walked into?

It had already started.
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GUNS, DARTS AND EXPLODING STONES
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I FOUND MYSELF slammed, hard, against the side of the robotic transport vehicle.

It happened so fast, I was momentarily stunned from the impact.

For the split-second it took me to shake the stars from my eyes from cracking my head, I had no idea what had just happened. I raised side of my head from the ridged metal skin of the crawler, touching the trickle of blood that slithered from under my hairline with my fingers.

Before I could turn, that same someone shoved me down and against the crawler a second time, as soon as I raised my head. I avoided banging my skull that time by gripping the transport's wheel with my free hand, keeping my head obediently low as I forced myself to breathe... maybe so I could punch him in the mouth, since I was pretty sure I knew who’d clocked me by then.

Even as I thought it, a mouth pressed close to my ear.

"Don't move," he said. "Be angry at me later, Dakota."

I craned my neck to peer over my shoulder, still blinking against the rising pain in my head.

Nihkil stood flush with my back, gripping my uniform coat in both hands as he held me against the side of the still-moving robotic transport, shifting sideways to keep me behind it as the transport crawled towards the white-skinned ship.

While under different circumstances, I might have elbowed him in the face for what he'd just done, by then I could hear gunshots, so my reaction ended up slightly more mixed.

Well, more specifically, I heard impact concussions.

After a few seconds, I felt reasonably certain I knew what they were from.

I’d seen the specific weapon before, what the Pharei called doong, or doong-ki, meaning “blast rocks.” Hand-held packets of death, they were fist-sized and nearly featureless except for a row of indentations on the side that were impossible to discern unless you knew where and how to look for them.

I'd first seen their power demonstrated on the streets of Seattle, where just one of those bolts knocked down a streetlamp.

Ledi also treated me to a few hours of test-firing a few of them at a military shooting range.

The thing has shockingly little kick-back, considering the wallop it packed.

Seeing another blue-white bolt heading our way, I ducked, sucking in a breath as it exploded overhead, slamming into the rock wall of the hangar behind us.

Nik pulled my head further down, so that the large, metal, caterpillar-like wheels of the crawler shielded most of my upper body.

I winced when another series of blasts got traded, some impacting a handful of paces from where we hid. I tried again to peer out from behind the wheel, but Nik jerked me roughly back. He didn't manage to ruin my view before I scoped the basics on the doong-fight, though.

Thanks to Gantry and a few of my other fight instructors over the years, I'd been trained to figure out, fast, who was shooting at me, (meaning how many) and where from, well before I cared about anything else.

That was usually followed by whether they were any good.

Why they might be shooting at me was definitely less of a priority.

After all, even on Earth, sometimes that shit was inexplicable.

My eyes easily picked out the group of twenty or so Malek I'd seen earlier, dressed as Pharei, firing volleys back and forth with Ledi’s team. A third group seemed to be shooting from behind the largest wall of crates, too, to our left.

I hadn’t seen anyone down yet––on our team, I mean––but the odds didn’t look good for us, in terms of numbers.

On the plus side, whoever they were, they didn’t seem to be shooting to kill.

I could tell that much, even in my one quick look.

After all, if they’d wanted us dead, they probably could have accomplished that by now.

We’d essentially walked into a turkey shoot. Trapped between the faction behind the crates to our left, and the Malek soldiers dressed as Pharei to our right, our position was less than ideal, in any case.

Some of the Malek using projectile weapons I’d seen on the firing ranges a few times, too, including what they called a tengey, which worked more like an earth gun, even though it looked more like some kind of modified, high-powered blow-dart. The tengey shot what amounted to a glass shard the length of my pinkie finger. Generally, those shards shattered inside a person’s body, acting not unlike hollow-tip bullets did back home.

They were also highly accurate, Ledi informed me.

I watched through the treads of the transport vehicle as the Malek hit a few of Ledi’s team with the tengeys, crouching, aiming and firing from the shadows under the nearest ship, their accuracy almost unnervingly good as they went for legs, arms and lower torsos.

From what I could tell, those on the outer edges were mainly using the doong to keep us from trying to escape, and the tengeys to get us to drop our weapons.

A few they did kill, though.

I saw two of Ledi’s guards get tengey-shards through the throat, which dropped them pretty much instantly.

No one appeared to be shooting at me and Nik at all.

Which was a good thing, really, since one blast at the crawler from a doong would likely have sent hot shrapnel into both of us, killing us outright.

Whoever these guys were, they were better shots than any Pharei I’d seen out on the ranges, too. They were also better shots than most of the Malek, if the stats I’d seen on that kind of thing were at all accurate.

Really, I’d only seen one group of beings that displayed stats like these jokers.

Once the thought solidified, I turned my head.

"Nik! Are they morph?" I said.

I shouted to be heard above the ricochets and the tearing screeches of metal.

Another set of booming discharges started up at once, most of the sound coming from doong ignitions when either side pumped another blue flame across the cavernous hangar. Explosions peppered the gunfire, along with tile cracking and glass breaking and more groans and low rumbles as the sides of ships and the rock walls got hit by stray blasts.

"Nik!" I yelled again, turning all the way that time to meet his gaze. "Could they all be morph? These Malek? Something’s wrong, right?"

Nihkil stared at me, his eyes a flat, dark gray.

Fighting to pull my mind off trying to understand what I could feel from him, as well as the look in his eyes as he scanned the hangar, I focused on the meaning behind my own words.

Whoever these people were, they wanted to bring us in alive.

Which likely meant they knew who me and Nik were.

I contemplated risking another peek past the crawler, but Nik’s hands clamped down on my shoulders before I could move, pinning me against the ridged metal. Before I could protest, either, or even look at him, he crushed me against him, holding me so tight I felt my skin bruising under his fingers. He was breathing harder, almost panting.

I got the feeling he was trying to hold something in, like he thought some part of himself might explode outwards if he let go of me.

“Nik!” I pulled at his hands, trying to loosen them. “Nik! Let go! You’re cutting off my air!”

His fingers didn’t move.

“Nik!” I said, louder. “Nik, you have to let me go!”

Just then, a razor-sharp pain went through my chest, silencing me.

I thought at first I’d been stabbed with a tengey shard.

I thought it would kill me, too... but it all happened so fast, I couldn’t make a sound. I fought to take in air, feeling like I’d been kicked in the solar plexus, as if something hooked into me with razor-sharp metal, ripping me open like a gutted fish.

I don’t think I’d ever felt so much pain in my life. I don’t think I’d ever felt so vulnerable in my life, either. I couldn’t bear it... I almost couldn’t make myself want to survive it.

Nik’s hands tightened on me again, but I barely felt them that time.

I felt that desire on him again, almost overwhelming.

With it came compassion... and something else... something I’d never felt on him before.

The feeling came closest to gratitude, but that one word didn’t cover half of the things I glimpsed in Nik in those few seconds. It felt like watching a patient with amnesia regain their memory all at once, or someone who’d been traumatized understand in a flash how to overcome whatever had broken them.

I found myself remembering my grandmother after she got senile, when she’d occasionally click back into the high-powered businesswoman she’d once been.

“Nik...” I fought to say more, couldn’t. I turned to look at him. “Nik!”

His irises shone coal-black.

A loud whistle jerked my eyes forward.

My hands rose reflexively to my ears in protection.

I looked for the source of the piercing sound, but I don’t know what I was expecting... a rocket launcher, maybe? An alien bazooka? In either case, I winced even after I had both palms clamped on the sides of my head, still crouched low behind the wheel in a feeble attempt to shield myself. The vulnerability was still there, and the pain in my chest, but I could think again. I could remember who I was.

The high-pitched, piercingly loud noise managed to overpower the doong blasts and the explosions that followed. It overpowered the noises from the tengey and the flame darts I’d seen Ledi’s team use in the second half of the fight, too.

“Cease fire!” someone yelled, seemingly from right beside us. “Cease fire!”

More voices took up the call.

Some spoke Pharize, like the first had. I heard shouts in a few other languages, as well.

The gunshots swiftly died down.

It happened so uniformly across the different groups that I just crouched there in the silence at first, panting, not really understanding why it was so quiet. I listened to the echoes of those final shots even as the last notes of the high-pitched whistle continued to linger in the cold air.

Then that died, too.

As the echoes slowly wound down to silence, and the ringing in my ears began to lessen, I could hear my heart beating loudly in my chest. Dread hit me, even before a much more familiar voice spoke up from the other side of the robotic trawler.

"Cease fire!" it shouted, breaking the silence. “It is done!”

I recognized the voice as Ledi’s. At first, though, I couldn’t comprehend his words.

“It is done!” Ledi repeated, louder. “We have accomplished our goal! The lock is open! Nihkil Jamri is one of us again!”

Looking at Nik, I felt the blood drain from my face.

Seeing the same understanding bleed into Nik’s dark irises, I felt that wave of dread I’d been carrying around abruptly worsen.

Ledi wasn’t leading us to safety.

He wasn’t saving us from the Pharei... or the Malek.

This whole thing had been staged.

Looking around the room at the armed morph surrounding us now on three sides, something else hit me as I scanned the rows of distinctly not-human faces. Ledi must have been behind the bombing in the Council chambers, too.

Ledi was the Council mole.

As if he heard me, Council Advisor Ledi turned.

Looking directly at Nik, Ledi grinned at him broadly.

Then he let out what sounded like an involuntary laugh. The sound barely contained the triumph I heard in his voice.

“Finally, my friend!” he said, smiling wider. “Finally, the charade is over! Finally, I can tell you who I really am, and welcome you home, Jamri!”
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SUBTERFUGE AND A REUNION
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I KNEW IT was Ledi speaking.

I knew that, but somehow, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t know his voice, and not only because of the smug note of victory there.

Ledi sounded different. Not just in tone, but in everything I could hear and feel behind his words. I couldn’t make sense of how he could be so entirely different, yet still be the same guy. I heard the accent. I knew the words.

But, somehow, it just wasn’t him.

"Gulau-tau-tre, abbens, uya," the same voice said, louder. "Fusilwei... Nihkil Jamri. We are so pleased to welcome you back to being with us, my friend...”

I glanced at Nihkil.

Whatever this was, his understanding of the situation contained far more nuance than my own. Nik’s face had paled to the point where I might have worried he verged on passing out, if not for the cold look of disbelief in his eyes. Well, that... and the furious line of his mouth. Nik looked about to speak for a second, then didn’t.

“Nik?” I whispered. “What’s going on?”

The expression on Nik’s face only hardened more.

I felt the heat rise in my chest as his emotions reached me through that opening between us... an opening that now throbbed and pulsed, seemingly with a life of its own. I could barely think past the sensation, much less the barrage of Nik’s feelings that came with it.

No real understanding solidified for me, but I could tell that, unlike me, Nik knew the significance of that change in Ledi’s voice. He thought he did, anyway.

Staring at him, I found myself thinking he was probably right.

Even apart from that fire ripping apart my chest... even apart from nearly being killed, and the ringing in my ears from that whistle, I couldn’t tear my eyes off Nik’s face.

If he were anyone else, I might have been afraid of him.

Truthfully, I’m not entirely sure I wasn’t afraid of him, but fear didn’t top my list of emotions as I watched his symmetrical features shift with his understanding. All I could think was that Nik might really lose it.

He might just flip out, right here and now.

“Nik!” I whispered fiercely, to distract him as much as anything. “Nik! What is it?”

His fingers tightened on my shoulder. Even so, when he looked at me, I saw the worst of that heat dim. I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.

"Nik," I said, not hiding my relief. “Come on. Talk to me.”

He gave a perceptible shake of his head.

Still holding me down, he moved his head to the left and up, peering between the metal treads to glimpse the people on the other side of the metal crawler. He still didn't let his head clear the machine, but I found myself thinking he had to be looking for the owner of the voice, maybe to verify his suspicions to himself.

"What is Ledi doing?" I whispered, seeing that spark ignite back in Nik’s now-red eyes. "Nik? Do you know what he’s up to?"

He motioned me quiet, even as Ledi spoke again.

"Come now, Jamri," Ledi said. His voice shifted back to the one I knew. "Can we drop this pretense, please? I felt it open. You know I did. You also know what that means. You know who I am... finally. And I must confess, it is nothing but a relief to me...”

A smile formed in the air around the other man’s words.

“Must you play these games, trying to convince yourself that what you know to be true, cannot be?”

Ledi, or whoever he was, raised his voice, speaking to the others in the room.

“Lower your weapons, friends,” he said, his voice again holding that smile. “Let Jamri know we mean no harm to him or his human. Those few among us who might have wished him ill have already been dispatched... he is only with his people now.”

I glanced at Nihkil again. I saw conflict in his eyes, and more of that anger, maybe more than I’d thought him capable of, truthfully.

“What’s going on, Nik?” I whispered.

He looked at me as if he’d forgotten I was there. I didn’t get the sense he didn’t want to speak that time, more that he had absolutely no idea what to say. The expression on his face bordered on helpless, threaded through with that anger and disbelief.

“Nik,” I said, my voice lower. “Nik... damn it. Talk to me. You’re scaring me.”

“Jamri!” the other voice boomed over at us. “Jamri, my friend! You must calm down! Remember the heightened emotions with an open lock! Calm yourself, before one or both of us is forced to do something drastic!”

I started to raise my head, but Nihkil's fingers gripped me tighter, holding me down against the wheel. Before I could argue, he raised his voice, speaking to the other man.

“I will come out,” Nik said. “I will go with you. But you must let her go!”

Ledi let out a low, chuckling sound.

It sounded like nothing I’d ever heard from him before. I was still trying to understand the expression I could see on Nik's face, when this new Ledi's voice rose again.

“You really have got yourself quite a crush, haven’t you, Nik?” he said.

“I mean it,” Nik growled. “Let her go! I won’t negotiate anything until you do.”

Ledi went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “...Up until when you lost it on Hunsef that day, I really thought this whole thing with the human was a political move, Jamri... an attempt to get rid of your military-held leash. Don’t get me wrong, I applauded this move of yours. I thought it brilliant, really, to find an otherworlder for this. Especially one who managed to pass through the gates without their insides inverting...”

“You will release her,” Nik said. “Or you might as well shoot me where I stand.”

“You know I won’t do that, Jamri.”

“Then you’re going to lose some people. Maybe a lot of people––”

“Wait!” I said, holding up a hand, more to Nik than anyone. Seeing his mouth harden as he fell silent, I turned towards Ledi, raising my voice. “What is this? Who are you, if you’re not Ledi?”

Silence hung in the air, broken only by the trawler’s engine.

“Nik knows,” Ledi said after another beat. “Don’t you, Nik? You know who I am. Now, at least.”

I stared at Nik, but the morph’s expression didn’t budge.

“Let her go!” Nihkil said, harsher. “You’re here for me. Clearly. Take me, then... you have no need of her, too.”

Turning, I shoved at his chest angrily with a hand. “Take you? Nik... are you out of your mind? You’re not leaving me here!”

Ledi’s chuckle again floated over the air across the hangar. “I think your girl has a point, Nik. You can’t very well leave her on Palarine now... can you? Noble as your words sound, they aren’t exactly realistic.”

The second silence stretched longer than the first.

Through it, I could almost feel Nik thinking.

He still seemed to be recovering from shock. I watched him shake his head, as if he refused to acknowledge the other’s words. I could almost feel him trying to force himself to accept this new situation, whatever it was.

I was still straining into that silence, trying to decide what the hell was going on, when the robotic crawler stopped dead in front of us. The ragged wheels came to a halt, along with the guardrail I still gripped in both of my hands. I didn't know who shut the crawler's engines off, Ledi's people or someone watching from elsewhere, but the sudden silence and lack of motion made me feel even more exposed, even though we weren't any better or worse off than before.

We were still too far from anything to make a run for it, even if we weren’t surrounded and hopelessly outnumbered.

As that much sank in, I felt myself sigh.

Ignoring the tightening of Nik’s hands, I straightened.

There was no point in hiding. If they wanted us dead, we’d be dead. Nik must have realized the same, because he didn’t force me back when I slid free of his grip that time. He merely followed as I stepped out from behind the giant wheel.

My eyes immediately found him.

Ledi stood, open-palmed, the doong holstered in a pouch by his side. His eyes trained past me to Nik, as if I didn’t exist.

“You are Zarwin,” Nihkil said, into that quiet.

I glanced between them, startled.

Zarwin, the morph rebel? I hadn’t seen that one coming.

Ledi appeared unsurprised by Nik’s words, however.

His eyes shone brighter, even as he reached up, plucking what must have been contacts, or some alien equivalent, out of his eyes. Once they were gone, his eyes shone a pale, robin’s egg blue, eerily bright, and difficult to look away from.

“Correct.” Ledi smiled, putting the lenses in a small case he pulled out of his pocket, and snapping it shut. “Who else am I, Nik?”

When Nihkil didn’t answer, I glanced back at him, too.

His expression, if anything, had gotten more difficult to read. He felt as tense as a cat where he stood beside me, his fingers holding my wrist tightly enough that I worried he might break it if he squeezed much harder. He felt ready to run with me... although, yeah, I had no idea where he thought we could go.

I was about to question him again, when he spoke suddenly.

"All right," he said. "Don't shoot. We will come with you."

I blinked, staring up at his face.

"We will?" I muttered.

"We will come closer now," Nik added, giving me a bare glance.

I didn't fight him when Nik gripped my arm just above the elbow, maybe because it felt like he did it to support himself more than to force me to accompany him. He was still in pain from whatever happened to his chest, I realized. I saw him wince from the shrapnel wound, too, even before he took a half-step closer to me. I wondered if he’d torn something open in his hurry to get me behind the trawler, even as I felt him lean some of his weight against me from behind.

When I glanced up, his face looked drawn, pale, but also angry.

The hand not holding me disappeared inside his coat pocket, where he likely gripped the doong Ledi passed to him before we left the military city.

“This weapon,” Nik said, even as I thought it. “It does not work?”

“It works,” Ledi said, smiling at him. “I was banking on you not shooting me, Jamri.”

“You may have miscalculated,” Nihkil said.

“Perhaps.” Ledi’s gaze sharpened, but the smile remained at his lips. “Your lock is open, is it not? Confirm this much, at least, Jamri. Tell me that I am not mistaken.”

“You don’t need me to tell you that,” Nihkil said.

For the second time, I heard real anger in his voice.

Nik didn’t return my glance when I looked back, but I found myself understanding the rest in a kind of packed flash. Of course his lock was open. That’s what I’d felt just before the gunplay ended. They’d staged this “Malek abduction attempt” to get Nihkil to open his lock to protect me. They’d tried to force him to protect himself during all of those weeks of beatings and interrogations and it hadn’t worked. Yet, the one thing Nik had been able to prevent under Pharei law, namely, using me to get to him, had been the thing to finally open him.

I felt weirdly touched by that... but yeah, also kind of pissed off.

Not at Nik, of course.

“You are right, of course,” Ledi said. “I felt it open, Jamri. You have no idea how happy it makes me, that I can still feel such a thing...”

I felt Nihkil’s irritation, even as he glanced at me.

“He is right,” Nik said, his voice low.

“He’s right about what?” I said. “About feeling your lock open?” Thinking about this, I said, “How did he feel it? That means something, right?”

“It means he held my lock himself, once,” Nik said, his voice openly angry. He avoided my eyes, his jaw hard as he spoke in a low voice. “Once someone holds your lock, the connection never entirely vanishes, not until one of you is dead.”

“Ledi held your lock?” I stared at him, confused. “I thought you said Yaffa held your lock. You said Ledi never––”

“He didn’t do it as Ledi,” Nik cut in. “I’ve only had four lock-holders before you, Dakota. Yaffa was my fourth. You are my fifth. I had thought the other three dead, until today.”

Seeing Nik’s expression, I thought better of pressing.

“Can’t you just re-lock it?” I whispered finally.

“No.” His fingers tightened on my waist. “Anyway, we need it now, Dakota.”

“But that can’t be a good thing, right?” I said. “I mean, they obviously want you to be unlocked––”

“It is too late,” Nik said only. “Stay with me, Dakota. Please.”

I nodded without really getting it, following the prod of Nihkil’s fingers as he urged me forward. I let him hold me against his body as I paced his steps, not sure how I felt about the fact that Nik was essentially using me as a human shield.

I didn’t get the sense he did it to protect himself though, at least not at my expense.

Anyway, whether he tried to shield me, or I tried to shield him, or we tried to shield each other, the gesture would mainly be symbolic. We were surrounded. He knew that as well as I did. Even so, he paced behind me carefully, his steps smooth and animal-like as his eyes darted between the three different groups of soldiers.

"What are we doing, Nik?" I murmured.

"Dakota, it's all right," he said. "He won't kill us."

"That’s actually not my only worry.”

"It is the only reassurance I can give,” Nik said grimly.

I nodded, still following his guiding fingers forward.

"Who is he?" I said after another pause. "Who is he really, Nik?"

Not answering, Nik continued to steer me deeper into the open hangar floor.

My eyes never left the line of soldiers, nor the weapons they now trained on me, and especially on Nik, behind me. I noticed Nik's gaze didn't leave Ledi’s people, either, and that he continued to keep me squarely in front of his chest, with the space between our bodies minimal.

As we got closer, Nihkil’s arm slid around the front of me, protecting my chest, as well.

“If you try to eliminate her, I will kill myself.” Nik looked around at all of them before his eyes fell squarely on Ledi’s. “Do not test me... Zarwin.”

I heard the edge in his voice as he said the other’s name.

Nik’s hand fell over my heart, even as he pulled me closer.

"Jamri," Ledi warned. "You know your implant will go off, the second you transform. And it won’t help you, anyway... I’ve already told you, we have no intention of hurting either of you. Not if you cooperate.”

Nihkil ignored that, too.

"Where do you intend to take us... Zarwin?" Nik said, when the silence continued. "Are the military spies correct? Do you wish me to fight in your anti-human armies, too? If so, I don't see much advantage to me... certainly not to my mate."

My fingers tightened on his arm at his words, but I didn’t make a sound.

My mind tried to catalogue what I knew about this Zarwin guy.

According to military reports, he was the quasi-mythological leader of an anti-human army of morph. I’d also heard that Zarwin’s guys had a price on Nik’s head for working as a gate-shifter for the humans.

Mostly, though, from what I’d seen, they liked killing people.

Human people, that is.

Both the Pharei and the Malek had been hunting the guy for years, trying to take him out. Because he’d eluded them for so long, even with all of the blood and DNA scans and implant tracking, a lot of people speculated that Zarwin might be a supernatural... or even a human.

According to Nihkil and the data records I’d seen, Zarwin’s people believed that the morph were the rightful owners of all inter-dimensional gates. They’d claimed responsibility for bombing settlements on both Trinith and Udael, where the previous two gates lived, as well as runs on the military intelligence communities of both Palarine and Mydara. They’d further claimed responsibility for numerous morph kidnappings, bombings, ship boardings, abduction of half-morph babies from humans homes... even assassinations of human military leaders.

I stared at Ledi as we approached him, feeling Nihkil’s arm tighten around my chest.

I studied the other man’s suddenly very non-Pharei looking features.

I’d always thought he didn’t look much like the rest of them.

"You must know how happy I am that you can call your lock your own again, Jamri," Zarwin/Ledi said. His eyes remained on Nihkil, and for the first time, I realized they held caution as they studied Nik’s face. “...Why don’t you calm down, my friend?” he urged. “Remember that I have no reason to harm you. Remember that we were once closer than any blood family could ever be, Jamri, and that I love you. Remember that, if I am here, it is only in an attempt to help you. Perhaps consider as well, how much it would mean to me, your oldest friend, to have you once more with me, working by my side... ?”

Pausing, he added more tensely,

“...Perhaps you could think about these things more quickly, Jamri? Before you lose control over the shift and try something crazy? Something that might get you and your lovely new friend here killed... ?"

Nik didn't answer.

His fingers gripped me more tightly across the chest, though. Somehow, the way he held me reminded me of when I’d first encountered Ledi on Trinith.

Maybe for the same reason, I didn't fight Nihkil. Instead, I pondered that feeling that we’d somehow come full circle, with Nik again putting himself between me and Ledi, trying to decide whether he could trust him.

So I just stood there. Waiting for Nik to make up his mind, maybe.

When I glanced back, his jaw looked set, his eyes leached of any trace of feeling.

I found myself getting why Ledi might be nervous. Nik certainly didn’t feel like someone who intended to surrender. He felt more like someone who was restraining himself from attacking the person across from him. Nihkil felt like he wanted to fight.

Or really, more accurately, like he wanted to change... to shift.

Almost as if he'd heard my thoughts, Ledi/Zarwin spoke again.

"Jamri," he said, shaking his head. "Jamri, Jamri, Jamri... it does my heart good to see you so passionate about something. It truly does. I have no judgment of the sentiment, nor with its source... but your solution to this predicament in which you find yourself is the wrong one, Jamri."

Ledi lowered his voice, the caution on the surface that time.

“...Don't do this, my friend. Please. You will get hurt. So will Dakota. I am not exaggerating our numbers this time.” He gave a gentle shrug, still watching Nik cautiously. “You and your mate will end up coming with us no matter what you have in mind, and whether the lock is yours again or not. I say this with all respect, friend... I know what you are capable of, which is why I did not cut corners in manpower or weapons in my attempt to bring you in...”

Behind me, I didn’t feel Nik relaxing any.

Ledi seemed to notice that, too. His voice sharpened.

“Jamri,” he said. “When I said I would not hurt you, I should clarify that what I meant was... I will not hurt you any more than is absolutely necessary to secure you and your lock-mate inside my vessel. Personally, I do not relish the idea of spending the majority of our trip watching you regrow a limb in our stasis chamber. I would far rather if you made the trip in significantly more comfort than that...”

I felt a denser flame of heat from Nik, blossoming in the middle of my chest. It darted through me like liquid, bright enough to catch me off guard... bright enough for me to suck in a breath.

I saw Ledi’s eyes dart to my face, right before they narrowed.

"Jamri!" he said. "See reason, friend! I know you are wound up at the moment, but try to see past this. Find that logic-loving mind of yours once again, if you can. Incapacitating yourself cannot be the most effective way of protecting your mate...”

Nik’s hands tightened on me.

Risking a glance backwards, I met that light gaze, seeing irises that now shone a hard yellow, like afternoon sunlight, or the palest amber. His eyes flickered away from mine an instant later, but I found myself noticing as he stepped closer to me, moving soundlessly and with a kind of animal grace, like a great cat, or a wolf.

I spoke before I knew I intended to.

"Nik...” I murmured. "Don't."

I felt him fighting it again, trying to reel it back.

"What do you want from us?" I snapped, turning on Zarwin. “What do you want from him?”

There was a pregnant-feeling silence.

In it, I had to fight to keep from clutching Nik's hands, trying to calm the fire that radiated off his skin, warmer with each passing second.

Whatever I felt on him, it made me nervous. It made me nervous, if only because it verged on being completely out of control. I didn’t know what set him off exactly, but whatever it was, it hadn’t happened overnight; this had been brewing for awhile. It could have been the drugs and the torture, the stress of the trial, the near-death from the bomb, the near-death from being shot at, the thought of being abducted by the Malek, what almost happened between us on that bed, or thinking I might be killed.

Whatever the cause, or non-cause, Nik wanted to shift now... badly.

Moreover, having that part of himself back seemed to have snapped Nihkil out of that more submissive veneer of slave and semi-human that I’d witnessed since the first day we met.

The man standing behind me now felt dangerous, in a way I hadn't seen him, even in Seattle. I was about to try talking to him, see if I could calm what heated those dark-gold irises, when movement jerked my eyes forward.

I watched, my jaw dropping, as Ledi transformed liquidly in front of us.

His body elongated, growing taller, thicker, longer-limbed. His skin darkened to a honeyed brown, even as his eyes grew to twice their previous size, and seemed to slide outwards to better fit a wider head.

The change occurred so seamlessly that I blinked.

When I finished that blink... it was done.

Before us stood a tall form with long, scaled bands of flesh and bone that nearly resembled hair hanging from its head. It had a human-like face, but the mouth stretched wider, and the lines of its broad features and even its hands appeared too perfect, as if they’d been made of blown glass, or maybe bone china.

"Jamri," the creature said, holding up a hand. "Jamri, you can see me now. You know this form, right? You never saw me in that particular human form, not when we knew one another on Vilandt... but you know me as this. Calm yourself. The voice is not a trick... it is really me."

Nihkil had stiffened behind me, clutching me tight enough to make me wince.

“It is not possible,” he managed finally.

“It is possible, my friend!” the other insisted.

“No,” Nik said, his voice close to angry again. “You are a liar!”

Even so, the man's new shape obviously affected him.

Something subtle began to change in how Nik felt behind me; it lessoned some of the charge I'd felt, even as the wary look on his face seemed to harden into a deeper suspicion.

I didn’t know what either thing meant precisely, but found myself thinking that Nik had seen enough to make him think twice about openly attacking this person.

Whether Nik consciously distrusted him or not, he also appeared to have lowered his guard for the version of Ledi... or Zarwin... standing in front of us now.

In this new form, Zarwin stood taller than Nihkil by at least a few inches.

He probably had a good sixty pounds on Nik, too, given the size of his shoulders and chest, as well as the thicker legs under his long torso.

Of course, I’d already surmised Zarwin must be another morph, like Nihkil, just from their back and forth, but this other form appeared to have been cut from harder material than his Ledi body. Reaching up towards the high ceiling to the tune of approximately seven and a half feet, he seemed to be in perfect proportion, and none of the weight he wore appeared to be fat.

On the contrary, from the broad shoulders down to his narrow waist and long legs, he looked like a professional swimmer, or perhaps a gymnast.

The boyish, almost innocent-looking expression on the wider and darker face still held glimmers of Ledi, but I couldn’t really put my finger on how they connected. Somehow, even as a weirdly smooth-skinned alien with liquid eyes, he still managed to remind me of the captain of the football team, the popular kid in high school.

Currently, Zarwin stood in a submissive posture, as if waiting for Nihkil to come to him.

Of course, I couldn’t wholly buy that pose, not on its face, but all the signs were there. He stood with legs apart, hands open and empty, arms stretched slightly out to each side. He held his chin tilted up, too, exposing his throat.

But yeah, I couldn’t make myself believe it.

I didn’t know how the creatures’s appearance was affecting Nik.

I hoped like hell he didn’t buy the submission thing, either, though.

When I glanced at Nik’s face, he was staring at the new version of Ledi as critically as I had been. I couldn’t help noticing that he was having an emotional reaction, too. Nik’s eyes reflected disbelief, anger, what might have been grief or some other complex set of emotions under that scrutiny... even a kind of muted affection, as if he were somehow happy to see the being standing there, in spite of everything.

In any case, those gold irises remained riveted to the taller morph for a few seconds longer than mine had been.

“Razmun,” Nik muttered.

He said only the one word.

I didn't know what it meant, in any language, or the significance of his saying it, but something about Nik’s voice made me move closer to him.

"Razmun," Nik said again, louder. “So that is who you pretend to be.”

"You already know that is who I am, Jamri," Zarwin said.

Nik barely seemed to hear him. Gripping my arm tighter, he shook his head. His eyes held a harder, deeper anger when I glanced back.

"It is a trick,” Nik said. "You knew him somehow... learned to imitate his form. His voice."

"No, Jamri. You must know how unlikely that is."

"Razmun is dead," Nihkil said flatly, his eyes cold. "He has been dead for over forty years, and you are not him. You cannot be Ledi, and also Razmun. I would have known. I don't know who you are, but––"

"I am both of them. You know that, too.” Ledi’s smile grew more shrewd under those wide-set eyes. “How do you think it was so easy for us to remain friends all these years, Jamri? Even with so much that could have gotten in the way of that friendship... we never lost our connection entirely. The closest we ever came to a real fight was in these past weeks, Jamri, when you’ve accused me of trying to seduce your mate...”

I glanced at Nik, but his face only grew more taut.

“You said it yourself,” the other morph reminded him. “At the Academy you told me that you felt almost as if you knew me already...”

"You are a liar,” Nik said, his voice cold. “Everyone knows the name Zarwin. Everyone knows how you like to play games... how you like to confuse your enemies in regards to your identity."

"Ah, my friend.” Zarwin shook his head. “But you are not my enemy! I would never do such a thing to you." The taller morph let out a sigh. “...Why are you pretending not to know me, Jamri? Do you really think that another could wear my face and you would still not know that it was not me?” His smile grew more boyish as he closed his hands at his sides. “Will you force me to change into yet another of the forms you knew me in, as a youth? An erensyi, perhaps? Or a kayk? We could wrestle as hurend, as we did once... would that satisfy you?"

Nihkil didn't answer. I saw his throat move in a bare swallow.

“This is a cruel trick,” Nik said finally. “You must know that, too.”

The other shook his head. "There are many cruelties in this life, Jamri. You know that, even better than I... but this is not one of them.” Zarwin’s voice sharpened, growing almost angry. “Now stop this. You know me. And we are out of time. Would you have me drug you, Jamri? Are you really that ridiculously stubborn?”

Nihkil shook his head.

I could tell he wasn’t answering the other morph’s question, though. He was trying to hold onto his skepticism, but Zarwin’s words were affecting him.

“Do not pretend it is some betrayal that I did not reveal myself to you earlier,” Zarwin added. “Did I not warn you? Did I not tell you this very thing would happen, if you followed them, instead of me? I begged you, didn’t I, Jamri? I asked you to flee the recruiters with me, to fool their tests... to avoid tying yourself to them. You did not listen. You can hardly be angry at me that I would find a way to keep you near me anyway––"

"Razmun is dead!" Nihkil snarled.

The violence behind his words made me jump.

"You took the coward's path, Nihkil,” Zarwin said unflinchingly. “You let them turn you into a house pet. When you believed me to be ‘General Advisor Ledi,’ you groveled at my feet. I threw you bones and you rolled over to show me your belly.” His voice grew thick with anger. “Why, Jamri? We both know you do not have stupidity as an excuse. Is it really cowardice that ails you?"

"You are not Razmun," Nik said, his voice still cold. "Show me your true face. Stop this charade. Do it now, or I will kill you...”

“So it is murder you offer me, after all this time?” The anger grew more prominent in the other morph’s voice. "Why would you even think of such a thing, Jamri? Despite what you did to me... and whatever ridiculous indignities you let be done to you... I have awaited this reunion for longer than I can tell you!” Zarwin’s voice grew bitter. “I love you, Jamri. Nothing they could have done to either one of us would ever change that.”

The grief in the morph’s voice intensified.

“...I thought about all of the ways I might reveal myself to you,” Zarwin said. “I thought of all the ways that I might finally tell you the truth. But the timing seemed never to be right. You were too closely watched. Even in the Academy, they monitored you so closely, Jamri. They knew you would end up as one of their prize pupils––"

"It is not possible,” Nik cut in angrily.

“Jamri,” Zarwin sighed. “I will not leave here without you. So let us dispense with this. You know what I need from you now.”

“No,” Nihkil said. “Whoever you are, you don’t hold my lock anymore.”

My hand tightened on Nik’s arm.

He pulled me closer in response, glancing at my face.

"Why did you wait so long to tell him?” I said, turning towards Zarwin. “Why would you leave him in the dark for all of these years? Why wouldn’t you just tell him who you were?”

Zarwin shook his head.

I saw those large eyes darken a few shades.

"No, Dakota,” he said. “I could not. If you understood the nature of the locks better, you would understand why. He would have fought to the death for his lock-holder, whether he wanted to or not. Just like he is now ready to fight to the death for you."

I glanced back at Nik, looking away when I caught his angry look at Ledi.

I admit, it knocked me off-balance, the idea that I was simply the next in a long line of people Nik got confused about. I wasn’t crazy about the idea that he lost his free will through the lock, either. Truthfully, it sickened me. The idea that he would have acted the same towards Ledi or Yaffa or whoever his other two lock-holders had been, bothered me more than I really felt comfortable admitting, even to myself.

Zarwin seemed to read some of that on my face.

“Please do not take offense regarding my comment on the locks,” he added more gently. “Yaffa forced that connection upon him, Dakota. The one he shares with you occurred quite differently, did it not?”

"Leave her alone!" Nik spoke up. “Now! Stop speaking with her!”

When I looked up at Nik that time, he avoided returning my gaze.

He pulled me roughly to him instead, so that my back met his chest. His voice lowered to a growl.

“She will not be swayed by your games,” he said. “You are wasting your time.”

“I am not trying to manipulate her, Jamri!” Zarwin insisted.

“If you really are Razmun, then you know I would never believe that,” Nik retorted, clutching me tighter. “I know what a liar my old friend was. I also remember how much he enjoyed toying with minds, whether morph or human. And how he liked to retain control over the lock-holders of those he wished to influence...”

Zarwin laughed a little, but seemed to concede his point.

“So how do I persuade you then, Jamri?” he said, gesturing with one thick claw. “What must I say, if I cannot reason with you... or your mate?” Zarwin raised an eyebrow. "Are you really trying to convince me that you would go without her? That you would allow your lock-mate to remain here, among these people, without your protection?"

I hesitated, looking between the two of them, distracted again by what I could feel coming off Nik. He still felt angry, but now he felt conflicted, as well. He was unhappy with what Zarwin had told me about the locks. He’d felt my flicker of disgust about that, too.

More than anything, I felt that confusion on him, the pull of loyalties.

"I'll go," I said. Feeling Nik tense, I looked up at his face. "We'll go, Nik. We'll get out of here... away from Palarine, at least. Whether we stay with this jackass or not... that’s up to you. But he's right. We can't stay here."

Nihkil just looked at me.

After another few seconds, his shoulders relaxed in seeming surrender, even as his eyes cleared. He'd decided to follow me... again... or, at least, not to argue. After another pause where he touched my face with his fingers, he nodded.

"Yes," he said. "I agree."

I could feel him wanting to say more to me, but not in front of the others. He looked at Zarwin, his mouth hardening once more.

“I agree,” he repeated.

Zarwin seemed to exhale half the air he held in his lungs.

“Thank you, Dakota,” the other morph said. He sounded like he meant it. “Since you are both seeing reason, let us get on with it. You know the rules, Nik. We cannot let you on board like this. If she can’t deal with it, you’ll need to allow us to do it.”

"Handle what?" I said, looking between them.

Nihkil didn't drop Zarwin’s gaze, but his eyes, if anything, grew blacker.

"Do you agree?" Zarwin prompted.

His tone clearly indicated that Nik had no choice. After a pause, Nihkil glanced at me. His mouth pursed into a frown.

"You have my solemn word, Jamri,” Zarwin said. “Absolutely no harm will come to her. We will make every effort to ensure her comfort. I promise it."

"I don't wish to leave her,” Nik muttered, more to himself than to either of us. “Not even for this."

"You will have to trust me that you will not, Jamri."

"I do not trust you," Nik replied shortly, looking at him.

Zarwin's eyes reacted slightly to the words, turning a darker shade of green. His voice grew more subdued, as well. "Well, then you will simply have to worry yourself for nothing," he said. "I cannot have you on my ship in this condition, Nik. I cannot. Nor would you, if our positions were reversed."

Nihkil turned to me a second time. That time, the look on his face was almost fierce. His words came out somewhere between a plead and a command.

"Close it, Dakota," he told me. "Close the lock. Please."

I stared up at him, not hiding my bewilderment. "I have absolutely no idea how to do that, Nik. You can't possibly think I've been lying all this time––"

"If you don't do it yourself, they will do it for me," Nik said, cutting me off. "They will drug me, in the process. I won't be able to protect you. They will allow me to stay conscious, at least, if the lock is closed... it is morph law."

I couldn’t help but see the desperation on his face.

Even so, there was nothing I could do but shake my head. I felt my own frustration worsen, but I couldn’t give him the answer he wanted.

"Nik," I said. "I want to, but I can't. Is there anything you can tell me, anything that would help me know what to do?"

"Can't you feel it?" he said. "Can't you feel the lock itself?"

And yeah, sure I did.

I felt the lock, or what I thought of as the lock... but it didn’t tell me how to close it, or how to manipulate it any other way, either. I tried to feel it more clearly, while Nik and Zarwin and whoever else watched me. I concentrated on that line from my chest to his, that feeling of being connected to him, but I still couldn’t get any sense of what to do with it. I couldn't even really get a sense of what it attached to, beyond a broader feeling of Nihkil’s body, and a denser feeling of Nihkil himself. Trying to make sense of the mechanism I sensed in that, or what I could actually do with it, felt like trying to catch a fistful of wind.

Eventually, I looked up at him, shrugging helplessly.

There was another silence, then Nihkil nodded.

Taking my fingers in his, he squeezed them gently, then removed his other hand from my shoulder and chest. He stepped away from me then. Walking deliberately in front of me, he faced Zarwin's people openly.

That time, when he nodded, he aimed it at them.

"Fine," he said. "Do it, then."

"Wait!" I took a step forward, trying to put myself back between Nik and them. "Do what? What are you going to do to him?"

"Do not interfere, Dakota," Nihkil warned me.

He moved me carefully but firmly aside, stepping in front of them a second time. That’s when I saw her. A female morph wearing the black uniform of a Pharei soldier stood just to the right of Zarwin.

I watched as she raised her arm so that it hung level with Nihkil's chest.

I stepped forward, intending to get between them again.

I didn’t move fast enough.

A small, square device, similar to a doong but with more features on its hard surface, exploded into life from the palm of the female morph's hand. Lighting up from a deep black to an iridescent blue, it began to vibrate once she pressed something on its underside. Even as my legs jerked me into motion, some kind of net launched towards Nik.

Six pebble-like nodes flew towards him silently, connected to a larger, rounder shape in the middle, and tied together with black snaking wires. They flashed with red and yellow current, lighting up in midair.

Then the entire thing, a kind of disjointed spider web, hit Nik in the middle of his chest.

The force of it also nearly knocked him down. Once attached, all seven of those darker, stone-like shapes, lit up in a reddish-purple color.

Nik’s knees buckled.

I watched in a kind of horrified disbelief as he fell like dead weight, first straight down, then to his back. My reflexes clicked in about a half-second too slow, lurching me towards him, maybe with the thought of catching him, but again, I didn’t manage to reach him in time.

I found myself hanging over him instead, panting, as I watched his body and limbs twitch from where he lay on the tarmac floor. The whole thing happened so fast, I could only stand there at first, my mind blank.

Nik’s face contorted in pain, as if they’d tagged him with a high-voltage electrical prod. I could tell from his eyes that he was losing consciousness, even as his body continued to spasm under the intensity of the charge.

Letting out an angry, frightened yell, I fell to my knees, grabbing hold of the thing on his chest. The thing shocked me... hard enough to knock my hands off him.

When I reached for him again, someone grabbed my arm from behind, twisting it behind my back. I looked up, furious, and found myself staring up at the female morph, who now stood over us, along with Ledi and two others.

“You can touch him,” the female said loudly in Pharize. “But only him... not the device. You will only hurt yourself. You could hurt him, too.”

Panting, I felt my mouth twist in anger.

I was about to yell at her, then thought better of it, and looked down at Nik.

His eyes were already rolling up into his head. I tried grabbing hold of his shoulders, maybe to help him sit up. Again, it was too late; his muscles had already gone soft, and he was too heavy for me to do much with on my own.

I just knelt there, shaking him lightly as his expression smoothed.

Pain lines still lingered around his eyes and mouth, but yeah, I could tell he was pretty much out for the count. All that tension I'd seen as he crossed the hangar with me... all of that life I'd witnessed in his eyes and through the connection between us... that was gone, too. It vanished before I'd really learned to appreciate the difference.

Nik had been himself in that brief period, I knew now... really himself.

The lights in the stones sticking to his chest turned gradually from that blood-red color to a lighter, pulsing blue. Glaring up at the circle of morph surrounding me, I bit my lip in barely restrained fury.

Zarwin alone answered my angry stare. His eyes held a tighter look than before, but he seemed unsurprised by what had occurred.

"It is all right, Dakota," he said. "I will not break my word to him."

"You closed the lock," I said, my voice openly accusing. “You forced it closed.”

"We had no choice," he said. “...So, yes.”

"You could have warned him!" I burst out.

The words weren't adequate, weren't even close to what I'd wanted to say, but I could barely think straight as I looked back at Nihkil.

It didn’t occur to me until later that some part of me had been cut off by that device. I’d been cut off from Nik, in a way that almost hurt. At the time, I just felt angry beyond reason, and confused. Maybe even frightened.

Zarwin seemed to know some of this.

Despite the nonsense of my words, his eyes held only patience. He answered me in that same, maddening, matter-of-fact tone.

"We did warn him," Zarwin said. "You heard me tell him what we would do, Dakota. He knew what my words meant. It is why he asked you to close the lock yourself."

My eyes shifted back to Nik.

His face still carried that look of pain, whatever this jerk-off said about not harming him. I didn't know how the machine worked. All I knew was how it looked... and felt... which was pretty shitty, frankly. It felt like they’d closed his lock with the equivalent of a nail gun.

When I looked up, still gripping Nik’s arms, I wanted to see remorse in their faces, some sense of understanding of what they'd done.

Instead, my angry stare met indifference.

Still, I saw faint whispers of curiosity somewhere in their appraisal, maybe because I was human, or maybe for some other reason. With that curiosity came puzzlement, in lesser and greater amounts... and not a small amount of pity.
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I SAT ON a dark green bench, alone for all intents and purposes.

I found myself chewing on the end of a mong stick, trying to calm my nerves. The habit that had struck me as slightly annoying and weird since I’d first seen the humans on Ledi’s ship doing it, now felt almost familiar... even comforting.

Nihkil sprawled on the padded bench next to me, still unconscious, although I'd seen him stir a few times. Studying his face in the quiet since they'd finally left us alone, I wondered if he'd transitioned his way from being knocked out to just being asleep. The metal net still gripped the front of his chest, the smaller stones pulsing blue as Nik breathed under it. They'd handcuffed his wrists and ankles to the supports under the bench so that his body stretched somewhere in the middle, keeping it roughly balanced on the thick pad.

He didn't exactly look comfortable, though.

That Zarwin guy had overseen it all, watching me warily as his guards did the actual work of bolting Nik down. A few times, I got the sense Zarwin was trying to decide if I might be a threat, or if I could find some way to release Nik if they left me alone with him.

I tried, sure.

Mainly, I tried to get the metal spiderweb off his chest.

In theory, if Nik could transform, then he could take care of the cuffs himself, either by making his arms slim enough to escape, or by breaking the cuffs altogether. If nothing else, he would wake up a lot faster, since whatever had drugged him obviously lived in the lock-closing mechanism, too.

Anyway, I figured I had a better chance of tackling the net, even with its electric shocks, than I did of finding some way to saw through the inch-thick cuffs that circled each of his four limbs. So I removed my jacket and my shirt, wrapping them around my hands and working over Nik in a tank-top bra they'd given me on Palarine and the uniform pants.

It took me about twenty minutes to thread the long-sleeved uniform shirt carefully through the net mechanism well enough to get some leverage. As soon as I tried using that same shirt to pull at the largest stone on the center of his chest, though, Nik let out a low gasp of pain, even unconscious.

All of the smaller stones lit up, too, turning back to that blood-red color.

Within seconds, a series of voices erupted excitedly from the speakers in the wall.

"Do not do that, First Worlder... !" the first began.

"Dakota Mayumi! Stop what you are doing! Stop right now!"

"Do not attempt to remove the device!" a third insisted, more angry than the others. "You are harming Nihkil Jamri! Stop what you are doing at once!"

“...You will seriously injure him if you do not desist!"

At least one of those voices sounded like Zarwin, but I couldn't be sure which one through the distortion of the wall speaker. I found myself obeying the collection of them, though, if reluctantly. The pained look on Nik's face convinced me it wasn't worth experimenting until he was conscious enough to tell me whether or not I might be killing him.

After that long-seeming pause, one of the voices added,

“...Yes. You could kill him. If you are wondering if that is possible."

That voice definitely sounded like Zarwin.

Either way, I now found myself stretched out next to Nik on a second padded bench. Propping my feet on the thick cushion, I sighed in frustration at the featureless ceiling, trying to decide if there was anything else I could do. I really couldn't think of anything.

I doubted I would sleep, but lay there, eyes closed.

At some point, I must have dozed off.

A loud sound woke me up.

When my eyes and head jerked up, the door to the cell yawned open, and four morph stood over our benches. They looked different from the original four who bagged and tagged Nik in that hangar, but like those other four had done, they stared at me more like I was an animal than a person.

I followed their stares to Nik, too, relieved to find him still with me, but more so to find him awake.

Nik’s eyes reflected light, despite their nearly black color. From his expression, he looked as if he was still struggling in some way, maybe even in pain, but clearly, he knew where he was.

I still couldn’t feel him at all through the lock. So I watched him instead, trying to understand his expression.

Then a familiar voice jerked my attention back to the door.

"He's hurting himself," Zarwin said, as he entered behind the guards. "It is partly reflex... an unconscious attempt to free himself of any constraint on his lock. It is also partly Nihki's usual stubbornness when it comes to not getting what he wants...”

Zarwin looked like Ledi again, which actually managed to confuse me a little, especially when he used Ledi’s nickname for Nihkil.

I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around how to think about him. I’d liked Ledi, but I can’t say I’d ever trusted him. This Zarwin guy, I didn’t trust at all... much less Nik’s childhood friend, Razmun, who sounded like a total asshole.

Zarwin smiled at me, almost as if he'd heard my thoughts.

“...For all of his intelligence, Jamri's never been very good at backing down from a fight he's already lost,” he added, glancing at Nik. “Have you, my friend?"

Nihkil didn't answer.

Zarwin smiled again, glancing back at me.

"He is hurting himself," he repeated, his voice more explanatory. "He is trying to morph... to change himself... likely to free himself, so he can maintain the illusion of being able to protect you. The net prevents this, however. Just as it prevented you from pulling it off him earlier."

I didn't let my expression change, other than to give Zarwin a hard stare.

"Ah," the taller morph smiled. "You are protective of him, too. That is very good to see, friend of my friend. Many human lock holders manage to remain quite callous towards their charges... a fact that is quite incomprehensible to us morph, who understand the great gift we have been given, when we are granted control over the abilities of a chosen morph. I appreciate that you are not one of those humans, Dakota Mayumi. It appears our Nik was more discerning in giving himself this time...”

Seeming to notice the anger rising in me at his words, Ledi gave a wave of one hand.

"Please do not be offended by my bluntness, Dakota,” he said. “Despite what you might think, Nik is very dear to me... very dear. I, too, would protect him with my life."

I pretended to ignore the overly familiar tone, although it made me grit my teeth a little.

I glanced at Nik, but his expression remained stone, his mouth a firm line as he stared up at the other man. He still appeared to be in pain, but his eyes shielded it more now. I found myself wondering if he really was actively fighting to get free... or if wanting to change, now that his lock was open under the net, was more like a reflex.

When I glanced back, I caught Zarwin looking between the two of us, his expression puzzled.

"You two really are fascinating," he murmured, his eyes on Nik’s face. "I do wonder if you realize, my human friend, how rare it is for a spontaneous lock-ownership transferral to occur, as it did with you and Nik. Unlike the Pharei, I do not doubt its occurrence. I can see it on the two of you, even now... as plain as I see the stars. I wonder if Jamri wished such a thing to make it so, or if it happened outside of his control, too. Perhaps some more subconscious mechanisms were at work? Beyond him being tired of being yoked to his enslavers, that is...”

I bit my lip to keep from rolling my eyes.

"You really held Nik's lock?" I said. "Before, I mean?"

"I did," Zarwin replied easily. "We grew up together, Nik and I. Did he never tell you of his oldest friend, Razmun? Who tragically died after refusing to respond to the recruitment request by the mammal authorities on our home world? Died of his own stubbornness," he added with a faint smile. "Or so I am told."

“You really do like to hear yourself talk,” I muttered, folding my arms.

Razmun gave me a faint smile.

Even so, his eyes grew a shade cooler.

I found myself reminded of the other time I’d crossed a boundary with him, meaning with General Advisor Ledi. I’d wondered if it was ego at the time, or attachment to the hierarchy under the Pharei. Now I wondered if maybe, in that brief flush of anger, he’d shown me the real person that time, too.

But it’s always easier to pull things apart in retrospect.

“I faked my own death, of course,” Razmun added conversationally, glancing at Nik before his eyes returned to mine. "Personally, I found death infinitely preferable to slavery. I wanted Jamri to come with me. I told him I had a way out of the conscription laws, that I could get us both out, but he refused to accept my offer. Jamri, as he is wont to do at positively the worst times... decided to play it safe.”

Frowning a bit more, Razmun mused, seemingly to himself,

“I've long found it quite an odd paradox, that Nik can use his inherent conservatism to mask and accommodate his darker streak of near-masochism. Even as he uses his more reckless tendencies to the same effect...”

Zarwin met my gaze again, his irises now silver.

"Perhaps a firm hand is needed with him, Dakota?” he smiled. “Perhaps you will be the one to help dear, talented Nihkil to sort out these self-destructive tendencies of his... ?"

Biting my lip, I glanced at Nik.

His face had relaxed somewhat, but he still had a tense look around his eyes as he looked between me and the taller morph. While I got the feeling he wasn't in as much actual pain, I also sensed he still didn’t like me and this Zarwin guy talking.

Whether Zarwin's actual words bothered him, I couldn't tell.

Instead, he seemed to be watching the other man minutely, as if trying to determine his motive for talking to me at all. I also got the impression he was still trying to determine if Zarwin was who he claimed to be. Meaning Razmun. Or maybe Nik had already made up his mind about that, too, and now was trying to determine what to do about it.

“...Do you disagree with my assessment, old friend?" Zarwin asked Nik after another pause.

I felt my jaw harden as I looked between them.

Nihkil himself didn't move, not even to shift the focus of his eyes.

Zarwin's frown deepened. "Jamri," he said. "You cannot remain silent forever. I would much rather we speak civilly about these things, before you make up your mind to try and break my neck the instant I free you from those chains."

When Razmun paused that time, I spoke up before he could go on.

"What do you want from him, exactly?" I said. “Nik. What’s your angle with him?”

Zarwin's gaze swiveled to me, then back to assessing the two of us together.

"Always quick to defend our Nik," he murmured. That time, he said it like it annoyed him. "What makes you think I want something only from him? I took both of you, didn't I?"

"You took me to control him," I said.

Zarwin smiled at that, his expression bemused.

"And if I did?" he said.

"Just answer the question," I said. "What do you want from him?"

Zarwin placed his hands on his hips. "I want my friend, Jamri, to remember that it was him who chose not to accompany me," he said, turning to stare at Nihkil's face. “...Not the reverse. I want him also to remember that if it hadn't been for his decision to go with the mammals in those early days, he would never have been lied to by me. All of these so-called dishonesties and the machinations that followed are nothing more than a product of his refusal to trust me. And his refusal to trust my ability to get him and his family out safely in those years...”

When Nik still didn't speak, the taller morph raised his voice.

“...You said it was for your family, Nik," Zarwin said. "To ensure that the human authorities would have no cause to retaliate, following the lotteries?”

Nik still didn't speak.

Even so, I found myself looking at him, thinking about Zarwin’s words.

“...I admit," Zarwin said, his voice angrier. "That excuse has never fully satisfied me, Jamri. I have always wondered what it is you meant by these words... 'for your family.' Was the reason you gave me even true, I have wondered? It is a question that has plagued me. Did the Malek or the Pharei threaten Nihkil's people... describe brutal penalties that would be visited upon them if he refused to join their armies? Did they threaten him, given his test scores, and his unique proficiency on the gates? Was Jamri afraid to act outside the auspices of the law? Did he fear the repercussions that might occur if the mammals felt slighted?"

Zarwin's irises darkened, as did his voice.

“...Or did he merely hide behind his father and his siblings, pretending they were the reason, when really it was something a bit less noble? Did my friend, Jamri, want to prove himself to the mammals? Always the model student... always the one who did as he was told... no matter who did the telling. Did he wish to impress our enslavers, too? Did they promise him riches? Fame? Many females in his bed?"

I frowned, glancing at Nik again.

When Nik still didn't speak, my frown deepened, right before I looked between the two of them, trying to decide what I was seeing. Some of the fire gradually faded from Zarwin's eyes as I watched. He continued to look at Nik, the expression in his eyes a mixture of frustration and what might have been affection, although he seemed almost to be fighting that, too.

The pause stretched past the awkward point.

Then, General Advisor Ledi seemed to sigh.

"Utag huulerandt...” he muttered, running a hand through his dark brown hair. He sat on the bench across from Nik, staring directly into his face. "Even compared to those in the immortal realm, you are stubborn, Nikhkil Jamri." Lifting his eyes, Razmun added shortly, “...I suppose I shouldn't goad you, knowing it will only make you even less likely to speak freely with me. But I find I can't help myself, Jamri, for I am angry at you, too. Angry that you... of all people... would choose this as your life, given everything we spoke of in our youth."

I glanced at Nik again.

His eyes, now a pale blue, only hardened slightly, still mid-transformation.

I looked back at Zarwin when the other resumed speaking, his hands now clasped between his knees.

“...I suppose I am wasting my time trying to reach you at all," Zarwin grunted. "Given how you have spent your life these past decades. But I admit, I cannot bring myself to simply release you back to your enslavers. Not this time. I must understand first, I suppose. I must understand why you would continue working for them. Why you would continue being loyal and subservient to them... given what they did to those you claimed to love the most. With your family history, Nik, I never thought I'd see the day when you were such a groveling dog to our captors...”

Nik's eyes hardened to glass.

I noticed. He still didn't speak, though, so neither did I.

"What will you do now, Nik?" Zarwin asked. "Can I ask you that, at least? Now that you are no longer needed for the gates, will you continue to beg the mammals for your livelihood? Screwing their females to pass the time, when you are not technically on the clock? If you can't be a gate-shifter for them, will they even want you, Jamri? Is your cock worth so much, do you think? Or do you suppose you could entertain them in other ways, as well?"

Nik flinched at different points in Zarwin's speech, but didn't answer.

I definitely got the sense that some of those flinches were because I sat there, listening to Zarwin’s words.

I got the feeling Zarwin knew that, too.

He smiled faintly.

"Yes," Zarwin said. "I know a lot about your life with the mammals, Jamri. More than you ever told your friend, ‘General Advisor Ledi.’ More than you could possibly guess. And yes, I know you’re aware that the gates being gone has already thrown the morph position with the mammals into question. A panic is underway in the markets for exotic artifacts, of course. But, far, far more than that, there are already murmurings of enforcing the conscription of full-blooded morph into full-time breeding stock. Well, those who will not be used like animals in the field, to sniff out a new gate...”

Zarwin’s words grew bitter toward the end, but then he shrugged, and his voice turned flat again. I saw his eyes continued to scan Nik’s face.

“The more fanatical of the First Worlder humans are in an uproar about this,” Zarwin said, matter-of-fact. “...There is already talk about the ending of the human race. Now that there is less hope of obtaining a fertile cross-breed from within their own species, there is talk of hybrids replacing both the morph and human races. It is thought that hybrids could outnumber fulls as early as sometime in the next three generations...”

My mind chewed over the other morph's words.

I tried to imagine how something like that would go over on Earth.

In a lot of parts of Earth, people could barely handle humans marrying across cultures, much less true cross-breeding with a whole other species. I honestly couldn’t imagine what my home world would do, if we faced the potential dilution of our entire bloodline.

And how the heck did supernaturals fit into all of this?

More hybrids would mean more supernaturals, in terms of pure percentages.

Since Nihkil told me that the supernaturals could reproduce among themselves, but not with any of the other hybrids or full-bloods, soon they would have enough in numbers to be a competing species of their own.

I couldn’t tell where their loyalties lay at all... or if they even had any... but no one seemed to disagree that they were dangerous.

What if the supernaturals decided to wipe out both of their parent species? Since they couldn’t reproduce with either, what did they have to lose?

My attention shifted back to Zarwin, even as he resumed speaking.

"Yes,” he said seriously. “We’ve only begun to see the ripples from those gates being closed, Jamri.” He leaned forward, still clasping his hands, his eyes peering into Nik’s face. "There is much talk about this, Jamri... much talk. There will be bloodshed, too, do not doubt it. The closing of the gates by you, the most obedient and celebrated gate-shifter, is a somewhat stunning concept on its own, Jamri...”

Zarwin’s smile hardened, and that time, I saw a darker anger underneath.

“...All because you developed a crush on a female otherworlder, Jamri, and couldn’t bring yourself to leave her behind. Possibly a female from the very first world of the human race... or so the mammals are saying. But then, they think all of the gates were destroyed when you brought her back. They think the doorways to those other worlds are forever lost...”

Zarwin’s eyes darkened, until they were nearly the same color as Nihkil's.

“...But you and I know better, don't we, Jamri?" he said, softer.

Replaying his words, I found myself staring, first at Zarwin, then at Nik himself.

Nik was looking at Zarwin though, his eyes wider.

“It did not close?” Nik said, as soft as Zarwin.

Zarwin shook his head, once.

“It did not close, Jamri,” Zarwin said.

I saw a frown touch Nihkil’s lips, right before he glanced at me. His eyes held a furtiveness, and it occurred to me suddenly what that meant, too.

“You were going to bring me there,” I said, understanding suddenly. “That’s what you meant, Nik, when you said you might have a way to bring me home. You were going to bring me to the third gate, once we left Palarine.” Thinking about that a few seconds more, I exhaled again, folding my arms. “Vilandt. The third gate is on Vilandt... where the morph live. That’s why you didn’t want me to tell anyone where we were going, isn’t it?”

“It was a long shot, Dakota,” Nihkil blurted. “I didn’t want to speak with you about this... not until I knew if the third gate still existed. The ramifications would be huge, if the information got out. I couldn’t let anyone know what I knew, not before I got us off Palarine. The humans had to believe that all of the gates had been closed. It was the only possible chance I had of dissolving my contract with the Pharei military...” Seeing me frown, Nik added, sharper. “It wasn’t safe for you to know too much, Dakota. They watched us. All the time.”

I nodded, getting it.

I did get it, too.

I felt my mouth tighten, anyway. I honestly wasn’t sure if I wanted to kiss him for having a potentially real means of getting me home... or smack him for not telling me about it. Still, I couldn’t say I wouldn’t have done the same.

Given the circumstances he’d just outlined, anyway.

“You have commandeered this gate,” Nik said, looking up at Zarwin. “You and your morph army? They own this gate now?”

“Yes,” Zarwin said simply. “We do.”

“And you wish... what? For me to gate-shift for you, now?”

Zarwin smiled. I watched him look at Nik silently for a moment, right before he clasped his hands together once more, resting his arms on his thighs.

"Perhaps it will help you decide what to do," Zarwin said. “...If I were to tell you my story, Jamri. Perhaps, if you understood what I have been doing all of these years since we last stood on Vilandt together, you will feel more inclined to trust me. Perhaps you can at least trust that I am telling you the truth about the rest. Am I right about this, Jamri?"

Nik didn't answer.

Even so, I got the distinct feeling, maybe through some remnant of the closed thread between us, that Nik did want to hear Zarwin’s story.

Sighing, perhaps because he saw the same thing in Nik’s face that I did, Zarwin ran a hand through his now-black hair, visibly relaxing. He glanced back just long enough to wave off his guards, grunting a low command in what had to be Dengue.

I watched as the four of them retreated, filing silently out the open door.

Seconds later, that same door melted closed.

"I will begin at the beginning," Zarwin said, still watching Nik gravely. "Which, of course, is near the end of our time together as youth, Jamri. Perhaps some of this will remain familiar to you, however, despite the intervening years...”
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“...THE MANDATORY CONSCRIPTION authority approached me first, as you might remember," Zarwin began.

He leaned back slightly on the bench, resting his weight on his palms.

“...Since they do everything by their books,” he added. “And I was listed as several months older than you, my name came up on their roster first. Whatever they said or did not say to you, Jamri, they did not threaten me, not overtly. Nor did they threaten my family." His mouth thinned before he added, "Of course, it is possible that they did not do this to me because they felt they could not. As you probably remember, my mother was a member of their provisional government, which had already been acknowledged by both the Malek and Pharei governments as legitimate, and thus could not be ignored entirely by the conscription authority, either...”

Pausing more meaningfully, he gave Nik a wry smile.

“...Or perhaps they did not feel I was worth it, Jamri,” he said with a shrug. “Given that my test scores in their colonial schools were mediocre, at best.”

His eyes grew more distant again, as he stared past me and Nik, looking at the far wall.

“They made no mystery of the fact that they had read all of my disciplinary reports,” Razmun added. “...but something in my records, or perhaps simply my friendship with you, Jamri, was enough to convince them that I should take the preliminary gate tests, anyway. Perhaps they thought I'd be one of those to die, on my first pass through, which would handily dispatch a negative influence in their star pupil's life...” Shrugging again, he gave Nik a wry smile. “...Or perhaps they simply didn't care what became of me, Jamri. You might recall that they cared about very few of us, back then...”

I glanced at Nik, but saw no change on his narrow face. If the other morph's words were affecting him, or the emotion now audible in Razmun's voice was affecting him, there was little to indicate that in Nik's expression. Yet, I got the sense it was affecting him, if only by finally convincing him that Zarwin was who he claimed to be.

Or maybe the other morph’s words simply brought back memories that Nik would rather have forgotten.

“...I don't know what they thought, though, Jamri," Razmun continued in the same voice. "They did not tell me anything about why I was chosen. They sent only their low-level bureaucrats to question me for the first round. Either those bureaucrats were told not to tell me anything, or they genuinely knew nothing themselves... at least, not in terms of the Authority’s plans for my use.

“...The only thing I do know is this,” Razmun said, giving Nik a direct look. “By the end of that first meeting, I'd already decided there was no way I could let myself be conscripted. I knew if they gate-tested me, I would likely pass, given our connection. I knew that my passing would also indicate to them abilities well beyond anything my test scores demonstrated. Therefore, I knew I needed to crash the test before they got me anywhere near one of the physical gates...”

"The test cannot be sabotaged," Nik said, blunt. "It is impossible. Hundreds have tried. Thousands, likely."

"It can be done, Jamri," Zarwin said patiently. "I am proof of that, for I am here, instead of leashed to a false human lock-mate, like most of those of our kind. At least those of our kind with the ability to pass through the gates unharmed."

He gazed thoughtfully at Nihkil, his irises the color of brilliant blue sapphires.

"Do you want to know how I sabotaged the test, Jamri?" he said.

"It is not possible," Nihkil said again, his voice vehement. "I took those tests, Razmun... if you are, indeed, him. I remember them well. I was lock-monitored throughout their duration. My emotions were already being tracked and run through the neuro-scanning machines. They monitored every change, every up and down in my mind... all of my vitals. They knew my stats the entire time. They would have picked up on it easily had I been in any way duplicitous. They forced me to transfer control of my lock, prior to––"

"Yes," Zarwin cut in heavily. "Yes, I know all of that, Jamri. They attempted to do all of these sames things to me."

"So how did you––"

"First, I killed the man they lock-bonded me to," Zarwin said.

His words silenced Nihkil as if he'd hit him in the mouth.

“...Well,” Zarwin amended, with a wave of his hand. “I arranged to have him killed... prior to the lock-bond being finalized. I fought to save him, of course, once the lock-bond was complete. I tried to pull in doctors, other morph... my mother. I could not help but do this, as it is our nature to protect our lock-mates with our lives... and I felt such horrible remorse at what I’d done, Jamri. There is no way to describe the pain I underwent... I only hope I never again come close to feeling such a thing. But by then it was already too late. A slow acting poison, you see.”

When the silence stretched, Zarwin went on, his voice sounding tired.

"The day before the live test, I also killed the man monitoring the neuro-scanner. Oslep took his form and pretended to monitor my readings for the test... although, in truth, he monitored a recording we had made of my readings doing a mundane task, the day before." Zarwin hesitated, then added, “...And my sister, Elegrin, took the form of my lock-mate, for the remainder of my time in the exams. Between the two of them, it was enough for me to be able to fail those tests. The death of the man who monitored the neuro-scanner was not discovered until many months later, thanks to Oslep taking his place for that amount of time.”

Zarwin hesitated, meeting Nik’s gaze directly.

“...The man who had been meant to lock-bond with me was missed sooner, and through an unfortunate set of circumstances, his body found,” Zarwin said, his voice somber. “At that time, Elegrin stepped forward and claimed to have had an affair with this man. She claimed he refused to hold her lock, despite his promises, so she killed him in retaliation...”

Another, denser silence fell over the room.

I felt slightly sick through it, although I knew it wasn’t from Zarwin’s words alone.

I got the part about how he’d thrown his own sister to the wolves to save his ass, but I didn’t really get why it made me feel as if something had just crawled inside me and died... not until I got a good look at Nik’s face.

His expression hit me like a razor blade to the heart, making it clear that, whatever I felt right then, I was feeling a good chunk of it through him. That feeling made it to me through whatever barrier that thing on his chest might have erected between us... which meant it probably would have flattened me, if the net hadn’t been there.

The expression Nik wore was one I'd never seen on him before. It was one of intense physical pain... mixed with a grief so strong he couldn’t mask or mute it in any way.

"You must know," Nihkil said thickly. "They killed her for this."

"I do know that," Zarwin said heavily. "Yes, Jamri. I know. You must know that I did not ask her to do this for me...”

"Yet you let her do it. You did not step forward... refute her tale."

"I did not ask her to do it!" Zarwin repeated.

"Then why would she?" Nik snarled.

"You know Elegrin,” Zarwin said, sighing. “She did it to protect me. If I had refuted her tale, they would simply have killed both of us. Or else forced both of us into reprogramming... and probably slavery on the gates."

Nihkil stared at him, his eyes holding a near hatred.

"You must have known she would do this!” Nik said. “You should have stopped her! You should have done whatever you had to do to stop her from this! I had thought she betrayed me! I blamed her for this! I severed all ties with her, even before they killed her!"

"Yes, Jamri, I know." Zarwin looked at him, and that time, I found myself believing the emotion in his stare, even as I had to fight the urge to jump to my feet and punch him in the face. "I know there is no possible way you could forgive me for this, Jamri, but I ask you to hear me, at least. I did not ask this of her... I would never have asked such a thing of her, even if she had not belonged to you. I would not have."

Nik did not speak, nor lower his gaze.

I found I was holding my breath as I looked at him, unable to stop that pain worsening in my chest. It got so bad, I had to fight just to remain silent, my hands curled into fists on either side of me on the padded bench.

I don’t think I’d ever felt anything that hurt so bad before. It was like something rotted there, making me sick and angry and intensely sad. It wasn’t mine, not really, but I couldn’t get away from it, either. I couldn’t make myself feel it less.

"By the time I heard of what she’d done, I was already off-world," Zarwin added. Not a trace of self-defense lived in his voice or expression. "I heard of all of this months after it occurred... months after I heard of you breaking off your engagement to Elegrin. Months after she had already been killed by the Authority, Jamri."

Nik still didn't speak.

He only stared up at the other, that dense feeling in his eyes.

“...I had already been declared dead by then, too," Razmun sighed. "Again, with Elegrin’s help. She lock-bonded with me to remove all trace of you, so that you would not feel the change. Then she organized some of the others to take turns being my corpse...”

"What was it that we buried, then?" Nik said. "What did we mourn that day for the rituals, Razmun... ?"

The other morph shook his head, but I saw that pained look briefly color his expression.

"That was another who offered themselves, Jamri,” Razmun said, quieter. “He took my form and died in it, so there would be no one to question it later."

"Who?" Nik demanded, his voice like broken glass.

"You already know who, Jamri," Razmun said, his voice heavier than before. "Who else could it have been? Who disappeared during the purges that occurred on our camps that year? Who would have offered such a thing, given who he was to both of us... what he knew and believed about the oracle's words about me? Who else had the weight and the height to imitate mine well enough to fool my family? To fool you, Jamri... ?"

The silence thickened.

When I looked at Nihkil that time, I was shocked to see tears in his eyes.

They had turned a pale brown by then, but the pain they held was too intense for me to look at for long. I had to fight not to touch him, but something told me not to do that, either.

"It was Dulei?" Nik said. "You killed Dulei, too? Because he believed that damned oracle?"

"Yes," Zarwin said, meeting Nik’s gaze. "Yes. It was Dulei."

"So you harm both of our families... kill two of our purebloods... all so you can play terrorist on the Outer Rim?" Nik said. "Who are you, Razmun? What happened to you, that you could be the same person I knew, and also the monster who would allow this to happen?”

That time, the silence seemed to densify around the three of us.

When the larger morph spoke next, his words came out with a near violence, making me jump, in spite of myself.

"I had a different plan, Jamri!" Razmun said, hitting the edge of the bench with his flat palm. He stared at Nihkil, his eyes nearly black, pulsing with color as they changed. "I never intended for things to unfold in this way! I had intended for you and I to leave, Jamri... together! Through the gate... the third gate... exactly the way we talked about! We had promised one another that we would never be slaves, Jamri, that we would never scrape and bow like the others. We had been saying we would do this, that you would help me with my task, ever since we were children, Jamri! Why do you ask me these questions, as if those things never happened?"

"That was all words!" Nihkil snarled back, half rising from the bench, or as far as the cuffs would allow. "It was children's talk! Do you not know the difference?" His voice rose. “...You do not risk your own family... or mine... with the talk of children! With the fantasies and the illusions of grandeur that children indulge in!"

"Don't give me that shit, Nik... you were there. You heard what the oracle said!"

"I've heard many things in my life, Razmun!" Nik leaned harder on the chains, until they seemed about to cut his flesh. "None of them would cause me to allow my own blood to be killed! None of them would so dazzle me and flatter my person that I would pretend that reality no longer pertained to me! That my actions no longer had consequences to anyone but myself!" When the other morph only shook his head, eyes angry, Nihkil raised his voice. "You had to have known there would be casualties, Razmun! No one could possibly be so stupid as to think they could attempt such a thing without harm!” His words grew cutting. “What? Does it not count when that harm is to someone besides yourself?"

"Don't go there, Jamri... I mean it."

"You left me to clean up your mess!" Nihkil snarled. "You left it with me, Razmun! To promise myself for the rest of my life to make up for the lives you destroyed! While you ran off to secure your fame and glory... all because some oracle when we were children gave you an excuse!"

"Jamri... both of us said, from the beginning...”

"Because we were children! Children are stupid, Razmun. They think only of themselves! We did not realize the implications of our words... what it would actually mean for our families! Children are ignorant of the way of the worlds. All morph go through the conscription tests, Razmun! All morph! Did you really think you would be able to escape this on a child's dream?"

There was a silence, that one more final-feeling.

In it, I could only stare at Nihkil, barely recognizing him.

Not only did I not know the look on his face, but I didn’t recognize anything else I could see on him, either... his heaving chest, the flushed cheeks, the almost overwhelming emotion in his eyes... emotion I couldn't even catalogue in its entirety.

I wouldn't have known him as the same person in those few moments, certainly not as the person I'd first gotten to know on the ship, the one I used to jokingly accuse of being more than half robot. I could barely remember how his face looked back then, especially while looking at this man, who strained against the thick cuffs that held him to the bench, his face overwhelmed with feeling.

It hit me, maybe for the first time, that Nik really had changed.

I still doubted I was the main cause for that change, but I had to admit, looking at him now, that he was different.

"I am sorry for hurting you, Jamri," Razmun said quietly. "I know I cannot truly apologize for Elegrin... nor for Dulei. I will not even try. I just thought you deserved to know the truth about what happened to them... and the truth of Elegrin's feelings for you." He met Nik's gaze, his eyes a pale blue. "She never betrayed you, Jamri. She loved you until the end."

"She let me believe she had...”

"She loved you," Razmun said simply. "She merely believed that my escape mattered more. She believed the oracle... and she sacrificed herself for our people." His voice lowered, but its edge returned, barely perceptible. "Condemn me for being a child all you want, Jamri... I do not care. But respect Elegrin. Respect her beliefs. She did not just do it for me. She did it for all of us. She believed the oracle... just as I did. Just as you once did, Jamri. She believed the oracle that I was chosen to lead the rebellion to free us from slavery...”

Nihkil's expression remained hard, but conflict sparked in his eyes.

It was faint, but I couldn’t help but see it.

I found myself looking at him, trying to decide what he was thinking.

Clearly, Zarwin's words affected him, but I still couldn't tell in precisely what way. Nik was angry at the other morph, sure. He felt betrayed, some measure of disgust, grief, perhaps even a hatred for the story Razmun had told him... but something else lived in his eyes, too.

Perhaps it was simply doubt, the lingering memory of having once shared the man's beliefs.

Or perhaps it was the faint whisperings of the loyalty he’d previously given to Razmun, back when the other morph held his lock.

Whatever it was, it made me nervous.

I didn't like the hold this man and his story had over Nik. I definitely didn't like the idea of Nik being recruited into some radical revolutionary kick with quasi-religious overtones.

As I thought it, Nihkil looked at me.

For a moment, his eyes lost some of their fire.

Not all of it, but the hardest of its edges, maybe.

It occurred to me in that split second that I was afraid for him. This Razmun guy wanted to own Nik, the same way the Pharei had owned him. The same way the Malek tried to gain control over him on Trinith. If Razmun's story was even half true, people had been trying to control and own Nik pretty much since he was a kid.

When I glanced at Razmun next, he was staring at me, a frown on his lips.

I didn't drop my gaze but stared back at him, for the first time feeling an overt hostility towards him. I’d made up my mind. This asshole was bad news.

In fact, I was pretty sure he was a full-blown sociopath.

Razmun seemed to note the change in my eyes, right before he nodded, looking away.

"That is only part of the story I wanted to tell you, Jamri," Razmun said. "What happened after that is more important, I think. And more relevant to your situation now."

Nihkil looked away from me, focusing back on his childhood friend. The hostility in his own eyes sharpened slightly, but that calmer look remained with him, too, the one that had arisen not long after he first looked at me.

Somehow, that reassured me. A little, anyway.

"I will not work for you, Razmun," Nihkil said, his voice cold.

I felt myself exhale in relief.

Razmun gave each of us a piercing look. "That is your decision, Jamri... just as it was your decision all of those years ago. However, I think you should hear me out before you give me your final answer...”

"There is no need," said Nihkil, his voice final.

Sighing again, I reached over, taking Nik’s hand.

He clasped my fingers back just as strongly, but his expression didn’t change as he stared at Razmun’s face.

"As you say," Razmun said, giving us each a conciliatory nod. "But Jamri, you should know that we have stabilized the third gate." He paused to let his words sink in, still watching Nihkil's face. "Prior to the closing of the other two gates, we had already begun collecting intelligence in the hope of calibrating ours with one or both of them."

Pausing again, Razmun gave me a somewhat apologetic look.

"In fact, we think it is possible that we are the reason for the cross-over in streams between those two other portals... as well as their resultant closing."

"Wait. What?" I spoke before I knew I intended to, my voice sharp as I stared between them. "You’re the reason the gates closed? Not the fact that I managed to pass through the danged thing in the first place?”

Razmun sighed, swiveling his gaze back to me. "It is possible, yes."

"Possible?"

"The timing of events, is, at the very least, highly suspicious." Razmun gave me another of those piercing looks. "Although the same could be said of your appearance here, I suppose."

"So you opened this third gate...” I prompted.

"We did not open it," Razmun corrected. "The gates are a natural occurrence, Dakota. We were, however, able to stabilize its manifestation to a single physical location." He glanced again at Nik. "When we found it as children, it would move... do you remember, Jamri? Every day, we had to begin by finding it anew, before we could attempt to ride it...”

When Nihkil didn't answer other than to frown, Razmun shrugged in my general direction. "Prior to the other two gates closing, we had begun to map the stream of the third gate,” Razmun said. “We had also begun to attempt repeatable jumps, to verify coordinates. We had begun to explore the worlds on the other side. We had already started to create a meta-design for the rhythms of the gate's wave...”

"What does that mean?" I cut in.

Nik answered me, instead of Razmun.

"It is what the humans do, Dakota," he said, glancing at Razmun. "From the beginning, we have helped the humans build maps. They used morph for exploration, yes, but the main function of passing through the gates was to verify coordinates along the stream and to determine the age and basic location of portals on the other side. Part of this was to determine the layout of the meta-structure for the wave, as Razmun says... meaning the overall logic pattern of the strands making up the wave's core."

At what must have been a puzzled look from me, Nihkil waved dismissively.

“...In terms of exploration, we had a list of questions we were attempting to answer for each world we visited,” Nik continued. “Partly this was to determine any possible links to an earlier human settlement... earlier than those here, I mean... which might help them trace their way back to a First World. Partly, it was to create a resource map along with the locational one, so that they could later determine which of these worlds might be useful to the civilizations here. Not only because a given world had something they wanted... but for potential settlement and colonization purposes, as well. So a map of viable worlds was also created, as a separate part of that overall map of ages, locations and other pertinent details of worlds...”

Glancing at Razmun, Nik shrugged again.

"The other reason morph were deemed ideal for exploration is the simple fact that we can transform,” he added. “That includes transforming into lifeforms that do not require oxygen, or that require some other substance to survive. Even so, many morph were lost to worlds that did not have breathable air in any of the forms for which they already had patterns memorized. Between that, and the limited number of shifts most morph can accomplish before gate-sickness sets in, the humans have long been concerned about keeping enough gate-shifters on the rotations to maintain regular exploration." Nik gave me another half-shrug, his eyes expressionless. "They hoped that, in time, they would find a way to get humans through the gates... maybe even through selective hybridization. They knew that these maps would then take on a much different significance to the human race...”

Again glancing at Razmun, Nik let his voice grow matter of fact.

"The process was fairly straightforward,” he told me. “The human technicians would pinpoint a location within the stream. They would then have one of the gate-shifters visit that location, utilizing a preliminary shift before an attempt at full mapping. The gate could only be used for one jump at a time, and generally, we had a time limit to complete our reconnoissance on the ground or there was a risk of the wave destabilizing for that particular portal. Once we had returned to this dimension, our human handlers would lock down another location on the stream, and repeat the process, jumping another morph or the same morph into the next world they discovered."

"Did they have any kind of timeline on when they'd be taking humans through the streams?" I said. "How close were they?"

Nihkil shook his head. "Not close, Dakota. Despite many tests with a number of different hybridization combinations, no human has been documented as having survived a jump... even going only one way." He gave me an apologetic look. "Well... only one human has been documented as surviving a jump, and that information is considered unreliable by most."

Glancing at Razmun, Nik tightened his fingers around mine.

"Every other human who has attempted the gates has died,” Nik said frankly. “Several disappeared entirely... unable to be found even when a morph went through subsequently to try and retrieve the body."

"But how did they explore the gates before?" I said, frowning. "Before they stumbled upon the morph, I mean?"

"They didn't," Nihkil said. "They were not even aware of the functionality of the gates prior to sending through the morph. Remember, only about sixty percent of morph can survive even a single navigational shift through the gates. Fewer than twenty percent can navigate more than fifteen shifts without preliminary symptoms of gate-sickness. Before they learned of morph’s ability to traverse the gates, the humans knew only that the gates involved a spacial-temporal anomaly of some kind... or vortex. They also knew that attempts to ride that vortex killed human beings, without exception. Sending our people through was merely an experiment... one they had assumed would fail."

I folded my arms, feeling my face tighten.

"Nice," I muttered.

"Morph life was not valued much at the time," Nik said, shrugging. "The success of that initial portal jump is what first caused humans to value us more... if for the wrong reasons. Still, in the short term, it was deemed a reprieve by most of us. They stopped killing our people, at least as a matter of policy."

Pausing, Nik added,

"That inability of humans to travel the gates is also why many believe you must be from the First World, Dakota. Conversely, it is equally why many suspect that the story about how I found you is a lie. They think that either I never jumped, or that I entered into some agreement with the Malek to make it appear that you arrived with me at the gate on Trinith. They believe you never passed through the gates at all...”

"Or that you are part or full morph," Razmun added dryly. “...Which was the real reason they insisted on gathering bio-samples from you for so many months, Dakota.”

Nihkil ignored him, still looking only at me.

"The two gates, they were determined to be a disharmonious pair,” Nik said, his eyes on mine. “...Meaning, they did not open out into the same set of worlds, Dakota. Whether, between them, those gates covered a large or small percentage of the existing dimensional worlds, was never determined. It was never even determined if all of the worlds we found through the two gates existed on different dimensional planes. The constellations have not all been verified as belonging to galaxies other than this one. The humans do not have adequate technology to determine every configuration that could be seen from different parts of this physical universe... much less whether some of these gate-shifts constituted temporal jumps alone, meaning forward or backwards in time within this same physical reality...”

Pausing again, Nik touched my arm with the hand not holding mine.

"All that is known for certain is this,” he said. “The maps that the Malek and the Pharei were building... they did not match. None of the worlds were the same. None of the images recorded or experiences or civilizations or resources recorded matched across more than a thousand worlds explored between them. Most of them did not even share constellations, not well enough to pinpoint their exact location in relation to one another."

I noticed that Razmun was listening attentively to Nihkil now, too, a sharper glint in his eyes. Something about that look made me uneasy.

"And this third gate?" I said to Nik. "You went through that one, too, didn’t you? Was it also 'disharmonious' with the other two gates?"

Razmun answered that time, before Nik could.

"We do not know its exact relation with those two gates," Razmun said. "We have only been mapping for a few decades now, unlike the hundreds of years of mapping conducted by the Pharei and the Malek... and...”

Razmun hesitated, glancing at Nik, his eyes sharp.

“...We do not have direct access to the maps of either the Pharei or the Malek,” he added. “Nor have we had direct access to anyone who’s traversed either gate, since both human militaries guard their gate-shifters closely, even after they are retired from active duty. Anyway,” Razmun shrugged. “Most of those who are retired, have done so due to gate-sickness, and often die within a year of retirement. As Jamri here knows."

Pausing on that, Razmun added, his voice lighter,

"We do have one piece of information that might interest both of you. According to intel I was able to gather as General Advisor Ledi, at least three worlds that were charted by the human powers also can be reached by the third gate. One of those was a world discovered by the Malek, entitled YZ-248. The other two are worlds you explored, Jamri... one they named ‘Ikraine’ and the other, ‘Nuremqi-6.’ All three worlds are accessible by the gate on Vilandt."

Nihkil turned, staring at Razmun. “You are certain of this?"

Razmun gave an elaborate shrug. "It is a larger gate, Jamri. From what we’ve been able to determine, it also has a more complex meta-structure. The wave contains at least three times the strands of either the Malek or the Pharei gates...”

"It goes to both?"

"It appears it does, yes." Razmun's eyes lit up, holding more of an inner fire. "Of course, we can never know that for certain, not now. Not without a gate-shifter familiar with at least one of the maps used by the Malek or the Pharei."

Again the loaded pause.

In it, Razmum appeared to be studying Nik's face.

"I have been attempting to obtain copies of the maps for over a decade now," Razmun added. "The humans have been very astute about protecting them, even from their own people. The Pharei, in particular... they have their gate maps broken out into segments, protected with several encryption sequences that my morph have yet to crack. As a result, I have glimpsed portions of these maps, through various machinations as General Advisor Ledi, but not enough to do a true comparison with our findings on the third gate."

Razmun’s eyes sharpened once more on Nik's. "So you might understand why we would find your assistance in this matter valuable, Jamri... ?"

"I don't have the maps." Nik glanced at me, his expression taut, before looking back at Razmun. "I never have. You'd be a fool to think they would grant me access to such a thing, given what I am."

"Yet, I am not such a fool, Jamri," Razmun broke in, his eyes holding a warning. "You have jumped for them hundreds of times. Even if you are telling me the entire truth about your access to the maps, which I happen to know you are not... you would at least have a basic understanding of the meta-wave for the Pharei gate. You would also know those pieces that you, yourself, had collected and verified."

Razmun paused again meaningfully.

“...And, as I said, I happen to know that you are lying, Jamri. You did gain access to the Pharei map. I know this, because Yaffa told me as much. I was also one of those who helped to convince him not to have you killed for breaking into their data banks in the first place...”

I glanced at Nik in surprise.

Nik didn’t meet my gaze.

He stared at Razmun instead, his now-light blue eyes the color of ice.

"How do you know these things?" Nihkil said. "Yaffa would never have told you that... not willingly. How did you get this information, Razmun?"

"Let’s just say I took pains to ensure I always had some measure of leverage over your old lock-holder, Jamri,” Razmun said grimly, his eyes darkening in the pause. “Let us also say, also, that I had my own reasons for ensuring that Yaffa did not have unchecked control over your person... and that I always ensured I had a number of supernaturals on the payroll, as well."

Razmun’s voice sharpened, holding a denser thread of anger.

“I would never have willingly allowed a piece of excrement like that to own you completely, Jamri,” Razmun said. “Not without some check over his powers.”

When Nik looked away, his mouth taut, Razmun merely shrugged.

"So, now you know,” he said. “And you can no doubt guess the deal I might wish to offer you, Jamri. We need that map... as much of it as you can give to us. In return, we offer sanctuary for you and your lock-mate. We also offer our assistance in relocating both of you out of danger of your human masters. We will send your precious Dakota all the way back to her home world, Jamri, if both of you so desire. Or, if you would prefer it, she may stay with our people. I will personally guarantee that your mate would be inducted into our families formally, if the two of you so desire it... through marriage, through motherhood, or through whatever else you would like to do to tie her to us."

Nihkil's frown deepened, right before he looked at me.

I could tell he wanted to talk to me, but not in front of Razmun.

Anyway, I didn’t know enough about the gates to have much of an opinion about whether Razmun might be lying... or even why. When Nihkil continued to look at me, I could only shrug, my eyes blank.

But Razmun had clearly been watching us look at one another, too.

“How does that sound to you, Dakota?” Razmun said, his voice polite. “You had said before that you wished to go home, did you not?”

I gave him a flat look. "How does it sound to me? It sounds like you get a lot more out of that deal than Nik does," I said, squeezing Nik’s fingers in my own. “It also sounds like an easy deal to pretend you’re honoring, when you’re really not.”

Nik made a humorless sound.

When I glanced at him, I saw a faint smile on his lips.

"Does it?" Razmun said, giving me a flint-like look. "Clearly, you must not understand the reality of you and Nik's current predicament, Dakota."

"Maybe,” I said. “But I think I get it pretty well, Raz... or Zarwy, or whatever you go by. All of this still seems pretty convenient for you. Convenient enough to sound pretty far-fetched. The gates being closed... the destruction of that Malek ship over Trinith. The terrorist attacks on Palarine. You showing up, right in the nick of time, to 'rescue' us from the evil humans...”

Razmun's eyes sharpened.

I saw a vague appreciation there, too, along with a more measured look that seemed to be meant as a half-assed compliment.

Both irritated me.

"You don't intend to let Nik go at all, do you?" I said. "This is all part of your glorious revolution... your attempt to rewrite history in favor of your stupid prophecy?"

Razmun's smile widened. "There is a fine line between coincidence and prophecy... wouldn't you say, Jamri?"

Nihkil didn't answer, not even when I looked at him.

Even so, I saw irritation rise to his eyes.

When neither of them broke the silence, I did.

"Prophecy? Seriously?" I said, still looking between them. "Meaning what? Is this about having leverage over the humans... the fertility issue? Are you thinking you can get them to play ball on your political demands, if you control the only remaining gate?"

Giving a humorless laugh, I snorted.

“...Or are you thinking you can wait out the demise of the human race altogether?” I said. “Wait for the mixing of blood to become so pervasive that the human-morph problems just magically disappear? Because in the history of my world, intermarriage and whatnot didn't really do jack-all, in terms of fixing the fundamental problem. People just found different ways to slice up the pie...”

"That's not what he means, Dakota," Nik said.

When I glanced over, I saw Nik’s eyes trained densely on Razmun.

"It's not what you mean," Nik repeated, still looking at the other morph. "Is it Razmun?"

"No, Nik," Razmun said. "You know it is not."

"Then what?" A faint alarm reached my voice. "What does he mean?" I said, aiming the question back at Nik.

"He wants to leave," Nik said, his voice still flat. "He thinks, once I hand him the gate map, he can find a dimension that contains no humans at all. Whether we go with him or not is immaterial, as long as the third gate does not survive his departure.”

"What?" I turned, staring at Razmun. “Is that true?”

"Jamri is half-right,” Razmun said, his light gray eyes focused on Nik. "I will let you go wherever you like, Dakota, just as I agreed.”

"But me," Nihkil said, his voice heavier. "You want me to go with you."

"With all of us, Nik," Razmun said. "Yes, I'm afraid I must insist on that point. I will not lose you again, Jamri."

"All of us... ?" I said. "All of us, who? You mean your followers?"

Both morph looked at me, as if confused by my words.

Nihkil frowned, his eyes like flint chips. "No, Dakota," he said, training that harder look on Razmun. "Not only his followers. All of my people. He wants all of the pure-blood morph to leave this plane of existence, and never come back. Isn't that right, Razmun?"

"Yes, Nik," Razmun said, smiling. "Yes... that's exactly right."
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THE PLANET OF RAIN AND MOUNTAINS
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THE TRIP TO Vilandt seemed to take forever, yet somehow, no time at all.

Meaning, most days, I had absolutely nothing to do. Nihkil slept on the bench next to me, and usually, I just lay there beside him, unable to scrape up enough interest or enthusiasm to even glance at the portable monitor Razmun gave me.

Well, not for the first week, anyway.

At the end of that week, something in my mind or motivation changed.

Without really thinking too much about why, I buried myself in research. I read and watched everything I could get my hands on... on the gates, on Vilandt, on the morph, the locks, supernaturals, the histories of the Malek and the Pharei and their never-ending wars, and any news or military reports I could find on the terrorist Zarwin.

Given the sheer volume of data, a lot of it probably blurred in terms of specifics, but over time, a clearer picture began to emerge of our current situation.

I learned that Zarwin had, indeed, killed women and children... a lot of them, like Nihkil had said. He'd claimed responsibility for hits on perimeter colonies of both the Malek and the Pharei, and most of those casualties had been civilians.

He'd also claimed responsibility for the recent bombing of the Council chambers on Pharei. Razmun admitted that one point blank when I asked, although he also claimed he never would have allowed me or Nihkil to be in real danger.

Having seen the effects up close and personal, I didn’t find his words all that reassuring.

I talked to Zarwin about Ledi, too, and heard the story about how he'd been working both sides of the fence, just as Nik had been accused of doing.

Ledi had killed that Malek who tried to buy Nik, mainly to keep him from spilling the beans on Ledi’s own relationship with the Malek hierarchy. He also informed me of deals he had going as Zarwin with the morph authority on Vilandt, and a few he’d arranged as Ledi with human rebels on Outer Rim worlds. All his explanations did was blur the lines even more, in terms of bad guys versus good.

As far as I could tell, Nik and I were pretty much on our own.

I found myself thinking about the third gate a lot, and what Razmun claimed he wanted from Nik. I couldn't quite make myself believe that Razmun’s intention to keep Nik with him stemmed purely from either racial solidarity or nostalgia, although the morph leader seemed to have both in abundance. Of course, whatever his slogan-y-sounding pitch, I had no way of assessing his true feelings for Nik, even if I strongly suspected this was just another game he was running, trying to manipulate Nik into doing what he wanted.

Heck, I wasn’t even sure the two things were mutually exclusive.

For all I knew, he'd kill Nik once Nik delivered on his intel from the Pharei gate. More likely, he’d keep him on for his skill as a gate-shifter. Maybe he wanted Nik’s help mapping the gate streams from that other world, once they found a place to relocate the morph race out of humanity's reach. Would Razmun bring supernaturals with them, too?

He might, I decided, if he thought they’d be useful, as they undoubtedly would be.

What about the other hybrids, though? Somehow, I doubted any of them would make the final list of the chosen.

The concept still boggled my mind a little, truthfully.

Did Zarwin... or Razmun... really intend to relocate his entire species? If so, how? How would he gather all the full-blooded morph currently owned by humans? Or would he leave most of them behind, as race traitors or whatever else, for allowing themselves to be “recruited” in the first place? He didn’t seem to have a lot of empathy for Nik and others of his kind, who’d opted to follow the law and allow themselves to be conscripted into service.

More pressingly, how would Razmun keep the humans from eventually finding the third gate? How would he keep them from sending their own morph through, once they had found it? Would they leave someone behind to destroy the gate? Or would they simply go to a world that humans would find inhabitable?

If the latter, where did that leave me and Nik?

And, more selfishly, if Nik left with the other morph, where did that leave me, stuck in this dimension without him? Would Razmun really let Nik take me home? And if I made it home in one piece, after all of this shit... would that connection between me and Nik remain, even through the distance of a dimensional-temporal shift?

If so, would I simply have to wait until Nihkil met someone else, someone he'd rather have as a lock-holder, with me out of the picture? Or would I spend the rest of my life connected to Nik? I had a feeling that wouldn’t do much for my love life back home, if so. I already knew from our stint on Palarine that it wasn't exactly fun, being with Nik but not.

Could I really contemplate going with him, though, assuming that was even an option?

The thought of being surrounded by non-humans for the rest of my life, on some strange, new world that likely had no civilization to speak of, didn’t exactly sound fun to me, either. Could I really imagine myself as some new world colonist, living like the covered wagon people did, or worse? I'd read enough about those times to know it wasn’t much of a party.

I also knew how many of them died young deaths.

They died because they couldn't figure out how to grow food, or catch food, or trap food, or find food. They died because the winter killed them, or because the summer killed them, or because other humans killed them, or wild animals. They died of bad water, exposure, unfamiliar diseases, poisonous plants, infections, allergies, or inclement weather.

They died because they didn't have all of the safety nets of a civilized world... safety nets that were developed over time to keep people alive.

So yeah, going with Zarwin’s merry band of terrorist-slash-colonists didn't appeal to me at all, even assuming they didn't pick a place that would kill me upon arrival.

Truthfully, none of the possibilities appealed to me much.

Well, except one, and I wasn’t ready to broach that subject with Nik.

I didn't want to ask Nik what he thought at all right now, honestly, not when I knew every word would be heard by Zarwin and his robot-like followers. I knew Nik probably hadn't asked the question of me for the same reason.

That, or maybe because he already knew what I'd say.

Maybe it was thinking about all of these things that made the trip go fast... in the ways it did go fast, that is. I was conscious of when they slowed the ship for course changes by dropping out of the field they used to create wormholes, or whatever it was that Nik tried to explain to me about their engines.

Even so, it took me by surprise when Zarwin came to tell us that his pilots were currently navigating the asteroid field that cluttered the orbit of Vilandt.
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WHAT SEEMED LIKE only a few hours after that, I found myself standing at the top of a long, narrow ramp, looking down over an underground hangar.

The ramp slanted steeply down from the ship, but it was no where near as long nor as narrow nor as slippery-looking as the one I'd faced upon landing on Palarine.

The real difference was the view, though.

Everything I could see breathed with some kind of primordial life.

Stained with mold and water deposits, the curved, stone walls looked about as different from the hangars of Palarine as they possibly could have, despite the fact that both settlements lived primarily underground.

On Vilandt, I found myself in the equivalent of a giant animal burrow.

Instead of a blood-red sky, a mosaic of tiles curved across a high-ceilinged but strangely quiet space. People bustled on the ground around and between numerous ships, but the sound carried strangely, making voices echo as if underwater, in a way that retained that feeling of overarching quiet. Fading but still-colorful murals covered the tile and rock walls, while rows of gray and drab-looking ships covered the hangar floor itself. A further scattering of one- and two-person kiosks dotted the floor between ship slots.

The presence of those kiosks, along with people walking around in more nondescript clothes, gave the whole hangar a more “Earth-like” feel than any place I’d seen up until then... although, in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

I watched as a few crew-person types walked away from the nearest kiosk, carrying what looked like dripping water skins, along with a few bags of what might have been grain.

So yeah, probably food.

I figured those must be supply-stations then, rations for travel for shorter trips, versus stuff for people newly arriving here.

Although, they could have carried both things, I supposed.

The hangar's ceiling stretched to a dizzying height, but it didn't carry the sense of space that the landscape of Palarine had; instead, it made me think of the dank, aged and mysterious flavor of an old pirate cave.

I ended up with a mental picture in my head that combined amusement park rides with a trip I'd once made to Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico with Jake and my mom.

I didn't look away from the hangar until Nik was led out.

I no longer saw the net thing on his chest, and the binders had been removed from his wrists and ankles. He also seemed to be walking better, so the majority of his injuries must have healed. Although he looked stronger than I’d seen him since we first arrived on Palarine, he blinked around at the dim space like a mole entering the sunlight after weeks underground.

Reaching out, he grasped my hand once he got close enough, holding me firmly in his fingers.

"Are you all right?" he said.

I nodded, feeling my own relief in that simple touch, more than I felt comfortable showing, at least right there. I squeezed his fingers back, even as I returned my gaze to the hangar, trying again to get a sense of the place.

It struck me, looking around, that most of my impressions were positive so far. It also struck me, as I looked around, that Nik had grown up here.

This wasn't a strange place to him. It was home.

I glanced at him as I thought it, and he gave me a faint smile.

“Yes,” he said. “It is true.”

"Is it good?" I said. "To be back, I mean?"

He didn't answer me, but I felt a deeper flush of warmth off his skin, strong enough to warm my cheeks. I couldn't interpret the meaning behind it exactly, but I felt the reassurance there, along with a flood of affection for which I didn’t know the precise cause. Whatever it was, the intensity and transparency of feeling coming off Nik managed to embarrass me.

Not really in a bad way, though.

My embarrassment didn’t seem to bother Nik at all, in any case.

Glancing dismissively at Razmun on my other side, Nik began to walk.

He aimed his feet directly down the steep ramp, taking me with him.

I followed willingly enough, happy to be moving, clunking along down the ridged metal on the heels of my Pharei military boots. I found it strangely easy to relax into the rhythm of Nik's stride, as though we'd walked hand-in-hand together for years, instead of the maybe three or four times that had actually happened since I’d known him.

No one stopped us.

Instead, Razmun’s guards followed us, but at a distance. Despite the room they gave us, they all still struck me as being a little too focused on Nik.

I decided to ignore that, too... and them.

Truthfully, I felt pretty good.

The land of Vilandt had broken my mood in a way that a thousand virtual landscapes, historical recreations and three-dimensional topographical maps never could have. Zarwin must have known that somehow, since he invited me to join him on the observation deck as his ship got ready to break atmo. He explained they would need to ready Nik for being moved, anyway, so I might as well get a look at the planet from the air.

Since they’d already taken Nik back to the med labs, presumably to uncuff him, remove that net thing and get him to walk around enough to ensure his limbs were all still in working order, I agreed... albeit reluctantly, since it meant being alone with Razmun.

I ended up being glad I did.

Nihkil and Razmun's home world of Vilandt could not have been more different than Palarine. That much was clear long before we reached the underground hangar.

Once Zarwin’s ship escaped cloud cover, visibility dropped to almost nil.

They’d warned me it would, but even so, the difference shocked me, even as it reminded me instantly of home. Apart from virtual terrain reconstructions, there was nothing to see but long stretches of green blurred under torrential rain. Despite that fact... or really, partly because of it... I spent the entire descent with my face pressed against the transparent pane, my eyes tracking every break in the gray I could glimpse.

The idea of being on a planet with real animals and plants meant more to me than I knew how to articulate, even to Nihkil, when we'd been alone earlier and he’d been describing Vilandt to me. For weeks now, I’d been lost in a way, stuck in some weird stasis of terrarium life that didn’t feel quite real. Without being fully conscious of it, I'd hungered for anything that reminded me of home. The desire for some kind of Earth-like reality sharpened into a full-blown obsession by the time I got my first glimpses of Vilandt, even with every inch of its mountains, fields, coasts and rivers blanketed in clouds and rain.

Nihkil once told me, while we were still on the ship to Palarine with Ledi, that Vilandt had long been famous for its natural beauty, at least in the season of light, or Nagai, which was also the name of one of the planet’s two stars.

There would be nothing to see for months yet, according to Razmun, who knew where Vilandt stood in their two-season weather cycle. Despite his warning, I still strained for any hint of white foam waves breaking... or the blue-green forests that Nihkil had described to me in such detail that, for a while, I found myself dreaming about them.

Even in the rain and fog-obscured haze, I saw enough that the landscape took my breath, and resonated with what Nik had already told me about the place.

Where peaks reached high enough through the clouds, rain turned to snow, leaving icing-like fingers of glacier over their craggy tops and in the ravines down their steep edges. From what I’d seen and read, at those heights, the native trees grew stunted, with rock-like bark to protect against glacial ice.

Lakes dotted deep valleys filled with waist-high grasses. Snake-like branches and white trunks jutted from cliffs made of marbled and deep-black earth. At one point, I swore I saw a herd of fat, dinosaur-sized creatures standing in a field, hunched against the buffeting wind.

I tried to remember the name Nik had given them, but couldn’t.

Now, inside the domed hangar, I squinted up at one of the stone mosaics as I followed Nik's steps down the gentle slope of the ramp, glancing down only long enough to avoid tripping on the higher ridges between segments.

Black, cat-like faces stared back at me from the same wall.

When I let my gaze drop next, I saw a man standing at the bottom of the ramp.

His brown hair was on the long side, and not tied back or up in one of those odd ponytails like a Pharei. His thick body was well into middle age, but I didn’t see any fat on him; instead, he looked bear-like, with olive-toned hands and broad shoulders.

An attractive man, I thought without thinking about it really. He might know he was attractive, too, but he wore it un-self-consciously.

Nik craned his neck, giving me a pointed look.

Laughing, I tugged on his arm. "Jesus, Nik. Is that jealousy?"

"Yes," he said, glancing towards the man waiting for us. "Why are you looking at him?"

I laughed again, shaking my head in disbelief.

Nik looked as though he might say something else, but stopped when he abruptly seemed to realize something else about the man waiting for us at the end of the ramp. I watched him do an obvious double-take, just before a thread of bewilderment rose to his expression.

It struck me that Nik knew this guy, too... or thought he did.

Nik dropped my fingers, letting go of me just in time for the bear-like man to envelop him in a thick hug, crushing him against the larger chest. Nik accepted the embrace, but I got the feeling it was more because he wasn’t sure what else to do. The look his face wore remained closer to stunned than anything approaching affection.

"Oslep," he murmured.

The large man let him go, laughing aloud as he clapped Nihkil sharply on the back.

The man Nik called Oslep began speaking rapidly to him in Dengue. I only caught bits here and there, not enough to make sense of the particulars, but I got the overall vibe of a long-awaited reunion, as if they had once been friends, possibly even close friends, but had not seen one another in many years. Anyway, I remembered the name from Razmun's story.

Oslep had been the one to impersonate the conscription authority's neuro-scan guy.

Which meant he'd probably killed the real guy who fulfilled that role.

It also meant he was likely still a member of Razmun's army.

Wherever he stood on the ideological spectrum, Oslep himself didn’t react at all negatively to me. In fact, he returned my stare with an open curiosity in his eyes. Letting go of Nihkil's arm, he let his rapid speech fade long enough to meet my gaze, then look over the rest of me more leisurely.

"Your new lock-mate?" he said to Nihkil, politely switching to Pharize.

Nihkil glanced at me, then nodded, as if reluctantly. "Yes."

I jumped down the remaining segment of ramp, since I’d still been trailing slightly behind Nik due to my gawking. Once I had, I was surprised when Oslep threw his thick arms around me in a warm hug, too. When he let go, he was still smiling, but I saw something else in his gaze, too.

Nik, on the other hand, looked irritated.

"She's pretty, Jamri," Oslep said, still looking over my face and body. "Don't suppose you're partitioning rights?"

"No," Nihkil answered coldly. "I’m not." As if to emphasize the point, he took my hand in his, and that time, I couldn't fail to feel the possessiveness in his grip. “...We have not discussed this, however,” he added stiffly. “You would have to ask her, if you want a different answer."

Oslep laughed, looking at me. “And am I likely to get a different answer?”

I gave Nik an incredulous look, then glanced back at Oslep.

"No," I said. “Probably not.” I gave Nik a pointed eye-roll. "Of course, I’m making a bit of a leap, assuming that was even a real question."

"It was," Nik said.

Still smiling, Oslep gave me a slight bow.

"It is Dakota, yes? Dakota Mayumi?"

I nodded, still giving Nik a somewhat bemused look. "Yeah. That's right." When Oslep continued to stare at me, and at my hair, I stuffed my hands in my pockets, nodding up at the mural, if only to break the awkward silence. “Erensyi?”

Oslep and Nik both followed my eyes up to the mural.

Oslep's gaze cleared first, then his smile widened.

"Yes," he said. He turned then, winking at Nihkil. "Did they brief you on your aliases here?"

Nihkil's expression lost some of its anger. Or, at least, it changed to reflect a different kind of annoyance. "It is a folly,” he grunted. “No one will remember me here. Few ever even saw me as human, of those who would remember. And those who do know me as such won't be fooled by a new name." Grunting at Oslep, Nik made a vague gesture towards his body, using the hand not holding mine. “I scarcely recognized you, in this form.”

"We had to register you, Jamri," Oslep said, still smiling at him. "Did you think, after what happened on Palarine, that we could register you as Nihkil Jamri? You are a wanted criminal these days, my friend... just like the rest of us."

Nihkil didn't answer, but I felt his fingers tighten in mine.

Oslep glanced up and around as Razmun’s guards slowly began to edge closer to where we stood. They’d finally finished making their way down the ramp after me and Nik, but seemed to be watching us as humorlessly as before.

They also continued to maintain what appeared to be a cautious distance.

I guess, after all that, and after Razmun’s one-track mind around the whole third gate thing and trying to manipulate Nik, Oslep was kind of a relief.

He seemed like a real person, anyway.

“...The names are really only for the conscription authority," Oslep added, winking at me before he looked back at Nik. "No one here would turn you in, Jamri, even if they did recognize you. But the human powers must have their finger on every morph. As you know, there are a lot more of them here now, than there were in our day. You can’t get away with taking the form of a warsel, like we used to do, eh?” Oslep’s eyes grew more serious.

“You have to blend, Jamri,” he said. “More and more, that means taking a human form, although there’s a whole other set of risks that go with that.”

He clapped Nik on the shoulder again, smiling at me.

“...We took the precaution of disabling all of the security on this end of the compound,” Oslep added cheerfully. “In the morph quadrant, you should be fine to travel as yourself. But you’ll still have to disguise yourself in some areas of the settlement, or there’s a risk that their image trackers could ID you as Nihkil Jamri, too. We can use the malfunction excuse for a few days, if we end up staying that long. But eventually our people working in the security tech teams will have to bring those back on line, as well...”

“If we end up staying that long?” I muttered under my breath.

I felt Nik hear me, but he didn’t look over.

Frowning, I tried to decide if I should ask Oslep, but I didn’t when I got the distinct feeling that Nik didn’t want me to.

"So you are Vaug Prelan," Oslep said to Nihkil, grinning a little. He handed him a card of some kind, about half the size of a credit card. Oslep glanced at me, then, studying my face with a faint smile. “...Which makes you his mate, a human from Sansre called Jilri Cilek. You can remember this, friend of the morph?"

He handed me a second card.

I took it, giving him a short nod.

Feeling the peace offering alongside the subtext that hadn’t diminished, I rested my hands on my hips once I'd stuffed the card in a back pocket, hiding my reaction to his grin by looking back at the giant cat mural on the curved wall.

I felt both men watch me do it. It occurred to me that Oslep wasn’t hiding his interest, and that Nik really didn't like it at all.

Irritated, but also flustered for some reason, I found myself thinking that both of them were acting like idiots, even as I wondered if I'd started this somehow, by staring at the guy in the first place. Folding my arms, I kept my voice neutral when I said,

“The name's fine. But I doubt I can pull off being from that world, if we run into anyone who would know the difference.”

"It is unlikely here, Dakota Mayumi," smiled Oslep.

I only nodded, but found myself wondering why they'd bothered with aliases at all since they seemed to like saying my name every chance they got.

I glanced at Nik, who, I couldn't help noticing, continued to stare at Oslep, his expression a strange mixture of hostility and wonder, presumably at the man's identity, or maybe the fact he was alive at all. He seemed to be trying to reconcile the two feelings, somewhere in that confusion, but I couldn't get a sense of whether he was succeeding. It seemed more like his attempts just intensified both ends of the spectrum.

Razmun and the remainder of his personal guard stood around us now, too. Razmun himself seemed to be hanging back somewhat, presumably to give Nik some time to adjust to seeing Oslep... although that was a pretty big leap on my part really, since I had no idea what he was doing. I could guess that he wanted Nik to feel like a part of the group, though.

Maybe he hoped some of the other morph––meaning, the ones who hadn’t actually killed Nik’s friends and family––might have more luck.

Seeing them all together, I couldn't help feeling a twinge of nerves at the sheer size of Razmun’s group. Razmun may not have been exaggerating when he said his numbers had grown exponentially over the past year. At least eighty soldier-types now stood armed at the base of the ship's ramp. From listening to Oslep talk, there were a fair few morph on the planet already, too. I had no idea how many of those actually followed Razmun... but just now, Oslep mentioned they had people in the regular security teams, and implied that no one would turn Nik in while he traveled in the segment of the city occupied by the morph.

That meant Razmun had support, at least.

Complicity, maybe... if not outright devotion.

Given that I could still see movement in the darker areas of the ship's hold, I knew this couldn’t be all of the morph traveling with Razmun, either... but it was certainly enough to overpower the handful of Pharei and Malek soldiers I saw lingering around the checkpoints leading into and out of the hangar.

I couldn’t help wondering how numbers like these weren’t a pretty big red flag to the human authorities that they may have a problem on their hands.

“Most of them have probably been bought,” Nik told me quietly, leaning closer to my ear. “Those who aren’t morph, themselves.”

I nodded, still focused on the checkpoint gates, but I swallowed at his words.

Nik tugged on my arm.

When I turned my gaze back towards our crowd of morph guards, I found that the pack had indeed begun to move.

Razmun stood closer to us again, sandwiched somewhere in the middle of the black uniforms with me and Nik. The morph leader walked at least four people ahead of us, though, talking to a number of new morph in civilian clothes that I only now realized had met us in the hangar, as well.

Following after Nik, I continued to watch Razmun and his entourage, trying to understand what I was seeing. I saw Razmun clap Oslep on the shoulder and give him a one-armed hug. His arm remained slung around the larger morph’s shoulders as Razmun walked with Oslep towards a wide opening in the rock wall of the hangar. I saw him chatting with several other nearby morph in a friendly way, as well.

Weirdly, though, I still felt like he was putting on a show. Like the genial leader guy was just another mask he wore, along with General Advisor Ledi and the terrorist Zarwin and whatever else. Right then, I couldn’t decide if the current show was for me, or Nik... or for Razmun’s actual followers... or if it was meant for all of us.

I suspected all of us.

Although it did seem aimed at Nik, in particular, I noticed.

I gave a last glance at the erensyi mural, then turned my back on that, too.

"Did you know?" Nik said to me, following my gaze to the decorated wall.

"Know what?" I said, puzzled.

"Elegrin made that. Razmun's sister." Glancing at me with piercing blue eyes, Nik studied my expression, his own close to cautious. "I thought perhaps you knew. You kept staring at it. And then you were staring at Oslep...” Nik let the thought trail, then shrugged when I didn't know how to answer the implied question.

"It was created back when I still lived here,” Nik added. “Before the colonial authority established a permanent presence. It is meant to be a depiction of all of us... meaning us as erensyi. Razmun, Elegrin, Oslep, Dulei, Yanna, me. We were quite partial to that form in our youth. I am the one in the middle."

I looked back at the mural, feeling something in my stomach clench a little. I stared at the cat-like form in the middle, noting its light green eyes, and a familiar quality to its face, something that may have actually been there, or that I may have imagined.

"Elegrin," I muttered. "Your ex-girlfriend, you mean?"

"Yes. She was to be my wife."

I nodded to that, too... but only after a too-long pause.

I found I was biting my lip in the seconds that followed, even as another irrational surge of irritation hit me. I refused to voice it, even though I saw Nik watching my face.

His eyes bled caution once more. For a few seconds, he seemed almost like he might say something, too, but he appeared to drop it, right before he averted his gaze.

As we passed through the checkpoint without being stopped, Razmun slowed his steps until he strode alongside us, pacing Nik’s and my steps.

Razmun took it upon himself to play tour guide for me, too, explaining the dual faces of the city and the transformation of the layout as the planet shifted from one season to the next. I had already seen a lot about this in the histories I devoured during the second half of the trip. It was still interesting to hear the details from a local's perspective, though, especially since I was now looking at the actual places and structures being described.

Again, however real-seeming the virtual versions, something felt very different about actually being in this place. Especially given all of the battles I’d studied, and could now almost picture happening inside these rock walls.

Like Palarine, the structure I looked at appeared to be older than the current civilization.

Unlike Palarine, morph were the original inhabitants and architects of this city, and it still wore evidence of their distant history, as well as the battles that took place following their first contact with humans.

The city was unique for at least one other reason, as well.

The underground structure had been built specifically to accommodate the planet's two main seasons, roughly titled “Sun” and “Rain”...or “The Dark” and “The Light,” depending on the exact translation. Two entrances led into every dwelling and two storefronts existed for every store, restaurant and meeting hall. One of those entrances accommodated the indoor markets and passageways designed for the time of Rain, the other got opened up and aired out when the outdoor markets and gardens that came to life in the season of Sun, or Nagai... which was also the name of the smaller and brighter of the two suns over the planet.

Now, it was the first month of the season of Rain, known locally as Wulve.

Truthfully, I was pleasantly surprised by what I witnessed once we entered the main promenade of the underground city.

Even after everything I'd seen and read, I'd really half-expected something a lot like Palarine, but the underground Quisieri Settlement bore little to no resemblance to the Pharei version, and not only in terms of appearance. The entire feel of the place was so different that, really, the only thing that could be said the two cities shared in common was the fact of them both being underground.

A wide throughway, miles in length, bisected the four main quadrants of Quisieri City.

Warm, earthen tunnels left that main corridor on all sides, giving the impression of a series of rabbit warrens dotted with underground parks and open spaces.

The main thoroughfare widened as we walked, until it was large enough that I found myself thinking how easy it would be to get lost down here. The sheer number of plants kind of blew my mind, honestly, given that we were underground... but I’d read how even in the distant past, the morph found ways to mimic sunlight well enough to keep their gardens alive down here, year-round. Shorter trees covered in lush blue and green leaves filled the spaces between columns of old-growth trunks. Many of the latter disappeared up through the stone and earth ceiling, presumably for their upper branches to reach the surface of the planet above.

The effect reminded me both of a forest and a sculpture garden––an odd mixture of intentional design and seeming wildness.

Restaurants with stone tables wound all through the deceptively simple structure. I also saw play areas, swimming ponds, waterfalls and what looked like art exhibits, all connected by grass lawns and flower beds under sun-like lamps.

We passed through several different forests with various types of trees, along with a rushing river lined with lamps and coral sculptures, miniature landscapes that stretched for thousands of square feet with drink stands and stages placed discreetly at regular intervals. I saw benches and what looked like game boards, fields covered in birds and flowers and even a narrow lake filled with small boats. Kiosks and small stores wound around pillars with display tables and hand-painted signs, tables for dining and some of the oldest machine terminals I’d seen.

Well, since coming to Nik’s part of the universe, anyway.

I overheard Oslep tell Nik that, despite improvements in the structures of the underground caves, everyone still abandoned them every summer, moving to the outdoor gardens that circled the grass and tree-lined embankments aboveground. Businesses switched entrances at the season’s end, pretty much within the same set of days every year, putting all of their tables out under the twin suns and cleaning off the stone sculptures, gardens, pools and playgrounds that lived above-ground.

I walked the busy thoroughfare with the rest of them, hands in my pockets, humming to myself as I zig-zagged between storefronts and what reminded me of coffee shops back home.

I watched as older people played odd games involving hand-sized clay pieces and what looked like live lizards. I watched teenagers flirt and hold hands where they sat on the grass, sniffing flowers. Kids chased one another around kiosks as their parents laughed over food and colorful drinks. I even glimpsed what might have been a play going on in one alcove of the widest tunnel, with puppets and live animals.

I heard singing, too, and musical instruments that made me strangely nostalgic, despite their unfamiliar sounds. I also saw a group of people kneeling before a long panel of colors that might have been a virtual painting, or the equivalent of a movie, maybe... or maybe something else for which I had no exact reference.

I started violently when a kid transformed into a miniature dragon right in front of me, huffing fire out its nostrils as it ran, grinning, after his (its?) friend.

Recovering, I burst out in a laugh when he caught his friend’s pants on fire.

My laugh caused Nik to look over at me with a puzzled smile. He squeezed my hand when he saw what I was looking at, smiling at me more genuinely before resuming his conversation with Oslep, who once more walked beside him.

I continued to watch the kids, chuckling when the first one got his friend in the butt a second time, causing the other to transform into a dragon, too. I giggled as he let out a very baby-dragon-like yipping sound, right before he turned to chase after the first kid, belching his own jet of fire and beating his small, webbed wings in the other’s face.

Staring around in wonder, it hit me that nearly all of these “people” were likely morph, probably in human form to appease the local authorities... or maybe just out of habit, since they’d likely been wearing human forms as a default for a few decades now.

Even as the thought struck me, I caught a few others in mid-transformation and realized it was happening fairly often, now that I was looking for it. The children seemed to do it the most often and the most spontaneously, but I saw a few teenagers playing around, too.

I watched a group of them turn into giant, bear-like creatures right before they started wrestling on the grass. I saw another girl, too, who looked maybe seventeen in human years, turn into a giant, white-plumed bird that flapped its wings energetically, nearly knocking down her companion, who laughed, turning himself into a small version of one of those black, cat-like creatures with the long necks giraffe-like legs before he started swiping at her legs with his paws.

Nik let go of my fingers once we passed the first wide turn, so I took the opportunity to wander off slightly from the group, even as I stayed within their basic perimeter.

Still erring on the side of caution, I kept Nik in visual range as I paused by a few of the open carts, sniffing spices and soaps, looking at jewelry and food and odd lighting devices and hand-held machinery. I paused a little longer in front of a store tucked in a corner of one of those underground forests, pulled by a row of tables covered in throwing knives and other local weapons, including what looked like a sophisticated cross-bow and a deadly-looking two-bladed sword with bloodstains on its wrapped handles.

Storefronts were mostly built into rock, but a few more modern, virtual interfaces also caught my eyes. I saw a few that looked like something out of a kid’s storybook, the way they had been built into the earth itself, camouflaged by grassy sod and with brightly-painted wooden doors and windows dripping with flowers.

At point point, I finally paused a little too long.

I’d stopped to stare at a wilder-looking version of an indoor wood, complete with a fish-filled stream dancing with tiny, frog-like creatures who plopped happily in the current. Above me stretched giant fern trees that looked like something from Land of the Lost.

Vines hung down from the ceiling above like heavy snakes, dotted with white flowers the size of my head and covered in birds that lived in hanging, net-like homes woven through with bright green grasses. Mesmerized by the utter peace of the scene in front of me, I watched the animals leap around in the spray, knocking into one another in mid-air, even as I breathed in the smell of warm flower blossoms and wet earth.

When I looked up next, Nik stood beside me.

He met my gaze when I turned, his eyes cautious.

"I am sorry," he said in English.

I quirked an eyebrow at him. "Really? Why?"

"You know why," he said, exhaling. "I was jealous. But I still shouldn't have said it." Pausing, he studied my eyes more closely. "Are you all right?"

"With you having an ex-girlfriend?" I said, giving him a wry smile.

He shook his head. "No. Are you all right with this... with us being here." He paused. "I know you don't trust Razmun. Neither do I."

I glanced over my shoulder reflexively.

No one stood anywhere near hearing distance, so I took a breath.

"Yeah,” I said. “I’m all right... for now, anyway. And yeah, you’re right... I don’t trust him.” My eyes met his. "What are we going to do, Nik? Do you know?"

Nik glanced over his shoulder just as I had, his eyes narrowing as he took in the line of morph waiting for us, about twenty yards behind where we stood. Frowning, he didn't seem to come to any definite conclusion before he turned.

"I want to know if they can really control this third gate," he said finally, taking my hand in his. "I want to know if it really does open to all of the worlds of the other two gates.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Why is that?”

I half-expected him to hedge on that part, but he answered me at once.

“I want to know if it might allow me to return you to your home,” he said.

I blinked at him in surprise.

Nik studied my expression, his own wary once more.

"Don't you want to know this, too?" he said.

I just looked at him for a moment, then felt my shoulders unclench.

"Yes,” I admitted. “But will it do us any good, even if the gate does lead to Earth?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“And what would you do?” I said, frowning a little. “Razmun’s made it pretty clear he wants you with him. Are you really just going to leave with them, Nik? Work for Razmun?" I hesitated, trying to decide if I should say it, then blurted it out anyway. “I want you to come with me,” I said. “I want you to come to Earth, Nik. With me.”

He looked at me, and something in his eyes flickered.

I couldn’t discern the emotion there, though. I was about to say more, when he leaned closer, kissing me lingeringly on the mouth. He didn’t kiss me hard, or use his tongue, but something about the kiss stole my breath anyway.

“I know,” he said, ending the kiss with a sigh. He looked out over the stream, his eyes shifting to a darker blue-green color as he pursed his lips. "As for your other questions, I don’t have an answer yet, Dakota."

He met my gaze, his eyes holding more of a troubled cast.

"I know you said you don’t want to,” he said. “And I appreciate that, Dakota... I really do. But I need to ask you a question. I need you to answer me honestly. Would you go alone, if you had the option?" Watching my face, he clutched my fingers tighter. "Would you leave me here, and go back to Earth... if I could arrange to get you through without me?"

I felt myself frown at the question.

It was the same question I'd asked myself on the trip from Palarine to here.

Over and over, in fact. Apparently I hadn't been the only one who'd considered the ramifications of either answer.

"I don't know, Nik," I said finally. "I guess I don’t know what that would mean exactly, given the whole lock thing. From what I understand, you don’t always have control over who you give the lock to... or whether you can sever that connection.”

“That is true,” he said, his voice emotionless.

I looked at him, once more trying to read past the caution in his eyes.

When I couldn’t really, I sighed.

“Would you even want to live there, Nik?” I said. “On Earth. Assuming we could get you away from Razmun and his goons, would you really want to go with me? It’s still a planet filled with humans.” I looked around at the gardens, remembering the kids I’d seen, transforming into dragons and birds. “...You’d be alone,” I added. “It wouldn’t be like the two of us staying here. You wouldn’t have anyone else like you on Earth. Wouldn’t that be too hard for you?”

Nik glanced around where we stood. He focused briefly on the small stream and the waterfall above.

When he looked back at me, his eyes held a denser edge.

"You are so sure there is anything for me here?” Nik said. “...Anything I want?"

I sighed, tugging on his fingers. "Is that really the best reason to go to a whole new world?” I said. “Because things suck here? What about your family? Don't you have friends here, Nik? Even if the police want you, you might––"

"They are all dead," he said.

"Friends, too?" I pressed.

Nik gave me a wry smile, one close enough to an Earth smile that I couldn't help but notice. Before I could decide what it meant, he shook his head, and anger touched his words.

"In all my life, Razmun was my closest friend," he said. "He let my childhood lover kill herself for him... knowing it would devastate me. He let me think she had betrayed me before she died, a belief I carried for over fifty years, and one that made it difficult to trust anyone enough to try to lock-bond for emotional reasons...”

“Wait,” I said. “Fifty years? How old are you, Nik?”

He gave a vague shrug, but essentially ignored the question.

“That same ‘friend’ let my beloved cousin die,” Nik added. “Knowing we had grown up as brothers, and knowing how much I loved him. And even after all that, my family was still killed in the purges that followed the first attacks of the colonial settlement here. Attacks Razmun’s people likely orchestrated, in their attempts to frighten the humans. Now, years later, he nearly kills me and my current love in a bombing on Palarine... and has me implicated as a terrorist and running for my life...”

I felt my face warm as some of his words sank in, but only swallowed, nodding as I gripped his hand. When I looked up next, Nihkil's eyes had gone a shade darker. They met mine as they shifted from a chocolate brown to a color closer to black.

"Ledi was also my friend," he added curtly. "It turns out that he was nothing but a lie... a further means of Razmun manipulating me into doing his will. He let Yaffa hold my lock for decades, knowing full well that I was being abused by him and his underlings. He could have intervened on my behalf, but he did not... presumably because it convenienced him more to have me remain where I was."

Swallowing, I shrugged in a conceding kind of way.

"Yeah," I said. "I've noticed a tendency with your 'friends' too, Nik. I guess that's the problem, when you have a talent everyone wants." Hesitating, I took a breath, then said it anyway. “...Nik, I won’t go without you."

Flinching a little, he turned, staring at me.

I watched as his eyes widened slowly, now holding a muted shock. Then, seeming to see something in my face, he swallowed thinly, right before he nodded. His eyes narrowed back at the animals leaping in the spray.

“I understand.” He gave me a slightly warning look, before giving a bare glance over his shoulder. “It’ll be more risky, Dakota. For both of us.”

I nodded, gripping his hand tighter.

“That’s okay,” I assured him.

“You are certain?”

I nodded, realizing suddenly that I was. “Yeah. I’m sure, Nik.”

When I glanced over at him next, he gave me a faint smile.

"You know what I would have done, before all this?” he said, gripping my hand tighter in the pause. “If I had earned my freedom? Before knowing you, I mean... before I knew anything that I know now?”

I smiled back at him, squeezing his hand in return. “No,” I said. “What would you have done, Nik?”

“I would have gone to join the rebellion," he said, matter of fact. “...I would have gone to find Zarwin, to see if I could help his ‘noble cause.’ I did not know who he was, of course, but that was my plan." He gave me that wry smile again, stroking my fingers lightly with his. “...I was tired of being a slave. I was tired of living in a world where my children would be slaves, if they could not pass as fully human. I had allowed myself to grow bitter... to fantasize about revenge, despite what I knew about these rebels.”

Bending down without releasing my hand, he picked up a round, flat stone from the path.

Thinking about his words, I watched as he used his fingers and wrist to skip the stone across the surface of the glass-like pond on the other side of the stream.

“...So I suppose I’m a hypocrite, really," Nik said. "I flattered myself that I would not do what I’d read about the terrorists doing... that I’d find a mate among my people and settle somewhere. To farm, perhaps, like the older generation of morph still do.” Nik gave me another of those humorless smiles. “But I am not a farmer, Dakota. My gift has always been the gates. Some part of me knew that if I ever really joined Zarwin's people, I could only ever be employed for one purpose. I even considered using the third gate as leverage... if I needed them to trust me, after I had spent so many years working for humans.”

Nik’s lips twisted in a darker frown as he seemed to be thinking about his words.

"So Zarwin and I, we are both liars,” he finished with a shrug.

I didn't answer him, not at first.

I found myself thinking about his words though, rubbing the toe of my boot in the fine, glass-like shards of stone that decorated the water's edge. I tried to think what I would have wanted, had I been in Nik's place under Yaffa. I tried to understand why his relationship to the gates seemed to trouble him so much, and how I might have felt if I was him, exploring worlds for another race to conquer or colonize.

Even so, I could feel Nik himself, through the link we shared.

Whatever he wanted to convince me, or convince himself, he wasn’t like these other morph. He wasn’t anything like Yaffa or those humans I’d met on Palarine.

Heck, Nik wasn’t even like me.

He was a better person, when all was said and done.

It was the only reason I’d met him.

He’d come into that alley trying to help me, even knowing what it risked him... even after everything humans had done to him over the years. Could I honestly say I would have done the same, for a stranger from a race that had enslaved me?

"It's not the same," I said, shaking my head.

I watched him skip another of the flat stones across the water, his eyes violet now.

“...Them lying, and you lying," I clarified. "It's not the same, Nik. You wanted to believe you could still do something good for your people. Hell, maybe you needed to believe that, just to survive. Your pal, Razmun... he lies to take advantage of people like you. He lies to turn you into himself... then justifies it with more lies that he’s doing it for the good of the race. He doesn’t give a damn about anyone, really. Well... no one who isn’t Razmun.”

Nik might have been turning over my words.

If he was, I honestly couldn’t tell what he thought of them. I saw him nod in the seconds that followed, but got the feeling his mind was elsewhere again.

"So what was the long-term plan?" I said after another pause, shoving my hands in my pockets. “What was the final outcome you wanted, Nik?”

"Continue to fight. To help my people," he said without hesitation. “...but essentially, wait until the humans found their First Planet. Once they found it, they wouldn’t need us anymore. We could leave this place, like Zarwin says. Use the gates and take as many of our people as possible out of enslavement."

“Wouldn’t the humans still need you to gate-shift?” I said, skeptical.

“Yes. They would want us for this,” Nik admitted, frowning. “I guess I felt that didn’t matter as much. I felt no guilt about leaving them here, in this dimension... but I could not consign them to extermination. Not even by their own hands.” Nik glanced up at me, his eyes a darker shade of purple now. “...Besides, they would still have the supernaturals. Some of them can gate-shift, too. But they are more powerful, and cannot be enslaved so easily. The humans would have to employ them. Pay them.”

“And what if Earth is the First Planet?” I said, frowning. “Would you still help humans like Yaffa show up there to colonize it? Let them kidnap a bunch of girls and boys to bring back here for breeding stock... ?”

Nik looked down at me, frowning a little.

“I didn’t say it was my long-term plan now, Dakota,” he said. “Back then, I imagined these things happening somewhat differently.” Exhaling in a sigh, Nik shifted his weight to his other foot. “I also didn’t say I thought it was a particularly good plan, even then. The assumptions I made were very naïve. I think the humans here would never have let us go, even if they found their First World. I think they would have enslaved even more of my people... and yours... in an attempt to solve their problems.”

After another pause, I nodded again, still thinking.

When I looked up at him next, I found Nik studying my face.

"Do you still want me to come with you, Dakota?" he said.

I found myself smiling, even before I shook my head. “Was all of that meant to talk me out of it just now? What you told me?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Well... then I already answered that question, Nik,” I said. “Do you really need me to answer it again?”

“No,” he said, his eyes on my mouth. “No, I guess I don’t.”

Smiling, I knocked my shoulder playfully into his.

"Anyway, it’s going to be fun, having you be the weirdo alien for a change,” I said. “I can already picture me and Irene thinking up creative ways to turn you loose on the locals. Irene is going to like you. She likes direct people... especially when they’re socially awkward. In fact, she’ll probably completely dig you... probably a little too much, if you want the truth.” Thinking about that more, I added more seriously, “Anyway, if I don’t get thrown in jail when I get back, and assuming I’ve still got a business to return to, I could really use the help. I was starting to get more work thrown my way than I could handle, and frankly, I could use another person with me in the field. That trick you pulled on my last mark would be enough to get you a job with Gantry's guys, too, if you wanted the extra work...”

Shaking his head, Nihkil smiled faintly, rolling his eyes, another set of mannerisms he'd no doubt picked up from me.

When I looked closer, though, the only expression I saw in his eyes was relief.

Before I could say anything else, or even tease him about it, another voice broke the moment, turning both of our heads back to the wider path.

"Hey," Razmun called out. "Are you two ready?"

He hadn’t gotten very close to us before he said it, but I found myself thinking that he now wished he had, once he saw the expressions on both of our faces.

I don’t know if we looked guilty or what, but Razmun clearly didn’t trust whatever he saw there. Looking between the two of us warily, he aimed a finger at the main corridor, then tapped his head with the same, indicating our implants, I figured, as well as maybe the time.

“...Tour’s over. They're waiting for us," he said. “Now, Vaug Prelan.”

When Nihkil started to walk towards him, though, I caught his arm.

I held him there, straightening his uniform jacket, tugging at his shirt to get it aligned under the long, black cut of heavier cloth. Nik didn't move, but tolerated my ministrations as I continued to straighten his appearance, evening-out the collar before pulling at the ends of his sleeves to get them in line with the jacket I'd also just arranged on his broad shoulders.

He just stood there, emitting nothing more than a faint air of puzzlement.

"Hey," I said, softer. "Do you trust this guy? Even in what he's told us so far, I mean?"

After a bare pause, Nihkil gave me a flat look, his exhale barely perceptible.

"Yeah." I sighed my own small sigh. "Me, neither." Hesitating, I looked up, meeting his gaze. It hit me only then that he was having more than one reaction to what I was doing to him. His pupils were dilated, enormous in the pale green of his eyes, and I caught him looking at my mouth, right before his eyes drifted casually lower.

"Hey." I snapped my fingers in front of his face. "Focus, all right?"

"I am listening."

"Yeah." I folded my arms, snorting a laugh. "Right." I gave Razmun a last glance before switching to English, turning back to face Nik. “Look,” I said, softer. “Only one morph controls the gate-shift, right? Any gate-shift?”

Seeing the puzzlement returning faintly to Nihkil’s eyes, I swallowed, stepping closer to tug at his collar again with my fingers.

“Yes,” he said after a pause. “I told you this.”

“Okay,” I said in a low voice. “Well, here’s the thing, Nik... what if Razmun already knows where he wants to take the morph? What if he’s already got a place picked out?”

Nik’s frown deepened. “Like where?” he said.

“Like anywhere,” I said.

Nik continued to stare at me, as if I were a puzzle he couldn’t quite comprehend.

“Well,” I said. “Once you go through that gate with him, he’s not going to want you to come back here, is he? I mean, he’ll pick your mind for the maps, yeah... maybe he’ll try to lock-bond with you again, so that he has access to what you know. Or maybe he’ll just get a bunch of supernaturals to do it, like the humans did to you on Pharei...”

I took a breath, meeting his gaze directly.

“...But he’d kill you before he’d let you come back here,” I said, softer. “Wouldn’t he, Nik? I mean... not only are you the humans’ best gate-shifter, and not only do you know about the third gate, but you and I, we’re the only ones who know where the ‘First World’ of the humans is, right?” Pausing to let that sink in, I added in a lower voice, “I mean, your pal, Razmun, he’s not going to want the humans to find that, is he? He’s certainly not going to let that be one of the last gate-shifts on the third gate... ?”

Meeting his gaze again cautiously, I cleared my throat before adding,

“I was reading on the way here, about the gates. Those scientific records said that the human gate technicians can read the coordinates of the last few jumps on any given gate... isn’t that right? Isn’t it also right that there’s a pretty slim chance that Razmun could actually destroy the third gate, even if he wanted to? He might be able to destabilize it, sure, so that it moved around again, like it did when you were kids... but he wouldn’t be able to actually eliminate it, right? So when the morph disappear and the humans all go looking for you, there’s a pretty decent chance they might figure out what happened. I mean, wouldn’t Vilandt be one of the very first places they’d look, if they suspected another gate existed... ?”

Another silence fell between us, that one deeper.

In it, Nik stared at me, his eyes a darker green now, and holding a clarity that I found almost unnerving given the profusion that lived behind it.

“So yeah,” I added casually, still watching him. “Your buddy, Razmun, he might go back through the gates a few times himself. He might even leave some other morph or hybrids behind to try and destroy the gates after you’ve gone. But he won’t let you come back, Nik.” I gave him a meaningful look, still tugging at his shirt as I studied his eyes. “He won’t let you control the shift, no matter where you go. He’d be too afraid you might go through and never come back.” I shrugged, slowing my words. “...I mean, why wouldn’t he be afraid of that, Nik? I would be afraid of that, if I were him. Especially if I’d done to you what he’s done to you.”

For a long moment, Nik didn’t change expression.

Then, as if only now thinking about my words, he nodded slowly.

He didn't follow my gaze to Razmun, but I felt his attention there as he kept his face turned slightly away, perhaps to shield the movement of his mouth.

"Do not worry, Dakota," he said softly.

I gave another low snort. That one had less humor in it.

“Well, if they decide to leave me behind, I will worry, Nik,” I said. “I kind of doubt we’d get a second try. And I don’t like my chances much, if you and I got separated...”

Nik just looked at me for another minute, his green eyes unmoving.

Then his gaze cleared, right before he shook his head, almost to himself that time.

“Prelan!” Razmun yelled, again tapping the back of his neck. “Now, Prelan! Do not make me drag you out of there...”

Nihkil glanced his way long enough to give an acknowledging wave and nod, right before he looked back at me.

"You are right," he conceded. "That would be a problem."

"Vaug Prelan!" Razmun yelled, even as he motioned two of his guards to go get us. "Now, old friend. Right now...”

I leaned closer to Nik, rising briefly up on my toes to speak directly into his ear.

"In that case, I'm proposing that you convince Razmun that you need me to come with you," I murmured to him. “Maybe you should tell him you can’t live without me, Nik.”

When I leaned back slightly, Nik smiled, his eyes holding that denser look again, serious above his smile.

“You say that as if it weren’t true, Dakota,” he said.

Without warning, he slid his arms around me, pulling me right up against him and holding me there. I stiffened when he did it, but more in surprise, feeling my cheeks warm when he pressed against me deliberately.

Once he saw that I could feel him there, particularly where he held my hips against his, he lowered his face, so that he spoke softly against my cheek, his breath warm by my ear.

“I want to make love tonight,” he said, quieter. Feeling me flinch, he crushed me tighter in his arms, sliding his other hand into my hair. “...If you don’t mind, I’ll ask Razmun if we can be housed separately from the rest of them... and together.”

He caressed my face softly with his fingers.

“I want to anyway,” he said, quieter, pressing against me again, as to emphasize the point. “But even apart from that, we should. It’ll tie us more closely together, Dakota. It’s safer for both of us right now.”

I looked up at him. Feeling my face flush warmer at his expression, I nodded, clearing my throat. “Okay,” I said. “I’m good with that.”

“They won’t leave the lock free,” he cautioned me.

My eyebrow lifted in puzzlement. “Does that matter?”

“It won’t be as good, Dakota.”

I shook my head, smiling a little, then gave a short laugh.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine, Nik,” I said.

But Razmun’s two guards were approaching us now.

When I looked at them, I saw they’d only hesitated because Nihkil still held me tightly in an embrace. Kissing his neck, I slid my arms from around him, lowering my weight back to my heels before I separated our bodies. I studied the thoughtful look on Nik's face as he looked back at me, seeing the other expression there, too, and the heat underlying it.

But the two guards stood beside him the instant I let him go.

The first grabbed Nik’s arm, jerking him away from me.

The second caught hold of him on the other side, and between the two, they began to steer Nik back towards the promenade, where Razmun waited for both of us. One guard gave me a look, too, but he didn’t bother to drag me, presumably because he figured I’d follow Nik. Even so, he made it clear what he intended if I didn’t.

I had relaxed, though.

I could see from Nik's face, and knew from his words that he'd understood.

Maybe not all of it, but he'd understood enough.
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THE TRUTH WILL OUT
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I FOUND MYSELF standing outside the snug tunnels of Quisieri Settlement, decidedly less warm, decidedly wetter, and decidedly less filled with optimism... particularly about me and Nik’s aborted discussion about escaping these people.

Part of that last bit stemmed from the fact that it was looking less and less likely that we’d get any time alone... at least not any time soon.

Part of that was the weather, too.

I stood in full rain-gear, shivering alongside the cadre of morph huddled near me.

We'd all suited up together, in some kind of ante-chamber located by one of the metal double doors that led outside the underground complex. Then we’d all ventured out together, too, and into the heaviest, most impenetrable rains I’d ever experienced... and I’m from Seattle.

The intensity of the phenomenon wasn’t entirely lost on the locals, either, since going outside during the season of Rain constituted enough of an anomaly that it required special equipment, and a special changing room to don said equipment.

I’d watched in near-incredulity while the morph around me began pulling on what amounted to loose-fitting scuba suits, along with thigh-high boots, infrared goggles, hoods with their own rain gutters and long coats that appeared to be made out of some kind of water-retardant canvas.

At the end, they pulled on elbow-length gloves with fitted fingers, the material thin enough to allow for nearly a full range of motion, grip and touch.

The outfit still felt really awkward.

I couldn’t get the hang of how to wear it, maybe because it weighed me down and restricted my movement just enough to make me unsure of my ability to defend myself in the damned thing. Either way, I felt uncomfortable and half-blind pretty much from the second I put it on. I found myself tugging at different parts of the material and reminding myself how my hands worked inside the gloves whenever we stood still for more than a few seconds.

We’d left the underground city over an hour ago.

Apparently, little existed on Vilandt in the way of transport, at least during the Rain.

Nik and Razmun explained that above-ground trolleys ran to most areas of the planet during the time of Sun/Light, but too few people left the shelter of the city this time of year.

During the Rain, the primary forms of long-range transport consisted of sky ships and smaller vessels they referred to as “hoppers.” Both required registration with the human colonial authority to operate, and permission would certainly be denied to a group of morph so large, even if Razmun and his followers were okay with garnering that kind of attention.

Which, yeah... they weren’t.

The only other option consisted of riding erensyi, those giant black cats indigenous to the Vilandt lowlands. Erensyi didn’t require registration and from what I’d heard, most morph preferred to use erensyi to get around the settlement, anyway.

On the other hand, they also weren't particularly comfortable to travel on during the Rain.

They also weren't particularly inconspicuous, and the human authority had been known to monitor their usage, too. Any trek that required erensyi for eighty-plus morph and one human would be noticed for sure.

It also occurred to me that the morph could just transform into erensyi themselves, once we got outside of the zones covered by the colonial authority in their transport sweeps. When I raised the question quietly to Nik, however, he informed me that transformation by adult morph was even more tightly monitored than travel. Satellites were calibrated to pick up the energy signatures caused whenever a morph transformed into a new form. A new herd of erensyi leaving the main settlement at speed following thirty to ninety energetic signatures for transformation would definitely get at least some of them shot.

The remainder would be picked up within minutes and arrested for violating the unlawful assembly rules imposed on all morph.

So yeah, that wasn't going to work, either.

That left traveling by foot.

The human authority didn't have enough surveillance to watch every living being on the planet. Razmun scattered his teams prior to our leaving, deploying them in stages through multiple exits and heading in multiple directions from Quisieri Settlement to a rendezvous point well outside the city perimeter.

Nihkil and I went with Razmun. Oslep remained with our group, too... and another morph that I remembered from the ship, whose name I was reasonably sure was Tallo. Tallo was the one and only female present when Nik and I were picked up, and still one of the few I’d seen among Razmun's band of terrorists. It didn't make me like or trust her any more than any of the rest of them... especially since she’d also been the one to shoot Nik in the chest... but it did make Tallo more easily recognizable.

We walked for at least four hours.

The going was difficult.

The grasses reached as high as my waist once we got past the manicured areas closer to the city. Not only that, the blades were thick and could be as sharp as a knife.

The blue-green sheen of the fronds looked beautiful under the beaded rains, and when the wind moved the long expanse of grasses, it resembled a wild yet oddly perfect ocean. I could admit those things, sure... but navigating through it was a bit like trying to make my way through a field of heavy, wet, and flat barbed wire.

I walked behind larger morph to make the going easier, including one who employed what resembled a small machete to get through the worst of the heavy fronds. Even so, that razor-sharp grass managed to saw into my protective rain gear, leaving small and large cuts on different parts of my skin.

Worse, the rain gradually seeped through the exposed areas left by the openings, soaking the clothes I wore underneath. Mud stuck to and clumped on the soles of my thigh-high boots, sticky and heavy and impossible to dislodge, at least without stopping and using a knife... or maybe a spade. I got used to the additional weight after we'd been walking for maybe an hour, but still found myself gradually getting worn down.

That tiredness got worse as time progressed, partly because our trail continued its gradual slope uphill.

Still none of the morph appeared to be slowing.

Given that we were now climbing the foothills below those snow-capped peaks I’d glimpsed through the ship’s view ports, the landscape might have been stunning... if I could have seen it. As it was, I mostly saw dark, rain-soaked trunks through the low-hanging mist and torrential rain. Some of those trees reached a height that would have impressed the California Redwoods back home, but they were shaped more like giant jungle trees than conifers.

Most were covered with dark green moss, too, and sprouted long beards of dense ferns clogged with hanging vines and giant, palm-like leaves.

I wished I could talk to Nik privately again, despite the reassurance he kept trying to send my way. I wished I'd been more explicit around what I was thinking when we had those few precious moments alone.

If I had, maybe I’d know for certain now, whether he and I were on the same page, or if I’d just deluded myself into thinking we were.

Then again, on the off-chance Razmun had been listening more closely than I thought, maybe it was better if that plan remained vague, even between me and Nik.

Nik himself struck me as strangely calm.

It was as if he'd found some sort of peace between the time we'd first left the morph ship and when we left the protective walls of Quisieri. I didn't know if it was our conversation in that morph-made forest that chilled him out, or if his calmness had some other source.

In any case, Nik’s relaxed posture didn't really reassure me.

We walked the length of another valley filled with blue-green grass, then veered directly up into the forest.

The forest was easier on me, if only because the trees sheltered us from the worst of the rain. Even so, the path was steep, and though the ground was firmer, it was still mostly mud mixed with mulch and leaves and moss.

The combination nearly sent me sliding down to my face more than once.

The fog grew denser as we climbed higher, too, until we reached the top of a ridge and began descending into a smaller canyon. Like in my home state of Washington, water seemed to trickle from under every rock and boulder, pooling in crevices and creating small streams and rivers in every depression worn into the mud.

When we reached the box canyon's floor, we hung a right, following a broader stream deeper into the canyon's mouth. By then, four of the other teams had re-joined us, entering the canyon from the other side.

Within a matter of minutes, our numbers swelled back up to sixty or so morph, many of them from the original group I remembered from the ship.

I saw more females that time, too. All were dressed more or less like soldiers, and traveled by foot, in human form. All carried those black guns and wore identical rain gear.

More of the new ones carried satchels and backpacks, though.

I didn't make a lot of eye contact with different morph, but found myself studying faces surreptitiously, instead.

Most looked grim, even a bit sad. The overwhelming feeling I got from those clenched jaws and hard eyes, however, was a fevered determination. A number looked like they’d been fighting for too many years and were starting to get a bit strung out.

It was a look I recognized from some of Gantry's people, in Seattle. Gantry hired a lot of veterans, like him, and some of those guys ended up being the type who might be a little too willing to pull out their weapons and start shooting.

Without it being strictly necessary, that is.

I glanced at Nik, wondering what he thought of our new comrades.

I got the feeling he was studying the morph around us, too, sizing them up. I also saw him nod to a few of them, although I couldn’t get much of a read on the relationships there.

Again, I found myself wishing there was some way I could talk to him alone.

But he'd already warned me on the ship that Razmun would have our implants tapped, so I knew better than to try and talk to him that way. The thread we shared, the one I could still feel as a warm vibration in my chest, didn't give me specific enough information to be all that useful at a time like this.

"Are we almost there?" I asked him, my voice a murmur.

Even that, Razmun heard.

He turned his head, giving me a wry smile.

"We're close," he said. "Are you tired, Dakota Mayumi? Or simply anxious to leave our vibrant, life-drenched little world behind?"

I scowled a little, more because he’d obviously wanted me to know he would hear anything I tried to tell Nik. The message came through loud and clear, so I did my best to ignore both of them, focusing instead on lifting my mud-caked boots up and down as we walked up the slope through the fern and tree-choked canyon. I found myself watching the gushing and foaming stream that ran to our right, wondering if it would be better to try and walk up that, just to get the several inches of black earth off my feet.

Razmun answered that question, too.

"I wouldn't recommend it," he said.

I glanced at Nik, who nodded perceptibly in agreement with Razmun, his eyes a dark blue. I glanced at the stream again, and realized that it was moving faster than I’d realized, and that the rocks were covered in a layer of dark plant matter, likely as slick as greased glass.

"It's not only the rocks," Nik said quietly. "There are animals in there. They send out electric shocks... to catch land prey for food. You could easily be knocked out. They would likely be upon you before we could pull you out in time."

Swallowing, I glanced at the deeper pools of dark water by the shore.

Remembering again that I wasn't on Earth, that this world contained entirely different dangers and wildlife, I nodded again, to myself that time.

It was a good reminder.

It would be too easy to die accidentally here, just from stupidity.

When I looked away from the river that time, I saw Razmun smiling in my direction. He chuckled when I caught his gaze, shaking his head as he looked away.

I chose to ignore that, too.

"We are almost there," Nik told me quietly, taking my fingers in the pause.

It was always easier to feel him when he touched me. I found myself relaxing slightly at the reassurance that flowed through him via the thread.

“...I am sure Razmun will tell us what we are to do then," he added softer, tugging my fingers closer, so that he held my hand against his side.

Hearing the message behind that, too, I just nodded again.
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IT SEEMED ONLY minutes later that our entire party came to a stop.

We'd traversed the length of the canyon and now stood in a clearing housing a meadow filled with short, fine grasses, closer to the ones I knew from Earth. Flowers dotted the vibrant green blades, along with other, softer plants with dark fronds, which looked like water lilies floating across the grass.

On the other end of the clearing stood a stone archway, made of a white, marble-like substance that looked familiar.

Seconds later, it hit me why.

That stone looked exactly like the material I remembered from the high, ornate archway on Trinith, where Nik and I first landed.

Other than its somewhat rougher edges and lack of hieroglyphics, this archway looked pretty much identical, both in height and just the general vibe of that whole “door to nowhere” thing.

It had to be the gate.

I noticed more details on the arch this time, probably since I wasn’t on the verge of passing out... including a faint, ghostly light that shone from the archway itself. It created a faint distortion that reflected against the falling rain and leaves, the latter of which shimmered a lighter green the closer we got to the gate's entrance.

Other morph waited for us there, by the entrance to that door.

I looked around at faces that struck me as decidedly more civilian-looking than the group that accompanied me and Nik across the rain-soaked fields. I felt something from Nik that indicated he thought there were “too many of them,” but again couldn’t get enough details through the link to know why that might bother him.

Directly behind the gate, a waterfall cascaded down black-rock cliffs.

The waterfall was wide enough and high enough that the sound drowned out all other ambient noises, creating a strange silence in the meadow by the gate. The pond beneath the waterfall looked deep and churned such a pale blue that it looked to be made of ice.

My eyes followed the white foam up the cliffs. I realized the waterfall must be the product of an underground river, since its source disappeared into a cave-like opening halfway up.

Really, the place was beautiful. Breathtakingly so.

So much so, it almost didn’t look real.

I remembered reading somewhere that real beauty blanks out our minds, causes our brains to stammer. I felt a bit like that as I looked around at our fairytale surroundings.

Below the waterfall, another cave stood, that one seemingly dry, although I could see the edges of the pond creeping up to its main entrance. Only a narrow path led into the darker depths beyond where the daylight reached. Green plants hung down over its entrance in a thick curtain. I might not have seen it at all, if not for the bonfires burning inside, illuminating yet more bodies huddled by their warmth.

It struck me suddenly, that Nik was right.

A heck of a lot of people had come with us on this little jaunt.

As soon as the thought hit me, I turned to Nik again, my mouth pursed.

He caught my gaze warningly, though, and I firmed my lips still more, swallowing what I'd wanted to ask. I saw him looking at the same things I’d been noticing, though, and realized he'd already come to his own conclusions about the small morph colony that lived by the gate.

I rubbed my goggles with gloved hands, gazing up at the gate itself.

The inside arch stood at least twenty-five to thirty feet high on its own. The outer edges probably reached closer to forty. The stones all looked roughly the same size and were flat and smooth, making the gate appear like a giant, smooth-skinned puzzle.

I was still staring up when Nik approached me on my other side.

I rubbed my goggles again to get the excess water off, feeling my worry intensify when I saw the determination in Nik's expression.

"Are you ready?" he asked softly.

Before I could answer, Nihkil made a subtle gesture with one hand, squeezing my shoulder with his other. Without understanding either thing specifically, I definitely got that he didn’t want me to answer aloud. Frustrated, I nodded shortly, catching Razmun staring at the two of us in the same set of seconds.

He walked right up to us before I could decide what to say to Nik.

"Yes... are you ready, Dakota?" Razmun said, his words a mocking echo of Nik’s. Even so, I heard the irritation underneath. “...I, too, would like to know.”

"I might be," I retorted, letting my own irritation be audible. "Maybe you could tell me exactly what it is I’m supposed to be ready for.” Clenching my jaw, I looked between Razmun and Nik. "What are you planning here, exactly? Send Nik through the gates to find your new morph paradise? Or does that come later? After you've used his maps to taunt the humans a little longer, maybe blow up a few more of their cities?"

Razmun chuckled, glancing at Nihkil.

"I like her, Jamri,” he said, clapping Nik on the back. “I don’t know that I would ever pick a human myself, not for a real mate, but even I can see why you chose her."

I bit my lip, fighting the part of me that wanted to express my nerves as fury. I looked at Nihkil, maybe thinking that would help, but he was focused on Razmun.

To his credit, Nik seemed only mildly annoyed by the other’s words.

"What is the plan... comrade?" Nik said. "Is she right? Do you want me to gate-shift for you? Find you a suitable world? I hope you don’t mind me saying that I’d still prefer not to join you in this morph-only paradise. Particularly if it’s not one that is conducive to my lock-mate remaining alive."

Razmun looked at me.

For the first time, the look he gave me held an open resentment.

“The lock is remarkable, is it not?” he murmured, his eyes darkening as he stared between us. “Already, my old friend is ready to disown his entire species for his mate.”

Still frowning, Razmun tore his eyes off me, looking directly at Nihkil.

“...I am thinking you will not have to do much exploring for us, Jamri,” Razmun said, his voice flat. “In fact, I am thinking you might have a few possibilities in mind already.”

I felt Nik stiffen a little, even as he stepped more directly in front of me.

If Razmun noticed, it didn’t show on his face.

“...I also have a few ideas of my own, Jamri,” Razmun said. “I am hoping that between the two of us, we can find a reasonable compromise. A place where morph can live in peace. Perhaps one where your mate would be happy, too. A place where none of us need worry that our children, or our children's children, will be treated as domestic animals by a lesser species.” Razmun looked darkly at me. “Or a lesser subset of either species... if you prefer.”

Nihkil glanced at me.

After I’d studied his expression, I found myself thinking Razmun was right.

Nik would definitely have a few ideas about where they could relocate the morph.

Remembering what Nik told me about how badly he’d wanted his freedom before all this, I found myself even more certain. Nik would have examined other worlds with an eye to escape. He’d probably seriously considered it during a few of his scouting shifts... and probably thought about it in even more detail between them.

Maybe he’d even planned it all out. Maybe he’d just been waiting for the right set of circumstances to put things in motion.

In any case, Nik would have assessed every single one of those worlds with the morph in mind, no matter what surveys the humans ordered him to conduct. I wondered if he’d ever truly given up that hope, no matter what he said about how discouraged he’d gotten over the years, or how submissive he’d seemed around his human owners.

According to Razmun, and even Mai-rhani, Nik had changed when he attached his lock to me.

I couldn’t help wondering just how much he’d changed.

Had tying himself to me been an act of desperation, too? Had he willed it to happen, as a means of escaping from the Pharei, like they all thought?

Or had it been just another of life's little ironies, where you get thrown a lifeline... or a lit fuse... right when you're about to throw in the towel?

In any case, I figured Razmun was right about Nik.

He would have fantasized about a world where he could be free, probably often enough to have a whole scenario built up in his head. It would be the only way someone like him could avoid losing his shit entirely.

Besides, the way I figured it... everyone needed a story about freedom.

Otherwise we’d all just go nuts.

As if he felt that, too, Nik clutched my hand tighter.

"Ah," Razmun said, looking between us. That time, his bitterness seemed to shift into a more critical humor. "Young love. It has its advantages, I suppose... even for me. Clearly, even she knows you well enough to know I am right, Jamri. She knows you are an idealist at heart. She also knows you are not as weak as you like to pretend...”

I almost thought Nik might argue with him.

Even as I thought it, though, I felt that fire in his chest die down. Nihkil seemed to see any argument with Razmun as pointless.

"I know of some worlds," Nik said with a short exhale. "But Razmun," he cautioned. "All of the ones I know are known by the humans, too."

“The Pharei?”

Nik gave him an impatient look, as if seeing through the question. “Or the Malek,” he said.

“Then you have seen the Malek maps, Jamri?”

“Once, yes,” Nik said, giving him another of those impatient stares. “Just as you did, as General Advisor Ledi.”

Razmun nodded, his expression unsurprised. "Well, then we might have to find our own world, Jamri. In the event that the human powers find another gate."

“Unless they find this one,” Nik said, looking around the clearing. “This is not entirely... discreet. They will have the imprint from the last few shifts, after we leave. Or did you plan to have me jump a number of times on my own, to obscure the trail after you’ve left?”

I tensed, glancing at Razmun at Nik’s words. That possibility hadn’t occurred to me.

But yeah, it made a lot of sense.

Before I could get too wound up about it, Razmun shook his head.

“No, Jamri. You are far too valuable for that.”

“But you will have someone do this?” Nik pressed.

“I have... another idea,” Razmun said. “We can discuss this once we decide on a final destination.” The morph’s smile grew wider. “Unlike you, I have had the luxury of ordering gate-shifts for the purpose of finding us a home. So I may have some alternatives we could try.”

Nik glanced at me again, frowning.

“Human-friendly alternatives?” he said to Razmun.

Razmun shrugged.

I found his non-answer really damned not reassuring.

"Do not worry, my friend," Razmun said. "I will not put your mate in danger. What I want from you is really very simple. If possible, you will verify for us whether or not this gate contains worlds you know existed via the gates that existed on Trinith or Udael.”

Glancing at me, Razmun made a vague gesture with one hand.

“...You will then accompany us to a staging site, Jamri, where we might conduct explorations without undue fear of interference. You will also, if it is possible and practical, provide us with a number of recommendations as to where we might go to begin a new, hopefully permanent morph colony, based on criteria that we have already outlined, along with any recommendations you might wish to add yourself, Jamri.”

Making an expansive gesture towards the gate, Razmun gave me a faint smile.

“...You will then accompany me and some in my team to scout the best choices of your, no doubt, considerable list of possible sites,” Razmun said. “Once we have made our final decision, a number of us will then return to the staging area to lead the rest of our people to this new, permanent colony site, including those who are unable to jump unaided."

When Razmun trailed that time, Nik’s eyes bored into his.

“Then what?” Nik said.

Razmun gave a slight shrug and a mock frown.

"Then you may live your life, Jamri,” he said. “Wherever, however and with whomever you choose.”

"What makes you think you can do all of this without the humans stopping us––” Nik began, but Razmun cut him off smoothly.

“––As I said, we will not base our work here, Jamri. As you have no doubt surmised, that means we will gate-shift somewhere else, first. As a group.”

Nik stared at Razmun, his expression stone. I followed his stare, but I could tell Nik understood something about Razmun’s words that hadn’t quite clicked for me yet.

Whatever it was, it infuriated him.

"Following our relocation to that temporary base," Razmun continued, as if he hadn’t noticed either of our expressions. “...We will destroy the stability of this gate, to discourage the humans from finding us, or from sending groups of their gate-shifters after us. We will do so with timed explosives, so that we don’t have to leave any of our own people behind.”

Razmun gave Nik a harder look, one that contained an open scrutiny.

“It is risky, of course, to do this,” Razmun added, his voice holding a distinctly final note. “...But I feel it is an acceptable risk. I would hope you would understand our need to be very thorough on this point, Jamri... so that we don’t find ourselves collected by supernaturals to be returned to this dimension and tortured, enslaved and eventually killed... along with all of our children and other innocent passengers.”

I glanced at Nik. His face had darkened several shades more.

“What about those you leave behind?” Nik said. His voice shifter lower, holding an anger on the surface. "Will you really leave them here, with no way out? To bear the burden of the humans’ need for gate-shifters and reproductive mates alone?”

"Oh," Razmun said lightly, as if Nik hadn't spoken. “...And we will take your breeding mate, Dakota, with us, every step of the way, Jamri. So you needn’t fear for her safety. She will come with us to ensure your cooperation in helping us to survey worlds. She will also come with us on actual scouting missions, so that you are less likely to try anything ‘noble’... like jumping us into an atmosphere or a planet that might kill me and my good friends, for example.”

Giving Nik a meaningful stare, Razmun went on in a lighter voice.

“...She will also stay with us in our final, chosen destination, Jamri,” he said. “To discourage you from getting any ideas about coming back... to perhaps rescue these morph and hybrid traitors of whom you seem so fond. Given that a fair percentage are likely your own offspring, I suppose I understand, Jamri. But it is a risk I simply will not take. I cannot have you leading the humans to our new colony... intentionally or not.”

Razmun’s eyes grew a touch colder above the smile.

"There will be rescue attempts, of course,” Razmun added, softer. “But you will not be leading these, old friend. Not until your allegiance can be demonstrably proven reliable... which would require you to give up your current lock mate, I’m afraid. Something you don’t strike me as particularly willing to do... at least not without significant loss on both sides. I know you’re more than capable of killing yourself just to spite me, Jamri.”

Pausing a moment longer, Razmun waved a hand towards me, that cold smile still on his face.

“So, you understand my need to keep Dakota alive and well for you, Jamri?” he said conversationally. “Let me make it even more clear... so there is no confusion later between us. If you decide to balk at any point in this very, simple process, I will have at my disposal a variety of persuasions that should be more, shall we say... expedient... than the more conventional inducements I might offer you, Jamri."

He paused, as if letting the meaning of his words sink in more thoroughly.

"Yes," he added softer, his eyes flickering again towards me. "I think I can say with all certainty that you and your mate would not enjoy these motivational tools at all, Jamri. Not if I am reading you correctly, in terms of your affection for this mammal of yours... and how little you would enjoy seeing her abused, especially considering the various forms we might take to intensify the experience for both of you."

Nik didn't move, but I saw his face turn back to stone.

I couldn’t see anything in it now. It’s like he’d blanked the screen.

His eyes flickered briefly in my direction, but I could tell he deliberately didn't let his gaze linger there, either. Still, I felt an anger through the link that I'd never felt on him before.

It made the blankness of his face more disturbing, somehow, given the intensity I could feel heating my chest.

"Jamri?" Razmun said, his voice holding a less-veiled warning. "Are we understanding one another, my friend?"

"How many?" Nihkil said, not meeting his gaze, but looking instead at the high, stone arch of the gate. "How many will we bring with us, to this staging area?”

"Everyone here, Jamri."

Nihkil gave a wry smile.

That time, his eyes met mine. I frowned in return, even as I gave Razmun a faintly incredulous look, glancing around the clearing and the surrounding trees.

It had to be over two hundred people, at least.

"You want to take that many through the gate?" Nik said. "On the first shift?"

Razmun's eyes didn't move. "We do things as a group here, Jamri,” he said. “Everyone gets a vote. You will, too, once we can be more certain of your loyalties... as will your mate. We’ve already voted on the particulars I outlined to you just now. Including which location we would use as a staging site... and the best way to protect ourselves following the first gate-shift out."

"Everyone involved understands the constraints?” Nik said. “As well as the fact that they are unlikely to see this dimension again, even if the humans manage to stabilize another gate?"

"It has been explained to them, yes," Razmun said, still watching Nihkil's face. "You must think little of me, indeed, to imagine it wouldn’t have been,” he added, softer. “Perhaps you underestimate just how much most of our people would risk, to start a new life for themselves and their children, away from human enslavement?”

Nihkil glanced around the clearing, blinking behind the rain goggles he wore.

“Are we going to have any problems, Jamri?” Razmun said. “I need your answer.”

"Why would there be problems?" Nik said coldly, returning his gaze to the other morph. “...When your instructions are so very clear, my old friend?"

Razmun just looked at him for a moment.

I expected some kind of remark or reaction to Nik's dig, but Razmun, uncharacteristically, stayed silent. I found myself thinking that more than a thread of nerves lived in his eyes as he continued to watch Nik's face, as if trying to decide if he'd pushed him too far.

I found myself thinking that he probably had.

Pushed Nik too far, that is.

I just wasn't sure what that meant... for any of us, really.
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THE SKY HAD already grown pitch black by the time Razmun announced he was ready to take us to the staging world on the other side of the gate.

Razmun hung over Nik the whole time they prepared to leave, I noticed.

He also seemed to be pushing for us to leave as soon as possible.

Of course, I wasn’t surprised at all that Razmun didn’t want Nik controlling the shift.

I was a little surprised, though, when Razmun announced he would be doing the shift navigation himself.

After all, they didn’t need him to do it.

They’d already ID’d and mapped that first jump thoroughly, from what Razmun told us. Really, any of their trained gate-shifters could have gotten us there just fine... and a part of me figured Razmun would want to save his shifts for when they scouted a permanent location. He seemed like the type who’d want to plant the flag first. From my research, I now knew that being the one to control the shift was the draining part.

Anyone else could tag along on a shift without it affecting their shift count, or their health.

Well, anyone morph.

Most humans died during tag-alongs, too.

I could only suppose Razmun fancied this as some kind of historical moment, too, leaving the human scum behind to their universe and their worlds. Given that, he probably wanted his name attached to as much of it as possible.

Or maybe he figured he was the only one strong enough to prevent Nik from trying anything rash during the shift itself.

That last part seemed pretty paranoid to me, though, even for Razmun.

After all, with him blowing up the gate stabilizers behind us, our options were pretty limited. We couldn’t return to Vilandt on the same wave, like most gate-shifters did, when exploring for humans. All we could do is jump somewhere new... and then we’d have no way to return once we got there. They’d already set up a stabilizing mechanism for the gate located on the staging world. Since most worlds wouldn’t have anything like that, we’d be trapped.

It would be suicide.

At the very least, risky as hell.

I distinctly got the feeling Razmun didn’t want me and Nik to have any more time alone before we left, either. I didn’t understand the precise reason, but I picked up that Nik strongly agreed with me.

Presumably, by going now, Razmun figured he would be heading us off from having any time together in the carnal sense, too. Maybe he was still hoping the whole mate thing with me and Nik wouldn’t take. Knowing him, he was probably hoping he could talk Nik into picking one of the morph females instead.

I definitely got the feeling Razmun intended to wear Nik down on the whole loyalty to the race thing.

That, and he intended to re-insinuate himself as one of Nik’s best friends.

From what I felt off Nik himself, he was the least happy about how many morph and hybrids we would be leaving behind. He didn’t seem to care much, in terms of leaving his own dimension, although I wondered how much of that was a front, too. I knew from my own experience that it was a pretty weird feeling, to contemplate never seeing the planet where you grew up ever again.

Maybe it really was different for Nik, though.

After all, he’d lived on other planets already. They’d all been located in the same dimension, sure, but between that and his job as a gate-shifter, Nik still had a lot more experience adjusting to big changes than most people.

More than me, for sure.

Even though he wasn’t going to be controlling the gate-shift, Nik still got pulled into the planning discussions, too. While he worked with Razmun and the other gate-shifters, mapping locations on the wave and comparing them to what he knew of the Pharei and Malek gates prior to their closing, I sat with a different group of morph, around the largest of the fires in the cave under the waterfall.

No one talked to me much.

Then again, the morph didn’t appear to be talking to one another much, either.

As I looked around at faces, it struck me that most still looked pretty grim. Whatever their dedication to Razmun and his cause of freeing the morph, the idea of relocating to another dimension didn’t appear to be uncomplicated for them, either.

I tried to keep an eye on Nihkil while he worked with the others, but he often seemed to be swallowed in the crowd. Black-clad soldiers pressed in on him from all sides as they worked over the maps.

Mechanical lights filled the clearing around the gate itself, immune to the rain and driving wind, even though they flickered more like fire than your standard Earth light bulbs. The blue-white flames reflected eerily against the trees, illuminating sheets of rain and drops that collected on branches and in pools between thick roots.

I watched shadows shorten and lengthen as the cluster of ten or twelve morph bent over the maps around Nik. Occasionally, I would hear voices rise as a handful of them erupted into some heated argument, but I couldn’t really get a sense of what it was about.

They always spoke in Dengue, and anyway, I wasn't close enough to make out the words, even if I understood the language.

I really hadn't expected that we’d leave that very night, though.

Huddled around the fire, I dozed inside my rain skins, goggles propped on my head, hood hanging down my back, my boots drying slowly from the rocks surrounding the fire pit. I was grateful to be left alone, and grateful that no one felt the need to talk in a loud voice around me.

I was still huddled by that fire when a group of soldier-types returned to the cave to tell the rest of us they were getting ready to leave.

I ignored them while they spoke Dengue.

Eventually I couldn’t ignore them, though. One actually bent over and shook me, presumably thinking he needed to wake me up. Once my eyes opened, he told me in Pharize to suit up, that we’d be leaving within the hour.

I wasn’t the only one to grumble a bit upon receiving the news.

Unlike most of the morph, however, a few of the guards lingered beside me.

Enough of them to remind me that I was still their prisoner.

Tugging up my jacket’s hood, I wiped then fitted the thick goggles back over my eyes. After I bent to re-lace my boots, stomping my heels to knock them into place, I got up to join the line of morph who filed obediently out of the cave’s mouth and into the dark and pouring rain.

The handful of morph guarding me followed, but didn’t try to talk to me again.

As soon as I exited the shelter of the cave, I felt like all of that time drying my clothes got erased within seconds.

The wind had gotten colder, too. It seemed to cut into my skin wherever it lay exposed, causing me to suck in my breath at particularly hard gusts. The combination of the wind and rain did manage to wake me up for real, though... despite the heavy gear and how tired I'd been only seconds before. I hadn’t realized the extent to which the fire and cave walls had put me into a dozy, pleasant sort of sleepiness.

I also hadn’t realized the extent to which the cave walls sheltered us from the elements. Now it hit me that Nik had been working all that time in this near-freezing rain and wind, and likely without a single break.

I had to wonder about the big rush-rush to get out of here.

I figured it had to be at least partly from needing to go before the human authority discovered Razmun’s little gathering out here. Despite the fact that Razmun’s people appeared to have bought off some percentage of the local racial police, I knew that couldn’t be the whole story. Nik already told me that Vilandt had more prisoners per capita than any other colony in the Outer Rim, and that ninety percent of those prisoners were morph.

The main prison of Vilandt, called Muganu, was located miles away from Quisieri Settlement, but all of the morph knew about it, and knew what happened inside. Most had at least one relative who’d spent time inside those walls, and many had lost spouses, friends, neighbors and co-workers to Muganu more permanently, often without being told if they’d ever see their loved ones again, or even if they’d died.

According to Nik, some of the morph had been imprisoned there since the first morph uprisings, something like eighty years earlier. Once a morph disappeared into Mugano, no one knew if they’d ever be seen again, not until they got released... which, needless to say, didn’t always happen.

The morph soldier behind me shoved at the small of my back, presumably to hurry me along. I paused to give him an openly irritated look, but found myself lengthening my strides anyway. By then, I just wanted to find Nik. Despite what Razmun said, I couldn’t help worrying that he might try to separate us, after all.

As we approached the high stone archway, my eyes drifted up.

I studied the illuminated edges of the stone, then noticed the ring of basketball-sized rocks on the grass below. I knew the archway was supposedly how they stabilized the location of the gate, by tying it to that place via some kind of electronic pulse combined with an artificially-produced dimensional shift.

That combination somehow locked the gate to this particular location.

And yeah, okay, so I didn’t fully get it... but Nik said it was based on the same technology they used to propel their ships long distances in a relatively short period of time. Neither the humans nor the morph could create an actual gate artificially, at least not yet, but they could open less-sophisticated portals within the same time sequence and the same dimension.

Those simpler portals could close distances between two fixed points.

Or, apparently, lock other dimensional portals to a single physical location.

Thinking about Nik and how I’d first gotten here, I frowned up at the archway’s illuminated stone edges. When I looked down that time, I found myself facing Nik himself. He was watching me from only a few yards away, his eyes a light color, maybe green or blue.

A lot more morph soldiers surrounded him than me.

They appeared to be doing something to his chest.

His shirt had been hiked up by two of them, so that it bunched up around his shoulders in front under the rain skin he wore. I glimpsed his white skin over ribs and corded muscle, contrasting sharply with the darkness of his coat and dark hair, and felt a reaction somewhere south of my belly, in spite of myself.

A third morph bent in front of him, holding a strange, hooked instrument. Whatever it was, he was using it to pry at something that looked glued, or stuck somehow, to the middle of Nik's chest.

"We have to unlock him to make the jump," a voice explained.

I jumped, turning to face Razmun.

I hadn't seen him approach on my other side.

He smiled, glancing me up and down, as if pleased that he'd managed to surprise me. Or maybe he thought he'd embarrassed me, while I stood gawking at a shirtless Nik. I couldn't tell for certain, since he wore the same shaded goggles I did, beaded with rain. He motioned me forward, so that we approached Nik and the four soldiers surrounding him together.

“All morph must be unlocked prior to a shift,” Razmun added, his lips still smiling faintly as we stopped in front of Nik. “...Not only the one controlling the shift."

I looked at Nik, feeling my stomach go cold for some reason.

"He's been locked all of this time," I muttered. My mouth curled into a deeper frown. “Huh.”

"Of course he's been locked." Razmun gave me a bemused look, but his voice bordered on irritated. "Do you really think I could have trusted him unlocked? What kind of fool do you take me for, Dakota?"

Pausing to glance at Nik, he grunted.

“He’s already been warned that he’ll have a tranquilizer gun on him for the duration of our prep... haven’t you, Jamri?” When Nik didn’t look at him, Razmun swiveled his attention back towards me. “He’ll be locked again upon our arrival at the staging site... at least, when he’s not being restrained in other ways. He’s already informed me that he’d like some time alone with you, Dakota. For that and other reasons, I suppose we’ll have to work out a way to allow him to be unlocked at least part of the time.”

His smile stole perceptibly wider, but also a touch harder under the goggles.

“But do not be stupid enough to mistake me for a fool, Dakota Mayumi,” he warned. “I don’t give much for your long-term chances with Jamri, if you are that stupid. Not only will I probably end up having to kill you, just to keep you from endangering my people... but Jamri himself won’t tolerate it. My sister was one of the few who could keep up with him when we were kids... and she was considered a near-savant.”

I folded my arms, clenching my jaw a little, in spite of myself.

Nihkil, on the other hand, didn’t so much as spare Razmun a glance.

Instead, he continued to watch me.

I got the impression he was assessing me in some way, maybe gauging how I was handling all of this. Maybe he was trying to determine if he could count on me, if an opening presented itself. Maybe he also figured that any openings we got now were it... that it had to happen now, in the next however-long we had before we were permanently trapped in this mess... or not at all.

Or maybe, Nik had already decided to make his own opening.

Maybe he was trying to decide if I was ready for whatever it was he intended to do.

Whatever the case, all I could do was study Nik’s face in return, and try to understand what I saw. As far as being ready myself, apart from the rain skins still weighing me down, I felt about as high-strung and alert as could be expected.

Maybe more so, given that it was the equivalent of three in the morning and I was running on zero caffeine and almost no sleep, on an alien planet in the middle of a rainstorm while simultaneously gearing up for inter-dimensional travel and being kidnapped for use as leverage against my alien quasi-boyfriend.

Really, under the circumstances, I was doing A-Okay.

When I glanced at Nik that time, he gave me a faint smile.

For reasons I couldn't fully understand, I found myself returning it.

Just then, the morph crouching in front of Nik finished removing that black disc from the middle of Nik's chest. Once he held the thing in his hand, the other morph stepped back, leaving open the way for the other five morph to shove Nik forward.

He didn't fight them, just like I never saw him fight the Pharei soldiers on Palarine.

Instead, he kept his eyes on me as he allowed himself to be led towards the yawning opening of the high, stone gate.
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I HAD NO idea what to expect.

My vague memories of that first time, when I'd followed Nik towards that bright light on what I’d assumed to be a regular golf course, didn’t help.

For one thing, everything happened so fast, I could scarcely remember it at all.

When I tried, I glimpsed pieces of that weirdly nostalgic transcendental feeling I’d had when the light first got brighter... almost a feeling of familiarity, like going home.

I remembered my mind whiting out. But I didn’t remember ever feeling like I’d been knocked unconscious, or like I’d fallen asleep.

I remembered the world disappearing in all that white, from the white stones at my feet to the dark trees and even the star-filled sky.

Then... nothing.

At least, nothing before I found myself on that other world, where it was daylight.

Once I landed, I remembered pretty much everything... Nik, the gate’s arch, those white stones, that near-purple sky and me gasping like a fish to try and get enough oxygen into my lungs. I’d been in shock. I mean, I must have been, right?

I remembered that strangely weightless feeling, like I couldn’t get purchase in the gravity on Trinith... but again, that probably came more from the physical realities of the planet itself, not anything to do with the gate-shift. The gravity on Trinith had simply been less than the gravity on Earth. Given that I’d never once been anywhere with less gravity than Earth, I’d had some trouble restoring my equilibrium, especially with those Malek soldiers implanting me and then wanting to rape me.

So yeah, that experience wasn’t particularly helpful.

Back then, I hadn't known even remotely what I’d just walked into.

Nothing would have convinced me that what ended up happening could have happened, not at the time, not even if I’d had a real chance to ponder the weirdness of that night. I'd thought I was walking towards a light. I'd lost Nik in that light, and I hadn’t been willing to lose him.

Really, it was as simple as that.

But yeah, okay, given everything I’d seen in that hour or so after Nik showed up to save me from my sociopathic “date”...much less Nik’s own warning not to follow him into that light... I’d still been pretty dumb.

As it turns out, hindsight regarding side-stepping inter-dimensional portals turns out to be as useless as hindsight in pretty much every other area of life.

Even so, as I watched Nik approach the gate on Vilandt, I couldn’t suppress a feeling of déjà vu. My throat went as dry as a bone as that stone arch loomed closer.

The guards didn’t let Nik get too close, however.

Nor did Razmun let me follow too closely behind Nik.

I figured both things were meant to prevent Nik from grabbing me and running for the gate on his own.

I still had no idea how the gate actually worked, even after all of those tutorials I’d devoured en route to Vilandt... but I got the basic rules surrounding the mechanics of what we’d be doing with Razmun. I’d read how that kind of thing worked, and how a single morph controlled the wave at any given time.

Despite that single point of control, a trained gate-shifter could bring a large number of people on a shift with him or her... at least, if those people crossed the line of the shift within a given time increment, like I had on Earth.

Large groups of individuals hadn’t been brought through the gates very often, but a number of cases were documented and all followed the same, basic pattern.

Generally, humans simply avoided allowing large groups of morph to traverse the gates together for security reasons. For one thing, they might be trapped on the other side, if something happened to the main gate-shifter who’d brought them through.

For another, they didn’t want to give the morph any opportunity to organize away from human eyes and ears... much less conduct a mass breakout, particularly one large enough to fight off whoever got sent after them. Truthfully, I suspected they would have paired humans with morph explorers, even changed the lock-mate system to accommodate that... if the vast majority of humans didn’t die during any kind of shift, paired or otherwise.

I had to hope I would be able to pull the trick off more than once.

Nik seemed to think so, based on how I’d performed in the last shift. But really, there was no way to know. The nearly three hundred morph I could see milling around the clearing shouldn’t have any problems, as long as they moved quickly and steadily through the gate’s opening, preventing the shift from ending prematurely... but I was a different story.

I was an anomaly, as Nik phrased it.

I thought through the rest of what Nik and the aboge told me about how gate-shifts worked.

Like the fact that only one, round-trip shift could occur on a given gate at a given time.

Meaning, once a gate-shift started, no one else could pass through that same gate to go somewhere else, not until the round trip on that shift had been completed, or the time window for the second leg expired.

If you tried to go through the gate with a new shift, you’d simply end up in the same location as whoever had conducted the gate-shift before you. Further, such double-jumping was risky, because sometimes it “completed the loop” of the shift, meaning, it prevented whoever left initially from returning to their starting point.

In other words, if too much time passed after that first shift... if the round trip ticket was allowed to expire, so to speak... then the gate-shifters could find themselves stranded.

Well, unless they happened to land in a dimension with a stable gate already in place and they knew the shift coordinates well enough to find their way back by initiating a whole new round-trip gate shift. Otherwise, they were shit out of luck, as my dad would have said... at least, in terms of finding their way home.

Of course, they might still be able to stabilize a gate in their new locale, in time, but that wasn’t a given, either. It also didn’t guarantee they’d find their way home. They might not be trapped where they’d landed initially, but they could be stuck wandering for the rest of their lives, looking for something familiar... or until they started getting sick from the gates, which for most morph happened within a few dozen gate-shifts.

The other thing Nik told me was that the same navigator who controlled the first leg of a given shift had to control the second leg, as well.

In other words, whatever morph opened the loop of a given gate-shift had to close it.

So yeah, one person controlled where the jump went, and that same person controlled when and if it round-tripped. In a group-shift, everyone had to rely on that person. Once they'd arrived at the new point, he or she was the only one who could bring them home.

It was another reason the morph tended to gate-shift alone.

On this particular shift, Razmun would be our navigator, which meant he decided whether or not the loop closed.

He’d already made it crystal clear that he didn’t intend to close that loop, of course.

Even so, the reality of handing over control of something like that to Razmun didn’t really hit me until we were about to pass through the stone arch.

The exact timeframe of the loop closures varied from gate to gate, but the main thing was, Nik and I couldn't jump ourselves anywhere else, not until that timeframe expired.

We also couldn’t return to Vilandt.

So yeah, once we walked into Razmun’s gate shift, my last chance of seeing Earth would probably be gone forever. From what Nik told me, coordinates to a particular place varied from dimension to dimension... even gate to gate. While there was no guarantee Nik could have found Earth from the third gate on Vilandt, there was significantly less chance he would be able to find it from another dimension entirely.

It would be like finding a needle in a haystack.

Or, more accurately, it would be like finding a particular grain of sand in a beach three times the size of the sun.

I’d never see Earth again.

All of this ran through my mind in the handful of seconds it took me and Nik to be shoved towards the gate's high opening behind Razmun and the others.

Once we stood directly under it, I found myself looking around, even as my breathing started to get stuck in my chest, coming out harder with each forced exhale. I’d never been the type to have anxiety issues, but right then, I felt on the verge of a panic attack.

Glancing at Nik, I wondered if he felt it on me, too... and then, looking at him closer, I wondered if he might be the source of it.

Seeing how pale his skin looked under the hood he wore, and how taut his expression, I found myself getting nervous for a whole different set of reasons. Nihkil looked like he was gearing up for a fight... a real one. I’d never seen him look like that before, like he might jump out of his own skin any minute.

I wondered if being unlocked was affecting him again, if he was itching to change forms now that they’d finally removed the artificial restraint. No one came out and said it to me, but I’d definitely gotten the sense that morph got some kind of kick out of shifting.

Maybe closer to exercise and endorphins than actual sex, but with some component of their more primal desires woven into the mix, for sure.

I’d have to ask Nik about that.

Assuming we survived this, of course.

Either way, I had a pretty strong feeling that something was about to happen. The longer I stared at Nik, the more sure I was, until I could practically feel the adrenaline running through his blood between the link we shared.

He must have felt me staring at him. Giving me a bare glance, he asked me in no uncertain terms with his eyes to cut it out.

I did as he asked without hesitation.

Averting my gaze, I fought to focus my eyes through the partially-fogged goggles, looking around at other morph without really seeing them. I felt my fingers clench at my sides, and that tension in my own chest worsened.

Still, a few bits of information got through.

Forcing my eyes around in another arc, I realized in a kind of panic that even more of them stood in the small canyon than I’d originally counted. By the way they all milled and hovered in the clearing directly in front of the gate, I had to assume they were all coming with us.

I tried to make out faces as that fact sank in, and it managed to distract me somewhat from whatever Nik was up to. Seeing the rows of different but similarly-symmetrical faces shining in the illuminated circle thrown off by those odd, blue torches, I tried to count them again, to at least get a ballpark figure of just how many stood there.

Just then, Razmun paused at the opening of the gate, glancing back at the rest of us.

We stood near him again, I realized.

The guards who’d been pushing and prodding at our backs and sides apparently had instructions to keep us within Razmun’s reach. I guess he was still worried about Nik running off, or maybe he’d seen the same thing in Nik’s face that I had.

Either way, he clearly wanted us well-surrounded.

His hands hanging open at his sides, Razmun glanced at me, then at Nik.

"Are you ready, old friend?" he said.

Nik gave him a dismissive look.

I might have even bought it, if I hadn’t felt the adrenaline thrumming through his blood like a hot fever. As it was, I kept expecting one or both of them to crack their knuckles, or make some other posturing move, like two guys in a pissing match might have done on Earth.

Nik gave me a bare glance, but I didn’t see anything in it that time.

Nothing I could identify, anyway.

Razmun glanced at another morph then, one standing by the gate.

“Start the timer,” he said.

I swallowed a little.

I knew he had to be talking about the bomb, or whatever they’d done to get the gate stabilizers to self-destruct after we left.

That whole thing where I might be trapped forever on some alternate dimension was suddenly feeling very real. I couldn’t help wondering if Razmun had been lying about keeping me alive, even in the short term. For all I knew, this place could still kill me upon arrival.

Murdering me might just be another way to screw with Nik’s head, or force him to bond to someone in Razmun’s group.

I’d also noticed Razmun was more than a little jealous of Nik, whatever he pretended.

Thinking about that, I found myself glancing at Nik again, almost without meaning to. Intercepting a second warning stare from him, I looked away just as quickly, but not before I saw that his eyes had gone obsidian black.

I swallowed again, trying to shove the worry from my mind.

Something nagged at me though, pulling at me to pay attention, to think.

Razmun was jealous of Nik.

Why would Razmun be jealous of Nik? Clearly, from when they were kids, Razmun had always been the dominant one, particularly in terms of social interactions. Nik wasn’t the type to bother trying to gain power over people, not unless he had a specific reason. From what I knew of him, he’d never try to manipulate anyone to do his bidding on a regular basis, just to see if he could. The very idea would be abhorrent to him.

Razmun certainly wasn’t jealous of Nik and me, given how much open scorn he’d piled on both of us for being together.

Still, Razmun was jealous. I was sure of it.

Glancing at Nik, I caught him staring at me again, that warning back in his eyes.

I looked away from his face, just in time to see Razmun rip off his goggles, holding them up along with his free hand, presumably to gain all of our attention. I watched his eyes scan the crowd of morph, his irises a bright, pale gold and strangely mesmerizing.

“My friends!” he said, his voice caught on the wind and rain. “My friends, hear me! Now, everything changes! Now, we take the first steps to true freedom!”

I jumped a little when the crowd erupted around me.

Stomping their feet, whistling and cheering, many raised gloved hands to the sky, making a symbol with their fingers and palms that I recognized from the historical recordings.

I had no idea what it meant.

I saw young morph among the adults, even children, noticing them for the first time as they waved their hands, beaming in Razmun’s direction. Older morph stood there, too, possibly relatives of the others, but the majority I saw looked to fall roughly between the ages of twenty and forty-five years old, at least in their human bodies.

It struck me that everyone around us had been poised for that exact moment, watching Razmun with held breaths as he approached the gate.

They were scared, nervous, probably out of their minds with misgivings and doubts. They were leaving the dreaded human slave-owners behind, sure, but they were doing it by going somewhere that might mean all of their deaths. At the very least, they were doing it by leaving everything and everyone they’d ever known behind.

Many of them had likely never been on a gate-shift before, since a good percentage of morph were born without the ability.

As the thought struck me, another one did, too.

I glanced at Nik, and suddenly, I knew exactly why Razmun was jealous of him.

Averting my eyes before the thought could gain much traction, I watched the morph around me begin to chant Razmun’s rebel name of Zarwin. The rebel leader watched them do it, a faint smile on his face, a glimmer of relief in his eyes... along with an overt, possibly even put-on, expression of affection and pride.

Whatever it was, the other morph seemed to buy it.

I watched as the crowd smiled with him, gazing up at where he stood with a kind of fevered hope in their postures and expressions. Some even appeared to be crying, although it was hard to tell in the rain and with most of us still wearing goggles.

I got it, too.

Even if they hadn’t experienced those things personally, most of the morph in this crowd knew morph in Muganu jail, or morph slaves working for the Malek or the Pharei, or morph who worked as bodyguards, mercenaries or entertainers to individual humans or human cartels.

From the cards, a lot of them probably had hybrid children, too, and somehow I doubted all of them would be as callous as Razmun about abandoning them.

Looking around at the catharsis I could see on different faces, I found myself thinking that morph weren’t all that different from humans, after all.

Clearly, given all of their conflicted feelings around this “escape to freedom” thing, they needed someone to tell them everything would be all right. They needed someone larger than life, some kind of savior-type, even if, somewhere in the back of their minds, they didn’t fully believe it. Razmun twisted that emotional need, just like I’d seen skilled manipulators do with people on Earth.

Knowing Razmun, he’d probably culled his followers from the same desperate and traumatized segment of the population as the worst scam artists, political charlatans and cult leaders did back on Earth.

Even so, gazing around at the shouting morph and their taut but hopeful faces, I could feel a tangible release of their fears as they cheered.

Of course, I knew Razmun had done it for that very reason.

Nik alone seemed unmoved.

He continued to stand there, surrounded by guards, his hands at his sides, his expression unreadable. Remembering I wasn’t supposed to be staring at him, my eyes searched once more for Razmun, instead.

He stood directly before the gate now.

The guards behind me and Nik pushed us forward, so that we were right behind Razmun and his immediate entourage, which also included Oslep, I noticed. The large morph grinned at me under his goggles, the second my eyes fixed on his bulkier form.

He seemed genuinely happy about what was happening.

Before I could smile back, Razmun was already walking into the gate.

The last few strides he took without hesitation, a hard, triumphant look on his face.

Nik followed only two morph behind him, his expression holding something I still couldn’t quite interpret. I had time to think that he looked almost at home in those few seconds, as if the gates really were a part of him somehow, when Razmun disappeared through the stone archway altogether, Oslep close on his heels.

White light rose in a blinding shower.

Like that first time, it was so dense, it felt almost physically tangible.

Within a matter of seconds, I couldn’t see my feet anymore, or any of the faces around me, not even Nik’s. I had a bare second to think: this might be it, I might be dead at the end of this... when the light blotted out the last remnants of my mind, leaving me with a sensation of utter free-fall.

I don’t know how long that lasted.

I only know that, at one point, it changed.

I went from falling to flying.

I went from being pulled to doing the pulling.

I felt Nik in that. I felt him helping me.

A struggle lived in that crossover, too... somewhere at the periphery of my awareness.

Whatever it was, it didn’t really feel like it had anything much to do with me, though... and thankfully, it was over soon.

Nihkil’s presence grew stronger soon after that.

I felt affection on him, what might have been relief. More than that, I felt joy on him, a kind of triumphant happiness.

Whatever its cause, the feeling was infectious.

Rather than being frightened, like I’d more than half-expected while waiting for this thing to start, I felt... liberated. For the first time, maybe in my whole life, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be, doing exactly what I was supposed to do.

I was born to do this, to fly.

All of us were, I found myself thinking.

Whether through dreams or fantasies... or simply a fascination with birds and planes... flying was something all people knew, deep in their hearts, that they were born to do.

The idea made me laugh out loud, even though I could no longer see where I was. Even though I no longer knew if I existed at all.

I was meant to fly. I was meant to be flown.

So I flew.
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... TIME PASSED.

I have no idea how much.

All I knew was, I found myself standing in shocking daylight, once again... and gasping, once again.

I couldn’t catch my breath, but this time, it was because some part of me wanted to breathe too much. I could actually feel my lungs sucking oxygen molecules out of the air around me. Other things drifted into my awareness as I watched my lungs and breath work. I felt off-balance. I felt heavy, but it wasn’t only that. I felt like something inside me had been left somewhere, far behind, and had yet to catch up.

Everything around me appeared to be awash in greens and blues.

The sun hung too bright in a blue sky, but God, it was so familiar...

I took a step forward, and fell.

Grabbing hold of the person next to me, I fought to use them to keep my balance, but nearly pulled them down with me, instead.

Whoever they were, they staggered, too, gasping in a beached fish kind of way.

I heard them let out a frightened moan.

Shapes grew indistinct around me, moving forms and shadows in the blinding light. I realized I was on my knees in soft-feeling ground, that my hands were clutching something growing in that soil.

Staring down at it, I breathed a familiar smell...

I don't know how long I knelt there precisely.

After a few more minutes, where my heart rate slowed back down to non-heart-attack speeds and I could breathe again without choking, it occurred to me that I still wore the infrared goggles. Realizing that the goggles were likely why my eyes still hurt, I ripped them off my head, clutching them in my fingers over that soft ground.

I waited a few seconds more before opening my eyes, rubbing them with a gloved hand and blinking painfully up at the sky. Pretty quickly, though, my eyes felt better, and a lot less like they were going to be burned permanently out of my head.

When my vision finally cleared, my heart started pounding for a different reason.

In my non-goggle-holding hand, I found myself gripping something I knew so well that I cried out in shock.

My fingers wrapped around green grass sprinkled with little brown pine needles and what looked like three-leaf clovers. Dandelions wove into that tapestry, along with what I distinctly recognized as a honey bee, and a little black ant.

My mind balked, fighting not to accept what I was seeing.

Maybe I was afraid to feel it, only to be proved wrong.

I looked up, and found myself staring at a row of triangular-shaped trees surrounded by sharp green grass. Pine trees. At the base of one of them lay a plastic bottle. I found myself laughing aloud, recognizing the Pepsi logo that stared back at me like something from a dream... or maybe a nightmare.

A moan erupted from the grass next to me.

My gaze swiveled, taking in the rest of my surroundings.

I saw morph everywhere, I realized.

Most of them gasped from their knees, or sat on the close-cropped grass. I looked around the section of lawn... and realized I recognized that, too.

The golf course.

We were on the same section of golf course we’d visited that night all those weeks ago. The same one where I’d done my first gate-shift... not long after Nik drove me on the Enfield after we'd nearly been killed by those Malek morph.

Nik had brought me back to Seattle.

The thought barely made sense to my mind.

I looked in the direction of the nearest golf cart track, half-expecting to see my bike still parked on the asphalt, as if everything that happened since had only been some kind of Alice in Wonderland dream.

The Enfield wasn’t there, of course.

When I looked back at the lawn, I saw some kind of scuffle happening.

In the same set of seconds, I got a better snapshot of where I was... in relation to everyone and everything else, that is. Rather than being on the main green of the golf course itself, I knelt at the tree-lined edge on a patch of semi-shaded lawn. About twenty feet away from where the fight erupted... I was another thirty or forty yards from the nearest actual road.

Looking around, I realized morph covered the grass in a circle over fifty meters wide.

I could see more in groups and clusters among the trees rimming the golf course, too, including not far from where I crouched.

It crossed my mind to just run, to bolt out of there and run like hell before someone tried to gate-shift with me again.

A part of me thought I should go now, while everyone was distracted.

I had visions of showing up at Irene’s door, pounding on it, the look of shock on her face as she saw me standing there, wearing these weird-ass clothes with a wild look in my eyes, babbling about being chased by aliens.

My mind continued along with the fantasy, imagining her inviting me in, her making me... shit... coffee.

I hovered on that vision of me sitting at her crappy linoleum dining table, watching her smoke and tap her fingers nervously as I drank a real cup of Irene’s psychotically-strong coffee and tried to explain to her where I’d been.

In my mind, I saw her smoking nervously as I told her the whole, crazy story, and explained to her about Nik, about that mark in the alley...

Nik.

I turned, so sharply it hurt my neck.

I looked for him among the faces and bodies littering the grassy field.

Something jerked my gaze towards the handful of morph fighting in that center section of lawn. I paused there just long enough to make out the faces of the two morph in the center.

Nihkil's skin looked even more abnormally pale under the Washington sun, but I knew him, even in the now crazy-looking rain gear from Vilandt. I stared at his face, seeing it streaked with mud and sweat as he ripped his own goggles off his head. He blinked into the face of another, slightly shorter morph, who was unmistakably Razmun.

Razmun had already removed his own goggles and looked ready to punch Nik in the face.

His skin flushed a bright red, almost crimson, as I watched.

"What the hell did you do?" he yelled at Nik in Pharize.

I dragged myself to my feet, still holding my arms out for balance as I started to move towards the two of them, walking around morph who continued to kneel or lay in the grass around where I’d landed. When I got within a dozen feet of the cluster of morph guards staring at Nik, I paused again, gazing off into the trees.

I could hear the overpass of the freeway in the distance, and now I wondered if I should run to get help.

Help, though... seriously?

What kind of help?

Did I wave down a cop car, tell them that I’d just brought a subset of a completely different species to Earth through an inter-dimensional portal? How quick would they haul me downtown for that one?

Did I call Irene? Gantry? What the hell could either of them do, against a bunch of pissed-off, shapeshifting aliens?

By the time I got back, Nik might already be dead.

Again, the urge to just run, get the hell out of there, grew almost overpowering.

Only looking at Nik kept my feet in place, almost against my own will.

I bit my lip to remain silent, maybe even to keep from yelling out his name. I wanted to take him with me. I couldn’t just leave him there, but I couldn’t see how to help him, either. I didn’t want to call attention to myself, not if I might still be of any use to him.

All of these things running through my head simultaneously paralyzed me, even as I stared around, trying to think. When I looked back at the morph squaring off in the middle of the clearing, I couldn't tear my eyes off of Nik’s face.

"I did not do it!" Nik snarled, staring at Razmun.

“You lie! You hijacked the jump!”

“I did, yes,” Nik snapped, unapologetic. His eyes glowed with a pale fire, nearly white under the sunlight. “Of course I did, Razmun. You were a fool to let me enter the wave so close to you. An arrogant fool, as usual. But I did not bring us to this place!”

Razmun barely seemed to hear him, much less believe him.

"Where are we?” Razmun demanded. “We did not map this place! How stupid are you, to bring us to a place with no stable gate! We are trapped here now!"

"I did not navigate!" Nik yelled, raising his voice. "I gave navigation to her!"

There was a silence.

Somehow, it hit me only then that Razmun had no idea where we’d landed, or that Nik had brought us back to my home world.

In that pause after Nik spoke, however, I saw something happen to Razmun's face, as if a profusion of thoughts came together all at once, perhaps more than he could process. The skin of his ears and the back of his neck turned an even brighter red, until they were nearly purple.

For the first time, I was afraid of him.

Like, really afraid of him.

I knew crazy when I saw it. Hell, it was my job to spot crazy, to plan for it, and sometimes to figure out how I might exploit it.

If this guy had been a mark of mine, it would have been time to call for reinforcements.

Even as I thought it, Razmun let out a kind of roar.

The sound changed in mid-exhale... growing in volume even as I saw his skin bulge abruptly from beneath the rain-resistant coat. It ripped through that rain-retardant material like it was a thin plastic bag over a mound of sharp rocks, rather than the heavy synthetic that still weighed down my shoulders.

Muscle, bone and skin protruded from the shredded material... right before it grew over rapidly with black hair. The animal’s coat thickened as I watched, shining a near blue-black in the afternoon sun.

I let out an involuntary gasp when Nik began to grow alongside the other morph.

Taking a reflexive step back, I watched as Nik changed, until, within seconds, he matched Razmun in size and shape... surpassing him briefly in the speed of the change itself.

It was if he'd been holding the shift back for so long that it literally burst out of him.

His skin erupted with a similarly dense, black pelt, so rapidly that the hair appeared almost to be alive as it waved up and out, caught at once in a sharp Seattle breeze.

Nik’s arms and hands found the grass heavily as he fell forward, his joints bending the opposite way just as razor-sharp claws erupted from between his fingers, surrounded rapidly by padded paws and more of that thick, black fur.

I watched in full-blown, gaping shock as Nik’s neck elongated next, growing out of shoulders that sloped the opposite way now, even as they climbed rapidly in height. Nik’s legs lengthened below his torso to meet the size of those enormous feet and a whipping and coiling black tail darted out from behind him, shredding the last of his clothes.

Fangs erupted from his jaws as he snarled at the creature that had been Razmun.

The two giant cats circled one another, hissing, their heads lowered on those long necks, their ears flattened dangerously to their heads.

I found I couldn’t breathe again.

Or maybe, I was breathing too much.

I was out of my league here, and I knew it... but I couldn’t just stand there, either, and watch Nik and Razmun tear one another apart.

I saw some of the other morph guards struggling, fighting to change even as they backed off. I remembered reading somewhere that most morph had a lot of trouble shifting into new forms following a gate-shift. Some could do it, (well, clearly), but it wasn’t a given.

For that reason, humans would usually send gate-shifting morph to do a brief survey to determine the main life forms of a new world before they did the full-on exploration. That way, when they left for the real job, they could transform before they entered the gate.

Even so, mistakes happened.

I’d read about morph who were murdered by the locals before they’re recovered from the shift well enough to blend.

All of that ran through my head in a rush now, even as I found myself grateful for that most of them couldn’t shift... for Nik’s sake, at least.

It didn’t help me know what to do now, though.

I was still staring up at the two, full-grown erensyi, when the one that had been Razmun––which I could only just distinguish from a scar he wore over one eye, presumably because his erensyi form got in at least one fight in the past––leapt on the erensyi that had been Nihkil.

I let out an involuntary yell.

The sheer viciousness of the attacks made me wince and cry out again as they slashed at each other with their claws, each lowering their heads to protect their long necks. Nik and Razmun clinched long enough for Razmun to get in a long slash across Nik's back and a second one down his ribs with those curved talons.

Nik managed to twist free of his hold shortly after, rolling across the slight slope of the golf course before he leapt right back in Razmun's direction, slashing the other morph across the face, not far from where his old scar lived.

Razmun let out an angry and pain-filled howl.

He barely hesitated before he slashed back at Nik, though, getting him across the chest with one swipe before Nik managed to leap out of the way.

That third set of cuts looked deeper, I noticed.

I also noticed that Nik had a bit more trouble getting free of the knife-like claws that time, despite how fast both of them could move in this form. The ripping sound I’d heard when he did jerk loose was enough to bring bile to my throat.

Both erensyi were still on their feet, even if both were obviously hurt.

Blood darkened and matted their fur in several places, and appeared to be dripping into Razmun’s eyes. I saw some of it on their feet, too... and the lawn, of course.

When Razmun rushed Nik again, Nik leapt nimbly out of the way, making a weaker swipe at Razmun's eyes before he again gave ground.

Once out of Razmun’s range, I saw Nik glance at me, as if warning me back. He didn’t look at me long, but it made me realize he’d known where I was all along.

Before that thought could fully penetrate, Nik began pacing back and forth in front of Razmun, watching the other morph with dark green eyes.

I couldn't help staring at the blood I saw clumping his fur.

I wanted to yell again, to tell them both to stop, but my throat had gone completely dry. I knew it probably wouldn’t do any good anyway.

Really, I could only stand there, feeling like I'd been dropped inside some kind of bad dream... especially given where we were, and the fact that one of my native Earthlings might happen upon this little scene at any second. The thought pretty much blanked my mind, in terms of contemplating possible scenarios, which I knew could include anything from curious gawkers to the United States military.

Even so, I found myself thinking that the morph couldn’t kill me, not anymore. They couldn’t kill Nik either, as much as Razmun might want to.

Nik had seen to that handily, by making himself... and me... their only way home.

Of course, I was a navigator who didn't know how to navigate.

And really, even I knew Nik wasn’t likely to take Razmun and his pals back to Vilandt any time soon... if ever. On the other hand, if we didn’t take them back, and relatively soon, then all of the morph I could see milling around me would likely become permanent residents of Earth... something I couldn’t quite wrap my head around, either.

Then, something else yanked at my attention.

"Hey! Look at this!” a voice shouted behind me.

“Holy crap!” said another. “What the hell are those things?"

“Who are all of these people... ?” muttered a third.

The voices pulled me out of the lost spaces in my own mind. Even as they did, it hit me that scenario one of interacting with the locals may have already begun.

Jerking my eyes to the right of where I stood, I saw a scene so unreal it might have made me laugh under different circumstances.

Four thirty-something guys wearing the dorkiest outfits imaginable stared up at Nik and Razmun like they’d just stumbled across an elaborate street performance involving giant hand puppets.

"What the hell are they?" the first voice repeated, rising excitedly in pitch. "What do you think? They can't be leopards, right? Could they be some kind of genetic mutation? Or is this a virtual reality exhibit?"

"I don't get it," another said cynically. He frowned up at the two, black, cat-like creatures, before his eyes darted around at the rest of us, taking in the sweep of morph without looking particularly impressed. "Where are the cameras? Is this even a movie set?” His frown deepened. “Do any of you know what’s supposed to be in town right now? Is this that T-Rex thing they talked about with robots last year... ?"

"Those things look pretty real to me...” another one muttered.

“Is that one bleeding?” said the first guy.

"It's bullshit, that's what it is," said the blond guy in the middle, the one with the cynical voice and the permanently irritated expression on his face. His mouth curled into a frown. "And they've totally ruined our through-shot."

I felt a high-pitched giggle lodge somewhere in my throat.

Unfortunately, it did little more than choke me, leaving me light-headed.

The four guys stood on the other end of the grass lawn, wearing brightly patterned shorts and polo shirts. They clustered roughly around a white-roofed golf cart, staring up at the two erensyi fighting on the manicured lawn with widely divergent expressions on their faces.

The golf cart still carried a fifth guy, too, who wore a fisherman's hat and a pale blue sweater over khaki shorts. He looked too stunned by the sight of the two erensyi and all of those morph to even voice an opinion.

Gripping the wheel of the cart, he gaped up at the erensyi as if he was still trying to figure out what he'd done wrong to end up here.

"That's not a leopard, Jack," one of the patterned shorts guys said, hands on his hips.

"You're damned right it's not," the blond one said, still sounding angry.

He looked around at the morph scattered over the lawn, all of them wearing rain slickers and most still in their infrared goggles as they fought to breathe. Following the blond guy’s gaze, I realized none of those with the goggles on could likely see, either.

The blond guy seemed to find our very presence there offensive in the extreme.

“...This has to be some kind of stupid performance... or maybe a political statement. Look at these jokers in the gas masks and decontamination suits. These assholes are probably making some commentary on the violence on television or something...”

Cupping his hands around his mouth, the blond one shouted up to the two erensyi.

"Hey...” he yelled. "Jackasses! Move your rehearsal somewhere else, okay? This is a private course, and I will call the cops! You're trespassing!"

The other morph on the lawns turned their heads.

They stared at the disgruntled golfers, slack-jawed.

It occurred to me that Nik and I would be the only ones here who could even understand them. Even as I thought it, the blond guy focused on me, as if he’d scanned all the other faces, looking for comprehension and finding none.

As soon as he caught my gaze, however, his frown deepened.

"Hey!" he said, hands on his hips. "Are you responsible for this?"

I looked up at the two erensyi, who were now watching the five men and the golf cart as well, their tails flicking around their long legs.

Giving a kind of choked laugh, I shook my head.

"No, man," I said. "I can honestly say I'm not in charge of this."

My answer, and probably my laughter, did not impress angry golf-guy.

"Well, who the fuck is?" he snapped.

I was still stammering with a response for that, when sirens erupted from the nearby highway, and from the road that circled the golf course.

I didn't have to think hard to know that they had to be coming for us.

Someone we hadn’t seen must have reported... something.

Either that, or the guy in the golf cart was quicker on the draw with his mobile phone than I’d noticed. Whoever called it in, and whatever they’d said, it sounded like Seattle's finest had taken them seriously. Half of the damned police force seemed to be on its way.

My eyes immediately swiveled to the bloodier of the two erensyi.

"Nik!" I shouted, switching instinctively to Pharize. "Time to go!"

Both erensyi looked at me, their eyes showing incomprehension.

“Now, Nik! RIGHT NOW!” I snapped, pointing at the road, in the direction of the ever-louder sirens. “They’re going to shoot you down like rabid dogs... do you hear me? You’re not normal here... none of this is!”

I saw Nik’s eyes change first.

He glanced in the direction of the sirens, his tail coiling around behind him in what might have been indecision.

I was still staring between the two of them, when their forms abruptly altered... seemingly in the same set of seconds.

Nik and Razmun shrank back down to their human forms, shifting even faster than they'd grown. I watched them lose hair to smooth skin, now crazy pale under the bright sunlight and in comparison to the Earth guys standing on my other side. Their necks and legs abruptly shrank down to the much smaller, and much more vulnerable-looking human varieties, even as I saw their feet lose claws to skin and nails.

I could only stare for those few seconds, watching the shrinking and reconfiguring bones and muscles. Their joints reversed direction with a sickening-looking jerk, and within a matter of seconds, two men stood where the erensyi had been, stark naked, bleeding, and swaying on trembling muscles.

"Holy...”

I turned again sharply, once more startled when I remembered the golfers.

The four men all stood there now, looking like they might be going into shock.

 The angry guy in the middle had gone completely blank-faced, like some part of him had just shut off.

“What the hell was that?” the dark-haired one excitedly shrieked.

Deciding I really couldn’t do much with these jokers, I looked back at Nik.

As I did, I felt... something.

Whatever it was, it was intense enough to scare me, and to cause me to take a step towards him and Razmun, almost without knowing I’d done it. I was still staring at the two of them, lost somewhere between shock at the transformation I'd just witnessed, and fear about what might be about to happen next... when Nik collapsed on the grass.

He fell like dead weight, without making a sound.

Reminded of what he’d done after I’d taken that shrapnel out of him, I thought he was out cold at first.

Then I saw him laying there, clutching a series of deep, red lines in his chest with a blood-covered hand, his eyes open, a pale blue.

I didn't think that time.

I just ran.

I reached Nik’s side even as the first of the police cars pulled up to the road at the edge of the golf course lawn, about a hundred yards from where Nik lay on the grass.

Throwing myself to the ground beside him, I took his hand, reaching for his face even as his eyes fluttered under my touch. I was aware, somewhere, of a commotion around us. I heard Razmun shouting commands, found myself thinking somewhere in the background that they were all running, that they would leave us here to take the fall.

And they did.

By the time I looked away from Nik's face, the lawn was mostly emptied of morph.

I saw the last of them running, scattered in a wide arc through the trees, their Vilandt rain gear flapping behind their legs. A few must have recovered from the gate-shift, because I saw at least three transform in mid-run. I saw one leap into the air and begin flying away, too.

Seeing the German shepherd-sized bird-thing wing up into the Seattle sky––over a somewhat beat-up and blood-spattered private golf course, heading north towards an all-too-familiar freeway––was almost more than my brain could absorb.

But I didn’t have time to freak out.

I found the view of the cops approaching from our right, weapons drawn, particularly motivating.

The sight was also familiar enough to get my brain moving again.

"Nik!" Gripping his shoulders, I shook him, forcing his eyes to flicker open, to stare up at me. "Nik!" I said. "We have to go... now!"

“Is he gone?” he said.

“Who?” I gave him a confused look. “Razmun?”

“Yes.”

“He’s gone,” I confirmed, before glancing back at the police. “But we’ve got other problems, Nik. Like... big ones.”

His eyes followed mine to the approaching cops, who proceeded to stalk us from their parked police cruisers across the grass. I saw Nik look up, at the sky maybe, or maybe at the sun.

Either way, that dazed expression in his eyes finally cleared.

He pushed my hands off his chest and away from his face.

"Stand back," he said.

I didn't argue.

Pulling myself abruptly to my feet, I stepped back as quickly as I could, glancing nervously at the cops. I saw some of them aiming their guns at me now, pretty much the second I got back to my feet.

“Don’t move!” one of them yelled. “Hands where we can see them!”

I raised my hands slowly above my head.

Really, what choice did I have?

In that half-second I looked away, though, Nik had already begun to change.

By the time I looked back at him, my jaw dropped, just like the old cliché. I found I literally could not close my mouth as I stared at the thing that used to be my boyfriend.

A dragon stood there.

It was huge, just like I'd imagined all those times through the windows and domes on Palarine. Its iridescent black and red scales shimmered in the sunlight, blinding me.

The creature turned to look at me, its yellow eyes the only part of him I still recognized.

Nik the dragon let out a low roar as I watched, shaking the canopy of the nearby trees, making my hair stand on end. He looked down at the cops from his nearly two-story height, and roared again. That time, I lost my balance, nearly falling over backwards.

Flinching back a few feet instead, I stared up at him in awe, unable to breathe as I took in the size of him.

When he roared a third time, I found myself looking at the police.

They'd stopped dead in their tracks.

I watched as they gaped up at the giant lizard, a lot of them with mouths open, like me.

Their eyes rounded uniformly from their different positions around the manicured lawn. Some held their guns like they'd forgotten what they were for, aiming them towards the grass or at other officers or even at their own feet. All of them gaped up at the scaled animal that looked like something from a fairytale.

And yeah, it pretty much was.

Even so, something about seeing them there spurred my own mind back into life.

We had to get out of here. Now.

Before these guys snapped out of their trance.

Lurching forward, I leapt for the dragon before I thought about whether that was such a great idea. Nik clearly approved, however, since he immediately crouched down, presumably to make it easier for me to climb up his muscular and scale-covered side.

I fought to get up as quickly as possible, and to let him help me, using the wing he stretched out to give me leverage. Still, even the leathery skin of his wing was difficult to grasp without using my nails, and the scales slipped out from under my hands like glass.

After a few more seconds of me trying to get up and failing, Nik moved forward one clawed foreleg so I could climb up on that, instead.

After huffing and sweating my way from the foreleg to the wing and then his back, I finally managed to get my leg over the bones making up the middle part of his spine, gripping the hard, rock-like scales with both hands and cutting myself on their sharp edges in the process.

Below me, Nik emitted another guttural roar, trembling my body where I sat.

Even so, I heard the near question that time, and kicked into his sides sharply.

As I did it, I found myself staring down at the line of police in fear.

A few of them had regained enough presence of mind to have their guns roughly aimed in our direction again. None had fired yet, and none seemed anxious to get any closer, but I knew that would likely change pretty quickly, too.

"Go! Go! Go!" I yelled in English. "Step on it, Nik!"

He didn't need any more prompting.

Before it occurred to me to hold my breath, or to prepare myself in any way other than to hold on for dear life, the enormous creature gave a hard beat to its leathery wings...

... and we lifted up into the air.





EPILOGUE

Ordinary
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LATER, I WOULD hear on the news confused reports about some kind of break-out of exotic animals.

None of the reports would make a lot of sense.

None even specified where the animals had come from exactly, or even what kind of animals they were... details that didn’t go entirely unnoticed by those repeating the reports.

That didn’t seem to alarm anyone, though.

Instead, newscasters chuckled amongst themselves, speculating about private circuses, a zoo owned by some kind of rich eccentric, animals that had been drugged and went into some kind of frenzy on a private golf course.

I heard a further report that the deed might have been done by a ring of endangered and rare animal smugglers whose product managed to break free, briefly terrorizing some early-morning golfers in the north-eastern edge of the city.

In any case, no one I saw seemed to settle on a definitive explanation. Overall, the tone of the newscasts focused on the lighter, more human-interest side of things.

A day later, they dropped the story altogether.

Which was a relief. I guess.

The story had a heck of a lot of holes in it, though.

I had to assume I wasn’t the only one who noticed. I figured the police must be keeping a fair few details from that day to themselves.

No one came knocking on my door during that time, though, which was all I really cared about.

Well, Irene’s door, to be precise. Although, since Nik and I had taken up residence in her living room, I guess it was our place as well. Temporarily, at least.

I hadn’t yet gotten around to that long talk I’d envisioned with Irene at her lime green kitchen table. Nor had I gotten to drink much coffee yet, come to think of it... certainly not as much as I would have liked.

Even so, I could tell the time for that talk was fast approaching.

Irene had been incredibly cool about taking in me and Nik, no questions asked. But now that a little time had passed, I saw her looking at Nik a lot where he lay on the couch, her eyes thoughtful at times, even speculative.

Irene might be quirky in her way, but she was by no means stupid.

I had to wonder if she’d already noticed that Nik wasn’t your average weirdo from the West Coast, or that the color of his eyes had a tendency to shift a little too dramatically every now and then. She seemed to like Nik well enough, and even babied him pretty extensively once she got a look at the injuries he’d sustained from his fight with Razmun.

But yeah, that was different.

She had to know something was up with him, whatever she thought of him as a person.

Still, it was a relief that she had liked him... and that she’d prioritized his health over getting straight answers out of either of us.

At that point, I’d really needed the space to figure out what next, before I had to start dealing with everyone else’s reactions to my being back in town.

In that sense, putting off “the talk” with Irene felt more like a survival tactic.

I also hadn’t stopped worrying about the cops.

Or, more realistically, whoever the cops had likely handed the investigation off to at this point... assuming there even was an investigation, and they hadn’t just filed it away in some administrative black hole, chalking it up to a mass hallucination of some kind.

I couldn’t help hoping they had filed it in the police equivalent of the X-Files.

But yeah... I highly, highly doubted it.

I really couldn’t tell what the cops actually knew, though... which, yeah, had started to stress me out. I certainly couldn’t know what they might have guessed, given what twenty or so of them saw on the golf course that morning.

I also didn’t know if the cops managed to pick up any of the other morph stragglers. If they had, I wondered how long it would take them to figure out that they weren’t, strictly speaking, human.

Heck, for all I knew, they had instruments that picked up the gate-shift itself, even before all the wackiness ensued with fleeing morph and people turning into giant dragons.

Realistically, if even half of what I feared had come to pass, by now, the local Seattle PD would no longer be in charge of the investigation. They certainly wouldn’t be the ones detaining and questioning aliens, or even designing the cover stories for the public around whatever it was the witnesses thought they’d seen on that stretch of golf course that morning.

I mean, just every mobile phone on the planet had a built-in camera these days.

I didn’t see any of the cops or those golfer guys filming me and Nik riding off into the sunset, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. I still had no idea who even called it in, whether it had been the golfers or someone else.

I also wondered who might have interviewed those golfers in the aftermath of our escape, and what they thought they’d actually seen.

Then again, given how that blond guy reacted to seeing two giant erensyi trying to rip one another apart in broad daylight, they might not have been particularly difficult to persuade that they hadn’t seen anything extraordinary.

I’d seen one reporter interview them on the local news, but the clips had been short and pretty generic, and they never surfaced again, so I figured either their testimony had been pulled, or the story was such a non-starter they’d been ignored once the novelty wore off.

It helped that, even in his television interview, the blond one still seemed convinced it was some kind of elaborate hoax, designed to cheat him out of what had been promising to be his best golf score to date.

I listened and watched for other clues in the news, anything that implied Razmun and his people could have been spotted. Chances were, they were still figuring out how to blend and take Earth-appropriate forms... likely from either an abandoned warehouse somewhere, or maybe in one of the wilder areas at the foot of the Cascades.

Either way, if anyone did see anything, I couldn’t find any hint of it in the local news.

On our second day back, when Nik informed me that the point of no return had come and gone on the current gate-shift loop, it really hit me, though.

I’d been responsible for the introduction of a few hundred inter-dimensional aliens into the ecosystem of my home world.

I’d brought a whole new species to Earth.

A few hundred morph lived here now.

They would probably start breeding here in not too long a time, too. Eventually, their numbers would increase to the point where someone was bound to notice.

I did my best not to think about all of the possible ramifications of those facts, but didn’t have much success.

Already, I’d had visions of Razmun as president of some obscure foreign country, building nuclear weapons to wipe out the planetary infestation of humans to make it “safe” for his morph and hybrid pals. I also had at least one nightmare of Razmun showing up at Irene’s apartment in Chinatown, holding a knife to my throat while he demanded that I return him and his friends to Vilandt, where he would make Nik his slave and force me to breed with his morph pals to create more supernaturals.

And yeah, supernaturals.

I hadn’t forgotten that morph and human hybrids generally created a certain percentage of those, too.

I knew that, whatever their ideological beliefs to the contrary, it would only be a matter of time before some of Razmun’s people hooked up with and started impregnating humans.

Morph didn’t seem all that different from humans in that respect, really.

Heck, they might even breed with other animals, if what Nik told me on the ship that day was true. After all, beings that could reproduce generally did, sooner or later. I’d just thrown approximately three hundred wildcards into the genetic mix of my species... as well as that of every other species on the planet... another thing I didn’t particularly want to think about, at least not yet.

So yeah, I knew we weren’t finished with Razmun and his merry band of dimension-hopping, shape-shifting transplants.

I also knew I likely never would be.

But truthfully, I didn’t want to go there yet.

Anyway, returning to my own life had its own set of complications.

There was Irene, who nearly had a heart attack when I showed up at her door with a shivering and half-dead Nik, who wore clothes I’d yanked out of a dryer in one of the dingier laundromats in Chinatown.

An hour later, Irene was bandaging Nik up, just like she had done for me, time and again, after one crap job or another, serving him tea and chatting to him about whether or not she should dye her hair green again, or go for a platinum blond look.

Nik had borne her ministrations patiently, and even with some amount of amusement, although mostly he’d looked on the verge of passing out. He crashed on the couch pretty much the instant Irene pointed him there, barely keeping his eyes open long enough for her to tuck her mom’s old patchwork quilt around his half-naked form.

Irene, luckily, was pretty good with weird.

She also wasn’t the type to need lengthy explanations, at least not right off... especially with someone bleeding on the wooden stairs below her stoop.

She might have spent a little more time staring at Nik’s bare chest than I would have liked, all things considered... but really, I had zero complaints.

Then there was my brother, Jake, who I’d reluctantly called, if only out of some sense of familial duty.

Jake had done the usual Jake thing, and gone all dramatic on me.

He announced he was coming back to Seattle on the first available plane, until I assured him in no uncertain terms that his presence would not be required, and that he should remain in his current lady friend’s private enclave on the Italian beaches.

Truthfully, even if I hadn’t let him off the hook, I might have died of shock if Jake actually had shown up, whatever his professions of brotherly concern.

I knew Jake.

He would come back at some point, sure, but I highly doubted my “time of need” would have anything to do with it. He’d wait until I was working again, and had a place big enough where he could crash and a refrigerator he would feel comfortable abusing as his own.

I'd talked to Gantry, too. Briefly.

He came by a few hours after Nik and I showed up at Irene's.

Irene confessed she’d called him, not long after she put Nik to bed. She said they’d spent so much time looking for me that she’d felt obligated.

Gantry didn't ask me a lot of questions about where I'd been or what I'd been doing all that time, either. More than anything, I got the sense he’d come to see that I was in one piece with his own eyes. Even so, I couldn't help but wince when Gantry stared down at the sleeping Nik, a noticeable frown on his tanned face.

Gantry was no fool.

I saw him look between me and Nik with a growing understanding in his eyes, as if he’d already discerned the lay of the land between us.

Either way, our conversation was brief.

Gantry threw one of his thick arms around me before he left and kissed me on the cheek, telling me how glad he was that I was all right, and that I owed him a beer and a story when I felt up to it. Then he told me to call him once I was back on my feet, that he might have some work for me, too.

For some reason, those were the magic words for me, and the first ones to make me feel like I was truly back home. Something deep inside me, so deep I hadn't even noticed it before that precise moment, began to unclench.

That same thing probably hadn’t relaxed since I found myself on Trinith, surrounded by gray-clad soldiers who wanted to kill me.

Somehow, finding myself back in Seattle hadn’t managed that on its own.

It took the prospect of going back to work to make me feel that I might someday have some semblance of my old life back. An ordinary life... for me, anyway.

Well, I thought, smiling wryly as I watched the morph sleeping on Irene’s ugly, flower-patterned, pink couch.
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