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From Sentience Daily

("Bringing you the news that really matters")

 


Wondering what's hot this week in
Quintopolis? Just ask any of the young men bathing on the beaches
of the Confederacy's tropical paradise planet. You'll recognize the
ones we mean – their skin is just that shade of
bronze, their hair blond almost to whiteness, their eyes dyed to
that particular shade of ice blue, their naked bodies painted to
resemble the miliary regalia of a Confederate Navy captain. Not
just any Confederate Navy captain, mind you. We're talking
about the Captain's Captain, Jan Atal.

And if you don't know who he is,
gentlebeing, get out from under that rock! (Unless your health or
chosen lifestyle depends on that beautiful rock, and no offense
meant by your humble editors.)

That's right, Atal's back, fresh from the
wars – almost. That is why the rage among the young and
beautiful is to be as beautiful and harshly masculine as Atal
himself. The scion and heir apparent to the Atal Industrial
fortune, the leader who led our boys and girls to victory over the
Qraitians in more battles than little Brand Greer has styles of
nipple rings, the bad boy and plague of the Admiralty, is back.
He's been away on patrol of the Qraitian Border, guarding us
against threats and incursions we don't even want to know
about!

Eyebrows were raised when he was sent away
on that little mission, as we're sure you know. Say what you
want about our need to have the best resources out there where the
Qraitian Empire lurks, those in the know know that everyone would
be more comfortable with the keystone of our military right here
among us. So why did he go away? You may remember, a few years
back, this journal chronicling how our intrepid Captain, just back
from the Qraitian War that nearly ended it all for little humanity,
was placed in charge of reclaiming our worlds that those nastiest
of nasties had taken from us in battle. We told you further how,
learning that some Confederate military governors were skimming
profits off the top for themselves on those beleaguered worlds,
Atal dragged their scurvy hindsides out into daylight and saw them
busted for their trouble.

Well, guess what? Some of those embezzling
crooks had friends and relatives in high places. We won't name

names, but one had an uncle in the Admiralty
itself. Any coincidence, then, that they made Atal a lowly teacher
at the Naval Academy on Hestia?

We don't think so either. Nor was it a
coincidence when, not long after, the man who should have made
Admiral before he was fifty was shipped off to the Border when he
stood in defense of one of his cadets at a court martial. He won
the case, but he was shipped off to the armpit of space in the tiny
ship Arbiter. Boo! say we to the Admiralty!

But our hero is back to protect us. Okay,
sure, he won his battles twenty years ago. But a hero's a hero. And
one fine piece of hero he is! Touted as a masterpiece of genetic
engineering, it's rumored two genius designers spent six years
apiece just mapping out his penis! (And we're still working on
getting you exclusive holos of that work of art. Sorry, lads
and ladies, those "authentic" replicas you've been buying in the
curio shoppes just ain't even close.)

And best of all? Public pressure has
finally caused the Admiralty to get something right! Atal will be
taking command of that grand old lady herself, the CNV
Titan, flagship of our fleet and pride of the stars. And do you
admirers of real bravery think our boy will stay out of trouble
this time? Time will tell, but we think the answer's a big, fat,
"no."


Chapter One

The Trouble with Aer'La

 


"She's not human!"

Dr. Romney Flynn's nostrils flared, and his
face reddened. That was unusual. The genetically engineered
citizens of the Inner Worlds usually had more control over physical
manifestations of emotion.

Unusual or not, Flynn's new Captain, Jan
Atal, did not bother to mention it. He was intent on studying a
readout on the efficiency of his ship's engines.

"Eh?" asked Atal. "How's that?"

"The one called Aer'La."

"What about her?"

"She's not – Captain, are you
listening?"

Atal turned to study the man. Flynn was out
of shape, soft in all the wrong places. Lack of fitness was also
unusual in the Inner Worlds. He'd probably been handsome once, due
to good genetic design. Now, his general air of irritable
superiority nullified anything naturally pleasant about his
looks.

"I warned you, Doctor, that I was very busy,"
said Atal. "Titan launches in less than a day, and I would
not call her spaceworthy... even if the Navy would."

"It is my job," Flynn said testily as Atal
punched up a more detailed readout on engine performance, "to
ensure that the crew is spaceworthy."

"Surely you'd done the bulk of that work
before I arrived. There's been very little crew turnover, with the
exception of –"

" – With the exception of yourself,
Captain," Flynn finished for him, "and the officers you transferred
with you from border patrol. I was hard-pressed to examine them all
in time."

"Their medical records were transferred,"
said Atal, crawling under a console as he spoke. He cursed to
himself as he discovered dust. The automatic cleaning systems must
have been disengaged.

"Captain!" Flynn prompted, as Atal went
silent for too long.

"Still here, Doctor. I was about to say that
my personal physician has kept very close tabs on the health of all
the officers who came with me from the Arbiter. I'm sure you
could consult with Dr. Faulkner –"

"Your personal physician," Flynn interrupted,
"is little more than a faith healer! I can hardly place any stock
in the medical opinion of someone who would rather appeal to the
goddess to realign the body's energy than perform surgery!"

Atal came out from under the console and
could not help but grin.

"My personal physician is standing right
behind you. Hello, Celia!"

Celia Faulkner grinned acerbically. She was
over one hundred years old, but she didn't look it. At least half
her short-cropped hair was still its original fiery red, her face
bore only the lines it needed to display character, and she stood
straight. She didn't stand tall, for she wasn't; but she stood
straight.

"Good morning, Captain," she said.

"You're too late," said Flynn. "I've already
come to tell him."

"And I'm waiting patiently – with
more patience than you've shown me – to hear what you
have to tell me," said Atal.

"He thinks Bos'n Aer'La isn't human," said
Celia.

"She's not," insisted Flynn. "I've just
completed my examination of her." He snapped his fingers. A holo
appeared. Flynn gave it a shove in Atal's direction. It chased its
way down to where the Captain still sat on his haunches and stopped
inches from his nose. Unable to actually see it as it bobbled
noiselessly before him, Atal shushed it to a viewable distance with
one finger. As the interface programmer intended, the
three-dimensional image obediently shifted two feet away from the
finger which had broken its containment envelope.

Atal grimaced at the cluster of glowing
numerals before him.

"Those," Flynn continued, "are the results of
standard bloodwork. On Aer'La's blood. Note the count of
3x27-tagged proteins."

Biology was not the Captain's forte. He
asked, "Something wrong with her diet?"

"They're antibodies, captain. The result of
exposure to the Varthan Flu virus. It's an exceedingly common
illness in Varthan Freespace. Humans do not develop Varthan flu,
but they do develop Bergstrom's Syndrome as a result of
exposure."

"So?"

"So, Aer'La doesn't have Bergstrom's
syndrome. Has never had it. And her story about picking up the
virus as a child, living on New Bedford –"

"Well, she is from New Bedford," said
Celia.

Flynn hmphed at her. "New Bedford is a
convenient birthplace. Most of the records were destroyed when the
colony was lost to famine. After the food riots and the mass
executions, anyone attempting to cover her tracks might claim to be
a Bedford refugee."

"Why are you so convinced she's trying to
'cover her tracks,' Physician?" Atal asked.

"Because, Captain Atal, while there were
numerous ills suffered by New Bedford during its final days, its
quarantine against Varthan Flu remained intact. There was not one,
single case." He sniffed again. "I did my doctoral thesis on
disease on failing worlds – New Bedford, being recent,
was one I researched in depth. I therefore examined Aer'La's
bloodwork personally. There's no question in my
mind – the little bitch is a Varthan Feral."

Celia Faulkner's eyes narrowed, and she
opened her mouth to speak. Atal gestured for her to hold her
peace.

"It's not appropriate to speak of a fellow
officer that way, Doctor."

He snorted in disbelief. "A fellow — !"

Atal cut him off. "Aer'La is
field-commissioned, but an officer nonetheless." He added. "Until
proven otherwise."

"Well, I believe I've proven –"

"And, even if she is proven to be of Varthan
descent, I will tolerate no demeaning racial slurs being applied to
any person on this ship, while I'm its Captain. Is that clear?"

Flynn nodded quickly. "Of course, sir."

"Good. Now, as to Bos'n Aer'La... What do you
propose I do, if your claims are borne out?"

"Take her into custody, of course!"

"I don't believe you've convinced me of her
crime."

"She posed as a human!"

Atal raised an eyebrow. "Is that a
crime?"

Flynn considered it. "It is proof of extreme
dishonesty."

"Dishonesty – motivated by an
impulse to survive – is no crime."

"Oh, don't be dramatic, Captain!"

"Romney, have you been to Varthan Freespace?"
Celia Faulkner demanded. "Do you know the conditions the ferals
have to live in? The children are raised to be nothing but sexual
servitors. They're kept drugged nearly all the time –"

"Because most female Varthan ferals can tear
a human male in half with their bare hands!" Flynn shot back.

"Superior strength is no excuse for slavery,"
Celia maintained. "And do you know what Varthan slavers do to
escapees? The Captain is hardly being dramatic when he says that an
escaped feral's very survival would depend on going
undiscovered."

"Then you admit she is a feral?" Flynn
countered. "I would be surprised if that fact escaped even your
medical abilities."

"That's enough, Dr. Flynn," Atal said loudly,
cutting off Celia's reply. "And I'm not prepared to discuss the
matter until we've investigated further."

"That is your prerogative," said Flynn, "But
there's no doubt as to what she is. Surely, Captain, you know
enough about ferals to know we can't have one running loose on the
ship. With the pheromones they secrete and their... training...
Just think of the effect on the men aboard! A Varthan female,
unrestrained among human males, will entice as many as necessary to
satisfy herself. At the height of their sexual fever, the females
have been known to rape and kill!"

Atal held out a hand for quiet. "All right,
Doctor Flynn. I'm familiar with the nature of Varthan ferals." He
sighed. "And granted, a female Varthan can be dangerous. But if —
and I do stress if — Bos'n Aer'La is a Varthan, why did I have no
incidents on Arbiter? She served with me for a year, and
with Captain Miles for some time before that."

"I — I wouldn't know, sir." Flynn said
disingenuously.

Atal raised an eyebrow and fired off a mildly
dangerous sneer. "You were about to say something else?"

"I believe you are aware, sir, that a feral
attached to a human master can be controlled. The psychological
bond formed, ferals being pack animals —"

"Aer'La is not an animal, Doctor," said
Celia, her voice so sharp and tight it might have sheered
steel.

"Nonetheless, Doctor, you understand my
point. Like canines, ferals bond with a leadership figure, will not
challenge him, will remain monogamous with that leader, if that
leader is using them sexually." He looked pointedly at Atal.

"Are you suggesting that I was keeping my
Boatswain... as a slave?"

"It would explain —" Flynn began.

Atal stood, looming over Flynn. The Captain
had never considered it fair to use his considerable height as a
weapon, but sometimes it was damned effective. "You'd better worry
about explaining your insubordination to a court martial board if
you try to take that story any farther, mister!"

The Doctor flushed, and, for a change, looked
a trifle intimidated. "I — no offense meant, sir. I'm merely
considering all possibilities."

"Then consider that your judgment may be in
error."

Atal turned and mounted a gangway, moving to
leave the engine room. He did not look to see if Flynn would
follow, but assumed he would. Atal reached the bounce tube before
Flynn caught up with him, Celia close on his heels. Celia never was
one to miss a good fight.

"Captain," Flynn called after him, his breath
coming unevenly as he hurried, "I am well aware that you would
prefer –"

Atal seized the handholds at the entrance to
the bounce tube, lifted his feet into it, and dropped. He plummeted
down through several levels of Titan's huge superstructure,
gliding gently along, as force fields caught him automatically and
supported his mass. He emerged, quickly, on one of many gangways
leading to the ship's stores. Flynn and Celia emerged soon
after.

"I said, sir, that I am well aware you would
prefer another officer as your ship's physician." Flynn gave Celia
a withering glare and added, "Any other officer."

"I never said that," said Atal. "I am an
officer in the Navy like any other – my assignment as
Captain of the flagship notwithstanding. I work with the people I'm
assigned."

"That's a little hard to swallow," said
Flynn, "coming from a man who managed to have so many of his
proteges brought aboard as midshipmen. No one who can secure prime
slots for two Terrans is an innocent pawn of the Admiralty."

"You have a problem with Terrans, Flynn?"
asked Atal.

"Many Inworlders have a problem with Terrans.
Many think you included them in the crew to make a point."

"I included Metcalfe and Carson in the crew,"
said Atal tightly, "because they are outstanding examples of naval
officers. If that offends those who believe that only the
genetically engineered are capable of excellence, I do not have
time to be concerned."

"You need to be concerned, sir, that you have
developed a reputation for giving preference to non-Inworlders in
your everyday decision-making. That is a sign of prejudice, don't
you think?"

They'd reached the food storage area, and
Atal stopped at its entrance, turning on Flynn. "If you have a
complaint to make about my treatment of you, Doctor –"

"I do, sir!" interrupted Flynn. "Beginning
with your failure to address my concern that a dangerous alien may
be loose aboard this ship!"

"And how would you have me address it?" asked
Atal. "I've already told you that being an alien isn't a crime. The
girl has a spotless record. You tell me she's a Varthan. What if
she is?"

Flynn's mouth hung open. "What if
she – ?"

A young man in a coverall matching Atal's
rounded a corner, heading for the door they were currently
blocking. Atal flagged him down.

"Sir?" the young man asked.

"Are you one of the quartermaster staff?"

"Yes sir. My name's Kendall, sir."

"Good to have you aboard, Mister Kendall."
Atal jabbed a thumb at the door. "I came to check out this hold.
It's rations for the casual crew, is it not?"

"That's correct, Captain."

Atal nodded. "And the manifests that came
across my desk this morning said it contains grade-K nutrient
packs."

"That's right, sir."

"That's wrong, Mister Kendall," Atal frowned.
"I ordered that rations for the casual crew match the rations for
my officers and the marine contingent."

Kendall shifted on his feet. Atal knew the
poor boy was trapped between a rock and a hard place. "Sir...
respectfully... the quartermaster's mate felt we didn't have the
storage for all those supplies."

"Is the quartermaster's mate suggesting that
I don't know the storage specs for my own ship?" Atal asked
pleasantly.

"Oh, no sir! At least... I don't think so.
It's just... well, Captain, it's customary to feed the casuals..."
Kendall's face indicated he was searching for the words.

"Garbage?" supplied Atal.

"Storage efficient foodstuffs," finished
Kendall.

Atal put his hand gently on Kendall's
shoulder. "Mister Kendall, would you pass a message to the
quartermaster's mate for me? Tell him that I ate grade K nutrient
packs for sixteen straight months during the war with the Qraitian
Empire. Tell him they taste like human excrement, and look worse.
Tell him I won't ask anyone working for me to dine on excrement,
unless he cares to volunteer to do so himself."

Kendall swallowed.

"Can you tell him that for me? And tell him
to feel free to bring any questions he may have to my
attention."

Kendall nodded. "Yes sir," he muttered, and
began to walk away.

"Sir," said Flynn, "I believe –"

Atal held up his hand and called after
Kendall. "Mister Kendall? Also tell your boss to check his personal
inbox. There'll be a commendation there for you from the Captain,
for exemplary conduct in dealing with a very demanding superior
officer."

Kendall grinned and blushed. "Thank you,
sir."

Atal turned back to Flynn. "You were
saying?"

"You were saying," Celia reminded Atal. "You
were saying 'what if Aer'La is a feral?' I believe you've shocked
Romney."

"Have I shocked you?" asked Atal.

"Are you seriously proposing that no action
be taken against her?" asked Flynn. His tone was shrill.

Atal shrugged. "She's committed no
crime."

"She's stolen property!" cried Flynn.

"How do you figure?" asked Atal. "Who stole
her?"

"A Varthan feral is legally the property of
her owner, just as an animal would be. If she escapes custody,
well... it's the same as if you'd picked up someone's pet. If you
keep her here, knowing her real, legal status, Captain... you've
stolen her."

"You really believe that?" demanded
Celia.

"It's not a question of what I believe," said
Flynn. "It's a question of law."

"By Confederate law," said Atal, "no sentient
being may own another."

"By Confederate law," Flynn reminded him,
"the laws of member worlds take precedence, provided they do not
threaten the safety of other member worlds. Varthan law allows the
ownership of ferals."

"But we're not in Varthan Freespace," said
Atal. "We're in the Quintil system. The seat of the Confederacy,
and bastion of human freedom."

"The Admiralty will not see it that way,
Captain. The Varthan trade lobby is powerful –"

"The Admiralty won't know," said Atal.

Flynn drew himself up to his full height.
"I'm afraid they will, sir. As I have discovered the girl's
origins, it is ultimately my responsibility to alert the Admiralty
of a possible interstellar incident."

"You need only alert me," said Atal.

"No sir. I need only alert you if you're
willing to report my discovery. If you don't report it, the
responsibility falls, again, to me. I will not risk court martial
to protect this feral of yours."

"And if I order you to keep it quiet?" asked
Atal.

"You would stand trial yourself," said Flynn
levelly, "for obstruction of justice."

"Flynn, you bastard," hissed Celia Faulkner.
"You know what the Admiralty will do, in the name of 'interstellar
harmony.' They'll hand Aer'La over to the Varthans! She'll be
killed, or worse!"

"If she's a feral," Flynn said smugly.

"And if she's not," said Atal, "she'll have
been replaced aboard Titan while the investigation was
conducted. She'll lose her rank." He paused, considering the
implications for his Bos'n. "You're taking a pretty big chance with
someone's future, Flynn."

"It's my duty, Captain," said Flynn
gravely.

"And your economic interest, no doubt," Celia
observed. "Tell me, Romney, how many of your investments depend on
slave labor?"

Flynn ignored her, and said to the Captain,
"Remember, if you don't report it to the Admiralty. I will."

He walked away.

"Detestable man," said Celia Faulkner. "If I
weren't a white witch, there are a dozen ways I could drop him in
his tracks."

"Well," sighed Atal. "It looks like the jig
is up. I suppose Aer'La was going to be found out, sooner or later.
I just thought I could keep her secret until we were better
prepared to defend her."

"I tried to keep her secret from you, back on
Arbiter," said Celia. "We know how that turned out."

Arbiter...

Atal had always thought it one of the great
ironies of the Confederate Naval history that the ship named for
the highest office in that part of space, the elected office of
Arbiter, was one of the humblest, if not indeed the most squalid,
in the service. An Arbiter of the Confederacy was one of a handful
of individuals who made law which influenced countless worlds. The
CNV Arbiter, on the other hand, did the kind of dirty work
(with the kind of dirty people) that genteel folk didn't like to
hear about. It was a great atmosphere for keeping secrets.

Atal, when he'd assumed command, had guessed
right away that his new Bos'n was keeping secrets. He'd attempted
to learn more from the only other seasoned officer aboard
Arbiter, Celia Faulkner. The attempt had not gone as he'd
hoped...

 


* * *

 


"I'm afraid I don't understand what you're
getting at, Captain," Celia Faulkner said politely. "You think
there's something wrong with Bos'n Aer'La?"

"Not wrong, exactly –"

" – there's nothing wrong with her.
She's very good at her job, and she's a delightful girl."

"I agree with you," said Atal, stifling his
impulse to be too placating with this woman who was twice his age.
"But she doesn't look like anyone's idea of a Bos'n. And that's my
first problem – she's too young and pretty."

"I wasn't aware that that was a problem,
Captain."

"It's just out of place, that's all. Bos'ns
are supposed to be big, gruff, intimidating characters."

"She's more than she appears to be."

"I'll say she is," agreed Atal. "The first
time she opened her mouth in front of me, the only non-profane
words she uttered were 'the' and 'is.' Some of the curses she
bandied about were words I'd never heard."

"Yes, Aer'La swears like a sailor. Did you
ever meet a bos'n who didn't? A Border crew is composed largely of
undesirables, Captain. Hard cases and malcontents. The malcontents
are those who stand a chance of getting out. The hard cases
actually like it here. The hardest cases are the former
malcontents."

Atal smiled. "Which are you, Doctor?"

She blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"It's unusual for someone born and raised on
Hecate to leave home for more than a short trip. I believe you've
been on Arbiter for quite a few years. Why would a follower
of Wicca choose to live out here among the gentiles? Aren't you
normally a pretty cloistered lot?"

"Yes, we are. The rest is none of your damned
business, Captain."

"Fair enough."

"And, if you'll pardon my bluntness, Aer'La's
secrets – if she has any – are her business as
well, not yours."

Atal sighed. "Doctor, I learned a long time
ago to trust my instincts. Despite living in a culture that urges
us to not judge a book by its cover, I've lived enough years to
realize that, when I sniff something wrong about a person, there
usually is something wrong. And I sniff something wrong about
Aer'La. Or maybe I should say something too right. She's like a
little china doll, enhanced with a foulmouthed talk unit. So why
are the casuals so afraid of her?"

Celia shrugged.

"Do you deny they are afraid of her?"

"I don't deny the obvious, Captain. Neither
do I question it too intensely. People on border patrol distrust
outsiders. I've learned not to ask too many questions."

"One might say you're being defensive,
Doctor. Are you hiding something you know about Aer'La?"

"I –"

"Like, perhaps, her age? How old is she?

"That is a matter of record, Captain. Why ask
me? Consult her records. For that matter, consult your
predecessor's logs."

"I've checked the records," said Atal. "And
Miles's logs. They tell me she's an orphan from New Bedford, her
childhood records destroyed. She was pressed into service at age
fifteen –"

" – 'Pressed into service,'
Captain? I don't believe I've ever heard a career officer utter the
phrase."

"You'll find I'm plain spoken, Doctor.
Whether the Admiralty wants to admit it or not, the majority of the
casual crew are blackmailed or otherwise forced into serving aboard
our ships by paid recruiters. Sometimes they come here to avoid
jail time they fully deserve. Sometimes they're framed. Either way,
the process stinks, and I will not attempt to perfume its
stench."

For the first time, Celia Faulkner actually
smiled. It softened a face which otherwise seemed to be carved in
granite. "The legendary Atal pragmatism rears its head."

"I make no claims to being a legend."

"You don't have to. You are. Trust me, I've
been a legend for some decades."

"I know," said Atal, relaxing for the first
time in her presence. "The Old Witch of the Navy."

"Accurate on all three counts, though the
stories of my mystical powers are largely exaggerated. I've never
turned a crewman into a toad, for instance."

"But they're never sure you can't," said
Atal. "And that, Doctor, makes you an excellent candidate to keep
secrets for someone who has something to hide."

"Back to business. For a moment there, we
almost managed to be civil."

"I'm rarely uncivil, Doctor; but I do insist
on cooperation. If the girl is underage to serve here –"

"Captain, age is no guarantee of maturity.
Some very old people can be exceedingly childish, as I'm frequently
reminded by my children and grandchildren. And my younger
husbands."

"Agreed. Still, I have no tolerance for the
militarization of children. Soldiery is a necessary profession, but
not a game to which the immature should be indoctrinated. I've
found mature-looking twelve-year-olds in my crew before. I sent
them home, or at least to a place of safety where they could get an
education other than the harsh one of non-commissioned
service."

She regarded him impassively. "How nice.
Shall I commission a medal for you?"

"Why are you fighting me, Doctor?"

"I'm not, Captain, not really. I'm just
suggesting you get the lay of the land before you take any
action."

"I always do. And I'm a quick study, I hope.
For instance, I take your suggestion to mean that Aer'La is
underage?"

"Not any more."

"Hmph. Okay. Thanks for being honest. I
suppose there's no need to ship her out retroactively. She's
extraordinarily young for the job she's doing, but... she is doing
it well. I never imagined a Border crew could be managed so
tightly. How did my predecessor ever think to put her in as
Bos'n?"

"She... displayed a knack," Celia said
carefully. "Against a couple of skulls, when two of the casuals
tried to rape her the first week she was here. Miles made her
bos'n's mate. Then the bos'n left –"

"A mate usually follows her Master."

"Aer'La... let's just say her loyalty was to
Captain Miles. He took care of her. In exchange..."

"Oh. Oh. It's like that."

"Some of us don't have the luxury of
following the conventional path to promotion, Captain. It doesn't
make us less valuable as officers. Or people." Her tone was hard,
icy, even. Atal felt as if he'd failed a very critical test, given
by a very demanding teacher.

"Doctor, I don't –"

"Just give the girl a chance, Captain. Not
all questions deserve answers – not even the Captain's."
She stood and smoothed the physician's smock she wore. "Excuse me.
I need to get back to work."

 


* * *

 


Celia's defensiveness about Aer'La had only
intensified Atal's curiosity. He'd kept a close eye on her. He was
not alone. Most of the male (and a few of the female) members of
the crew kept a close eye on her as well. He suspected their
motives were less pure than his own. One could not help but be
aware of one's self as a sexual being in her presence. He noted
that she rarely returned to her quarters alone at shift's end.

He also noted that Aer'La wore strong
perfume, and used it liberally. This was unusual in the
Confederacy, where such a high level of control over the human
body's functions had been achieved. Body odor was self-regulated,
not masked by perfumes and colognes. It was true that some,
especially those in the sex industry, spent a great deal of money
having their body chemistry tailored to produce a certain scent,
but cosmetic perfumes were common now only on Terra and other
worlds with non-engineered populations.

Ship's gossip had it that she slept around,
that she was sexually insatiable. No one gossiped to the captain,
of course, nor did Atal place much stock in ship's gossip. Still,
he'd long made a point of hearing it whenever he could. Just as the
mythology of a culture can be as important to an understanding of
its identity as is its recorded history, so can the bits of slander
and bile that make the gossip circuit be a telling indicator of the
state of mind of a group. Atal consequently kept his ears open when
rounding corners, and he walked softly. He'd heard some interesting
things in the course of his career.

In Aer'La's case, what he heard was hardly
unusual: a pretty young girl, assigned to a ship crewed by misfits
with questionable morals, was seeing a lot of sexual action.

The question nagging Atal was, amongst these
jaded sensualists, why were Aer'La's exploits the stuff of
conversation? Fortunately for his curiosity, he had an available
spy for all matters sexual: Kevin Carson. While not outwardly
interested in life itself, the boy was fiercely attractive to the
majority of those his own age. Unlike the serious Metcalfe, whose
intensity discouraged those who might otherwise approach him,
Carson's lack of emotional involvement (an attribute which, in
Atal's experience, cloaked a great deal of pain) was a magnet to
sexual partners.

It was inevitable that Carson and Aer'La
would at least entertain the idea of a liaison. He had only to
wait. He kept his ears open, and soon the murmurings about the
Boatswain and the "new kid" drifted into them.

And he called the "new kid" to his cabin.

 


* * *

 


"Sir, I... 'scuse me, but I'm not precisely
sure what you're asking me."

Atal had given Carson permission to speak
freely, made a little small talk, complimented him on his handling
of L-space transmissions and monitoring during his first week. Then
he'd stepped through the invisible wall between captain and
crewman, teacher and pupil: he'd asked Carson to explain his
relationship with Aer'La.

Kevin Carson didn't like to admit he had
feelings. Beyond a certain level of machismo regarding his sexual
conquests, and his continual irritation with Metcalfe, whom he
nevertheless continued to shadow, he wanted it believed that he
simply cared about nothing. Consequently, he didn't mention to
anyone the names of sexual partners, and would never confess to
being in "a relationship."

"I want to know," Atal said evenly, "if the
rumors I'm hearing have any basis in fact."

Carson bit his lip thoughtfully. "I trust you
have a very good reason to ask, sir."

With the wrong tone, it could have been a
very impertinent question. It could have been downright insulting.
Carson didn't use the wrong tone, however. He wasn't telling Atal
to mind his own damned business; he was acknowledging his trust in
his captain, that he would not ask a prying question without good
reason. They both knew that Carson wouldn't have answered if were
not for that trust. "I do have good reasons. And to protect
Aer'La's privacy, I'm not going to share them with you. Suffice it
to say that I need to know as much about her as possible."

"She's a bit of an enigma, isn't she?" he
grinned. "Yes, Captain, she and I have..."

"I understand," Atal interrupted. "Have you
noticed anything... out of the ordinary?"

"You mean like, 'she's hiding the fact that
she's really a man?'"

"Well, I don't suspect she's a man."

"No, she's emphatically not," he said. "But I
haven't noticed anything other than..."

"Yes?"

"She's very... competent."

"Sexually?"

"Yes, sir. It's as if she studied or
something."

Atal allowed himself the briefest smile. At
the same time, Carson's words caught him and stayed with him. 'As
if she studied...'

"Did you notice her perfume?"

"Yeah. Cheap stuff, too. I asked her why she
wears so much. She just said she likes to – never had it
on her home world. But she never lets it wear off. Never."

"Do you know if she has any trouble with the
rest of the crew?"

"Never. She says they're all afraid of
her."

"Did she say why?"

"No, sir. She just admits she knows they are.
Is she in trouble, sir?"

Atal didn't answer. He was assembling the
pieces of the puzzle in his mind, and formulating a plan of
action.

Finally, dismissively, he said, "Thank you,
Carson, I think you've told me exactly what I need to know."

 


* * *

 


Atal hated secrets. He didn't like keeping
them, and he despised having them kept from him. He was accustomed
to being up front with people, and expected them to be so in
return. To his thinking, any organization in which the majority of
relevant operational discussions were held behind closed doors was
an organization in grave trouble.

He knocked at the door of Aer'La's cabin.
Arbiter was an old ship. It had once had the same
announcement systems that all ships in the fleet had. Once upon a
time on this vessel, he would have pressed his thumb against an
indentation in the door frame, his print would have been read, and
a voice inside the cabin would have announced him. If necessary,
that same voice would have informed him if there was no response,
or if the cabin's occupant had instructed that he not be admitted.
Or it might have told him to carry out an impossible reproductive
act. The system was passive when it came to accepting instructions.
It made no attempt to edit or interpret.

Those systems on Arbiter had been
disabled long ago. Border officers didn't believe in letting
machinery substitute itself for etiquette, and they didn't want a
disembodied voice chasing them all over the ship, letting them know
someone was looking for them. They'd opted to be left alone.

Having checked the water usage to her cabin
before coming, Atal knocked, knowing Aer'La was in the shower and,
therefore, wouldn't hear him. He had timed his visit carefully. He
entered the cabin, giving himself some time before Aer'La finished
in the shower.

The room was typical of a Border officer's in
that it was atypical. In this case, the cabin testified that its
occupant was a slob. There were clothes discarded on the floor and
entertainment cartridges scattered all over. In an unusual tribute
to luxury on such a vessel, the bed (unmade) hosted a tangle of
exotic fur comforters and satin sheets. Atal noted bottles of
massage oil and lubricants and averted his eyes, which then caught
the true oddity of the place: a hologram of a teenaged Quintillian
musician. Larger than life, the boy's nude body stood slick with
the sweat of an exhausting performance, his only attire a guitar
(which he probably didn't know how to play.) A spray of tiny stars
shot from his eyes, and he smiled, innocently and lewdly all at
once, at his adoring onlookers.

Such holos were expensive, and designed to
adorn the rooms of the impressionable and immature. A Captain
hardly expected to see one in the cabin of his bos'n. Where the
young singer fit into the equation he would divine later. For now,
he had a suspicion to confirm. He sat down on the bed and waited
patiently for Aer'La to emerge... without her perfume.

In the interior chamber the sound of running
water ceased. He heard the muffled sounds of her coming out of the
shower cubicle. She emerged moments later, clad as many women are
following a shower, in two towels. One was wrapped around her body
for warmth, the other draped over her head as she massaged her hair
dry with it.

Without sensing the presence of an intruder,
she reached for the bottle of perfume on her dressing table.

"Bos'n," Atal said quietly.

She didn't jump. She was neither a coward nor
a victim of overactive nerves. She turned to regard him cooly.
"Captain," she said, an eyebrow arched. "I wasn't expecting
you."

"I didn't intend for you to expect me," he
smiled. "I wanted to catch you without the perfume, so I could
confirm my suspicions."

"And they are?" she asked quietly.

"You're a feral."

She did not answer, nor did her face register
the sick horror of a fugitive discovered. She returned his gaze, as
if assessing him. Then, carelessly, almost mechanically, she
untucked the secured corners of towel from above her full,
exquisite breasts, and dropped it, standing naked before him. When
he said nothing, she began to advance on him slowly. There was no
threat in her manner, though he knew, since she was a feral, that
she could easily have killed him bare-handed. As she drew near, his
arousal struck him like a gust of hurricane wind.

He caught her wrists and stopped her. She
didn't fight. Strong as a Varthan woman is, he couldn't have held
her off if she had fought.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

She shrugged. "Giving you what you came
for."

There was no trace of bitterness in her
voice, no suggestion that she resented the demands she must now
expect him to make. Nor was there any enthusiasm evident. There was
only resignation to the inevitable.

She was beautiful. Naked, the evidence that
her skin was dyed was clearer  – traces of darker blue in
the creases and crevices of her flesh, around her nipples, at the
smooth mound of her pubic region. "It would be worth having," he
said quietly. "But it isn't what I came for. I don't take liberties
with my crew."

"Why not?" she asked, in a tone that added,
'everyone else does.'

"It's bad for crew morale. It's bad for my
ego. I never know if the attention is being given to me or this
damned star on my belt."

She considered that. "That's... smart."

"Thank you."

"What the hell is someone smart doing out
here?"

NCOs don't usually speak the master of a
vessel that way; but this was the Border, Atal had entered the
cabin without permission, and Aer'La was naked. The conference thus
qualified as informal.

"I like to vary my experience."

"I hear you pissed off the old men."

"I hear I'm not really human, but an android
sent to infiltrate a Qraitian vessel and detonate myself near the
Home world." At this declaration, Aer'La looked confused. Atal
clarified. "Be careful about rumors."

"I'm always careful. It's why I'm still
alive. Why did you come here? To find me out?"

"To make certain I was correct, yes."

"And now you're gonna turn me in?" She asked.
Then she reconsidered. "No, you're not that by-the-book. Think
maybe you'll sell me? Escapees don't fetch much at auction. I'm
good at gettin' away, too."

"And you're very honest, apart from
disguising your race."

"Yeah, Captain, I am. I got no reason to lie
to you now."

"I'm glad. That means you can tell me how you
came to be here, and I'll be able to believe what I'm hearing."

She crossed her arms over her
breasts – not for cover, just a thoughtful gesture,
indicating she was baffled. "You're a strange one," she said.

"Really?"

"You're not here for sex. You don't wanna
sell me –"

"I have no such intention. I just want to
hear your story."

"I'm not sure I trust a man who doesn't want
sex or money."

Atal laughed. "Neither do I. I assure you,
Bos'n, I'm strongly interested in both. They're just not my first
concern."

"What is?"

"My career – and thus my vessel and
crew. I won't take any action – or allow any
situation – which jeopardizes the people under my
command."

She smiled without humor. "Like Varthan
ferals running loose?"

"I'll reserve judgment until I know more
about you."

"Okay," she said. She sat down,
crossed-legged, on her bed, and gestured to a chair.

Atal cleared his throat, and, despite
lifelong exposure to both nudity and public sexuality, averted his
eyes. Aer'La, clothed, could have given a corpse an erection.
Aer'La, naked, was far more than even a disciplined Naval officer
could easily resist.

"Wouldn't you like to put some clothes on?"
he asked.

"Not really. Would it make you more
comfortable, Captain?"

"It would allow me to concentrate."


Chapter Two

Raised in Captivity

 


Haltingly at first, but with growing
confidence as Atal listened attentively, Aer'La told her
story...

 


I guess the first thing I remember is pain
between my legs. I think I was about four years old. I don't really
know. Inihu weren't taught to count. I was naked. We were always
naked. I was on my back, on a table, and a big man's face was above
me. I still have nightmares about that face. He had greasy black
hair, and a beard. His breath stank. I wanted to hold my nose, but
something, or someone, was holding my arms behind me, pinned down.
Most of all, I remember he had a scar that ran up and down over his
left eye. Even his eyelid had the scar, like someone had sliced a
knife down it. His eye was okay, so I guess maybe he'd had a new
one put in. Something way too big shoved itself into my body down
there. I felt something, some part of me, rip. I tried to scream,
but they stuffed a cloth in my mouth. All I could do was lie there
and cry. Now I know it was the man's dick – his penis,
sorry – inside me. That was the first time. They did it
to all the girls, at about that age. The man with the scar did most
of us. He really enjoyed doing the first one to a girl.

I guess, after that, he wasn't much
interested. They trained us – stuck something in
us – all the time, but it was usually the old women who
did it. They'd use fake ones, different sizes and shapes, and make
us learn to hold them in. They didn't only put them where the man
with the scar had put them, either. Some of the girls learned to
like it. At least, they pretended they liked it. I guess I don't
know. Maybe they thought I liked it, too. You learned to keep

quiet, anyway. The whippings weren't as bad
if you kept quiet while they stuck you. I learned to hold my
breath, not to yell, not to let my eyes tear up.

I remember one little girl – 
younger than me –  that didn't like it. She couldn't
learn to take it like a big girl. The first time the scar man stuck
her, she screamed and kicked and bit so hard she made herself
bleed. I think she kicked him in the balls, too. I didn't see, but
I heard, later. When she came back, she had bruises on her face and
all over her body, where he must have beaten her. They laid her on
the bed, and she cried herself to sleep. No one helped her. I
thought about going to her, saying something to try to make it
easier. I didn't. I was afraid.

I guess it's a good thing I was.

That night – the night after the
little girl's first time – I remember waking up to
screams and the sound of a fight. Some of the older girls had
gotten up and pulled that little girl out of bed, the one who'd
cried. They beat her. They threw her on the floor and kicked and
punched her. She screamed and begged, but they kept it up. Then she
stopped screaming, and they still kept it up.

I pulled my blanket over my head and
pretended to be asleep. I wondered why none of the teachers came
in. They were always right outside the door. There were three or
four whippings a night for girls who got up, or talked, or just
weren't asleep. Why weren't they coming in now?

Once, I opened my eyes just a crack. The
little girl was on the floor, not moving. The other girls had
finally stopped beating her, and were just looking at her. A few of
them smiled. One spit on her. There was blood on her face, all
purple, and a pool of it on the floor, under her head. I didn't
know what death was then. I don't know, even now, if she was dead.
"Think you're better than the rest of us?" one of them asked the
little girl. I thought that was pretty stupid, 'cause I was pretty
sure the little girl couldn't hear her, or say anything.

The teacher came in then. There weren't any
whippings. She just told the girls to go to bed. They carried the
little girl out of the room. That was the last time I ever saw her.
After that, I knew you didn't dare tell anyone that it hurt. You
didn't dare let on that you didn't like something they did to you.
The teachers would only whip you, but the other girls were likely
to kill you. That was the way it was.

 


* * *

 


I must have been eight or nine when that
happened. It wasn't long after that that I first heard the 'F'
word. By then, I didn't sleep alone as much any more. I was usually
warming the bed of one of the masters, or one of their customers.
But this was a night I got to sleep in a bed by myself, back in the
barracks. That's where the Inihu stayed, when we weren't in
use.

One of the other girls, Jin was her name, was
in the room with me. I asked her what she thought might have
happened to that little girl, the one that got beat almost to
death. Had she died? Or had the masters killed her? Or what? How
come we never saw her again? How come we were never told
anything?

"Y'ain't s'posed to ask them questions,
Aer'La," Jin said. She didn't sound mad. She wasn't one of the mean
girls. That's why I felt like I could ask her about it.

"I know," I said. "I just wondered, is
all."

Jin was quiet for a while. I figured I'd
scared her, but then she whispered, "I bet she went to
Freedom."

"Freedom?" I asked, "Where's that?"

Jin shushed me. "Don't say it out loud! It's
not a place we're s'posed to know about."

"What kinda place is it?"

"Well," she said slowly, "I reckon it's warm
there. And bright and pretty."

After I got away, I found out that my home
planet was a lot colder than most planets where people lived. That
it was farther from its sun than most planets. I didn't know there
were real places where you never got cold, or where you could even
find a place to get completely warm. At home, the cold seemed to
hang on, even when you sat right by the fire. And the sun wasn't as
bright as the moonlight I've seen on some planets since.

"Where is it?" I asked.

"I don't know. I just heard of it. I heard
it's a place where no one touches you, 'less you want them to."

"How do I get there?" I asked. A place where
no one touched you... I wanted to go there.

See, I hated it. The sex, I mean. I wanted to
scream and cry, too, every time. I'd seen what would happen,
though, so I took it. I kept taking it. I even smiled and cooed and
pretended it was exactly what I wanted. But I didn't want any of
them near me. The things they did made me feel dirty, even when
they didn't hurt. They usually hurt.

"I don't know," Jin answered. "I guess... I
guess you gotta..." She whispered the last word. She was afraid of
it. "Ex-scape."

I let out a yelp. You didn't say that word!
No one escaped. No one talked about it, ever. It was a sin. No one
had a right to say no, or to try to leave this place. We were made
to be what we were. Anyone who wanted to be something else was a
freak, and deserved to die. And I wanted to say no. And I wanted to
leave. And I wanted to be something else. I deserved to die. So
when Jin said the bad word out loud, I yelped, because it was all
my sins come to light.

"Shut up!" Jin hissed at me. "You're gonna
get us caught! Don't you tell no one I told you any of this!"

We didn't talk about it again. I didn't talk
to anyone about it. I didn't dare. I might be found out, and
punished worse than anything I'd been through yet.

But after that, when I was alone, or when the
man or men I was with would roll off me and start to snore, I'd
dream about that place Jin had told me about. That warm, bright
place where no one ever touched you. That place called Freedom.

 


* * *

 


I got older. By ten or eleven, I'd grown big
breasts, and my body didn't look like a little girl's. We Inihu
grow up fast. I was called to serve the masters more often. I kept
dreaming about going to Freedom, and hating the touch of a man's
flesh on mine.

Then, one night, I was taken to the bed of
Master Hix. He was one of the masters who didn't only keep Inihu
girls for company. He kept a boy Inihu, too.

I knew there were boys of my kind, but I'd
never met one. He was there alone in the master's bed chamber when
they brought me in. I'll never forget the first sight of him. He
was beautiful. He was small – smaller than me, though he
was probably my age. He was lying on the bed silks, naked, and
completely unashamed of it. All the men I'd ever met pretty much
kept their clothes on, even during sex. They didn't show their
bodies to mere Inihu. We only saw the parts we needed to deal with.
This boy didn't bother to hide anything.

He had greyish skin, like mine. It was smooth
and perfect, like a girl's, if she's been treated okay. The only
hair on his body was on his head, and it was gold like honey. He
had green eyes. He looked like a statue someone had made out of
silver and gold, with emeralds set in the face. A pretty, sweet
little statue. He was drinking from a gold cup, and playing with
some kind of bone pieces on the bed silks. I later found out that
they were pieces from a game. I didn't know what games or toys
were. Inihu girls weren't given anything to play with. This was the
first time I saw that Inihu boys were treated differently.

After my first glimpse of him, I made myself
look away. He was like me, but he was a male. I'd been taught not
to look at a male unless he wanted me to. I was supposed to be
respectful and obedient, unless, in bed, I thought he wanted me
wild. Then I could kick and claw and bite. Some of them liked that.
If they didn't, they'd beat us for doing it. Of course, they were
likely to beat us even if they liked everything we did.

He got up from the bed and walked towards me.
I figured he was going to hit me for looking at him. I wondered if
I was allowed to hit back at a boy Inihu like I was at a girl. The
masters liked it when girls fought each other, but boys were the
special property of just one master. This one might not want his
boy damaged. I figured I should probably just let him hit me and
leave it at that.

He didn't hit me, though. He smiled at me, a
friendly smile. "I'm Druberj," he said. "Who're you?"

I didn't answer. Inihu didn't introduce
themselves to each other. Or to anyone. No one cared what our names
were. We only had them so the teachers could call us out to
punishment.

"It's okay," he said. "We're alone. You can
talk. The master won't be here for a while. Anyway, I know you're
not afraid of me. I'm not strong enough to hurt you."

He was right. Female Inihu were designed a
lot stronger than their brothers. It made us more exciting to the
masters. It made us good fighters against each other, and it made
us wild in bed. Boy Inihus were designed to be weak, so they didn't
stand a chance of overpowering the masters. Girls could be
controlled a little more easily, I guess.

"I'm Aer'La," I mumbled.

"Would you like something to drink?" he
asked. He pointed to the goblet in his hand, and walked over to a
sideboard, where there were more like it. He poured wine into one
from a fancy, crystal bottle.

"Don't" I snapped at him. "That's the
master's!"

He laughed. It was a good laugh. I'd never
heard a laugh that wasn't harsh, or mocking, or brought on by
someone else's pain. It was a playful laugh.

"So? I'm the master's, too. He likes for me
to have wine," He grinned. "He says it loosens me up."

He held the cup out to me. I shook my head.
"He'll whip us."

"He won't whip me," said the boy. "He
wouldn't take the chance. Any scars would lower my value, in case
he loses a big bet, and has to sell me off." He ran the backs of
his fingertips over the curve of one smooth buttock. "Boys are
rated on their skin. I don't get anything but spankings." He rolled
his eyes. "But I get a lot of them. My master likes it. Last week,
he bruised me, and he had to have the healer fix it."

I had been to the healer a few times, too,
when the cuts from a whipping bled too much. My own back and
buttocks were not perfect, like this boy's. They didn't care if a
girl was perfect.

"That's nice for you," I said.

He knew I was mad. He bit his lip and pouted.
"I'm sorry. I know how they treat you. But you're lucky, though.
You're strong."

"So?" I asked.

"You can take care of yourself," he said, and
I really got the feeling he admired me for it. "I'm the weakest
kind of person there is. Always will be."

He was right. He wouldn't have lasted a day
in the girl's barracks. I said we didn't have any toys, but we did.
We had the weaker girls. Beating on them was our play, and we
played for keeps. This little creature wouldn't have stood a chance
against the smallest girl in my clan.

"At least you're allowed to have wine... and
they care what happens to you," I said. "I don't think you'd want
to be like me."

He thought about that. "I guess," he said. "I
guess it would be better... if there were some place where neither
one of us had to worry about getting hurt."

There was another difference between us. He
said that with no fear. No Inihu girl would've dared speak so
plainly. I wondered if he'd heard of Freedom, the place I dreamed
of every night.

He held the goblet out again. "Please take
it," he said. "The Master does like to use the whip, and... it'll
hurt less, if you drink it."

It was a pretty sad offering. He knew I'd be
whipped, knew there was nothing he could do to stop it, knew I'd
probably leave with the beginnings of a new set of scars. But he
offered me something to make it a little better. It was the first
time in my life that anyone had ever shown that they gave a damn
what happened to me.

I took the cup, and drank it right down. We
finished the whole bottle, before Master Hix got there that
night.

 


* * *

 


Druberj was telling the truth. His master did
like to use the whip. When the fat, old bastard had finally had his
fill of both of us, and passed out in his bed, I was sore and
bleeding. Nothing new for me. What was new was that Druberj was
there. He got up from the bed and left the room. A girl wouldn't
have dared to do that. When he came back, he had a little bottle of
something, and a soft cloth. He cleaned the cuts on my legs and
backside. Whatever it was in the bottle stung for a minute, but
then made the original stinging from the whip fade away.

"Thanks," I said when he had finished. I
guess I was amazed. No one had ever shown any concern for my
pain.

"Sure," he said. "It always helps me. I don't
know why they have to be so rough on the girls."

I shrugged. "We're worth less. There are more
of us."

He looked a little pained.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"You know why there are more of you, don't
you?" he asked.

I didn't. Druberj explained. "They want us
small and weak. That's what we're designed to be."

"And pretty," I said. He smiled, and we were
both a little embarrassed. "Well you are."

"I have to be." His smile faded away again.
"The engineers... well, I guess they're not very good at their
jobs. Some of us – the boys, I mean – they grow
up a little too strong. Maybe their faces are a little rough, or
their bodies too stocky or too skinny. They're not... usable."

"What happens to them?" I asked. I felt a
lump in my throat. I knew what happened.

"They're killed. Maybe as many as half of us,
maybe more...before they're two or three. The ones who are left are
rare."

"So that's why they treat you so much better
than us."

"I cost the master about three times what it
would cost him to buy you."

I didn't have an owner. I was part of the
stable of girls that the masters kept to rent out. Very few of the
girls were actually sold to one person, and most of those left the
planet.

"Guess I'm lucky to be a girl," I said. "I'm
one of the strongest, and I bet I'm not nearly the prettiest –"

"Bet you are," he muttered. Then we were
embarrassed again.

"Are all the boys as nice as you?" I asked
him.

"We're supposed to be nice. Make our masters
feel big and important."

"I mean... to the other Inihu. The girls all
treat each other like shit."

"I haven't seen one of the other boys for a
long time. Some of them are real little bastards, though. The
really pretty ones, the ones whose masters spoil them. Buy them
clothes."

"Clothes!"

He nodded. "Some get them. They know how
special they are, and they act it. I'm just as happy not to see any
of them."

"Who do you see?"

He nodded at the snoring mountain of flesh
behind him. "That's about it. Sometimes he has a girl or two
brought in. They don't talk much. Most of them I think would kill
me as soon as look at me."

"You're right. So why try to talk to me?"

"You looked... different. Smarter, maybe. The
other girls, their eyes are all dead."

"It's the grog," I said.

"Grog?"

"I don't know what it is. They give it to us
to drink. It's supposed to calm us down. They let us have as much
as we want. Some of the girls drink it until they get sick. I take
as little as they let me get away with. It makes you stupid."

"Like the wine?" he asked.

I shook my head. "Worse. There's something
else in it. I don't know what. They say, without it, some of the
girls would tear apart everyone in sight, and have to be put down.
Killed."

"I guess that's why I thought I could talk to
you. You looked more with it."

"Be careful," I said. "The girls are also
more violent when they're not on much grog. They could hurt you."
It suddenly occurred to me that I didn't want to see this boy hurt.
I didn't know why. Pain was part of our lives. You tried like hell
not to care if someone hurt you. You didn't even show any interest
if someone hurt someone else. The idea that anyone would ever hurt
Druberj, though, that just seemed wrong. An image from before came
into my head, of Druberj, squirming and kicking as his master
struck his naked backside. It had excited the fat man, spanking the
boy. I'd seen the proof of that between his puffy, stubby legs. I
wished now I'd torn his arm from its socket, so he could never hurt
Druberj again.

He was watching me. I wondered if he could
tell how mad I'd gotten.

"Why are you staring at me?" I asked.

"Sorry," he said, looking away.

"No, it's all right. Really. I just
wondered."

"I've never really had a chance to look at a
girl before. You're... different."

I laughed and stretched out on the bed to
give him a better look at me. Normally I couldn't stand the looks
men gave me. Maybe it was the wine, relaxing me. "Yeah, I am," I
said. "Is that good?"

He nodded, looking me up and down. It wasn't
the kind of look the masters gave me. It was the kind of look you
gave something special. Something that was better than it had any
right to be. I can't describe how it made me feel. I'd never felt
that way before.

"Does it hurt?" he asked. "When they put
their dicks in there?" He pointed between my legs.

"Not usually," I said.

"It hurts me, when the master puts it in me.
I'm used to it but... I read that that hole isn't really meant to
be used that way."

"You can read?"

"Some," he admitted. "The master taught me,
so I wouldn't be bored when I'm alone. I read better than he does,
I think."

"What do you read about?"

"Whatever I can. There aren't many books
here, but... Mostly books on how to have sex. He likes it when I
learn new tricks. Some of the tricks won't work unless you have...
what you have between your legs."

He went on staring.

"I'd let you borrow it if I could," I said,
and we both collapsed, laughing.

Master Hix snorted in his sleep, and his arm
flailed out, nearly hitting me in the face. I was afraid he'd wake
up and start using us again, or have me whipped for bothering his
precious boy toy.

Druberj crawled up and kissed the old
monster, whispering little words of love into his ear to quiet him.
The old man rolled over and snored regularly again.

Druberj came back down and lay next to me. He
went back to watching my body, studying it like he was trying to
memorize it. He traced the outlines of my curves in the air with
his finger.

"You can touch me," I said. "If you
want."

He reached out and laid the fingers of one of
his hands on my skin, starting with my cheek. He was gentle, just
brushing me with the very tips. His touch gave me chills. It was so
different from anything I'd ever felt before. Slowly, real slowly,
he followed the line of my cheekbone, down to my throat and
collarbone. His fingers slowed when they came to my breast,
wandering in circles, playing with my nipple until it stood out
from the rest.

That wasn't all that was standing out.

"Look at you," I laughed. "All big and hard,
like one of the masters."

He looked between his legs, then turned
purple as he blushed. "Sorry. It doesn't usually do that when I'm
with someone else."

"Does it do that a lot?" I asked. I was
surprised I could look at it and stay so calm. It was a thing that
meant pain and fear for me. On Druberj, though, it didn't bother
me. I was fascinated.

"Pretty often," he said. "But only when I'm
alone, reading some of the books, usually. I guess it must like
you."

"You mean you can't tell it when to go up and
down?"

He laughed. "Of course not! It's a
reflex."

"Oh." I didn't know what a reflex was. "I
thought the masters just kind of... turned them on... when they
were ready to hurt someone."

"They turn themselves on," he giggled.

"Have you... you know..." I hesitated. The
thought of Druberj doing what the masters did was stupid, and yet
he had the parts that were needed.

"What?" he asked, "Put it in someone? No. I
just take care of it myself."

"How?"

He didn't seem to know how to answer my
question. "I... just... I dunno... Watch."

He wrapped his hand around his dick, making a
fist. He started to move it up and down, massaging it. The skin of
it grew more purple than before, and it looked like it got harder.
He moved his hand faster.

"What are you doing, choking it?"

"You wanted to know. It feels good."

"And... how long do you do that?"

"Till it's... done. Y'know... till it
shoots... stuff."

"Oh."

"What do you do?"

"About what?"

"When you get... excited."

"I think you already noticed I don't have one
of those between my legs."

"No, but... girls can do it, too."

"Do what?"

"The books call it an 'orgasm.'"

"What's that?"

"It's like... when a man shoots from his
dick."

"A woman doesn't do that."

"No."

"Then what does she do?"

"I... I have no idea. But she does something.
You mean... you've never?"

"I don't think so."

"I think you'd know."

"How would I do it?"

"You'd touch yourself. There. Or," he took a
very deep breath. "You'd let someone else do it."

Very slowly, I took his hand from between his
legs, and put it between mine. It felt strange, at first. He didn't
know anything about girl parts, except what he'd read in books. I
started to get the idea, though, and I started to enjoy what
Druberj's fingers were doing to me. I arched my back and my hips
lifted up off the bed. I felt like maybe my body might explode.

And then he stopped.

"No!" I cried out.

Druberj smiled. "There's something I do for
the master sometimes. I think it works on girls too, kinda. Can I
try?"

I didn't care what he tried, as long as he
kept bringing me closer to... wherever it was my body was going. I
nodded impatiently. Druberj climbed between my legs and lowered his
head. When his tongue touched me, I yelped so loud that he had to
stop and quiet the master again. But he came back.

He was right. I'd never. Not until then.
Druberj showed me, that night, that even a lowly slave girl could
feel good about something.

 


* * *

 


For the next few weeks, I didn't see Druberj
or his master. I was glad not to have to share the bed of a sick
bastard who gets off on hurting people, but I really wanted to see
Druberj again. Inihu don't look forward to things. I don't think
any of them, other than me, even think about what the next day
might bring. It won't be good, so why waste your time? I looked
forward to the day I might see my new friend – my only
friend – again. While I waited, I practiced the things
he'd taught me. It was exciting to have a secret pleasure, to do
something when the lights were out and the others were sleeping. To
do something they couldn't share. They shared my bed, my food and
my misery, but they didn't share this. Orgasms didn't seem to be as
much fun alone as they had been with Druberj, but I wasn't about to
invite one of my clan to join me.

When we weren't being used for sex, the Inihu
were kept busy cleaning the compound. I don't remember much about
the place I grew up, but it was called "the compound." It was in a
city. It was fenced off, of course, because slaves were kept there.
It wasn't too far from a section of town where a lot of rich men,
like Master Hix, lived. When we were taken to their homes to
service them, we were carried in the back of a delivery truck with
no windows. The rides were never long, though, and then we were in
the bedrooms of some huge mansion or another. The compound also had
a brothel, with rooms and girls for rent to men who didn't live in
the area.

Anyway, I was weeding the flowers. I don't
think our customers gave a damn about flowers, but the
owners – whoever they were – wanted the place
to look classy. They had had gardens planted all over the compound,
making a lot of work for us. I was in one of the courtyard gardens,
where customers liked to act out fantasy scenes. Just dressed up
rapes, really.

There was a rustle in the hedge beside me. It
was tall and thick, a green, flowery wall that cut off the garden
from the rest of the world. And I heard my name whispered urgently.
I looked up, but I didn't move. Leaving my work would get me in big
trouble. The girls were always playing tricks on each other. It was
a big joke to get one of your sisters whipped.

I didn't see anything. I went back to my
weeding.

"Aer'La!" the voice whispered again, a little
louder. This time I recognized it.

"Druberj?"

"Shhhhh!"

"Where are you?" I whispered to the
hedge.

A clump of leaves shook, letting me know
where he was hiding.

"Are you crazy?" I asked.

"Just make sure no one's looking, and come in
here."

I looked all around. I was alone. I'd been
ordered to work here until someone came and got me. There was
nowhere I could go, and I wasn't considered a troublemaker, so I
wasn't watched closely when I worked outside. There didn't seem to
be anyone to notice if I got up. I was afraid, though; so I kept
weeding, and worked my way close to the patch where Druberj had
shaken the branches. I guess he knew what I was doing, 'cause he
kept quiet.

When I got to the spot, I peered in through
the leaves. I could just make out some gray patches of his skin
showing through. He held out his hand.

"Come on in!" He said.

I looked around again. It looked safe. On my
hands and knees, I crawled between the branches, and into the dark
hollow that was formed by the bushes. I was naked, of course, and
the branches weren't soft. They itched as they scraped against me.
This wasn't the best hiding place in the world.

Druberj sat on his haunches, grinning at
me.

"What are you doing here?" I demanded.

He shrugged. "I wanted to see you."

I wanted to see him too, but I was more
scared than I'd ever been. "We're gonna get caught!"

"I don't think so," he said. "I hide here all
the time. No one ever finds me."

"Doesn't your master notice you're gone?"

"He doesn't worry. He knows I always come
back. He just thinks I'm off playing."

"Don't you have work to do?"

He laughed. "I do my work at night. Days are
mine."

He reached out and took my hand. My skin
tingled when he touched me. I felt ashamed that my hands had dirt
caked all over them, when his were so soft and clean. "Look, I
didn't come here to make you mad. I... I wanted to see you. I
missed you."

I glared at him for a minute, but then I
said, "I missed you, too. I just don't want us to get in
trouble."

"Don't worry," he said. "I know these gardens
pretty well. My master's house is only on the next street."

"You're allowed out in the street?"

"Yeah. All the boys are, unless they ever
tried to run away." He was quiet for a minute. He just looked at me
and smiled. "I'm really glad to see you."

"But I can't stay long."

"I know. I'll come back whenever I can. I'm
here almost every day."

"Every day? Have you been... waiting to see
me?"

He nodded, proud of himself. "Yep. For a
while now. I've sat for hours and watched you, from a distance. I
was starting to think they'd never send you to work this part of
the yard. But it helped just to see you."

I didn't know what to say.
Someone –  a boy! –  had sat and waited for me.
Just for a glimpse of me.

"You are crazy," I said.

He just laughed. Then he crawled over to me
and took my face in his hands and kissed me. No biting. No jerking
my head around by the hair. No forcing his tongue in, the way the
masters did. Just a kiss. Then he wrapped his arms around me and
held me close against him. It was warm, and I felt safe. I know now
that was crazy, but I did. I never wanted to leave that place.

"Are you mad at me for coming?" he asked.

"No. I've been... thinking about you. A
lot."

"Me too. You're all I think about."

"When I think about you, I do the things you
taught me."

"You do? Does it feel good?"

"Some. But it makes me miss you more."

He kissed the top of my head.

"When I'm with men now," I went on, "I think
about you. It makes it easier. Makes the time go quicker. I
pretend..." I stopped. I was embarrassed.

"What?" he asked, his warm breath tickling my
hair against my forehead.

"It's stupid."

"I want to know. I want to know everything
about you."

"I... I pretend it's you, doing those things
to me. I pretend it's your dick inside me. Even when it hurts. It
makes it a little better."

"But I wouldn't hurt you," he said.

"I know. That's what makes it better."

He kissed me again. He ran his little hands
over my naked back. I felt the tingling warmth that came at night,
when I touched myself, come over me now. He shifted, pressing his
body against me, and I felt the hardness between his legs. I
reached down and took hold of it, gently. He moaned against my
lips.

Laying my hand against his ear, I drew his
face back a little, so I could look into his emerald eyes. "Could
you put it inside me now?"

 


* * *

 


Druberj and I saw each other whenever we
could. It wasn't every day, 'cause I wasn't in the garden every
day, and I wasn't always alone. It was only ever for a few minutes
at a time. We didn't have sex every time, either, but most
times.

When Druberj would come and wait for me in
the hedge, he'd bring a book, 'cause he'd often have a long wait.
He was the kind of person whose mind had to always be doing
something, so he'd read. Times we didn't have sex, for whatever
reason, or, after we did, if I just didn't want to leave him yet,
I'd ask him to read to me.

I think I even liked the reading better than
the sex, and I really liked the sex. Just hearing his voice, soft
and gentle, and speaking only for me. Only to tell me whatever
stories there were to be told from his books. He'd found one book
of stories called "Fairy Tales." They had the funniest people in
them, doing the strangest things. They climbed magic beanstalks,
and killed giants. They met talking animals, and changed into other
kinds of people. Some of them were talking animals. Some of them
were only as big as your thumb. Some of them lived cruel lives,
like we did; but a lot of them found a way out. An escape. I
started to think maybe I had found an escape, right here among the
Inihu. I'd found an escape in Druberj, and in the incredible
stories he read to me.

I wanted to ask him to teach me to read. I
planned to. I never got the chance.

 


* * *

 


It was the middle of the night, and I was in
the barracks, sound asleep. At first, when a pair of hands yanked
me bodily to a standing position, I didn't know where I was, or
what was happening. As I came around, I realized that two of the
teachers had me in their grasp. One held both my arms. The other
had hold of my hair, and used it to yank my head back, so I could
look up at her.

"Don't make a sound," she spat at me. They
dragged me from the room. I was taken to the teachers'
room –  a little, windowless closet just outside the
barracks. My blood ran cold when they led me into the room. It
wasn't empty. Jin was there, for one. She wouldn't look at me. The
other person in the room had no trouble looking me in the eye. It
was him that made my blood run cold: the man with the scar over his
eye. The scar I could never forget, or keep out of my nightmares.
The scar that had loomed over me as this man had raped me for the
first time.

"They call you Aer'La?" he asked.

I nodded. The teacher who had had me by the
hair slapped me hard.

"Speak when you're spoken to, bitch!"

I swallowed blood and said, "Yes,
Master."

"I'm Master Harl, girl. I'm in charge, here.
Do you know why you're here?"

I looked at Jin, wondering why she was here.
Were we both in trouble, or – ?

Master Harl slapped the cheek the teacher had
left untouched.

"Look at me, girl! Not at anything else!"

"I haven't done anything..." I muttered.

The teacher raised her arm to cuff me again,
but Master Harl stopped her. "Never mind that. We're going to whip
her thoroughly enough later." He put his face in mine. His breath
stank as much as I remembered it had years before. It mixed with my
own stink of fear. "And we'll add extra for lying."

"Please... " I whispered.

"Please?" Master Harl demanded. "Please what?
Please don't whip you? Be glad you're getting a whipping, girl. Be
thankful you're about to receive the worst whipping of your life. A
whipping means we're going to let you live."

He looked at me, waiting for an answer. I
said nothing. A sick feeling was overtaking me. There was only one
thing that they could have found out to make them this mad.

He paced a few steps back and forth in front
of me. "You're very lucky, really, that I found out first." He
gestured at Jin. "That your sister wanted t'be good to ya, and let
us handle this... in the family."

I looked to Jin, whose dead eyes wouldn't
meet mine. "What did you tell them?" I pleaded.

"It was wrong what you did," she said
coldly.

Harl reached out and cupped the back of her
head with his hand, fondly stroking her pale hair. "That's right.
Little Jin saw wrongdoing happening in our house. She did what any
good girl would do. She told her teachers." He reached into his
pocket, and pulled out a white glob. It had been a cube once. I
recognized it. It had been a sugar cube. The teachers gave them to
us as special rewards. I'd had one in my life. I wouldn't have
wanted this one. It looked like it had been in his pocket since the
coat was made. Its corners had worn down, and it was dirty and
wrapped in lint.

He held it out to Jin. "There's your reward,
my good girl."

She clawed it greedily from his hand and
shoved it into her mouth. Then she looked at me and smiled in a way
that made me wish I could rip her face from her skull.

"If you had been found out by others, I
couldn't have kept you safe, my girl," Master Harl went on. "Not
given what damage you've done. You see, a girl who commits
perversion... she can be salvaged. With enough whippings and grog,
a girl whose sinful nature leads her to want to choose her own
partners for sexual deviance can be made to behave herself again.
But a boy..." His face darkened. He turned murderous eyes on me. "A
boy cannot be fixed. His nature is changed. Once he's had a girl,
or a boy he's picked himself, he can never be brought back to the
same desirable level of compliance." He shook his head, mockingly.
"It's very sad. If Master Hix had discovered you, ruining his prize
boy, he'd have killed you outright."

Master Hix! My worst fears were confirmed.
They knew. But did Master Hix know? Had he been told that...? But
Harl wasn't shutting up.

"For you see, little Aer'La, a boy in such a
state is no use to anyone. A boy who's worth five of your miserable
kind, once ruined, must be disposed of...

Master Harl opened the door. Someone was
standing just outside. "Come in," Harl said. "Come in, and show
her."

Master Hix entered, carrying something draped
in a stained sheet. Something about the size of a small human body.
I shook my head violently. I knew what was under the sheet, but I
didn't want it to be true. Somehow, I had to be wrong...

Tears were running down the fat old man's
face as he held the body in his arms, cradling it. "You filthy
little bitch," he sobbed. "You filthy..." He buried his head
against the covered bundle.

Harl clapped Hix on the shoulder. "Steady
now, Master," he said. "You know how I regret your loss, but the
law is the law. And the law says that a ruined boy must be
destroyed."

He ripped away the sheet. I screamed and
dropped to my knees. The purple blood which had stained the sheet
was all over the naked chest and arms, all over the perfect face.
The perfect, dead face, with its emerald eyes still open, wide in
shock. Blood trickled from the lips that had kissed every inch of
my body.

I screamed and screamed. Vomit rose in my
throat, and I choked it out on the floor, and over my legs. All the
while I told myself I was wrong. They were just trying to scare me.
This was some other boy they'd butchered. My Druberj wasn't
dead!

My eyes met those of Master Hix, both flooded
with tears. "You killed him," I sobbed. "He never was anything but
good to you, and –"

Harl grabbed the back of my neck. "The law is
the law!" he roared. Then he made his voice gentle again. "And
don't insult good Master Hix, girl. He loved his boy. He'd never
have harmed him. It was I who was forced to do what needed
doing."

He smiled. He'd killed Druberj. He'd slit
that perfect throat, and he smiled.

I can't tell you exactly what happened next.
It happened fast, and, for me, the world seemed to be spinning at
lightning speed. I do know that, as I lowered my head, as the
horror in front of me sank in, my eyes locked on Harl, on the bit
of him that was directly in front of my face as I knelt. My eyes
locked on his crotch, covered in rough fabric in front of me.

I hurled myself forward and bit, snapping
like a wild animal. I grabbed his legs and dug my nails in, raking
through the fabric to tear the skin underneath. I sank my teeth in
hard and butted my head forward. If the cloth kept me from biting
off his dick or balls, I'd sure as hell smash them with my
skull.

Harl screamed. The teachers both scrambled to
tear me from him. I splayed my arms and legs out and spun my body.
I'd lost my mind entirely. I wanted to kill everything in sight. I
wanted to rip out their souls and stuff them into Druberj's dead
body, to trade with the gods for his life. I wanted, more than
anything, to kill as many of them as I could, before they killed
me.

And, oh, I wanted them to kill me. Yes, I
wanted to die. I wanted to go wherever they'd sent my Druberj. If
that was hell, I'd march in, singing.

I broke one teacher's nose with the back of
my hand. The other got hold of my ankle, but I pulled her off
balance and her head cracked on the stone floor. I saw blood ooze
out, but I didn't hold still to see more. Shoving aside the woman
with the broken nose, I hurled myself across the room, ducking low
to avoid Harl's arms as they grabbed for me.

Frantically, I looked around for a weapon.
Something light enough to swing but heavy enough to break bones.
Instead, I saw Jin, huddled in the corner, the sugar still caked
around the edges of her mouth and trickling down her chin in a
stream of drool. She wasn't smiling anymore. She was babbling in
terror. She was terrified. Of me.

I pounced, landing on top of her, our naked
bodies tangling up in a heap on the floor. She didn't even scream.
She just moaned stupidly. No words came out. She didn't even really
fight back. When I grabbed her head in my hands, she just sobbed;
and when I twisted her neck, and it snapped like a twig, she didn't
even give a cry of surprise.

Killing Jin drained a little of my anger, and
it slowed me down. I wasted a second looking at the first person
I'd ever killed. It was a second too long. Harl had me. He wrapped
his hands around my throat and catapulted me to the floor, landing
on top of me and bringing a heavy knee down hard against my pelvis.
I didn't have enough breath to scream in pain.

"Kill her!" shrieked Master Hix.

Harl looked down at me, still gasping out his
breaths. His eyes, again, were black and murderous. "You deserve to
die, bitch," he said. He spat, hitting me in the face. I shut my
eyes. I was ready. Please, I begged whatever god would listen, just
let me die. Let it only hurt a little. Harl tightened his grip
around my throat.

Then he sighed. "No. No, Master Hix, I shan't
kill her. You may, if you like. I won't stop you."

There was silence. Hix was thinking about it.
Good! Let him kill me! Let someone else who'd touched Druberj,
someone who, in his own twisted way, also mourned, let him kill me!
That was right.

"But," Harl cautioned him, "I will take her
price out of what I owe you."

Hix sobbed again. "You're right. I can't
afford the loss."

"Good," said Harl gently. "I do regret what
my house has cost you, good Master Hix. We'll sell this animal off
planet, and that will help me pay you the price of the boy."

I opened my eyes. I was not to die, then.

"When you awaken," Harl said to me, "I
believe I'll whip you myself. Yes. I'll enjoy doing that, in return
for all you've cost me. But that will come when you awaken."

He tightened his grip on my throat again,
until I couldn't breathe in or out at all. Everything went
black.

 


* * *

 


The naked girl on the bed hugged her knees
and sobbed as the memories overwhelmed her. Atal kept silent,
allowing her a moment with her feelings. When she lifted her head
again, she brushed the hair from her eyes and said, "I'm sorry,
Captain. It's just hard to remember it all. A-after that –"

"Aer'La," Atal said quietly, "that's
enough."

"I'm telling you the truth!" she
protested.

"Yes," he agreed, "I think you are. He stood,
and, fighting his own reaction to the pheromone which had only
intensified with the telling of her emotional tale, he crossed to
lift her off the bed and into his arms. She melted into him,
sobbing hard.

"I don't need to hear anymore. I hadn't meant
to bring back painful memories."

"But now you know. I'm an animal. A
killer."

"Welcome to the human race," he said. She
looked up, bewilderment showing through the tears. "No offense
meant. I mean, 'welcome to the race of sentient beings.' We all
strike out when we've been hurt. You've been hurt more than
most."

"If you let me stay, Captain, I promise I
won't hurt anyone... much. I'm good at my job."

"I'll be the judge of that," he said
gently.

This time, her eyes clouded over with fear.
Not the fear of a creature who recognizes a more powerful force,
but the fear of someone who stands to lose something precious. Atal
brushed the hair from her eyes and rocked her gently.

"But I'll give you time to let me be the
judge of that," he said gently. "And I promise you, Aer'La, that I
won't send you away. If you can't be part of my crew, you won't
have to leave this ship until we find a safe place for you to
go."

 


And she hadn't left, until Atal had left
Arbiter, and brought her with him. And that was how they'd
come to this place, this day...

And this very large problem.


Chapter Three

Departure

 


At the moment her superior officers were
pondering her fate, Aer'La herself was downing her second "Atal's
Stout" of the evening.

The tavern owner had quickly renamed his
signature brew upon receiving the news of the famed Captain's
return. His place of business, after all, was situated on Quintil
L-5, in orbit between Quintil and its moon, Hestia. The station was
the jumping-off point for all major military and commercial
transport in the Rigel System. Civilian travelers who dined and
drank with him would be very cognizant right now of the fact that
Titan was docked just beyond the titanium skin of the
station, and of the more stirring fact that Atal was her new
captain.

Civilians wanted to feel good. Atal's return
made them feel good. Buying a beer named for him would remind them
how good they felt, or so the barkeep hoped. The question was,
would the tourists have enough money left for his beer, after
they'd spent heavily on official Titan pressure suits,
Titan zero-grav shoes, and Jan Atal collectible action
dolls? (Especially if they bought the good ones, which still walked
and talked hours after they'd left the system?)

Most members of the military weren't
impressed by such frippery, but the former crew of the
Arbiter had bought the first round of Atal Stouts (not a
flattering name, when you thought about it) out of loyalty to their
Captain. They'd bought the second round because it was actually
damned drinkable.

"Honey," asked the waitress as she placed
mugs before Aer'La's companions, "D'ya mind if I ask where ya got
your skin done?"

Aer'La looked down at the iridescent blue of
her flesh, little covered by a brief tunic and shorts. (It was warm
on the station, and spacers strove for comfort above all.) "Did it
myself," she told the girl. "It's not blotchy, or anything, is
it?"

"No, it's perfect. The color's you. Goes with
your hair." The girl gestured to her own much-exposed flesh, a
shocking, magenta-and-yellow domino pattern. "I'm just a little
tired of mine, is all. Had it for almost two weeks. I don't suppose
you work for cash on the side? Only –"

Across the bar, a customer called gruffly for
service, and the girl rushed away. Aer'La returned to her beer.

"Your heart just skipped two beats," a voice
next to her said.

It was Cernaq, her Phaetonian shipmate. Like
all of his people, the young midshipman was of light build, with
white-blond hair and eyes strikingly pale – a yellowish
green that almost seemed to glow. Aer'La had heard them referred to
as "cat's eyes." She had to take that comparison on faith. She had
never seen a cat.

He was right. Of course he was right. He was
a telepath – a telepath so skilled that he could read, in
the minds of others, signals their own bodies sent to their brains.
Aer'La didn't know her heart had stopped, but some piece of her
brain did; so Cernaq did.

"I thought for a minute she knew what my
makeup job was hiding. I guess she was just making small talk."
said Aer'La.

"And there was no hint of suspicion in her
mind," Cernaq assured her. "You need to relax."

"You don't know what it's like, Cernaq.
Looking over your shoulder every minute, to see if someone's
recognized you. Wondering if every stranger who gives you a passing
glance is really a bounty hunter, or someone who's seen your face
on a police holo."

"I know exactly what it's like," he said.
"I've been in your head, remember?" He grinned. "Among other
places."

She couldn't help but laugh at his attempt to
be suggestive. It was so unlike a Phaetonian, and so new to
him.

"Besides," Cernaq said, "why would you be in
a police holo?"

Aer'La looked away. "You never know what they
might try. I can't trust anyone.."

"You can trust me," he said sincerely. Much
of what Cernaq said had a note of sincerity, of course. Coming from
a world where spoken language was rarely used, as the natives
communicated telepathically, his speaking voice was slow and
deliberate, as if he'd only just learned to use it. That quality
added to his air of openness. Well, on a world of mind-readers,
what would be the point of learning to lie?

She took his hand across the table. "I do
trust you. You're one of the few I trust."

He didn't respond. He often didn't. Cernaq
didn't use excess words.

Aer'La liked quiet people. She wasn't one
herself, particularly, but she enjoyed being in their company. They
were less taxing on her mental resources, and they gave her less
reason to punch them in the jaw.

Right now, Cernaq was quietly enjoying what
was often referred to as 'local color.' At the bar, two
couples – one pair of females and one male and
female – were vying for the attention of the crowd with
some particularly acrobatic feats of sexual intercourse. This sort
of performance was common on Quintil and its outposts. Quintil was
reputed to be the most sensual of human worlds. Displays of
sexuality – live and depicted
artistically – were everywhere. Any Quintil would have
laughed – or become furiously indignant – at
the suggestion that such displays were indecent or harmful to those
who viewed them.

"See something you like, Cernaq?" Aer'La
asked.

He looked appraisingly at the man astride the
woman on the bar. "I would think that would be uncomfortable for
the female," he said blandly. "His... equipment... is
misshapen."

Aer'La nodded. "Gotta be an enhancement."

"His rhythm is erratic," Cernaq went on. He
tilted his head and squinted thoughtfully, as if studying a
blueprint. "The irregularity of motion is not conducive
to – why are you laughing, Aer'La?"

She covered her mouth. She hadn't meant to be
rude to him. "It's just so damned funny. Cernaq, the Phaetonian sex
expert. You've come a long way."

"I suppose I am somewhat unique," he said.
"My people value the mind, to the exclusion of all else. Anything
of the body is suspect. Since we reproduce artificially, we don't
need sex. And it's caused a lot of grief throughout
history – via jealousy, prudery and disease –"

"You're lecturing again."

"Sorry."

"I just think it's funny to see you being so
open about it. When you came on board Arbiter, I'd have
sworn you had no interest in sex. My crewmen told me you had no
balls."

"A common misconception about my people. We
don't use them, so we've lost them." He turned up one corner of his
mouth in a smile. "You know the truth, of course."

Aer'La nodded at the copulators on the bar.
"Yep. So, maybe you should go show him how it's done," she
said.

Cernaq appeared to consider that. His pale
brow wrinkled, and he studied the copulating pair more closely.
Finally, he announced, "I don't think so. While engaging in this
act, the young lady is contemplating the purchase of a new type of
urinary absorbent for a small mammal she keeps at home. I'd rather
have a partner with more interest in the process. Besides, I don't
know her. I'm not that comfortable with sexuality."

Aer'La reached forward and brushed a blonde
curl from his forehead with her fingertips, letting the fingers
trail lazily across the skin of his face. "Comfortable enough for
me," she teased. "Maybe," she added, with a wicked glance at the
public display on the bar, "we should clear this table and show
everyone what good technique looks like."

"I..." Cernaq stammered, "I don't
think..."

"C'mon, Cernaq," Aer'La chided. "As a public
service. Think of all the lousy lays you could prevent." She began
unfastening her tunic, exposing magnificent cleavage.

"I owe the public nothing," replied Cernaq,
no doubt devoting some mental energy to the task of canceling the
involuntary reflex which the sight of Aer'La's breasts brought on.
"And... my sex life, like the rest of my life, is private."

"What did I just walk in on?" asked Terry
Metcalfe, their Terran shipmate, as he plunked three overflowing
mugs on the table.

"Aer'La wants me to have sex in public."

"With her?" wondered Metcalfe.

Cernaq eyed the girl. "Not necessarily."

"A little encouragement here, Navy," Aer'La
said to Metcalfe. "You'd do it, wouldn't you?"

Metcalfe sat down and hefted one of the mugs.
"You forget, my people are almost as backward as Cernaq's."

"More backward," said Cernaq. "Since your
people actually believe in sex, but feel ashamed of it." He shook
his head. "Why is that?"

"Control," said Metcalfe carefully. Unlike
Cernaq, he could not prevent the alcohol they were consuming from
affecting him. His speech was starting to become slurred. "It's all
about keeping us in line. We're supposed to believe that the Church
of Terra is more important to us than anything else. If we get
caught up in our own sex lives, we're being selfish."

"Freedom of sexual expression leads people to
feel ownership in their own bodies," agreed Cernaq.

"And thus in their own souls," finished
Metcalfe. "We're supposed to remember that the gods own us, body
and soul. The Church speaks for the gods, so..."

"So it must control all forms of expression,"
said Cernaq.

Metcalfe nodded. "For the good of the
people." He took a large swallow of his beer, frowned at it. "Ah,
anyway. Sex is a damned nuisance. I wonder if the Phaetonians don't
have the right idea. Maybe it is time to train the race to live
without it."

"Because you're not getting any?" wondered
Aer'La.

"Who said I wanted any?"

Aer'La laughed. "Your face does, every time
you look at Kaya." She nodded to where Captain Atal's daughter,
their fellow midshipman, sat a few tables away.

"Not just your face," added Cernaq. "Don't
ask me to enumerate all the physical symptoms you experience in her
presence."

Metcalfe made a rude gesture. "Kaya and I are
over, all right? Done."

"Wasn't it fun while it lasted?" asked
Aer'La.

Metcalfe rolled his eyes. "It was great while
it lasted. I just wanted more."

She gestured around the bar. "Lotsa willing
partners, Navy. No waiting."

"I wanted more from Kaya," Metcalfe said, too
loudly. He lowered his voice. "It's not just about being horny,
I... never mind."

"You're in love with her," said Cernaq.

"I was," said Metcalfe. "Maybe I still am. It
doesn't matter. She's moved on. I guess I... crowded her."

Aer'La smiled, feeling genuinely sorry for
him. There was a time when she hadn't liked Metcalfe. He was too
young and eager and by the book for her. Then she'd come to admire
his courage and stubbornness. "Hey," she said, "you can crowd me
anytime."

He nodded at her gallant offer, but didn't
seem to cheer up. "I guess," he said, "I'm a hopeless
romantic."

"Hopeless," echoed Cernaq.

"It's just... when I was growing up and going
to Sunday School, I heard all these stories where the hero gets the
girl... because he's been good, and true and... I thought life
would be like that for me. Like Abraham and Sarah, or Odysseus and
Penelope... The Vision and the Scarlet Witch."

"I hate it when he gets religious," muttered
Aer'La.

"Sorry," said Metcalfe.

"Navy, your church's teachings were crap! You
said so yourself!"

Metcalfe colored. "Not all of them," he said
quietly. "I still believe..."

"Okay," said Aer'La, "but lighten up! Have
some fun! Get laid!"

Metcalfe slumped his shoulders, and his dark
eyes seemed somehow darker. "As a matter of fact, I tried. Last
night."

Aer'La grinned and pounded the table.
"Details, details!"

Metcalfe leaned back in his chair.
"Attempting to shed my annoying, backwater attitudes and romantic
inclinations, I came here, in fact. I came looking for a girl and
an evening of empty, erotic bliss."

Possibly realizing that his voice was growing
loud again, he stopped and looked around. "I found what must have
been the only girl on Quintil who was looking for a husband. After
agreeing to my proposition to spend the night, she begged me to
marry her, to begin planning our children, to take her with me on
my next assignment –"

"No!" countered Aer'La.

"Yes. I sure can pick 'em! Every man in the
Navy – except me! – is capable of finding a
loose, shallow woman for a night."

"What did you do?" asked Cernaq.

"I..." Metcalfe inhaled dramatically. "I told
her about the accident."

"Wait," said Aer'La. "What accident?"

Metcalfe ignored her and went on. "I told her
how a quirk of my unplanned, Terran genetics caused my body to
reject cloned tissue, so bionics was the only answer. The doctors
were confident that – eventually – the
appliance would be sophisticated enough for something like normal
sexual activity; but a bionic penis is still a bionic penis –"

At the word 'penis,' Aer'La laughed so hard
that she sprayed beer all over the table in front of her and
choked. After a few coughs, she recovered and said to Cernaq, "Hey!
How about a slap on the back for a choking person here?"

"Slapping the back does not aid a choking
victim," he said calmly. "I did send signals to your nervous system
to relax the smooth muscles of –"

"Yeah yeah yeah," Aer'La said, waving him
off. "So, Navy. What happened to your wife-to-be?"

"She excused herself to the restroom," he
replied. He looked nervously at the doors to the public facilities.
"For all I know, she's still hiding in there."

It was just as Aer'La was about to offer to
go and investigate that the very fat drunk sat on Metcalfe.

 


Two tables away, the former object of
Metcalfe's affections was attempting to drink an admirer under the
table. Kayan'na Atal had learned to drink hard liquor as a very
young girl, living with her father aboard a series Naval ships, on
occupied worlds, and at the Academy. As attentive as Jan Atal had
been, he couldn't prevent the pretty, precocious girl from
associating with the younger members of his staff, and from picking
up their vices.

Kaya's drink of choice was Quintillian Rum.
She preferred its sweetness and smoothness to the harsh, wooden
bite of whiskey. Her fellows aboard Arbiter had been whiskey
drinkers, however, so she knew how to handle the stuff. She was
winning her battle with the admirer, who also preferred whiskey to
rum.

She didn't need Cernaq's telepathy to tell
her that the man seated across from her had one goal: to get a
pretty girl drunk and take her home – or take her right
there on the table. "Take her" was the important part of the
operation.

He was one of those career good-looking
types. Someone had spent a small fortune having his appearance
engineered, and he was obviously spending another keeping it up.
His teeth were too white and too straight, his eyes too blue, his
skin too smooth and tinted too deep a hue of the currently
fashionable color, which was a reddish bronze. He wore a white silk
shirt, open to the navel, exposing hard pectorals and a sharply
defined abdomen. The opening of the shirt formed an arrow, pointing
to a cloth-wrapped package which Kaya was confident included a
significant volume of excelsior. She had no intention of finding
out, one way or another.

She was actually surprised that he'd invited
her to have a drink (or twelve) with him. Kaya had no illusions
about her looks. She was pretty, with skin that had a natural
golden cast, and had never felt the gentle sting of color
alteration. She had eyes a few shades either side of violet on one
end and magenta on the other. They were perfect genetic duplicates,
she was told, of her mother's. Her father had paid the designer a
hefty bonus for them. She was not tall, but slender and athletic,
with small but elegant breasts. Her hair showered around a
pixie-like face in dark copper ringlets. Men liked her. Women liked
her. She'd had her share of both, but she knew she was no Aer'La.
She was surprised this predator had chosen her over her more
flamboyantly well-endowed friend.

She had agreed to join him at his table,
though. She was tired of watching Metcalfe try so hard to pretend
she hadn't broken his heart. She thought it would be fun to have a
distraction.

Sadly, the man was as stupid as he was
good-looking. His sole topics of interest seemed to be professional
zero-G wrestling and, well, amateur zero-G wrestling. The latter,
pseudo-wrestling, being the kind he wanted Kaya to join him in
practicing.

"Shall we have another?" he asked her,
raising the whiskey bottle and pouring several ounces of it on the
table, with a few drops accidentally landing in his glass. It would
not be long now, Kaya thought. She'd have to pay for the bottle
when he dropped from his chair to the floor, but she'd have the
satisfaction of knowing she could outlast a pretty fool.

She took the bottle from him. "Why not? I
think I'll pour mine."

"Careful," he giggled. "You've had quite a
few, and you might spill it. Aren't you worried that I'll take
advantage of you, while you're this drunk?"

Kaya smiled. "You wouldn't take advantage of
an innocent little thing like me, would you?" she asked sweetly.
She knew the answer was no, of course. Whether he would like to
take advantage or not, she hadn't met the man she couldn't
physically incapacitate, if necessary. Again, she was no Aer'La,
but she held her own.

As it happened, Kaya did wind up spilling as
she attempted to pour a shot. This was not the result of
inebriation, but of a body flying across the table, on a course for
the opposite side of the room.

This unexpected human missile not only
interrupted the flow of conversation, it caused Kaya to realize
that her friends, as usual, were in trouble.

 


Upon finding himself reclassified as
furniture, Metcalfe had objected. At least, he had objected as much
as he could from beneath the very fat drunk's bulk. The drunk,
noticing him for the first time, had advised him to move elsewhere.
He, the very fat drunk, had business to transact with the charming
lady whom he had just witnessed exposing her charming breasts.

In his best clipped, military manner,
Metcalfe had instructed the very fat drunk to move along. The very
fat drunk had found this amusing, and had informed Metcalfe of
same.

There had followed two unpleasant, crunching
sounds, and a blur of motion. Then the very fat drunk was on the
floor, cradling one injured arm in the other, his mouth open in a
silent scream as Metcalfe stood over him, smiling pleasantly.
Metcalfe had then advised the very fat drunk that he might should
have his hearing checked at the next opportunity. He had then
attempted to return to his seat. It was at this point that he
learned that the very fat drunk had five very drunken friends.
Those friends had taken the opportunity to make their displeasure
known.

By the time Kaya reached her friends, the
battle was in full swing. Metcalfe struggled in the grip of a man
twice his size, who held him in a half-Nelson. Nearby, one man
screamed as Aer'La lifted him over her head, begging that she not
hurl him to join the broken bodies of two of his friends, on the
wrong side of a shattered glass window of the tavern, where Aer'La
had already thrown them. The first one had shattered the window
with his impact, and suffered the worst injuries. The second had
fared somewhat better, but the third had no wish to join him.

He joined him anyway.

In front of Cernaq, a prospective assailant
was slowly lowering his raised fist, a blank expression in his eyes
and drool trickling from the corner of his mouth. Cernaq had
obviously paralyzed a few nerve centers.

Kaya decided that Metcalfe needed the most
help, and pounced to his aid. An earth woman would have known that
it was dangerous business to save her ex-lover from injury at the
hands of a man twice his size. An earth woman would have grown up
in a misogynistic culture, riddled with double standards, and
well-versed in the care and feeding of the male ego. Kaya was not
an earth woman. She was one of the highest-ranked intellects on
Quintil, and had grown up in a sexually liberated world where men
and women were political and social equals.

Sometimes the very intelligent and
well-adjusted suffer when attempting to deal with those from less
fortunate backgrounds. They break rules they didn't know existed,
and they are often mystified at the results. So Kaya would be
completely bewildered when Metcalfe, for the next forty-eight
hours, would be unable to look at her without feeling an outburst
of unbridled rage which would cause Cernaq, if he and his empathic
abilities were nearby, to wince in physical pain.

 


Across the barroom, seated on a stool with a
nude young woman in his lap, and another draped around his
shoulders, Kevin Carson watched the developing brawl with clinical
detachment. He didn't tend to worry about his friends in a fight,
if Aer'La was there.

He was an attractive young man, with bright,
blue eyes and dirty blonde hair, which spilled over his collar. He
dressed and groomed in a manner which said he noticed his own
appearance, and wanted others to notice it. They did notice it,
especially in settings such as this tavern, where all ages and
genders came seeking a sexual thrill. The two nubile beauties with
him, whose names he hadn't learned and probably wouldn't, were
typical of an evening's entertainment for him. Quintil had always
suited him well, providing plenty of sex, and almost no danger of
serious entanglement. It was a vapid culture, but it was always
exciting. Barroom brawls were rare on Quintil proper, but this was
an orbital station, hosting primarily foreign guests. Their diverse
cultures often clashed... violently.
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