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  Foreword

 

My memory of the earliest stories of the Pelted is fuzzy—no pun intended—but in my defense, it’s been twenty years in a few cases. My first serious introduction to Alysha Forrest was “Blood Money,” a story I published in a fitfully-produced small press magazine I edited in the late 1990s. I’d known of the setting before that, but hadn’t really known more about it other than an impression of Star Trek with furries.

That impression isn’t one you’ll likely get from “Blood Money” or most of the Alysha’s Fall stories—more on that in a bit—but you might well from stories later along the timeline. I mean that as a compliment, though. They’re from a series better than most of the ones we actually got. The world of the Alliance isn’t the polished polyurethane post-capitalist utopia of Starfleet, but neither is it the dreary soul-crushing psuedo-libertarian dystopia of poor William Gibson pastiches. It’s a world of complex race relations and an ample share of dark sides, but—like Star Trek and the best of its followers—still optimistic. And acknowledging life outside the paramilitary was always one of Trek’s weakest suits; with the Pelted stories, even when you don’t see the rest of the universe you always feel it’s there.

Which brings us to this particular collection, a series of stories that mostly stand alone but form one narrative arc. I remembered some of that arc before rereading it, but—like I said—my memory was fuzzy. These stories are definitively not ones that would ever have been told by Roddenberry and his heirs. As much as the background is one of space opera, these tales are planet-bound, with a pulp sensibility that wouldn’t seem out of place in 1930s magazines. (You will picture Alysha dancing in lurid detail. Then you will feel bad about it.) They’re often brutal, occasionally startlingly intimate, and if you don’t cringe at what happens to our heroine—and possibly at what she does in response—your nervous system isn’t working and you should see someone about it promptly. There are, as they say, trigger warnings ahead.

To a degree these stories show their age, or perhaps show the age their author was at the time. It’s hard to tell whether the Academy that the plot centers around is a private institution or a public one, the good guys can be naïve and the bad guys psychopathic when that ratchets up tension, and do not even think of telling me that Alastar is not a Vulcan, except feline and thus with +10 to awesome.

Even so, the author’s voice—especially in some of the scenes foretelling the romance between… well, you may not have read these yet, so I’ll hold off on that. Just say that Hogarth’s ear for the music in language was already developing. She’s painted—that’s the right word—images that will stick with you. This story isn’t comfortable, but it’s compelling.

Also, in a book filled with beautiful undressed women she somehow made the most sexually charged scene involve fully clothed people talking about earrings. That’s talent.

 

 

—Watts Martin


  Prologue

 

“Ah, well, that’s enough for me,” West said, tossing a few fin onto the dark, stained table. The heavy gold coins rolled to the center and fell over, Holly-side up.

One of Matthew Brighthaven’s dark brows lifted. “Two beers? That’s barely enough to wake up your liver, Mark.”

The other man grinned. “Yeah, well, I have some paperwork to catch up on. Besides, your cat’s here looking for you.”

Brighthaven glanced at the entrance. Harroway Sloan’s lithe shape blocked the light slanting into the bar from the street lamps. “That ‘cat’ is my second, you know.”

“Still looks like a giant stuffie to me, sir.”

Brighthaven laughed. “Oh, get out of here, West.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.”

The commandant of the Fleet Academe at Selnor shook his head and poured the rest of his Tepoli Amber into the stein. When he looked up again, Sloan stood beside the chair West had just vacated, looking past his shoulder at the door.

“Problems, Commander?” Brighthaven asked with a grin.

“You know, I can’t shake the feeling that West just doesn’t like me, sir.”

The human chuckled. “Don’t take it personally. He finds the Pelted a little strange, that’s all. Sit down, have a beer.”

The Asanii man dropped into West’s chair, plucked one of the coins from the center of the table and used it to buy a pilsner. “Don’t you think attitudes like that a little provincial for our staff? What do we want to be teaching the cadets?”

Brighthaven laughed. “I hardly think he’s prejudiced, Sloan. Finding people different and actively expressing a bias against them because of it are not the same thing.”

“Still. We have a responsibility—”

“Commander,” Brighthaven said. “We’re off-duty. Less concern for the job and more for the alcohol, eh?”

Sloan’s feline ears blushed red at the tips. “Sorry, sir,” he said. “I’m just unnerved. I guess you didn’t have a chance to see the news this afternoon?”

Brighthaven grew still. “What news?” he asked quietly.

“They found another one. A woman this time.” Sloan’s eyes glinted. “Face-down in her own bed.”

The commandant closed his eyes and pressed a hand to his forehead. In the silence, his second poured his beer and pulled a long mouthful.

“It’s unthinkable, is what it is,” Brighthaven said finally. “Damn it, Sloan, things like this aren’t supposed to happen in the Alliance.”

The Asanii man sighed. “Yeah, I know, sir. It normally doesn’t. Poor girl.”

In Blue Smoke, a bar frequented by the staff of the Terracentrus Academe campus, they sat: the human commandant and his Asanii feline second. The open windows brought the fragrance of flowering trees outside, a melange of odors both strangely Terran and utterly alien. Brighthaven had been on Selnor long enough to find the smells normal, though the slightly shorter days still unsettled him.

“It’s what . . . the third?”

“In almost a year,” Sloan said with a nod. “Still, people do die. Even humans.”

“It’s just the way they’re dying,” Brighthaven said. “As if they were executed. Do you suppose the League has anything to do with it?”

Sloan squinted. “The Anti-Humanists? I suppose they could. You’d think they’d be a little more discreet about their murders, though.”

“In my experience, radicals don’t really care much about discretion,” Brighthaven said. He stared out the windows. “It’s not the kind of thing I thought I’d find here, when I left home.”

The felinesque Asanii snorted. “As if Earth is any better.”

“Maybe not, but at least she doesn’t pretend to anything she’s not,” Brighthaven said. Green eyes drifted to the trees shivering in the faint evening breeze. He allowed himself to voice the thought that had become increasingly prevalent in his mind of late. “Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing.”

“Sir! You can’t be serious. Don’t you find it worthwhile? The cadets, seeing them grow, steering the school?”

“You promised us something, Sloan, when Earth joined the Alliance. Said you had become more than we’d made you. Said we’d be glad to shelter beneath your wing. That the children had grown greater than the parents.” Brighthaven dragged his eyes back to his second’s, the face almost completely human—save for the light coat of fur, the nosepad, the ears. “And it wouldn’t have been hard to rise above humanity, I grant you, despite our good intentions. But I’ve been here almost two years, and I can’t see the differences. You have better tech—that doesn’t seem important in the great scheme of things. You have greater diversity—we’re only one race, and you’re over twenty. But no matter how fine you say your utopia in the stars is, I can’t see it as any better when innocents can still be gunned down at point blank in the summer capital of the Alliance. I came here two years ago with open arms, Sloan . . . and I still feel hollow.”

“It’s just the season,” Sloan said, ears lying against his skull. “Spring makes everyone feel restless. You’re doing good work at the Academe. They need you.”

“When has need ever been good enough to chain someone to a post?” Brighthaven murmured.

Sloan’s nose wrinkled. “Sir,” said he formally, “You are a military officer.”

Brighthaven’s grip on the stein’s handle tightened. He took a long pull at it before replying, “So I am.” But his eyes had drifted again outside, past the heavy boughs of alien flowering trees, to the stars that spangled the cool blue sky.
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Impetus

 


    THE BOYS CAME OUT TO PLAY,


    but we’d gone too far ahead.


    No satellites—no, no satellites


    to help them tell you to come out, my little,


    come out in the sunshine.

  

Alysha stared at her data tablet, a frown creasing her brow. Her felid ears flattened to her head, the failing sunlight glancing off their golden hoop earrings. After a moment, she smudged out the word “boys” and replaced it with “children.” The formality of the word didn’t fit the rest of the lullaby, but it was a better choice than “kids” or “guys.”

She let her head rest back against the willow, her spine cracking once in mild reprimand. The wind chased over her short, fine fur, bringing with it the scent of an impending storm. A quick glance at the cloud-smothered sky, and then Alysha returned to her work. Only a few more lines. She wanted to complete the assignment in the shade of the tree she’d chosen for her father’s ashes. He’d sung this one to her, after all.


    Didn’t we tell you, my little


    didn’t we tell you, my little


    there’s no sunlight where we’ve gone.


    Only endless stars and suns,


    and maybe a place to stay at the end.


    But the children that came out to play


    will be too old, too old.


    And our sunshine many hundreds,


    hundreds of years too young.

  

Exodus lullabies, Alysha thought in the Meridan of the song rather than the Universal into which she was translating it. That’s what she would title the compilation. She only had seven more to finish and she could hand the collection back to Kera Brittle, the librarian . . . just in time for her graduation in a few weeks.

She had time to do one more. A short one. Alysha saved “Came Out to Play” and thumbed down to the next on her list.

It was only after the flash of too-close lightning had bled the contrast from the flat screen of the data tablet that Alysha realized she should be heading home. The sky had been occluded by a shroud of black thunderheads, and as she hastily rose to her feet the firmament rumbled. Tucking the precious borrowed data tablet beneath her arm, she tugged the lapels of her worn short-cape around her neck and jogged toward the park’s entrance.

The rain made even her tiny, dilapidated house seem welcoming by the time she slid onto the front porch, her fur slicked dark and wet to her skin and her clothing to her body. Ears pressed against her skull in a distaste her genetic feline forebears would have approved, Alysha placed her long palm against the door’s check-panel and squeezed in even before it had fully irised open.

A man and woman were intertwined in silhouette only four feet from her. Alysha stopped abruptly, her fur on end from the cold inside the foyer. Dripping a puddle onto the tile floor, she summoned her voice from somewhere.

“Mother?”

The woman twisted to face her, the strapless blue gown clinging to her body and accentuating the brilliant sapphire of her eyes. “Hello, Alysha. Home late, I see.”

Alysha raked the man with her eyes: tall, thin . . . one of the Asanii, since he was plantigrade like the humans but still otherwise feline, not Karaka’An like herself and her mother. When she lifted her gaze to his face, his eyes skidded off to the right; she tried to meet his eyes, but they slid to the left.

Alysha’s eyes narrowed. “Yes,” she said at last. “I’m home late. I was working.”

“He’s a friend,” her mother said, ears flicking sideways.

The man’s hand was cupping her hip.

“I see,” Alysha said, and walked stiffly past them.

“Alysha . . . ”

She stopped.

“Remember, it’s your turn to wash the dishes.”

Alysha stared at the air in front of her, hands clenching and unclenching. “That would require there to be food in the house to dirty the dishes, wouldn’t it, Mother?” Silence. She walked mechanically up the stairs.

She drew the bath as the storm battered at the windows, the sound far louder than it would have been at school, which had been constructed to the standard building code. Stripping the clammy clothes from her body was an unalloyed pleasure. Alysha ran her fingers down the hard ridges of her ribs, then leaned down and checked the water temperature. A few minutes later she slid into the heat, shuddering.

The Karaka’An stood there, in the middle of the tiny bathtub in the dark. Her ears strained to make sense of the hard wind, her sharp chin lifted. Her stomach’s complaints mingled with the dizziness as she replayed the image of her mother with the man, the man her daughter didn’t even know. The man who was different from the one she’d been with yesterday. Alysha’s reflection broke into a thousand shards as she slapped it with the flat of her long, gray palm.
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“Alysha!”

The Karaka’An’s ears flattened against her head. She stopped, listened to the wet slap of the slick leaves in the hands of the wind. She looked over her shoulder.

Meriisa skipped up to her. The little Asanii girl wore a sienna brown jumper that leaped out against the dull green-grays and slate silvers of the world around her; it matched her soft, mottled tawny fur. A fluffy blue bow perched between her pointed ears, matching the larger one tied around her tail base. “Hi, Alysha!”

Alysha drew in a long breath. “Hello, Meriisa.”

“Where’re you going, ah-ah? It’s lunch time, how come you’re not eating with everyone else?”

“I wanted to walk a bit,” Alysha answered.

“If you walk ennymore, you’ll be nothing but bones and fur,” Meriisa said, bounding up beside her.

Alysha shrugged her bag back into a comfortable position and continued walking away from the meld where the other students were eating. The rain last night had left everything cool and wet.

“So issit fun to be a senior? You’re leaving soon, are you glad, sad?”

“Both,” said Alysha, not looking down at the girl skipping alongside.

“That must be confusing,” Meriisa said. “You’re heading for that tree again, aren’t you.”

Alysha stopped and looked down at the girl. “You know about that?”

“ ’Course I do. I’ve watched you.”

One dark brow lifted over her pale eye. “Watched me?”

The girl shuffled her feet. “I wanna be like you. I like you lots.”

Alysha rubbed her forehead. “I would prefer to go to the tree alone, Meriisa.”

The girl nodded. “Like your mom. Okay.” She blushed. “Umm, you’re not angry at me, are you?”

“Of course not,” Alysha said automatically, and then stopped so suddenly she almost stumbled. “My . . . mother?”

“Oh yes. She goes to that tree pretty often. She just leaves in a different direction.”

The image of Selina Forrest, wrapped in her bedraggled finery while standing beneath the tree her father’s ashes had been melded to—it chilled her with a fine frost of disgust and regret. And then—“The opposite direction?”

Meriisa blinked owlishly, ears canting forward. “Oh, yes. You go back through the park, past the statue of Holly. She goes the other way.”

“The other way? Can you show me?”

“Sure!”

The little girl skipped before her, bag bouncing on her back and pony-tail bobbing on her neck. Alysha stalked behind, her short-cloak tightly furled to her body. Her claws threatened to push past the fabric, punctuation to her racing thoughts as the two passed off the school campus into the adjacent park. Clammy leaves skidded and hissed against each other, and gray shadows clustered thickly beneath the eyriepones and oaks. Puddles the color of lead gathered in the hollows of the uneven ground on either side of the path.

Meriisa followed the trail to the gray brook until she reached Alysha’s willow tree. She climbed onto a rock on its lee and pointed to the south.

“That way.”

Alysha stood beside her, eyes crimped. “Do you follow her?”

“Would you be mad at me if I said ‘yes’?” Meriisa asked, ears sagging.

Alysha’s tail lashed once, torn between amusement and numb anger. “Do you follow her, Meriisa?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

The girl swayed, hooking her thumb under her bag strap and chafing it. “It’s not a good place to go.”

“Show me.” It came out harder than Alysha had intended, but Meriisa looked up at her, shivered, and hopped off the rock. Moments later they were back on the brook-side trail. They paced the water for several minutes, slick pebbles skidding away from beneath their feet, before Meriisa led her away from it toward a copse of tired gray trees.

Alysha didn’t mark the time or the trail, though she was aware of her own labored breathing. The youth who’d entered school singing Meridan lullabies would have been able to run the length of the park without losing her wind. Alysha touched the cramp beneath her ribs and wondered if that youth would have recognized the gaunt creature she would become.

The edges of the park withdrew from them as they walked until they reached a ramshackle fence. Meriisa leaned up and unlatched it; it shrieked when the girl pushed it open into the back of an alley, slick crete floors littered with trash twisted into strange shapes by the weight of the rain.

“Blacklight,” Alysha said, stopping. “My mother goes into Blacklight?”

Meriisa drew away, then nodded. Her bright blue bow struck an incongruous note against the weary gray alley.

Alysha crouched in front of the girl and held out a hand. “Do you follow her any further?”

Meriisa glanced down the alley, then shook her head. “My mamme wouldn’t like that.”

“I would think not,” Alysha said, glancing back down the alley.

“Lunch is gonna be over soon. . . . ”

“You’re right.” Alysha drew herself up. “Let’s go.”

They turned their backs on deserted, ugly Blacklight, and yet all the way to the school grounds, it hung in front of Alysha’s eyes.
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She did not bother to open the fence that evening after school, but climbed over it after tucking her bag into the hollow of a nodding meringel’s roots. Sliding down the other side, Alysha turned and padded up the alley, avoiding the puddles collecting against the sagging buildings; their fetid odor suggested more than water, and she had only this one pair of shoes left.

Alysha paused where the alley opened onto the street, pulling her cloak tightly around her. She leaned cautiously against the brick wall beside her and glanced at Blacklight. Everyone knew about it: how this district had been part of town when it had first been built, how the seedier industries had come to inhabit it until the town proper pulled itself away, leaving the areas nearest it abandoned and finally in ruins. The perimeter of Blacklight had a ghostly aura, and that the district had never run any illegal establishments made the town’s rejection of it more enigmatic.

A neon light buzzed into life across from the alley and Alysha blinked, adjusting to the falling dark. The shadows of Blacklight’s first few visitors fell across the sidewalks. She waited in the dark as more and more people joined the others in the streets, faceless, avoiding the light. Many of them were cloaked, as she was; others so outrageously attired Alysha couldn’t decide whether she could call them clothed. She recognized several stages of inebriation in the wanderers from glimpses of her mother’s indiscretions—when they’d still had the money for alcohol.

All of them had the desperate look of people trying too hard to enjoy themselves.

Alysha slipped into the crowds, pulling her cloak around her so it wouldn’t brush against anyone. Only the badly maintained storefront signs cast any light on the streets; the clouds smudged away the moon and starlight. She let the knot of people guide her past bars and stores and establishments that veiled their purposes with coy names and darkened windows. Her flesh pebbled with more than the damp cold.

When her unease finally overwhelmed her, she drifted out of the crowd to lean against the façade of a bar named “Sapphire Slippers.” Resting her cheek against the cold brick, Alysha stared at the windows; the faint forms of people moved across their surfaces like shadows over a wall. Pushed by an emotion she couldn’t name, she stepped to the entrance and looked inside, squinting through the candle and smoke haze. Waitresses threaded through a maze of tables, wearing tight corsets with flounced waists that barely reached their thighs. The light grazed the winking blue sequins that adorned shoes with absurdly high heels . . . the waitresses’ only other ornament.

The bar’s patrons hunched over their tables, their sneers oddly disconnected from the emptiness of their eyes. Of the women serving them, being pulled into laps, spit at, pawed or groped, not one had any spirit left to animate her eyes or footsteps. They walked as if dead, their hips swaying as if programmed.

Shuddering, Alysha drew away from the entrance. She stumbled back to the alley and over the fence into the park, stopping only to grab her bag before running to the willow by the brook. Panting, she dropped to her knees and splashed water over her face. Tugging down the collar of her tunic and discarding the cloak, she washed her throat and shoulders, leaning into the water until the brook gripped her to the elbows.

Alysha panted, staring at the shadow of her reflection on the moving water. The ache below her ribs was hunger; the one beneath them, she couldn’t name. Her flesh shivered in the damp wind, and the sky rumbled—like the growls her father used to warn her with, loving, stern, brooking no argument.

Gathering herself, Alysha pulled away from the stream. She craned her head back to stare at the sky, a fragment of cloud withdrawing enough to allow a star to wink at her. A fragile smile touched her lips, and she rose. The bag swayed against her sharp hip as she made her way out of the park . . . the cloak, soiled somehow beyond redemption, she left to the elements, and her father’s care.
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The mortarboard’s sharp edge chafed her fingers as Alysha carried it home from the ceremony. She chose her footsteps carefully, having lost her last pair of shoes a month before graduation—at least, that seemed the most obvious reason for how slowly she took the paths leading back to the tiny broken house. Strangled scarlet rays pressed at the omnipresent gray clouds, struggling to advertise the sun’s passing; Alysha ignored them, ignored the cool wind that plucked at the thin white gown mandated by traditions older than the Pelted as the proper garb for accepting academic honors.

She did not know what words she’d use on her mother for not attending graduation. She knew Selina had lost interest in her long ago; was it fair of her to demand that her mother go through the motions? Or was she relieved that her mother hadn’t even bothered? Was it better to be lied to, and know the lie, or to accept bald and unpleasant truths?

The Pelted of the Exodus had known the answer: they’d sung their children to sleep with unpleasant truths about never seeing home again, never being able to play again on the world they’d left.

Alysha sighed as she stepped up to the door, resting the flat of her palm beside the check-panel and closing her eyes. The wind ran cool, soft fingers through the bottom edge of her hair. She pressed her hand to the panel and opened the door.

The scent hit her like a wall: imported Hinichirel pears like the ones her father had bought for her mother when they’d had money for small luxuries, when they’d been happy. Alysha walked on bare, stiff feet to the kitchen, shaking, the mortarboard clutched in her free hand.

Reclining in a chair and reading a data tablet, Selina Forrest nibbled on the sandy flesh of a pear, thin body nearly lost in a lush velvet robe. Three pits shone on the table, stripped completely to their black shells.

Alysha reached past the woman to pick up the last of the pears, her stomach so taut with longing she grew nauseated. She stared then at her mother.

Selina’s pinched face dared her to voice a reprimand, eyes darkened as if she resented being made to feel shame. “I suppose you can have that one.”

“I,” Alysha said, setting the pear down on the table with a shaking hand, “do not want your charity.”

“Okay,” Selina said, picking it up and biting into it. The rich aroma pierced the air between them, and Alysha stepped back, dizzied. Her eyes locked on the floor to give her reeling world an anchor, found instead a flash of blue peeking from beneath the hem of her mother’s robe: the tip of a gaudy shoe, decorated in scintillating sequins.

Alysha stared at her, then grabbed the data tablet on the table: sleek, so new no scratches marred its finish. They hadn’t been able to afford such things for years. While her mother ate, she skimmed to the bank her father had left her money in: money for the Academe. Money for her future. When the reply showed her only a handful of fin, enough only for a few small meals, she was not surprised.

The tablet slipped from her enervated fingers and clattered against the kitchen table.

“Problem?” Selina asked, looking at her over the swollen belly of the pear. Her tiny pink tongue licked at the wound she’d opened in it.

Alysha met her eyes and saw only emptiness: the emptiness of Blacklight, the desperate self-negation of Sapphire Slippers. She placed her mortarboard on the table and searched her mother’s gaze for any spark of the woman who had been her father’s wife, singer and maker—who had once had enough life in her to kindle another in her womb. She saw nothing.

“Goodbye, Mother,” she said, and turned away.

She had nothing of value left in that house; nothing she regretted leaving behind. Barefoot and wearing only the linen shift from the ceremony, Alysha walked off the front porch and onto the path, never looking back. She hiked to the monorail station in the dark, the damp wind stroking her gown and her hair, and ignoring the worried glances awarded her by the employees bought the lowest fare ride to Terracentrus. The Academe had scholarships and work-studies. She would find a way.

Half an hour later, Alysha stood on the back balcony of the monorail, holding onto the pole and watching her home recede from sight. It began to rain, soft pattering drops slanting to strike against her face and cheeks. She remembered her father leaning over her, crooning in Meridan, singing her star lullabies and spinning the true stories of the exodus.

She thought she would carry that memory far longer than any vision of her mother.

The last lights winked out, obscured by a hill, and utter darkness took sight and left only sound and touch. Alysha turned her face into the oncoming rain, the singing wind, toward the path before her.
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  Two Uniforms

 

Alysha Forrest stepped off the monorail after three weeks spent gathering laundry and serving meals to passengers who’d had the money to pay for the trip to Terracentrus. The tarnish of the recent months fell from the Karaka’An’s shoulders as she lightly touched down on the pavement and jogged out of the station to get her first glimpse of the city. What she’d seen of its skylines against the growing dawn had only whet her imagination, delicate curves and spires thrusting into the pale cloud banks. She slipped past the few people in her way and out as the glass doors irised open for her.

Sunlight poured over her body as Alysha stared at the vista. People of all races streamed up and down the streets, mottled pelage in shades of gray and brown, orange and red. Above their bobbing heads rose the buildings, edges streaked with buttery-rich yellows, spiraled towers beside the fluted blocks of sun-pale edifices. Thin bridges threw themselves across impossible spans, woven from seeming spider-webs that glittered fiercely in the new light.

Hundreds of scents spilled across her nose as the Karaka’An stood stunned at the doors of the monorail station: rich meat pastries shot through with alien spices, the tantalizing odors of creatures from other worlds mingled with the more familiar smells of Karaka’A and Seersa, and through it all a breeze lightly touched with the weight of water, moving, always moving. The sounds proved equally disorienting, the muted roar of a busy street, voices blending into one great symphony.

Shading her eyes, Alysha stepped into the tumult, her heart rising until she thought it would burst from her chest. She strode to the edge of the monorail station and ducked into the respite of an info-stop.

“May I help you?” a delicate Tam-illee asked, her wheat-blonde hair swinging lightly around her white chin.

“I’d like directions to the Academe, please,” Alysha asked, offering a smile in return.

The female foxine chuckled softly, “Ah, another cadet-to-be, I see? We get a lot of those. Would you like hardcopy or transmission to your data tablet?”

Alysha waited for the foxine to notice her empty hands. She’d long since disposed of the graduation gown, and had only her stretchsuit and the small balance in her bank to her name.

“Pardon me,” the Tam-illee said, large ears coloring. She tapped a button, then presented a flat card to Alysha, tracing the route. “This is where you are, on Millennium Walk. Millennium is one of the center lanes for the city . . . along with six other streets, it bisects all the walks, streets, and boulevards in Terracentrus. Just walk east until you begin to reach the fringe of the commercial area. You’ll pass a few residential areas, and then it’ll clear up and you’ll find yourself at the gates of the Fleet Complex.”

“A long walk?” Alysha asked, trying to gauge distances.

“Maybe forty-five minutes, if you’re light on your feet,” was the reply. “We’re on the eastern edge of the city here.”

“This is only the edge of the city?” Alysha asked, incredulous. She couldn’t help glancing back over her shoulder at the high-rises.

The Tam-illee laughed kindly. “One day you’ll have to visit Center Walk where it intersects Main Street. Then you’ll see the real city.”

Tucking a strand of hair behind her shoulders, Alysha nodded. “Thank you, alet.”

As she turned to go, she heard a quiet “Wait.” Curious, she stopped and glanced over her shoulder only to find the Tam-illee offering her a gold fin.

“Take it,” the female urged gently as Alysha hesitated. “Please.” The Tam-illee smiled, her ears ruddy. “I have two children, one near your age. It’s a long walk, and he gets hungry every fifteen minutes. You look hungry as it is.”

Alysha’s lips twitched, torn between a sheepish smile and a grimace. She’d eaten lightly on the way to Terracentrus to spare her account. She took the coin respectfully, then said again, “Thank you, alet.”

“Good luck.”

Alysha smiled, then ducked out of the stop and into the sunlight again. She looked into her palm where the fin nestled, then wrapped her long fingers around it. Orienting herself by the sun and the direction of the streets, Alysha faced east and followed her nose to a pastry shop where the fin bought her a meat pasty. Card in one hand and brunch in the other, the Karaka’An felt exhilaration rising again, and she started off at a smart pace. Perhaps there was something to be said for casting off one’s life and walking empty-handed, or nearly so, into a new one.

Alysha’s attention warred between her directions and the color of the city. She learned from the map that all walks ran east-west, all streets north-south, and all boulevards diagonally. The map also demonstrated how little experience she had with cities of the scale of Terracentrus. She tried to calculate the distances from the size of the map and found she could not hold an image of the city in her head. It was too large: only fitting for the summer capital of the Alliance.

Alysha tucked the card in her waist-pocket, the route etched into her mind, and let her fingers occupy themselves with holding together the hot pasty. The first bite brought a low sigh of pleasure. It had been several months since she’d had hot food of this caliber, or any meat. The pasty didn’t last long; the Karaka’An licked her fingers clean in her enthusiasm before returning her gaze to the cityscape, watching the people now past. She’d never seen so many people, and of so many varied kinds. Her hometown had sported a good mix of Karaka’A and Seersa with the rare Tam-illee or Asanii, but Terracentrus was an object lesson in the diversity of the Alliance. She even spotted one of the alien Sirelanders, slender tentacles swept back from its head.

Competing with the people for her attention scrolled a never-ending row of shops, and she often paused to glance in at the vendors. Clothing stores made her wish, briefly, for something a little looser than her stretchsuit. Other stores sold jewelry, still others appliances and commodities, real estate and personal recreational vehicles. A place selling personal tech almost pulled her inside with its data tablet display, and it was only with effort that she set on her course again.

It was too rich a banquet for one morning. Alysha drank her fill and felt heady, but a steady tugging drew her away from the sights and sounds and scents. She jogged steadily down the walk until the tall buildings faded away, replaced by low scrolling gates and entrances to housing developments. The breeze fell more easily through the crannies of the city here, and it threaded fingers through her dark hair, pulling it astray. Alysha drew long breaths as she continued, straining her eyes for any sight of her destination.

She found it ten minutes later: a clearing at the end of the walk, and then a large gated complex behind which rolling melds and towering trees broke from the cityscape and recalled the roots of nature. A collection of low-lying buildings occupied the northernmost edge of the estate; as she drew nearer she saw a regal house rising against the fringe of the southern side. As she approached, she saw two guards, dark Hinichi with stern expressions, tails rigid despite the wind. Behind them on three tall poles, the Academe flew the Alliance flag, the Fleet’s, and Fleet Academe’s.

Alysha strode to the gates and stopped, uncertain. The guards looked more like statues than people until one of them broke and asked, “Good morning. How may we serve?”

“I’m looking for the application office,” Alysha said, ears pointing forward and shoulders back.

“That’s inside and directly to the right.”

Alysha glanced past the guard. “In the guard tower?” she asked.

“Just so.” She thought she detected humor and smiled in reply, then walked past the guard and onto the threshold of the Academe. She was so near her hair stood on end. Eagerly, the Karaka’An stepped into the guard tower, a squat round structure of stone that stood only a story and a half high.

Sunlight flooded the interior of the tower from a window in the northeast. A long desk ran half the circumference of the tower, and several people worked behind it. Alysha approached one of them.

“Good morning. How may we help you?”

“I’d like to apply,” Alysha answered.

She received a warm smile in reply. The Seersan waved her to a seat and said, “You’ll have to fill out this application here. How will you be paying, monthly, biannually, or annually?”

Alysha froze. “I forgot. . . . I need to apply for a scholarship.”

Though the other operators continued working, she was certain that silence reigned within the tower office. The Seersan said, “I’m sorry, but all scholarships have been handed out for this academic year. You’ll have to wait until this time next year to apply.”

“Do you have work-study programs?” Alysha asked. She couldn’t bring herself to realize that luck had finally deserted her . . . if indeed she’d ever had it.

“No,” the male answered, honest regret in his voice, “We used to, but they were repealed.”

Alysha sat because she was unable to move. Something of how lost she felt must have reflected on her face, since the male said gently, “You might try to get work in the city. It’s hard for an undergraduate to find work that pays enough, but sometimes. . . . ”

A course of action. Alysha embraced it to keep herself from falling. “Where do I go?”

“The nearest info-stop is a few blocks south of here on Strop Street,” the Seersan answered. “You can go there to ask for job openings.”

“Thank you,” she answered mechanically, standing. “I’ll be back.”

The man paused, then nodded. “I hope so. See you soon.”

She found the info-stop ten minutes later. Alysha planted herself in one of the kiosks, ignoring the spool of people winding in and out of the room. “Privacy screen, please.”

A soft hum reached her ears from one foot behind her. The displays nicked to life, a sigil scrawled across the screen hugged by the legend, “Terracentrus: Center of the Accord in Summer.” A small white dot flashed on and off in the upper right-hand corner, indicating a ready status.

Her hands lit on the edges of the display. “How much a year is it to go to the Academe?”

The computer politely replied, “Cost for one cadet, with room and two meals a day, for one academic year, is sixty thousand fin.”

Alysha braced herself against the sudden vertigo that assailed her. Sixty thousand fin a year was within the scope of a professional working in her meld, or maybe a particularly hard-working layman, but certainly not a student. Nevertheless, her voice rasped from her throat. “Search for job openings in Terracentrus that might yield sixty thousand fin a year.”

A few seconds later, two pages scrolled through the display. Alysha watched them dispassionately. When the computer finished, she said, “Eliminate those that require educational honors past finishing school.”

All of them vanished.

Alysha stared at the blank screen for several minutes, then roused herself. “Show listing of the jobs that don’t require honors, make more than eleven thousand a year and approach sixty thousand a year. List how much each pays, and where each is located.”

Only nine entries rolled across the screen. Jaw clenched, Alysha selected a hardcopy dump. When the card dropped from the slot into her hand, she left the building. A few moments with the map given to her by the helpful Tam-illee at the first info-stop and she walked away, chin high. The morning had begun to age, but all of the afternoon stretched before her. In a city so beautiful, there had to be an answer.

[image: af-dingbat]

The sun balanced on the horizon, a bloated red disk swaddled in vaporous clothes of lavender and bronze. Its squalid rays pierced the alleys, pulling Alysha’s shadow across Magnate Street toward the opposite curb. She plodded in and out of the pools of copper light; the weight of her head made it impossible for her to stand straight. Her legs dragged towards the ground and her shoulders ached, weighted by bleak despair. She had anticipated winning a scholarship or a place in one of the now defunct work-study programs within hours of arriving to Terracentrus, then being shown her room in the barracks and given a hot meal after orientation. Instead, footsore and weary, Alysha wandered the outermost edges of town. Her meager balance in the bank would do her no good. Since it was already too little to win her entrance to school, she padded down the streets with the sun in one eye seeking a hostelry cheap enough for her to stay the night, possibly several.

When she’d proven under-qualified for the nine openings she’d found at the info-stop, she’d returned to a different stop and listed the next tier of jobs, seeking any kind of employment. The only kind she’d found open had been those of the lowest pay-rate, barely four fin an hour for twenty hours a week. Earning that much, Alysha reflected bitterly, she might have been able to afford one of the blankets at the Academe, but not much else.

Some part of her remained unwilling to admit that she had exhausted all her options. As she plodded down the walk, ignoring the façades of the buildings, Alysha idly calculated in her head how long it would take for her to earn enough to pay for a year at the Academe working full-time at one of the four fin an hour jobs. The analytical half of her mind began riffling through the ranks between cadet and captain. Even if she spent a maximum of two years at each rank, it would still be over fourteen years before she made captain. If she skipped school to work for the tuition, it might be years before she had enough. . . .

Alysha stopped and leaned against the wall, gritting her teeth against a surge of despair. When she lifted her head, casting her gaze around the walk, she realized suddenly that she was lost. The sun had vanished past the horizon, and the musty blue shadows of twilight crept too close to her. The lights of the city shimmered over the tops of the surrounding buildings, but they seemed distant compared to the immediacy of the darkness around her. Few lights illuminated the walk, and the façades of the buildings had crumbled into disrepair. Windows whorled with the strange patterns of shattered flexglass obscured the interiors of the dark houses and decrepit shops. Alysha glanced behind her shoulder and then forward again and could find no people within view. As she watched, one of the street lamps guttered into life, its illumination uncertain and variable.

This was nothing like Blacklight at home. Blacklight had housed the town’s seedier establishments, blurring the lines between legality and criminality, but there had been floods of people moving through it. This deserted place on the edge of dusk struck Alysha to the core, and the acrid, unfamiliar tang of fear bit her tongue. She hurried along the walk, eyes darting from shadow to shadow, heading west toward the next street. She tried to stay within the light of the street lamps, but more of them proved nonfunctional than working and she spent long minutes in the growing darkness, fighting an irrational need to nee.

When the glitter of lights caught her eye, Alysha let out a long breath of relief and jogged toward it, hoping for an info-stop or a place she could eat and rest. She drew near, catching a glimpse of a front porch flooded with light from overhead lamps. An unremarkable building, its windows had been boarded over and the door tightly shut, but no signs of neglect could be found on its walls. The cracks had been sealed, the grime washed from the arches of the door and the windowsills.

There was a sign propped up against the window. It read, “WANTED: Exotic Dancer. Average pay 100–300 fin/night. Apply within.”

Alysha’s heart slowed. She could hear her pulse in her ears, a slow throbbing. She did not recognize her hand as she reached out and touched the sign, tracing the numbers. The dusk had withdrawn, and the light fell down a void within her mind, its last wail a reminder of the definition of “exotic dancer.” She wasn’t listening as she touched the door chime.

A wolfine face appeared as the door slid back, a heavy Hinichi male with striking yellow eyes. His thick bass sounded like gravel against crete. “Yes?”

“I’m applying for your job.”

“You are?”

Alysha stared at him, eyes unfocused. “Yes.”

He paused, then stepped away from the portal. “Come in. What are you, Asanii?”

“No,” Alysha answered absently as she stepped inside. “Karaka’An.”

“Sweet Savior, but I didn’t see your legs!” the Hinichi said, then laughed. “Tiell’ll love you. Never seen a Kark get so tall, ’specially a fem.” As she walked past him into the dark room, he asked, “Exactly how tall are you, alet?”

“An even six feet, I think,” Alysha replied, glancing around.

The Hinichi grinned. “Have a seat. I’ll get the manager.”

She nodded, barely noticing when he faded from view. She sat at one of the tables near the boarded window, smoothing her hand over its regular surface. The chairs were supremely comfortable, and her feet ached from the strain of the day. Alysha leaned against the edge of the table. Her mind had been disconnected; it was the only explanation. She had been sheltered as a child, but she knew what exotic dancers occasionally did. Yet when these arguments were thrust upon her mind, all she could see were the numbers on the sign outside. They promised her an education, and the stars. She would do what she must to secure her future.

Scuffling footfalls alerted her to the return of the Hinichi, following a thin Asanii male. Alysha formed a fleeting impression of a gaunt figure, hollowed cheeks, and a restless, sly anger as he walked to her table. The feline offered his hand in the human greeting, and Alysha slid hers into it and let him shake. His grip’s wiry strength surprised her.

“So, you saw our sign and want in, do you, girl?”

“How much money will I be paid?” Alysha asked.

“Depends on how good you are,” the gaunt male answered. “If you’re okay, you’ll probably get from seventy-five to one hundred fin a night. If you’re spectacular, you might make as much as three hundred.”

Three hundred. Alysha’s eyes glazed, then she looked up at him. “If you want me, I’ll take it.”

“Well, then, let’s get on with finding out if we want you,” the manager answered. He nicked a switch, and a stage she hadn’t noticed in the back of the room sprang into view. “Stand up and move into the light, there.”

Alysha pushed her chair back and threaded through the tables to the side of the stage, climbed four stairs, and stood in the middle of the light. With the glare in her eyes she couldn’t see the two males, though a scuffling of chairs told her ears they had taken seats in the front row.

“Sun’s backside! You’re tall and thin for your race, girl.”

She wasn’t sure how to answer, but settled on a clipped, “Yes.”

“I like that. You fit part of the ‘exotic’ bill. Let’s see how much more of it you fit. Strip.”

Alysha’s ears nicked back. “Pardon?”

“Strip, girl, strip. You don’t dance in very much clothing on stage, and rarely with any backstage.”

She saw stars in her eyes from the dazzling lights, but in her mind she could see a meld of suns stretching between the Alliance and its few neighbors into the unknown. Silently she kicked off her sandals and shed her stretchsuit. Eyes closed, she stood in the spotlight and waited.

“Verrrry nice. Turn around, slow now.”

Obediently, Alysha did so, taking wide, flowing steps.

“You move good, too. Let’s see how much more you can move. Cue some music for me, Daren.” She could dimly see the manager as he pushed to the edge of the stage and addressed her. “I want you to dance for me, girl. And I don’t mean any cute stuff either. Dance like you’re selling your body to a hundred people, and do it dirty.”

Alysha stared down at him, then nodded before any objections rose in her mind. They came after he’d turned away: that it wasn’t too late to back out, that she had no idea how to sell her body to one person, much less a hundred. As the music started, a sensual song more rhythm than melody, Alysha ignored all protests in favor of one injunction: do it well; do it better than they’ve ever seen before. Get the job.

She hesitated, calling up the moments in her life that had acquainted her with her own sexuality, precious few experiments that had given her a pleasure she’d found enjoyable but too temporal for her interest. Then she moved her hands over herself, slowly at first. She rocked her hips, dipped into a partial crouch . . . and danced. She wasn’t aware of the time passing, was only peripherally aware of the arousal she forced on herself as the music broke around her ears. All her concentration bent upon the task at hand, and the world spun away.

The silence startled her back into the present, and a sense of shame flooded her in its wake. Alysha stood uncertainly, waiting for her reception.

The sound of a chair tipping back, then a basso growl—Daren, the Hinichi. A slow bark came from the table, a sound Alysha parsed abruptly as a jerking laugh from the manager, who said after a few moments, “Rhack it, girl, but you’d get a mattress hard just by sitting on it.”

A flush ran through her ears, but Alysha paid it no mind. “You’ll hire me?”

“One test left,” the manager said. “You look good naked. You dance like you were born to. Only one thing left: see that block there? Face it and lean over it.”

She glanced to the right. The block on the stage reached almost to her waist, a narrow and solid projection. She walked to it and pressed her lower stomach against its edge, then folded over it wearily. Between the long trek and the dancing, she had very little energy left; worse, she hadn’t eaten since early morning, and she felt the gnawing of hunger acutely after her exertions. Her eyes fluttered closed.

When the AAP syringe hissed against her neck, Alysha jerked upright. “What was that?”

“Something required for all our girls,” the manager assured her, his hand falling on her back. Alysha suppressed the urge to shake it off.

“What was it?” Alysha repeated, trying to blink past the glare as the manager left her line of sight and the hand lifted from her back.

His voice came from behind her as his hands gripped her rump. “A little something to keep you from getting pregnant.”

Alysha’s eyes new open and she reached for enough leverage to twist away, but not before the male behind her pulled her legs apart and thrust into her. Star-bursts smeared against the inside of her corneas in unexpected pain, and she heard the manager mumble behind her, “Virginal. Very nice. We’ll make it quick then, so we can rebuild it and auction you off this week.”

The second thrust brought her mind barreling back into unison with her body, and Alysha regained full awareness of her situation: she was pressed against a block being raped, but it was her dignity or her future, and if it was the future she wanted she had to let it go on. For a brief instant she felt a wisp of despair, but a violent surge of white anger knocked it aside. It was the injustice; it was the result of a moment’s paranormal vision into the future, of the total cost of her ascension to the stars. It infuriated her.

On the third stroke, it erupted from her mouth, not an admission of misery or defeat, but a howl of rage. She heard laughter from behind her, felt the man tangle his fingers in her hair and jerk her neck back so that the scream leaped up an octave.

“You’ll be hard to break. I love the wild ones,” he hissed into her ear. Her eye rolled back.

A few minutes later, he spent himself and withdrew, leaving her sprawled across the block. He waved an idle hand. “You’re hired, pet. Go backstage and get the others to clean you up, feed you. . . . You’ll debut tonight.”

Alysha raised her head with effort, trying to push the rage back behind her teeth. She dragged herself upright and found it difficult to walk. Her lower body throbbed, the insides of her thighs slick with fluid. As she moved toward the steps, the manager said, “One more thing . . . you’ll need a stage name.” His hand snaked out of the darkness and caught her chin, and in her surprise Alysha extruded her claws and threw up her arm in a swipe.

He caught it at the wrist. The Asanii’s grip had all the merciless pressure of a vise, and his eyes flared. “Never,” he hissed, “ever pop your claws at me, pet. Keep them velveted, or I’ll take them. Understood?”

She managed a nod, and suffered herself to be examined as he tilted her face this way and that. She heard the grin in his voice as he said, “A stage name . . . I think I have just the thing. We’ll call you ‘Steel’, since you seem to think that’s what you’re made of. We’ll see which one of us is right.” He released her wrist and pointed at the door next to the stairs offstage. “That way. Tell Cinnamon to get you one of the ice costumes for tonight.”

Alysha nodded, suddenly wanting nothing more than to escape the blinding light. She hobbled carefully down the stairs and through the door.

She expected some new trial . . . not a greeting voiced by a solicitous young soprano that reminded her of Meriisa, the young girl that had taken to following her during finishing school. Her first glance dispelled the resemblance. Lushly furred tail swinging behind her, a slim, barely teenaged Tam-illee stood on the threshold of the landing. Two halls formed a right angle with its pivot on the door, and the girl was standing against the hall leading to the east. The red velvet wallpaper outlined her in sharp relief; her pelt was the white of falling snow, her hair a bare shade darker, a misty lemon-yellow curtain that fell over her shoulders in spiral curls. Gray eyes occupied the youth’s face, lips pulled into a worried frown far too adult for her countenance. “Here, lean on me.”

Alysha stared down nearly two feet at the foxine girl. “You must be kidding,” she managed as the shock of the evening began to sink in.

“You’re hurt,” the girl said matter-of-factly, reaching out and capturing one of Alysha’s hands in her tiny grasp. “Come on. . . . Honey is waiting in the common room. She’ll make you feel better.”

Under the earnest gaze of the youth, Alysha began to move, her steps deliberate and stiff. The insides of her belly and thighs felt alien to her; she’d never understood that her body was a vessel, not the way she did now. She felt the girl’s other hand touch her gently on the side, guiding her down the hall as she fought her nausea.

“My name’s Rispa. . . . That’s what they call me here, anyway, after the Seersan Mist Sister. What’s your name?”

“Alysha Forrest,” Alysha answered wearily. She tried not to look down at the girl, realizing for the first time that the youth walked as naked as she did. There was something obscene about the tiny breasts with their upturned tips and the soft down of the girl’s lower stomach when juxtaposed against the gaudy velvet wallpaper and the worn wooden paneling on the lower section of the walls.

“That’s a pretty name,” Rispa said as she pulled the rain-gray Karaka’An into a room where several other women reclined. One or two of them glanced up as they entered. “What’s your name here going to be?”

“Steel,” Alysha answered.

“That’s more poetic than Tiell usually gets,” one of the women in the room commented as she rose, hurrying to their side. “Ach, but he got you badly, didn’t he, arii? Lie down! Rose, love, where’s the medkit? Merinlejetzal, look at all the blood!”

“That’s Honey,” Rispa whispered.

Alysha allowed herself to be coaxed onto one of the couches. As the women fluttered around her, she gazed at the room; like the halls, its upper portions had been papered in red velvet, the lower portions, like the floor, a worn wooden paneling. Several free-floating lamps hung in the corners. The room was otherwise filled with comfortable sofas and chairs, pillows strewn across the floor. A small desk had been set up beneath one of the cabinets.

Rispa kneeled on the floor near Alysha’s head and petted her shoulder gently; the girl’s concerned gaze both reassured and disconcerted. Alysha was relieved when the youth glanced away.

Honey returned with a bowl of hot water, a towel and the medkit. The older woman was a Harat-Shariin nat-tigress, her brown stripes widely distributed over her golden body. Unlike Rispa, Honey wore clothing: a veil over her muzzle, and two rings pierced through the tips of her breasts. As the Harat-Shar gently parted her legs, Alysha asked, “Do none of you wear clothing?”

“None of us, you mean,” came another voice. A Tam-illee foxine, somewhat older than Alysha herself, entered her field of view. “You must be one of us now, or you wouldn’t be backstage.”

“No, none of us wear clothing,” Honey answered as she gently began to clean the blood from Alysha’s inner thighs. “Tiell doesn’t like it.”

Alysha had already put the manager together with the name “Tiell.” She tensed at the mention of it, and Honey’s hand stroked the top of her thigh. “Relax, arii-love. Those muscles have had enough abuse without you adding more.”

“He won’t come here,” Rispa added from her shoulder, gazing at her with guileless gray eyes. “This is the common room, where we relax. We can’t close the door, but he doesn’t come in.”

Honey’s deft work closed the wounds in her body and soothed the muscles outside it, and Alysha’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. She wondered what she had signed up for.
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As suggested by the cynical Harem Rose, Alysha squeezed in a few hours of sleep between her ordeal with Tiell and the operating hours of the club.

“We’ll open around twenty mark,” Rose had said, offering her a blanket as she curled into the cushions of the sofa, “But he won’t bring out the shows until twenty-four mark. Until then, we’re just ‘Phantasies’, a night club. After then, we’re ‘Find Your Phantasies’, and Tiell trots out the illegal wares.”

Despite her unease, her exhaustion guaranteed her a deep, dreamless sleep. She woke with the vague awareness of a heat in the bottom of her belly; when she isolated the sensation and felt the more subtle press of metal, Alysha jerked awake, claws shooting from her hands. “What—”

“Don’t move!” One of Honey’s hands pressed her back into the pillows. “I’m almost done.”

“What are you doing?” Alysha hissed between her teeth.

“Rebuilding your hymen. We haven’t had any virgins for a while . . . since Rose, in fact, but the procedure’s always the same. Tiell’ll knock it out, we put it back for show, and then you dance for a few nights while the excitement of having an innocent drives the price of your blue key up.”

Alysha’s stomach turned, but only the tip of her tail lashing against the side of the couch betrayed her disgust. “Blue key?”

“Sure. We all sell our keys every night, unless we’re not feeling well. It’s the best way to make money. Usually Tiell chooses the colors for the night, puts them out, and then customers can buy them for as much time as they can afford between one and seven mark. White keys mean you’ll dance for him privately, but he can’t touch you. Blue keys mean he can rhack you. There are other colors, but if Tiell wants you to sell them he’ll tell you himself.”

Her eyes glazed. “So I’ll have to . . . ”

“Yes.” Honey looked up at her, tilting her head. “You’re one of Rose’s kind, aren’t you.”

“Rose’s kind?”

The tigraine nodded, withdrawing the instrument and flashing it with the disinfector. “You know how the Tam-illee are.”

She felt a flush rising to her ears, but said quietly, “Actually, I don’t.”

“The meaningful sex kind.”

“There’s another kind?” Alysha asked, trying to imagine it. A muscle along the edge of her thigh twitched convulsively several times, and she pulled herself into a sitting position to massage it.

“Of course. There are my kind. The ‘hey great this is fun’ type.” Honey’s bow-shaped lips pulled upward at the corners.

Alysha stared at her. “That’s . . . strange.”

Honey put the instruments away and packed the medkit back in the cabinet. “Just don’t let your ways turn you bitter, the way they have Rose, all right, kara?”

“I’ll try,” Alysha promised, aware of how unreasonable the request was.

After pressing some food on the gray Karaka’An, Honey led her to the dressing room, already occupied by Rose, Rispa, and a cunning-eyed Aera stretched across one of the sofas as she applied her cosmetics.

“Cinnamon, this is Steel, our newest. Tiell said to give her one of the ice costumes.”

Cinnamon, the Aera, flicked a glance toward Alysha, then rose smoothly from her laze. Unlike most of the Core races, the Aera did not owe a majority of their appearance to any single Terran animal. Cinnamon had an extraordinary figure, tall with a waist Alysha thought she could fit between both her hands; an impressive bust balanced hips whose bones she could just see cresting through the luxurious coat of red-brown fur. The Aera’s long, swept-back ears trailed decorative tufts of coffee-brown hair, matching the thick mane that tumbled over her shoulders to the bottom of her buttocks. Tucked against her ankles, her feet wings shaded from pale cream along the inside folds to near black at their edges. The Aera’s eyes were a brilliant lime green; one of them had been elongated with kohl, the other only half-finished.

Cinnamon said, “Welcome to our little Phantasies, Steel.” Her voice claimed all the surprising heat of her namesake and the sibilance of a Chatcaavan’s voice. “You’re quite pretty.”

Alysha cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

“Tiell has a good eye. The ice rack will suit you perfectly. In fact, I think I know just the one.” The Aera glided toward one of the two walls lined with closets. Tapping one open, Cinnamon rustled through the depths and withdrew something that sparkled under the lighting. “Here we are.” She returned and proffered it to the Karaka’An. “I hope you like it.”

Like was not the word Alysha would have chosen. She ran her fingers over a harness composed entirely of gold and silver beads and amber gems. The belt hanging from the lower edge of the hanger left nothing to the imagination. None of it did, especially the locks on the backs of both items.

“You’ll be needing a collar as well . . . best something plain. Straight silver, maybe,” Cinnamon said.

Alysha’s gaze flashed up to meet narrowed green eyes. “Collar?”

“Of course. You can’t have any illusions left, can you?” the Aera asked, one high brow arching delicately over her unpainted eye.

“I am not an animal,” Alysha answered, the heat rising in her voice despite her intent.

Cinnamon’s hand on her jaw came as a complete surprise, a trailing caress of long, cool fingers tipped with jeweled nails that flashed at the edge of her vision. She didn’t even remember to throw up her hands in defense, so swiftly had the Aera trapped the bottom half of her face. The trend toward such liberty with her body galled Alysha, and she jerked away.

“Why are you here?” Cinnamon asked, a hiss of contempt, and, unaccountably, interest.

Alysha bared her teeth, lips pulling back. “I need the money.”

Cinnamon glided behind Alysha, her hand falling from the gray Karaka’An’s face. “Money.”

“Is that too prosaic for you?” Alysha asked, teeth still visible. The other women in the room watched the discussion with avid interest, even little Rispa with her too-innocent eyes.

Faster than she could turn, a hand clamped around her throat, and Cinnamon’s other hand sealed on something shockingly cold and thick. Alysha’s head flinched upward against the sudden pressure, and she heard the click. She began to twist around, a snarl erupting from her mouth, when the weight of something small banged into the back of her neck below the uncomfortable band. Stopping, she groped behind herself as Cinnamon watched until she came up with the weight, pressed her fingers around its shape until they traced the edges of a keyhole.

“If it’s money you’re after, little sister, you won’t win it with prissy snarls and outrage, not by shrouding yourself in veils and robes. You don’t have to want it, but Wanderer damn it, you have to live with it.”

Alysha stared at Cinnamon, her hand still clenched on the lock behind her neck. A thin shiver tried to run up her spine but she suppressed it at the base of her tail. She lifted her chin, since she could not bow her head against the intractable metal of the collar, and said crisply, “I’ll dress now.”

Cinnamon smiled, lime-green eyes thinning to slits. “I’m certain you will.”
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She stood just behind the curtain, waiting out the last of the Harem Rose’s dance with ice in the pit of her stomach. With her ears flattened to her head she could just barely dampen the sounds of the beaded harness and belt swinging around her body . . . but nothing could tune out the sensation of the re-circulated air striking her naked pelt.

“Are you ready?” Honey asked, turning from the view-space. “She’s done. The manager’ll wait a few minutes to let the crowd order more drinks, then he’ll announce you. He’ll do a short speech, then the music will cue and it’ll be just like this afternoon.”

Complete with the rape afterward? Alysha wanted to ask, but refrained. That would come later, at the end of the week. She tossed her head, her hair swiping the tops of her shoulder blades. The ice remained inside, and she wondered if it would ever melt. Worse, could she dance the way Tiell wanted feeling so numb inside?

“She’s on her way in—”

“She’s here,” Rose said wearily, pushing through the curtain and wiping the sweat-drenched swatch of hair off her forehead. “Good luck, Steel. Have a great time.” As the Tam-illee descended the cramped walkspace, she added to Honey, “It’s an impossible crowd tonight.”

The sound of Tiell’s voice boomed through the curtains. “And now for our newest attraction—the wild and cold-hearted Steel!”

“That’s it!” Honey said, “Go, kara-love, go!”

Alysha sliced through the curtains, her eyelids pressed against her cheeks; even so she could feel the heat of the lights on her body, pulsing. Slowly she opened her eyes, barely hearing Tiell extolling her innocence in carnal matters, the coming auction for the rights on her first night at the end of the week.

People. The sheer number of people. The sight of them staring at her—all those gazes—the pressure of it wiped away every other sense and left her only vision. There had to be two hundred packed into the dark, smoky room, all of them eating her alive with their stares, eyes full of hunger, eagerness, lust, and the same carelessness of people presented with a toy brought for their amusement.

She had seen more caring in the eyes of people playing with pets. More empathy in the eyes of people tossing a child a fin for a roll at the local bakery. More life in the eyes of aliens flashing past in her school texts, more understanding in them whose features had no relation to hers, no correlation to hers, than in people of her own race, of her own world.

The hatred came back. Alysha couldn’t tell if it was directed at herself, at those who leered at her with such dispassion, at the universe. It didn’t matter. When the music slammed into her ears, she threw herself into motion. She pushed it past erotica into pornography. She moved sinuously, fluidly . . . went through the motions of selling herself . . . and then she poisoned it with her contempt, injected it with her hauteur, wore her hatred emblazoned as a cold sneer on her face. She used it to yell that she thought so little of them she didn’t even register their presence. She flung it in their faces, knowing it would get her fired and unable to do anything else.

When the music finished, Alysha ground to a close, her hands falling to her sides. She waited for the inevitable.

A hand grabbed her ankle. Startled, she glanced at the crowd only to find the bouncers holding it back as the frenzied watchers besieged the stage. There was no anger in their eyes, only mad desire. At the back of the room, listening to the hoots and cheers and whistles and snarls of lust, Tiell leaned against the wall and rubbed his upper lip. He met her eyes, and greeted her shock with a thin, small smile.

Alysha fled behind the curtain, breathing hard, unable to see. She ran into Honey, who held her to keep her from falling, and all she could do was repeat, repeat because otherwise she’d scream until her throat burst, “It was supposed to hurt them. It was supposed to hurt them. It was supposed to hurt them.”

To which Honey’s only reply, which Alysha remembered much, much later, was, “It’s the ones who don’t want them that they chase the more desperately.”
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“I have the money,” she announced, her voice hoarse.

The Seersan glanced up at her, his brows rising. “I see,” he said. Wordlessly, he handed her the form, and Alysha received it in equal silence. She retired to one of the chairs in the circular guard tower to fill it out. The gray Karaka’An faced away from the others in the room, shoulder jabbed into the cushion of the backrest, her legs tightly pressed together and her writing jerky with the stylus. The shock of the evening had not entirely worn off; she’d spent the night in the common room, alone until little Rispa had appeared near mark five and cuddled into the couch with her. Alysha had been awake, half-curled into a fetal ball and fighting a pressure in her throat that had been too much like tears. The young Tam-illee’s arrival had given her something else to focus on, and she had been glad of the company.

It was behind her now. Her first pay for the night had cleared into her account, augmented by the amounts put down by those wanting to make a preliminary offer in the auction. And finally, she had the resources to pursue her goal.

Standing, Alysha walked to the desk and handed the data tablet back to the Seersan, who glanced at it. A few moments later, he nodded and said, “I see you’ve been employed. You’ll be on a monthly payment plan?”

“Yes,” Alysha answered.

“Well then, it all clears.” The Seersan smiled at her and said, “Welcome to the Academe. You’ll find your room assignment on the bulletin board in Ralafin Park. Orientation today starts in an hour.”

“Thank you,” she answered, swallowing past the lump in her throat. She turned and walked toward the door.

The Seersan called after her, “I’m glad you made it in this semester, Cadet Forrest.”

She had time to glance over her shoulder in surprise before she stepped outside the tower. Her heart pounded as she brought her eyes up to take in the campus, from inside this time. The flags of the Alliance and Fleet billowed lazily in the light wind, and the buildings with their cultured foot-paths and the old forest in the corner of her vision, the occasional sign of movement, cadet blue . . . slowly her eyelids fell down, shutting it out, and she felt herself reaching out for the side of the guard tower to steady herself. Her means, her ends, her two uniforms overwhelmed her, and she couldn’t move.

Alysha righted herself and took the first step, shedding the night at Phantasies behind her. There was wind at her throat instead of metal.
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  A Cold and Gentle Dark

 

The candlelight gathered on the piano’s edge, smoldering in the ivory finish as in a strand of pearls. The young girl laughed and ran to the stool, gray tail whipping the air behind her. Her hand lit, butterfly-unexpected, on the elbow of the elegant woman in cream-frothed lace; leaving off the caressing of the keys, the older woman touched her daughter’s hand with her own, and smiled. Is it born yet? the girl asked, brilliant blue eyes wide. Almost, the mother answered, her other hand sliding over the keys. Will it be a dancing song? the girl asked. It will.

Alysha snapped her head back, the weight of her hair striking her back, arms thrust at angles as the beads and chains cut descending arcs through the heated air.

No clouds marred the sky; a ceiling so piercingly blue, so coolly serene it mocked the short figures beneath it, belittled the tallest building that could have risen to its height. The lack of clouds pushed the azure out of reach, hollowed it into a bowl too far above the earth to be rent. The girl stared at it, older, though all those around her stared at the tree, at the brook, at the woman in lace. The older woman had bent, as if the strings that had held her upright had been broken and her power to move had been forever arrested. But the girl only stared up. Mother, is Father really gone? she asked later. He is, the mother answered, her hand drifting as if seeking. Will it be for always? the girl asked. It will.

Under the heat of the stage lights, Alysha flung herself in a broad arc, sneering as she hit the stage. Her jewels followed a heart’s pulse behind, stinging her thighs. The roar of the room funneled to her from a great distance.

The candlelight ran in thin trickles to the edges of the room, failing to defeat the shadows that fed on its corners. The flickering shadow of the older woman fell over the face of the girl, her tail a rigid coil beside her in the unheated cold, winter intruding into their home. The girl took one step forward, the wilted shape of her mother reflected on cool blue eyes. Will you sing again? the girl asked, her voice tight. Maybe, the mother answered, her hand limp at her hip. Mother, the money won’t last for long, the girl said. It will.

She ran her hands up against the grain of her rain-gray fur, her fingers cupping her breasts and then smoothing down the sides of her body as she swayed. Alysha’s face had long since locked into its habitual mask. It was almost over.

The clouds lay so heavily on the land they almost touched the ground, oppressive in their intimacy. The girl, willow-thin, steel-straight, stood on the platform of the monorail, one hand grasping the bar. The wet wind whipped her gown around her as she gazed intently with ice blue eyes back toward the tiny house, the house where a female in lace and sapphire slippers folded over her chair in defeat, her mouth the property of every man with the whim to take it. Is it dead yet? the girl had asked herself. Almost; the echo of her mother’s voice. Will it take a long time? the girl wondered. It will.

Alysha thrust the back curtain away as she stalked off the stage, oil-sweat running in rivulets down her face from her exertions. She ignored the forced arousal that whined from the pit of her body as she did the trappings that required it, the beaded harness that left nothing of her body covered, the jeweled belt that enticed the viewer with the heavy lock over the base of her tail. She paused at the door to the dancers’ corridor, one hand resting on the wall. It took several minutes for the white rage to recede and leave her the use of her eyes. She palmed open the door.

“Steel!”

A smear of sugar-white fur smacked into her hip and her breath expelled abruptly. After she’d regained her balance, a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth and she wrapped her arms around Rispa, pulling the slender girl up into her arms.

“Hello, little star,” Alysha said.

The young Tam-illee foxine, barely a teenager, folded one of her arms around Alysha’s neck, cradling something with the other. She leaned her tiny white face against the larger Karaka’An’s. The scent of raspberry shampoo rose from the girl’s body.

“You smell like sweat,” Rispa said, a giggle escaping her.

“Well, if you hadn’t run into me like a freight rail, you might have avoided getting all messy,” Alysha said, trying for a stern tone despite her smile. “So . . . why the excitement, kara?”

“It’s my Naming Day!” Rispa exclaimed, both downy white ears swiveling forward as she sat up in the gray feline’s arms. “And I have a present for you.” She held up the tiny package she’d hidden in the crook of one arm.

“Your Naming Day!” Alysha exclaimed. “If I had known, I would’ve gotten you something.”

“Why?”

Alysha chuckled, letting Rispa slide back to the ground and crouching beside her. “Because the Karaka’A give gifts to people on their birthdays.”

“That’s strange,” Rispa said, then pushed the awkwardly wrapped item at Alysha. “Open it, Steel, please!”

Touched, Alysha took the package and slit the paper with her barely extended claws. A pillow nestled in the tissue, made of gold velveteen painstakingly hand-sewn with glistening white thread. Misplaced stitches formed a random pattern along its edges, and a misshapen knot marked the hole that had been left open to stuff the pillow. Golden tassels had been sewn onto the four corners. Alysha almost didn’t smell the delicious, subtle scent that wafted from it over her own sweat. Gentle pressure revealed it to be surprisingly soft.

“Rispa! You didn’t make this yourself, did you?”

Rispa nodded proudly, then examined Alysha’s face. “Do you like it?”

“It’s wonderful,” Alysha answered. She imagined the young foxine sitting on her favorite ottoman, the broad round one, concentrating with furrowed brows as she plucked at the needle.

Reassured, Rispa said, “I stuffed it with my own fur, just like the Hinichi do. I read about them in the stories you lent me on your tablet.”

“Your own fur!”

The girl nodded.

Alysha stroked the pillow’s edge with one finger, suddenly afraid she’d stain it, then put it down on the tissue paper and enveloped Rispa in her arms.

“Eeee!” Rispa said, wiggling after a moment. “You hug tight, Steel. I guess you like it?”

“I love it. I’ll always keep it,” Alysha promised, her voice taut, just as Honey sprinted around the corner toward them.

“Steel!”

One hand on Rispa’s shoulder, Alysha stood. The Harat-Shariin tigraine grabbed her free wrist, her yellow-brown eyes molten in distress in a broad, open face. “Steel, come quickly, please!”

“What is it?” Alysha asked.

“It’s Angel, it’s Angel, she just got here and she’s trying to cut herself! You have to stop her!”

“Me? Why would she--”

“But she’ll listen to you, you’ll make her! Everyone listens to you, Steel,” Honey said. The pleading grated on Alysha’s easily irritated ears.

“I’m coming,” she said after a pause. She turned to Rispa, folding the pillow back into the tissue. “Go sit in the kitchen, please, arii.”

“Okay, Steel,” Rispa said. The girl leaned up to kiss her cheek, then picked up the pillow and left.

A nervous smile bolstered the edges of Honey’s mouth when Alysha returned her attention to her. The Harat-Shar scurried down the hall toward the last room as soon as she was certain the gray feline was following. At the door, Honey pulled away, fear radiating off her in waves.

“In there,” the Harat-Shar whispered.

Alysha nodded and stepped inside.

Movement—an elaborately staged dance, executed with the sharp jerks of panic. Alysha hesitated, eyes scanning the room. The Harem Rose, a Tam-illee foxine dancer still dressed in her gaudy green costume, circled the edges of the crowd. Cinnamon had taken counterpoint; the sienna-colored Aera stood absolutely still, her arms hanging stiff from her shoulders, long ears with their elegant tufts folded against the back of her skull. Moving around her, Daren, the Hinichi wolfine employed as Phantasies’ primary bouncer, crept toward the end of the room, paired with Tiell, the gaunt Asanii feline who served as the club’s manager.

But beyond them . . .

Alysha lost her next breath, her next heartbeat. The malignant hum of the holoknife had drawn her gaze at last to the object of the group’s attentions: a Malarai, her ethereally beautiful body drawn in reverse in the finish of the wooden floor. Completely naked, her snow-white skin lacking even fur to sheathe it, she shifted her balance constantly from one deformed foot to the other. A golden halo of spiral curls rippled around her head and upper body, drifting around her stomach as she swayed. Behind her, two white arches rose out of shadows of pale blue and lavender, the feathered wings too small for any of the Malarai ever to fly.

“Stay back!” Angel shrieked, her voice a fragile soprano. “Stay back! I’m going to do it, and you won’t stop me!”

“Angel, give us the knife,” Daren said, holding out a mammoth hand. “Please, just give us the knife.”

“No! I’m going to end it all! I’ve always wanted to . . . ”

Alysha walked closer, passing the frenzied Harem Rose.

“Give us the knife, Angel,” Tiell said, tail flicking against the floor as he leaned forward. “You don’t really want to kill yourself.”

“You! You’re the one who made me want to so badly! I thought . . . thought if I got away for a while, I could learn to live with it, but I can’t! I can’t! I can’t!”

The Malarai lifted the knife to slash, the blade a blur.

“Don’t.”

Angel stopped, glanced up.

Alysha met her eyes, saw in them her reflection; she stood silently, loosely, without the tense immobility that had imprisoned Cinnamon. Six feet at the tips of her ears, black hair falling in disheveled lines just below her shoulders, and blue eyes cold as winter nights, set in an implacable face punctuated by surprisingly full lips.

Alysha said again, “Don’t.”

“Who . . . who are you?” Angel whispered. “How . . . how can you . . . ”

“Hush,” Alysha said. She stepped to the Malarai’s side, her motions lacking the strain of those who watched, and reached for the knife.

“No,” Angel pleaded, but her voice had little conviction. Her glazed eyes followed the feline’s face, entranced.

Alysha gently disengaged the girl’s fingers from the hilt of the knife and snapped it off. She tossed it to Daren, freeing her hands to catch Angel as the girl collapsed.

“Damn! What the Nii’s wrong with her?” Tiell snapped.

“Shock,” Daren said, touching the Malarai’s forehead, her eyelid. Alysha watched the Hinichi’s face as it hovered across from her own, measured the concern that twisted his mouth.

“Well, wake her up! She hasn’t danced yet tonight! I already announced her!”

“She just got here!”

“It’s your fault,” Tiell said, ignoring Daren to point at Alysha, a customary transfer of anger. “You’re always messin’ things up around here, Steel!”

“I didn’t do anything,” Alysha said. The slap whipped her head to the right, tangled her feet, and left her off-guard for the kick delivered to her side. She tightened her knees as they buckled, her body nearly crushing Angel’s limp form in her arms.

“You won’t get your night’s pay for this stunt!” Tiell turned from her, pointed at Cinnamon. “Get goin’, Cinnamon! We’re runnin’ late. You’ll have to do. What are you lookin’ at? Go!”

Alysha didn’t move, holding herself taut around the limp body of the Malarai and ignoring the white pain that coruscated along her ribs. Only when the last of the room’s occupants had removed themselves did she feel it safe to unlock her muscles, to trust that the wrath had been packed too far inside to leak. One of her arms slipped beneath the Malarai’s thighs, skidding across the furless skin, and she cradled Angel to her breast. The girl weighed less than her antigrav weights at the Academe; in a few short moments, Alysha had settled the Malarai on one of the couches and covered her with a thin lilac blanket. A tired exhalation escaped her nose, and Alysha “Steel” Forrest, Alliance Fleet cadet and reluctant exotic dancer and prostitute, hunkered down on the floor, placed her back to the couch and one hand over her aching side, and fell asleep.
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To Discover and Preserve.

“You didn’t know that, I’m certain . . . ” the commandant said that first day, one whose beauty remained unsullied by the methods she’d found to pay for it and all the following days, “that our primary mission was discovery. Many of you are of border worlds. You know the Fleet as the ships passing through your night sky, guarding you from the sensor-dark. Some of you are of Earth, where ‘Fleet’ has an irrevocably military meaning.”

As the lean man dressed in black paced the stage in the clean, bright auditorium, Alysha watched, so intent her body had trembled.

“The rest of you have only stories to go by, stories and building specs and ship classes. And the ship classes might fool you. Scout. Destroyer. Battlecruiser. Warcruiser. Familiar names to someone like me, born to Terra, born to Terra’s history of war and aggression. To you, thank God, they are only names. Because Fleet’s real mission is to discover and to preserve.

“First—to explore. To find new worlds, to learn new people, to open space to colonists and adventurers and traders, to people who simply want to live. We document new plants, uncover new remedies to old diseases, bring back news of alien worlds, unlock one after another of the universe’s precious secrets. That is our primary mission.

“It is only with second thoughts that we think to preserve—not even to protect, shield, defend, or attack—but to preserve: our way of living, our freedom, our right to the pursuit of happiness. And it is for that secondary mission that we call our ship classes by names of war and equip them with a kind of might unequaled thus far by any race in known space. Because the things we’ve discovered are so important to us that we must, must, preserve them, and do so against enemies we have not yet even named.”

Commandant Brighthaven paused on the stage, the cloak still settling around his slim, broad-shouldered shape. “The Academe is like no other school you’ll encounter in the Alliance. It is a combination of university, research facility, science academy, and military institution. And while we’re most interested in mental fitness, we cannot deny that there might be a need, one day, for a more tangible kind of health. You’ll be stretched here, perhaps to your limits. Some of you may even choose to leave—“
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The sunlight smeared her eyesight with tears. Ignoring the drawn-out shrieks of her triceps and back, she concentrated on the tiny black dots dancing across her vision and peeled the numbers down from sixty. Her biceps and forearms wailed a counterpoint, and oil-sweat streamed through her hair and pelt, slicking her workout uniform to her slender body. The bar hovered so close to the underside of her chin that she could smell the cool metal and the talc rubbed into her unfurred palms.

“Hold it, Forrest,” Lieutenant Shaver said, his low tone revealing reluctant approval. “Thirty left.”

She ignored him, staring into the light and feeling the seconds drip past with every rivulet of sweat. Not even swim meets at home had prepared her for this kind of physical punishment, but pride had always proven stronger in her than fatigue. She counted the black specks. Twenty-two, twenty-one . . .

The first week of classes had blown past her. She’d been giddy with joy over the opportunity to learn, sullen with hatred over the nights that earned it . . . yet the shadows of the evening always dissipated beneath the brunt of the sunlit days. As the autumn waxed, Alysha found a home for herself at the Academe in Terracentrus. She hardly noticed the weeks slipping through her fingers, as the bar was slipping, powder succumbing to the oil-sweat that ran between her knuckles over the thin dark webs of flesh joining her fingers.

Eleven. Ten. Nine . . .

Alysha bared her teeth, eyes so tightly closed her matted lashes stuck to her cheeks. The second day she’d had a few hours to herself and spent them in the auditorium’s antechamber. The Alliance’s flag hung there over a pedestal, its glory implied by its setting: the rounded heights of the wall were space-black, jeweled with pinpoints of stars, some labeled, others not, each pricked from the tapestry by subtle holographics. To stand in that hall was to know what she would be preserving—and to hear the call of those discoveries, waiting for her hands, her hands that were weakening even as she hissed her defiance of failure at the metal bar. . . .

“One! Let it go, Cadet! Angels, girl, when on the Fields did you learn to do that?”

Alysha grinned at the lieutenant wearily, then flicked her sodden forelock back over one ear with a twitch of her head. “Just now,” she said.

The Harat-Shariin pumathine’s shaggy brows rose. “Well, then . . . let’s see if you can learn to run a few laps for me. Just now.”

She didn’t allow her eyelids to sag back over her ice-colored eyes. “Yes, sir.”

And turned . . . and forced herself to run. . . .
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An hour later, Alysha woke, body cramped from her uncomfortable position against the couch. No one was in the common room, and she stood, turning to the sofa.

Angel was gone.

The Karaka’An frowned and touched the blankets; they’d cooled, and her frown became more pronounced. She wondered if the Malarai’s condition had worsened enough to require hospitalization, and if so how they’d lifted Angel without waking her. Ears flattened to the back of her skull, she padded toward the servant’s door and used it to enter her room through the closet. She was just closing it when a hand gripped her shoulder, grinding the jeweled strap of her harness into her skin.

Alysha’s face froze in surprise. When Tiell had docked her night’s pay she hadn’t expected to service customers, but the heavy wolfine Hinichi staring down at her, his breath drugged, wouldn’t be here otherwise. The rote words spilled from her mouth. “Your pleasure is mine. How may I serve you?”

The dark brown wolfine curled his meaty finger into the loop that depended from her collar and yanked her against him. “Whore! You were supposed to be here an hour ago!”

“Pardon me, sir, I’m sure you can—”

He slapped her so hard she would have fallen had he not been holding her up by her neck. Alysha pulled her feet back underneath her, stunned.

“Shut up! Do you have any idea how expensive this damned key is? Far too expensive for you to be flippant!”

He thrust her toward the bed and she crawled onto it. The wolfine lunged after her and smacked her across the jaw so hard she tumbled to the mattress, face throbbing. Her heart galloped forward as she caught her breath, unable to move from the shock. The first time she could excuse as anger, but the second?

“My pleasure! My pleasure should have started an hour ago! Believe me when I say I’ll make up for it!” This time his blow fell on her unprotected ribs. Alysha clutched her side.

“Get up!” Another fist, this time against the base of her spine. Her eyes ripped open as bile flooded her mouth.

“I said—”

Alysha jumped from the mattress, intercepting his next swing. Her claws sprang from her fingers as she raked him across the cheek, opening it from ear to jaw. The scent of blood exploded against her nostrils. He struggled against her, wrenching her hands away as they approached and roaring at her in outrage.

“Rhack you, whore! You’ll scar me!”

“You should have thought of that before you hit me!” Alysha snarled, her vision smearing into a white mist that left the Hinichi a pale gray blob against the iridescent background. She felt her claws sink through his tunic into his chest; she yanked her hand viciously against his pectoral before a hard punch to her gut choked her breath from her and left her wheezing.

“I paid to hit you!” The Hinichi stared down at himself, dragging his hand over his chest where the skin gaped open in ragged slashes. He hopped up and kicked her several times across the bed with a booted toe. Alysha coughed scarlet spittle, trying to shield herself. “Curse you! I’m going to find the manager and get you raked across a field of nails!”

She heard the door slide shut, but the scent of blood did not altogether fade. Alysha closed her eyes and tried to compose herself, but the shudders running through her body wouldn’t cease. She fought the urge to vomit and cautiously rolled to her knees.

Paid. Paid to hit her. An expensive key, and obviously a different one than she’d ever seen being sold in her two months of working at Phantasies. Alysha’s claws shot from her hands and she rushed into the hallway. Beside her door, the light glowed not blue, not clear, the lights she knew for the keys they represented, but an eerie purple-black. She ran down the hall, scanning for other black signs until she found one. Alysha palmed the door open.

Rispa knelt on the floor where she’d been bound, pale corkscrew curls hiding her face as she bowed with her nose to the ground. On the bed a gray-striped man used Angel’s hair for reins, pulling her body into an arch so tight her white wings splayed unevenly and silent tears ran helplessly down the Malarai’s hairless face.

The moment Alysha required to process the visual information was completely devoid of emotion. Then she threw herself at the male, digging her claws into his upper back and peeling it open in parallel rows down his spine. The man shrieked, jerking away from Angel to grab at his shoulder blades. Tottering away from the bed, he left himself open for Alysha’s advance as her hands streaked across his side. She did not pursue him when he ran from the room, blood spurting from his ribcage.

Alysha dropped to the ground and sliced Rispa’s fetters apart. “Rispa! Little star! Are you hurt? Did he hurt you?” She gently pried the gag out, touching the torn edges of the girl’s lips.

“No more than usual,” the white Tam-illee answered, looking up at her guilelessly.

“No more than usual!” Alysha clasped Rispa’s upper arms, mouth dropping open. “Rispa! You know that hurting people that way is wrong, don’t you?”

“Yes . . . but my mother didn’t mind it, so I thought it must be a little okay.” The girl leaned into Alysha’s arms.

“Mother?”

“Oh, yes. We used to be paired, when she was still here. I guess they liked to look at me, or have me there or something.”

Alysha felt the tiny Tam-illee’s shrug. Her eyes glazed in shock. She shook herself and pulled the girl out of her lap. “Rispa, do you have any relatives? Any that would have you?”

“I have an aunt,” Rispa said, one foxine ear sagging. “She lives in Gea Vespera.”

“Why didn’t you go to her when your mother . . . ”

“Died. She died.” The girl lifted her shoulders and let them drop. “I didn’t have the money.”

“Doesn’t Tiell pay you?”

Rispa’s gray eyes turned up to hers. “He said I wouldn’t make him any profit until I was old enough to use and that I should be grateful that he’s being nice enough to give me room and board.”

The world vanished, sucked away into a blank white field. Alysha swayed, holding onto Rispa, to the smell of blood, Angel’s small whimpers. Her vision cleared, and then her fingers flew to her ears, detaching the hoop earrings she’d worn since she’d been six. She pressed them into Rispa’s small hands.

“Remember I said that Karaka’A give gifts on birthdays?”

Rispa nodded, staring at her.

“Take these to a jeweler. They’re worth something. They’ll get you enough money to go to your aunt. That’s my gift to you.”

The Tam-illee’s brow furrowed into a tiny frown. “But—”

Alysha grabbed Rispa’s shoulders and stared into her eyes. Frenzy threatened to shatter her tenuous hold on it. “Promise me! Promise me you’ll leave right now! Promise me you’ll get away from this place and never come back!”

The girl said nothing, then leaned forward. Her tiny fingers lit on Alysha’s upper arms as she slid into the Karaka’An’s embrace, reaching up. Her lips met Alysha’s cheek, her smaller, faster heartbeat shivering against Alysha’s skin as the girl pressed their bodies together. Alysha tried not to tremble. Against the backs of her tightly closed eyelids she saw comets trailing backward, up into a gray night.

Rispa slithered off the floor and ran out the door. Alysha didn’t even hear the girl’s footsteps. Her naked ears sent tingles down her spine as she stood and checked the bed. “Angel?”

“Is that . . . you?” The Malarai lay on the bed, shuddering, her tear-encrusted eyes lifted unsteadily to Alysha’s face. “It is.”

“An,” Alysha whispered, touching Angel’s shoulder as her gaze traveled over the multiple gashes. “Can you walk?”

“I don’t know. My arm and wing are broken.”

Alysha felt the fury rising again. “It’s a different key, isn’t it? Tiell sells a key that allows the customers to beat us.”

“A black key,” Angel said. “ ‘No permanent damage.’ It’s . . . what I left for, when he first started it a few months ago. They keep breaking my wings, and I . . . I don’t know if I can ever fly, but if they do it enough I won’t even have the chance. . . . ” Her pale, furless face had flushed a delicate, shell pink, and tears tracked down the side of her nose. “But I had to come back, to this.”

“Hold on,” Alysha said, sliding her arms beneath the Malarai’s legs and back.

“What are you doing?”

Alysha grimaced as blood smeared across her wrists and Angel’s voice broke into a piteous whimper. “I’m going to take you to a healer.”

“You can’t do that. . . . Tiell has a medkit in the kitchen, and one in the dressing room. That’s where we’re supposed to fix ourselves after a black key.”

The rage overrode her self-control long enough for her to stare, shaking, into Angel’s eyes. “Can you move?” she asked, each word bitten off at the end.

Angel did not answer for several minutes, her eyes glazed and body stiff. Her voice barely held a whisper’s volume when she finally spoke. “No.”

“I’m sorry,” Alysha said abruptly, contrite, ears flattening. “I . . . I’m sorry. I’m going to lift you now. It’s going to hurt, I’ll do it slowly.”

Biting her lip, Angel nodded. She passed out halfway off the bed. Alysha rearranged the limp girl in her arms, careful with the broken wing, and slid out the servant’s door in the closet. Fortunately, the Harem Rose had the stage. Tiell liked the Tam-illee and never missed any of her performances, often “buying” her key for himself. Alysha didn’t think the foxine would recover from the manager’s attentions.

Cradling Angel to her breast like a fallen star, she stole into the streets, hardly noticing her own limp. She’d barely had time to force down the pain from the kick Tiell had delivered to her side in the early evening before her violent customer had reminded her of it.

The air outside cleared Alysha’s mind as she held Angel to her breast. She oriented herself, then stepped off the ledge and into the darkness surrounding the night club. It was nearly four mark; few people dotted the streets as she strode toward Leigh Walk, trying to rush without jarring Angel. As she passed in and out of the lights of the few working street lamps, Alysha studied Angel’s smooth, hairless face. The Malarai had a translucent pink nose pad beneath her humanesque nose, and her lips bowed into perfect arches, slightly parted to reveal pointed teeth. Her brows pressed together in mute pain; Alysha could feel blood soaking through her fingers and against her arm, her chest. She gritted her teeth and began to jog.

Taller homes gradually replaced the small shacks surrounding Phantasies. The pavement glowed in the light of well-maintained street lamps. Some of the houses even had tiny pleasure gardens in lieu of lawns. As the neighborhood improved, Alysha saw fewer and fewer signs of activity until she remained the only one awake, hastening through the darkness, a fragment of it broken into motion. Her chest no longer felt the heat of Angel’s breath. Her strength waned, arms tiring and her side throbbing from Tiell’s recent attentions. When she crossed Reign Boulevard and saw the soft sculptured light of the clinic’s staff on one of the houses, Alysha let out a gasp. She staggered to the door and pressed the chime. As she waited, she let her forehead rest against the door frame, cradling Angel to her breast.

A few minutes later, the door slid open to reveal a sleepy white Asanii feline in rumpled clothing. “Sun and stars, do you know how late it is?”

Alysha straightened, meeting the other’s brown eyes, watching as they fell to the body in her arms. She smiled wanly as the other female gasped and said, “Come in, come in, quickly. I’ll get my husband.”

Alysha followed her and glanced around the inside of the house, footfalls silent on the tile floor. The front room had been papered in pale blue and three beds with haloarches occupied one of the walls. She set Angel in one of them, mouth tightening at the dark crimson stains that soaked the Malarai’s feathers. Backing away, she fell to pacing the small room, gaze ripping from the beds to the few paintings on the opposing walls to the dark room beyond the open door.

A Tam-illee foxine appeared in the doorway, tying his robe shut. He did not even pause to nod to Alysha, brushing past her to the bed and activating the haloarch. She could hear him muttering as he opened a nearby cabinet and snatched materials from it.

A hand wrapped around her arm, and she flinched.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to surprise you.” The Asanii woman from the front door smiled weakly. “I asked what happened.”

“I . . . she . . . ” Alysha stopped, collecting herself, then said, “An accident.”

“I . . . see,” the other said, considering her. “What’s her name?”

“I don’t know,” Alysha answered, eyes riveted on the doctor and Angel.

Gentle hands tugged her away. “Come with me. Nathan doesn’t appreciate people staring over his shoulder while he works. You look like you could use a seat and maybe something hot to drink.”

Alysha said, “I shouldn’t leave her.”

The Asanii stared up at her, then said, “Trust my husband.”

Alysha glanced at her long enough to take in the earnest, dark eyes, then looked back at the bed where Angel lay, the haloarch chiming apace with her thready heartbeats. She ground her teeth, then nodded and let the woman guide her through the doorway into another room. She sat in a chair by a round dark table as the Asanii vanished behind the counter, rummaging for a pot. “So what’s your name?”

“My name?” Alysha asked, starting from her reverie.

“You do have one, don’t you?” the woman asked, amused. She set the pot on the heating element and poured water into it.

“Alysha. Alysha Forrest.”

“My name’s Laelkii Takara Lifeweave.”

The scent of tea rose in the air, but Alysha discounted it after the first whiff. She stared at the floor, mind lost in the patterns of the colored tiles. A few minutes later, the other woman drew back a chair and pushed a hot cup into her limp hand. She stared blankly at it.

“Arii . . . look, Alysha. I know you’re worried about your friend. . . . ”

“She’s not my friend,” Alysha said. “I don’t even know her.”

Laelkii shook her head once, squinting. “Okay. You don’t know her name. You don’t know her. So how’d you pick her up?”

“We’re . . . coworkers,” Alysha answered, fingers curling around the cup as she rested her elbows on the table.

“I see,” Laelkii said. Her pointed stare reminded Alysha that she hadn’t bothered to change from her jeweled gauds. “You must not have known her long to not know her name.”

“Just tonight,” Alysha said. She warmed her hands against the walls of the cup.

“And she had an accident, so you rushed her here,” Laelkii said.

“Yes.”

“Well, if she wasn’t your friend before, I’m sure she will be now,” Laelkii said, sipping her own tea. “You’ve a good heart.”

Alysha frowned, directing her stare at the Asanii. “One action isn’t enough to base a character judgment on.”

“Well! That’s the longest sentence I’ve gotten out of you.” Laelkii grinned.

Alysha glanced sharply at the woman. Straight gray hair fell out of a messy braid that looped over her shoulder to the top of her rib cage, providing counterpoint to her short, white fur. Above her brown eyes, gray bangs brushed the right side of her forehead, obscuring a pale brow. The slim line of her figure and hands set her probable age at a smaller number than the wrinkles around her eyes would admit. Something about her seemed familiar, white on white, stars and snow and sugar.

Drawing back from the barely-formed pattern, Alysha said, “I’m sorry. I’m not feeling very friendly.”

Laelkii patted her wrist gently. “You look like you’ve had a long night. I don’t expect sterling conversation.”

A shadow fell on the tiles of the kitchen as the male Tam-illee appeared in the doorway. Alysha stood.

“She’ll be fine,” the man said. “With rest.”

Alysha let out the breath she’d been holding as the man studied her with narrow green eyes.

“What do you know about this girl, young lady?”

Alysha shrugged. “She’s a coworker. As I was telling your mate, I didn’t know her before tonight.”

“And your profession?” the man asked.

Something in his face prompted Alysha to answer, voice level, “Exotic dancers. Prostitutes.”

“Licensed?” he said.

Alysha shook her head.

The Tam-illee foxine sighed and nodded as he took a seat. His equanimity surprised Alysha, though Laelkii’s ears had paled visibly at her words. The male poured himself some of the tea. “I thought as much. She has abortion scars, several of them serious and not well-healed.”

Blindly, Alysha grasped for a chair and guided herself into it. “Scars? Abortion scars? I thought . . . ”

“Abortions were cleaner? They are if you do it at a clinic. They’re not if you scrape them out of yourself.” The doctor shook his head. “Birth control for Malarai is spotty at best. Your friend made a bad career choice, given her race.”

Alysha stared at her tea as she absorbed that. The gold rim of the cup reminded her abruptly of her pillow. She wondered where Rispa had left it. “When will she be ready for release?”

“I’d say two days.”

“What do I owe you?”

“Pardon?” the man asked.

Alysha glanced up. “Your services aren’t free. What do I owe you?”

“Kara, you barely know the girl and now you want to pay her medical bills?” Laelkii interrupted.

She shrugged. “Angel’s in no condition to do it. Someone must.”

“I can’t take your money,” the man said, “Not only that, but I should look at you. Your cheek is swollen, and so is your side.”

Alysha caught his wrist as he started to stand and hissed, “I don’t want your charity!”

White fingers wrapped over their hands. Laelkii said, “Why not just open a running account? When you’re done with whatever it is you’re schooling for, you can pay us back.”

“A running account?” Alysha asked, startled.

Laelkii smiled sheepishly, tossing her bangs off her eye. “Judging from your friend’s prior indiscretions and the state of your face right now, injuries are probably a recurring hazard at your present gig.”

Stunned, Alysha could find nothing to say, until she curled her hand into a fist, eyes widening. “Schooling? How did you know?”

Laelkii shrugged, ears flushing. “You don’t seem the type to be doing exotic dancing for the fun of it, kara.”

“Is this settled now?” the man asked. “If so, you need to get under a haloarch.”

Alysha looked from him to the woman. Something in Laelkii’s dark eyes passed her a reflection of herself, thin, wary, cold . . . yet she could sense their interest in her, their desire to aid her. Slowly she squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, let her fur lie flat against her neck. “Very well.”
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Alysha strode into Phantasies two nights later, tossing her duffel onto the burgundy couch in the main room. Her perfunctory greeting died in her mouth. Honey shook as she applied paint around her red-rimmed eyes. The Harem Rose sat curled in an armchair, hugging a pillow, already dressed in gaudy emeralds and gold beads. White Angel rearranged the jars on her table compulsively, wings mantling and hairless tail twitching against the dark golden wood of the floors. Even bitter Cinnamon seemed queasy, a blanket mounded against her midriff as she tried to brush red color onto her pursed lips.

“What’s wrong?” Alysha asked, puzzled.

“Steel,” Angel whispered. “He’s insane.”

“Tiell? We knew that.” Alysha shrugged, pulling off her sweatshirt. The fur along her spine prickled at the absolute silence that followed her statement. “What?”

“He’s coming for you,” Cinnamon said in a flat voice. “He beat us all until he found out who striped the two customers and what happened to Rispa.”

Alysha paused, ears nicking forward. She felt their nakedness again. “Rispa . . . she’s gone?”

“Completely. Without a trace,” Honey said, turning on her stool. “Steel, Steel, what have you done?”

“I saved someone, that’s what I’ve done,” Alysha answered, one hand balling into a fist. In her mind, the upward-soaring comet had become fixed in the sky, a permanent star.

“I hope it’s worth the price,” Cinnamon said.

“It’s him!” Angel said.

Alysha turned in time to see Tiell as the manager entered the room—something he was not supposed to do. Hadn’t the girls told her that this room was sacrosanct as long as the door was open? Yet he entered, wrath naked on his face. Behind Tiell, two strangers blocked the door with their impressive bulk as a third followed the manager into the room, carrying a leather bag. A fourth walked around her and grabbed a free chair, shoving it across the floor. The legs screeched as it slid to a halt somewhere behind her.

Tiell walked up to her and stared her in the eye. He slammed her back into the chair. She lost her breath as she hit the thin cushion.

“You’re responsible for Rispa disappearing, aren’t you,” Tiell stated.

Alysha lifted her chin, voice cold. “Yes.”

The manager turned in profile to her, studying his fingernails. “That’s not a crime. All my girls are free to leave when they want. I would’ve just beat you once, or maybe strapped you for variety.”

Alysha waited. She could feel the stares of the others in the room; the stench of their terror made her nostrils flare.

“But you didn’t just play Balance-Maker with one of the girls.” Tiell rolled his fingernail against the spar of one tooth, cleaning it. “You raised your hand against a customer. You showed claws. You opened skin. Not just against one, but against two, the second of which couldn’t even be claimed as self-defense. Showing claws—that’s a mortal offense. I told you when you came here, never, ever to pop them. Not at me, not at anyone. But you didn’t listen, did you?”

Alysha didn’t answer.

“Well. I’m not interested in makin’ sure you listen, Steel. You’re a big girl now. You make your own decisions.”

She heard the others sigh, but something in Tiell’s eyes held back her own relief.

“No, I’m not interested in makin’ you listen. I’m interested in makin’ sure you never do it again.” Tiell smiled, baring his teeth as he leaned casually against the near wall. He gestured to the wolfine with the bag. “Pull out her claws.”

Alysha jerked upward, but the male beside her thrust her back into the seat. He wrapped his hand around her throat as the third one came forward and tied her limbs to the arms and legs of the chair. She felt the clamp on her right palm, forcing her claws out of her fingers and holding them immobile, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from Tiell’s. He smirked at her as the Hinichi sat in front of her and pulled out a pick.

She focused on Tiell to keep from screaming. Oil ran in rivulets over her face. She could hear Rose wailing, but her vision narrowed to a white tunnel with the manager’s satisfied smile at its end. She felt the first two go and then fell into the heart of a star.
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“Steel, Steel, Steel, Steel . . . ”

Alysha whimpered softly, curled into a tight ball with her hands and feet in the protected center. Her body pulsed, a writhing pain shooting through her extremities to twist the rest of her. The agony so overwhelmed her that she didn’t understand the hands petting her spine, her shoulders, untangling her hair until an endless stretch of time later. She couldn’t tell the voices apart, but she heard them. Her field of vision remained obscured by the blinding white. When they tried to pick her up, she screamed. The soothing hands came again, but the jostling continued until she felt herself lifted. Her body erupted into an oil-sweat that cooled as a light breeze played against one side of her body. She could feel something crushed against half her side, and a heartbeat throbbed through the wall. Alysha listened to it, eyes wide open and sightless. It drove away the other voices, the mutters about trauma and shock and blood loss. Her world faded again.
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She woke sometime later, shooting upward in bed only to be repulsed by the haloarch meld. “No!”

A shadow crossed her breast as Nathan Lifeweave, the Tam-illee doctor, appeared above her. “Rest, Alysha. You’ve had a bad time.”

“I can’t. I have to go! Is it morning already? What time is it? My claws!”

“Hush, curse it! Do you have any idea what you’ve been through? Lie down!”

The sheer volume of the doctor’s voice convinced her to lie prone, but she attempted to lift her hand and look at it. The force meld stopped her; she couldn’t even feel her fingers. “My hands.”

“Numbed for now.” Nathan sat on the empty bed beside hers. “We have a great deal to discuss.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s only half past one mark! Relax, kara. Whether you want to or not, you are not leaving here until you rest for a few hours.”

Alysha’s ears swept back. She tried to clench her fists but couldn’t tell if she’d succeeded; the lack of sensation unnerved her. “Can you stop the field?”

“Yes, but I won’t,” Nathan said. He sighed. “Will you calm down and listen to me?”

She took a breath. “Yes.”

“I just spent two hours repairing your claw beds. They are in an extremely volatile position. I had to leave them open in case you wanted replacements, but the nerves had to be handled immediately. Your hands and feet are in the numb field so you won’t unintentionally flex the tendons, because if you do you’ll break the scabs and start bleeding. Liberally. Your hands and toes, the former in particular, are supplied a great deal of blood.” He folded his arms over his ribcage and leaned back, sighing. “The nerve damage was extensive.”

“Will they heal?” Alysha asked, lying very still.

“Most probably. You might end up with a more aggravated case of osteoarthritis in your fingers and toes as you get older, particularly if you choose to go with the implants. Most of them approximate real ones, but there’s still the slight chance of rejection.” His ears flicked back. “Do you want your claws replaced? I can order you a new set. It’ll take a month or so, but you’ll need at least two weeks for the beds to lose their trauma reactions, anyway.”

“Two weeks?” Alysha asked, eyes widening.

Nathan scowled. “I’ll remind you that you had the damn things yanked out of your claw beds? With a miniature spoon, no less?”

“Is that what it was,” she murmured.

“You don’t remember?”

“I didn’t look.”

Nathan stared at her and said, “I really should report this, you know.”

Alysha grew tense. “And lose me my chance to finish school?”

“A scholarship—”

“To a girl who used to work as an illegal prostitute?”

The resulting silence was not at all comfortable.

The doctor shook his head. “So, do you want the replacements?”

One glance assured Alysha that she was wearing her sweatsuit, but she still felt naked. “Yes.”

“I’ll bring the materials catalog for you to—”

“I know what I want them made of.”

“You do?” Nathan’s ear twitched forward, and he halted mid-step.

Alysha nodded. “Breathnache.”

The Tam-illee stared at her, then rasped in exasperation. “You’re not going to find that in a medical catalog!”

“I know.”

“I don’t even know if they make prosthetic claws in that.”

“Find out.”

Nathan walked to her bedside and rested his hands on the haloarch. “You’re joking with me, aren’t you.”

Alysha shook her head, ice-water eyes resting on him.

“Completely aside from the medical issues, which are surmountable if unpredictable, and the monetary issues, which are only nearly impossible, do you realize what it would mean? You couldn’t extend your claws from your hands even a pinch. You’d could gouge anything, including transmetal alloys! You wouldn’t even notice it if you cut your arm open!”

“I’ll learn to live with it,” Alysha said.

“If you absolutely require a rigid replacement, diamond would be cheaper. They won’t have to shape that atom by atom.”

“I want breathnache.”

Nathan’s ears new back and he sighed. “Fine. I’ll ask about it.”

“Thank you,” Alysha answered to his back as he swept out of her meld of view. She flexed her palm, feeling nothing, then said, “Do you think I’m insane as well, Laelkii-alet?”

An amused chuckle sounded from just beyond her sight. “So you heard me come in, did you? Sharp ears, arii-kara.” The woman approached, her dark bathrobe matching her loam brown eyes. She set a delicate hand on top of the haloarch and looked down at Alysha. “No, I don’t think you’re insane. Obstinate, maybe, but not insane.”

“Not insane for wanting claws harder than diamond or transmetal alloys?”

Laelkii slowly shook her head, her messy braid inching over her shoulder at the motion. “No . . . no, I think you need it.” A tiny smile parted her lips. “I call you ‘arii-kara’, but only your body is young. You’re as old as the world you’re moving through.”

“I didn’t want to lose . . . ” Alysha began, then stopped. “I didn’t want any of this,” she said at last.

“What did you want?” Laelkii asked, sliding onto the bed Nathan had just vacated. “What do you want, arii-not-a-kara?”

Alysha stared at the ceiling. “Stars. I want the stars. I want . . . my feet on a deck, to hear the hum of the Well Drive. I want . . . to be more than I am.”

“Fleet. You’re in the Academe, then, not Terracentrus U.” Laelkii’s voice began to detach from reality as Alysha grasped for the world outside the white film on her vision. She squirmed beneath the field, fighting.

“Yes. Yes, that’s what I wanted. It just hasn’t been the way I thought it would be.”

“Tell me.”

The story came, reluctantly. Alysha could count Laelkii’s breaths, even and then hurried, occasionally halting. From the beginning with her father, walking through the greens, carried on his shoulders to stare at the stars and count the worlds; to her life with her mother, moving to successively poorer neighborhoods . . . her mother’s fall as she decided not to sing and instead worked at Sapphire Slippers, the food and care she desperately needed and never received, her rebellion as she ran from her graduation on the first train to Terracentrus . . . the lack of scholarships and jobs that found her where she was.

In the silence that followed, Alysha looked away, composing herself. Somehow the story gained a weight it had never had when she’d hidden it in herself. Voicing it made it real. “There was a park near one of the houses we moved to . . . it had a statue of Holly. She’d been standing with a straight spine and an outstretched hand. Nude—not naked, but nude, as she might have been before she led the Pelted off Earth. But not ashamed.” Alysha turned her face back to Laelkii. “I don’t want to live in shame, alet. Whatever happens to me now, today . . . I want to look like Holly when it’s done.”

The shadows deepened over Alysha’s face as Laelkii leaned over her head. The Asanii’s gray braid coiled against Alysha’s collar bone as the white feline gently kissed her on the forehead. “I don’t think anyone could stop you.” Alysha felt the cool white hand soft on her cheek. “Rest now.”

“Laelkii . . . ”

The woman paused.

“Did something stop you?”

Laelkii looked away. “I don’t understand.”

“You seem sad when you look at me.”

The woman came back, rested her hand on the haloarch again. She fidgeted, glanced away. “I just think I’d want my daughter to be like you.”

“You have children?”

A flush touched Laelkii’s ears. “Not yet.”

“I’m sorry,” Alysha murmured.

“No . . . no, don’t be sorry.” Laelkii laughed. “I like you. You just . . . remind me of things I’ve forgotten.”

Sensing a wound, Alysha gently asked, “What things?”

Laelkii closed her eyes, head bowed. She was frowning. “Old ambitions. An old life. I was in medical school once, too . . . that’s how I met Nathan. But we thought we’d settle down, have children first. . . . ” She shook her head and smiled faintly, then met Alysha’s eyes. “Sometimes things fade away.”

“Even dreams?” Alysha asked.

“For some people,” Laelkii said, touching her cheek. “Rest now.”

Alysha watched her go, but did not sleep for a long time.
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Two days later, Alysha returned to Phantasies into a nightmare, one she didn’t recognize until she walked into the back room assigned to her and found three patrons waiting for her, one of them holding her black key clenched in a massive fist. Her hands and feet throbbed in warning as the men closed in on her, and despite her contract Alysha turned to flee. One grabbed her tail and yanked her back, and then their silhouettes blotted out the lights.

Four hours later, she couldn’t move. Her fingers and toes oozed blood onto the mattress, one of many eruptions in her body.

“Steel?” Angel’s face appeared at the door, then broke into a mask of horror. “Naemfili!”

Alysha managed a thin smile and squeezed the words through a throat raspy with suppressed screams. “Think . . . time t’go back to the clinic.”

Nathan, the Tam-illee doctor, healed her that time—and each of the successive times Tiell sold her black key to groups of people—Laelkii a white silhouette always nearby. Alysha ignored the pain, studied at school despite it, but the beatings began to occur too frequently. On the day Nathan stated any more of that kind of treatment would destroy her body, Tiell gave her the end of the night off.

Alysha strode down the alleys on her way back to her quarters on-campus, ducking between pools of wan light. It was almost three mark, and dreams of sleep lured her away despite the manager’s sly smile. The drip from the afternoon’s rain tempted her to dance to a private rhythm, something cleaner than the pieces Phantasies played for her, the ones that forced bodies to gyrate rather than move. A brief memory struck her: Father sitting on the couch as Mother stretched her fingers over the piano in the living room, singing along to her music as the child Alysha had been spun in circles until she fell, dizzied and laughing. A sad smile stretched across Alysha’s mouth as she reached for the cool wall across her path to spring over it.

The arms that wrapped around her waist and tossed her to the cold ground didn’t seem real to her until her upper back and shoulders skidded against the wet crete. Startled, Alysha glanced up to find herself surrounded by the same three patrons who had bought her key most of the first week Tiell had sold it to groups.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the little night-dancer.”

Alysha backed away, skidding across the dark street.

“Are you sure that’s her? She’s so . . . over-dressed.”

“Can’t have that, can we?”

She recognized a cue as well as anyone and leapt to her feet, launching herself in the opposite direction only to slam into a wall. Disoriented, she staggered, then jumped forward again, trying to climb out of reach. They casually plucked her off the stone and dragged her into their embrace, stripping her in the cold darkness.

Alysha welcomed the adrenaline surge that tore through her as their hands dug into her and their breath clouded her nose. She opened her mouth to let loose her howl of rage, willing her claws out of her fingers, claws no longer present. The beds had only begun to heal, and blood new from the slits as she broke the scabs.

The worry on the faces of her attackers fled at the sign of her impotence. Panicked, Alysha flailed in their grasp. Her lack of clothing paled beside her lack of defense. Their laughter choked her ears as they pinned her down, and her mind blanked.

The wall settled through the fog of skewed vision into an approximate of reality. Alysha became aware of the numbing cold seeping against her cheek, then identified the same sensation along the bony ridges of her shoulder, her hip, the length of one bruised thigh. The condensation of her breath as it lunged from her mouth in short pants distracted her.

The constant languid drip of the gutters focused as she tilted her ears into motion. Every part of her body screamed its distress, but Alysha heard none of it. The sound drowned in the force of her anger. Its demands proved stronger than her torn flesh, and the world again receded into white mist.

Alysha clambered to her tortured feet and limped to a walk that became a wrath-fueled jog. She wound her way back through the alleys, tossing herself over the walls she used as short-cuts, her body’s impotent protest streaked across her cheeks. The first snow of the year began to drift across the world, but she barely felt it. When she found the bulk of Phantasies, she uttered a low sound, an aborted sob-snarl.

The Karaka’An had never entered Tiell’s office. None of the dancers had, though they all knew its location. Drawn by a power greater than pain, Alysha palmed open the door and found his back to her as he worked at his desk. She teetered in the doorway a few precious seconds, then spurred herself forward. Tiell turned, the exasperated remark on his tongue throttled as Alysha tore him from his chair and drummed him to the ground, her knee shoved between his legs and his wrists imprisoned in one of her hands. She was not aware of the other hand’s actions, seeing only through the glaze of white that Tiell’s head snapped back and forth, leaping against his neck as if it had gained a separate life and was trying to detach from the rest of him. One last whip of her palm and his nose distorted; she paused in her battery to examine it, found it disturbed her. Beneath the taut cord of her body, Tiell’s hips and legs shook. She did not strike again, briefly overwhelmed by pain. She rolled her lip between her teeth in an effort to fight the sobs of exhaustion.

The silence in the room broke when a drop of blood and salt water fell from her mouth onto the side of his lip. She saw his swollen eyes crack into yellowed slits. She vomited a wad of spit at him, the force of her contempt so strong she gagged on it.

Tiell bared his teeth, a faded grimace on his bruised face.

“You . . . will . . . stop it.” Her voice, like her body, twisted beneath the brunt of her anger.

The manager’s words slurred through his split lips. “Stop what?”

“You know!” Alysha snarled. “You know! You send them after me! You sell my key to beat me! You will stop it, or you’ll have nothing left to enjoy your prostitutes with!” Her knee jerked upward, a tiny motion that drained the blood from Tiell’s ears.

“Let’s talk about this,” he said shakily.

“No! No talk! One answer! Give it to me now, Tiell!”

“What’s to prevent me from sayin’ ‘yes’ just to get you off me and then havin’ you killed?”

“I have friends. They’ll miss me,” Alysha answered, and twisted her knee. “And if you botch the job, I’ll come back and kill you, Tiell. I’ll kill you. I don’t care what they do to me afterwards, I’ll kill you.” She stared down at him until he twitched and glanced away. When he didn’t reply, she struck him across the mouth, and then again, her hand a frenzy as his body bucked under hers.

“Stop! I agree! I agree!”

Alysha drew back, then snarled and thrust him away, sitting back on her knees. She managed to climb to her feet, then limped to him and grabbed his shirt, tugging him forward.

“I’ll be watching you for any sign,” she hissed, breath whistling through the spars of her teeth, “And if I see it . . . you’re a smear in my hands, Tiell. I swear it by every ideal I have, by every ideal you’ve betrayed.”

He stared at her, convulsed with hate. The febrile light sparkling between the bruised folds of his brows and cheeks radiated the emotion so strongly her eyes felt warm when she met his gaze.

But she didn’t miss the tic at the edge of his eye. His fear did not bring the intoxication she’d expected; it nauseated her. Alysha staggered out of the office, turning down the corridor. She found herself in the kitchen, unaware of how she’d arrived and why.

Something about the kitchen . . .

Go sit in the kitchen, please, arii.

Alysha glanced across the counters, caught a spill of light on silken fabric. She carefully crouched next to one of the lowest cabinets and found its door ajar, frozen a few centimeters from the opposite track by a tassel’s splay. Pushing it open, she brought forth the golden pillow.

Alysha did not see it: her eyes were full of stars. But her fingers traveled its edges several times before she pulled herself to her feet with the help of a hand on the counter. With the pillow tucked against her breast, she left.

The walk to the clinic stretched an hour and a half; she stopped several times to empty her stomach, and other times simply to collapse against a fence or a post, breaking her lip open in her concentration as she stared at the sky and wondered if it was too late for her. Wondered which star should be white Rispa’s, innocent Rispa, so like snowy Angel. . . .

A star, then, for Angel, for innocence. Had she ever been a star, she wondered? When had she turned cold, the warmth of her naïveté drained away? She’d told Laelkii she didn’t want this to affect her, but was it too late? Was her spirit twisted beyond the power of the stars to heal? Will it be for always? It will.

She stumbled to a halt outside Nathan’s and Laelkii’s home, one bleeding hand spread across the sign of the healer’s staff as her forehead dipped to rest against it.

The light leaking past her hair alerted her first. Slowly, achingly she turned her head in profile to the brilliance, the stars in her eyes. The stars were her future—what did it mean if she lost the ability to reach out to them?

“Arii . . . ” Laelkii, the healer’s wife. White Laelkii. “Arii, you should come in. We’ll make an arch ready for you.”

She could not find the energy to answer and let her head rest again against the cold wall.

The hand on her shoulder fell so softly it reminded her of snow, of butterflies. “Arii?” Laelkii put the lantern aside. The hands lifted, their weight replaced by the Asanii’s robe. “Please . . . you’ve had enough of pain and cold. Come in with me.”

Alysha’s eye slid over towards Laelkii’s face. “Why?” she asked, her voice almost too hoarse to be heard. “Why do you care? I’m a shell.”

“No . . . no, never you,” Laelkii said, chocolate-brown eyes clear, her face lit from beneath by the lantern’s yellow light. “Please. I barely know you, Alysha, but you shouldn’t be out here—out there. In that place. You don’t belong there.”

“Where do I belong then?” she asked. The long breath she sucked in burned, so cold was it, and she shuddered despite the robe.

Gentle hands lit on her shoulder, on her wrist. Laelkii’s voice had softened, distraught, struggling for the words. “You belong wherever you want to be. Never where you don’t.”

Alysha stared down at her abruptly. The pillow gave beneath her hidden hand as she pressed it to her midriff. In the strange lighting, Laelkii reminded her abruptly of Angel, so serenely vulnerable, so unaware of the fragility of her own armor, her voice so undefended. “Why do you trust me?” she asked.

“Maybe because you do,” Laelkii said, ears beginning to flush. She glanced at the snow, her hand sliding down to cradle Alysha’s elbow. “Please, come in with me?”

Alysha lifted her hand, ignoring the other’s touch at her elbow, and placed the backs of her fingers against the older woman’s cheek. Laelkii stiffened, meeting her eyes. In them she saw wounds.

Is it dead yet? Almost.

Alysha’s hand slid around to cup Laelkii’s skull, pulling her toward her gray breast, and then the pale, slender body bowed against her shoulder and began to shake in the throes of silent sobs. Alysha rested her head between the other’s ears and closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of mint and clean, cold hair. She thought of the pillow, of Angel’s wings, Laelkii’s retiring eyes. She thought of falling stars rising backward against the sky, back into the bosom of darkness, of gentle night. If she had lost the ability to reach the sky, perhaps it could be regained by healing the stars that belonged in it.

“Come,” she said softly, curling her arm around Laelkii’s shoulder and pressing her lips to the older female’s forehead. “Let’s get out of the cold.”

Will the pain ever go away? It will.
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  Inescapable Dawn

 

Alysha rolled a small cool pebble beneath her bare foot, watching the horizon. Held taut against the danger of inattention, her slim, long body quivered in the early ivory sunlight, gray fur fringed with an eastern-facing gold halo. Her breath escaped in thin white clouds as she waited, nearly exposed on the slope beneath the brown, cold rocks her team had chosen for their flag. She was near guard this time, with two fellow class-mates. Most of her team had begun their cautious creep forward toward enemy territory.

She hadn’t agreed with the strategy; it was about as subtle as a rock to the head. But they’d wanted to try the obvious and she was only one member. Their backs were just visible against the stretch of earth laid soft and dark in a hollow not yet touched by the sun. Occasionally a blue flag hanging from a belt would rise in the faint winter breeze.

It would probably snow in a few days. Alysha had no desire to think of what the soft whiteness would do to mobility. They’d been playing games on the field for a week, and probably would do so for another hundred if their Applied Tactics teacher, a retired human commander, had any say. He shared her opinion of their inability to apply any tactical foresight to their game-play. She sighed and glanced again at the bulk of Blue Team.

A chorus of throaty yells interrupted the silence of the morning. Gold Team poured from behind the rocks and into the shadowed fold, engulfing Blue Team entirely. Alysha froze, eyes widening, as none of her members emerged and the remainder of Gold Team surged up toward the flag. She exchanged fleeting looks with the two on the hill with her.

The Harat-Shar stared, horrified. “ ’Jentarel! That has to be all the Golds and they’re coming after us!”

Alysha did a quick count; her companion was right. And no Blues coming up to succor them. “Run!”

“Run? Are you crazy? They’ll take the flag!”

“They’ll take the flag anyway,” Alysha said. “If we can get over to their side first . . .”

“There’s no way!”

Alysha bared her teeth at him. “Watch me!” As she turned and sprinted down the valley, she called, “Try and keep the flag from them as long as possible!”

Gold Team would easily capture the flag. But as long as there was one member of Blue Team missing, they would have to bear it to the Gold flag-site to win. Alysha darted behind a boulder as the tidal wave of enemies came over the hill. It wouldn’t be long before they discovered she was missing; they had only to take down the Harat-Shar and Seersa standing guard and they’d surmise it when touching Blue Flag didn’t finish the game. With her back to the cold stone, Alysha let them thunder past. If she left too quickly, they’d notice her. Too slowly and there wouldn’t be enough ground to save her. Gold had some fast runners, as badly utilized by Gold Team as Blue Team’s members were by Blue Team. Again, she thought of rock-simple tactics and slid around the edge of the boulder.

Alysha surged into the dark of the valley between the two team territories, her belt of blue flags waving around her waist. She kept to the shadows, but only marginally; the others would be busy marauding. Now was the time for straight lines. She concentrated on breathing. Laelkii had been kind last night, but her husband Nathan, the healer, was at a conference off-world and his wife had only been able to handle the most superficial bruises. She labored despite months of the Academe’s unforgiving physical education, breath snatched from the winter cold and pebbles flying from beneath her aching feet.

An outraged roar from behind her alerted her to the pursuit of Gold Team. She blessed the extra minutes the remaining guards had bought her and streaked to the top of the dip. Rocks and scree sprayed from her toes as she made a hasty ascent, darting behind boulders. There weren’t that many places to hide a flag in the small field; she would have chosen someplace high. Spotting an outcropping behind a shelter of rocks much like the one on her side, she ran harder.

The enemy was closing the gap, but her lead was better than theirs. Sprinting up the shoulder, Alysha leaped behind the boulders . . . and into the lone guard beside Gold Flag. He was as startled as she was, but made a reflexive snatch at her belt. She twisted under his arm and skidded into the flag, bowling it over. One of her gray hands grabbed the pole just before several hands jerked the blue flags off her waist.

The whistle blew.

Revived by the sound, the members of Blue Team poured back onto the meld, laughing and cheering. They pushed aside the stunned Gold Team members and tried to help Alysha up.

“I’m fine,” she said, backing away from their hands and standing a little clear of them. Her obvious reluctance to draw near them confused a few of the cadets, but elation over their victory overcame their puzzlement and they quickly carried the party down from the shoulder. Alysha shivered at the proximity of them—she couldn’t quite bear being touched by so many this early in the morning, so soon after Phantasies.

As she struggled for composure, Commander Mark West waded into the fray. “All right, all right, enough! You won today, but not because you worked as a team or were smart, but because you had one gutsy member. Blue Team, work off your ebullience in five laps around the track.” He waved off the groans. “Go! I know you won. You did it badly. Now get! And before you—” He looked at Gold Team. “—have any time to gloat, I want ten laps. For underestimating your opposition. Go!”

Complaining, the cadet class jogged toward the track, leaving West to turn to Alysha.

“Any reason you’re dragging your feet, Forrest?”

She hesitated, still loath to follow that mass of people. Falling had reminded her too much of being pushed, and the memories were new and harsh on her mouth and her body. “No, sir. Just bruised a little, sir.”

“Bleeding?” He gave her a cursory glance, reached for her arm. When she flinched, he tilted his head. Looking down, Alysha gave him her arm, displaying the shallow gouge where the skin and fur had ripped from her wrist. “Mmm. Ugly, but not serious. You know, they deserve better.”

“What?” Alysha said, startled by the non sequitur. She added, “Sir.”

“You know they’re using themselves as a bludgeon, but you won’t guide them. Are you afraid of people or do you just not care?” He dropped her arm.

“I . . . neither, sir!”

“Then get involved, Forrest. No one follows a loner.”

She stared at him.

“Well, get moving already!”

Stunned, she jerked into motion.
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Alysha glanced up and down the corridor, then nodded. “It’s clear,” she said. She waved Angel to the door leading to the alley, then followed her into the darkness.

“It’s so beautiful out,” Angel said, huddling close to her. The Malarai had wrapped a thick cloak around her body beneath her pale wings, but it was little protection against the moist cold.

Alysha licked her lip and smiled. “Much more beautiful out than in,” she said.

“Will he miss us, Steel?” Angel asked.

Alysha shook her head. She did not fear the manager much after her confrontation with him, though she was aware of his petty schemes to give her the worst customers. “It won’t matter if he does. I’m not due again until much later, you’re not scheduled for the rest of tonight. Besides, she could use the company with her husband off-world.”

Alysha led her companion out of the dark districts of Terracentrus into a modest, respectable part of town, well-lit with trimmed lawns. The two cast long shadows in the warm lamp-light as they walked toward the corner of a diagonal and straight street, to a house with a caduceus on its front wall, emblematic of clinics throughout the Alliance.

The door chime brought a familiar figure to the window, and then the door slid open for Laelkii Takara Lifeweave. Gray hair bound in thick plaits twinned over her shoulders, the white Asanii laughed and turned twinkling brown eyes on them. “Oh, what have we here? Vagabonds?”

“Seeking cookies and milk, no less,” Alysha said, smiling.

“Come in, arii’sen! It’s cold out. I have a fire going.”

They followed her in, and true to Alysha’s hunch the aroma of chocolate-chip cookies hung on the air. She had often brought some of the girls to see Laelkii’s husband after her first encounter with the healer at the beginning of the semester—usually to bandage the multiple hurts inflicted on them by their profession, for she’d come to trust their discretion. But occasionally she managed to get the girls out to visit just for the pleasure of seeing the irascible doctor and his wife, or came alone.

The foyer had a door on the side leading to the oft-visited infirmary with its two beds, but Laelkii led them straight into the house, over carpet a deep warm green into a small den. A rocking chair and two sofas faced the fire burning in the brick fireplace. Multi-colored afghans draped on the cushions, and a wooden rocking horse and two brass bowls of nuts sat on the mantle. A small coffee table held a basket of yarn and a crochet hook.

Alysha stopped at the counter separating kitchen from den. She leaned her elbows there, watching Laelkii don gloves to check the oven. “I’m so glad you all stopped by,” the older Asanii said. “I had no idea who I was going to share these with.”

Alysha chuckled. “It would be a pity to waste them all,” she paused when Laelkii withdrew a pan of golden cookies, the wet chocolate chips glistening from the low overhead lights. Angel let out an “ooh” of appreciation.

“Definitely,” Laelkii said with a laugh. “We can’t eat them yet. They need to cool.”

“Are you sure?” Angel asked wistfully.

Laelkii looked from one face to the next, then laughed. “Oh, fine. And I’m sure you want to eat dough from the bowl too.”

Not long after, Angel sat on a stool, licking a wooden spoon clean of dough while Laelkii nibbled one of the still steaming cookies.

“And you?” Laelkii asked Alysha, amused. “What sins do you want to partake in? It’s girls’ night at the Lifeweaves’.”

Alysha chuckled. “Nothing, thank you.”

“Oh, come on, Steel!” Angel said with a broad grin.

“Are you sure?” Laelkii asked.

Alysha opened her mouth to say she was certain when the words of the commander came back to her. One ear nicked sideways, then she said, “Well, maybe a cookie.”

Beaming, Laelkii scraped one off the pan and handed it over.

They spent several hours talking, playing games in front of the fire. Angel curled up with a borrowed afghan. As the night deepened, the Malarai drifted to sleep, leaving Alysha to stare into the fire and listen to Laelkii rock. The safety of the healer’s house invited a peace on her she rarely felt.

“You’re good with them,” Laelkii said quietly.

“Pardon?” Alysha said.

Laelkii nodded to Angel. “The girls you bring in. You’re good with them.”

Alysha’s ears flipped back. Their nakedness reminded her of Rispa, hopefully far away by now. “They need me,” she said. She struggled with the words, realizing her own freedom with her touch, her aid with them. “They’re not like other people. They don’t have someone to protect them.”

“You’re a little young to be protecting other people, don’t you think?” Laelkii said after her chair had creaked four times.

“I do it,” Alysha said with a tiny shrug. “I must be able to.”

“I’m not sure that’s what I meant,” Laelkii said. She sighed and stared into the fire. A few creaks later, she said, “I miss my husband.”

“When is he coming back?”

“Later this week . . . a couple of nights.”

Alysha nodded. Then said, “You shelter us. That’s protection.”

Laelkii shook her head. “It’s different. You don’t just shelter them . . . you hold them. Even save them, the way you did Rispa. Besides, I’m old enough to have children myself but you . . . you’ve made yourself old.” She smiled. “They’re still innocent, somehow.”

“And I’m not?” Alysha glanced at the older feline. She said softly, “I like doing it.”

“That’s good,” Laelkii said with a chuckle. “Everyone needs a guardian.”

Alysha frowned, ears pricking toward her. “Not everyone is a Rispa, or an Angel.”

Laelkii smiled. “No. But everyone has a little of a Rispa and an Angel in them. Even you.”
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“That was fun,” Angel said as they slipped back into the main room. The return trip had been without incident. “I like her.”

“She’s a good person,” Alysha agreed before picking up the rack of beads and belts she had to wear. The clock was pushing mark three. Alysha had one more dance and then an hour with the customers before she could sneak back into the Academe barracks, but she held the warmth of the preceding hours against the coming cold.

Angel settled on the couch, nodding to Honey before curling up with a sigh. “It would almost be nice to live that way.”

“Almost?” Alysha asked, startled. “Anything’s better than working here, don’t you think?”

Angel chuckled. “I guess.” She plucked at some of the fluff on the sofa’s arm. “But I’ve made friends. People I wouldn’t have met had I been the wife of some gentle man.”

Alysha shook her head. “Don’t be silly, arii. Some things aren’t worth it.”

“I guess not. But some things can also be made bearable.”

Alysha’s ears flicked sideways and she shrugged into the beaded harness, then sat next to Angel so the other girl could hook the clasps.

“Steel?” It was the Harem Rose, the Tam-illee foxine with the empty eyes. “You’re up next and Cinnamon’s almost done. Are you ready?”

“Just about,” Alysha said, rising. She hooked the belt on, smiled at Angel and headed into the hall.

As with them all, Alysha spent the night with a collar around her neck and her body at the disposal of her “clients.” She wondered where Commander West would place her fellow cadets in her limited world. There were people to be protected, people who abused, and everyone else. Could she help it if everyone else reminded her a little too much of the abusers for her to want to reach out to them?
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Alysha fidgeted as she listened to Blue Team’s planning session. They were again planning a frontal assault . . . and through the new snow, to boot. Her tail twitched, and she looked behind her, searching for Commander West. The man was hovering near Gold Team with an inscrutable expression, and she returned her attention to her team members. Gingerly fingering a long bruise she’d acquired on her ribs the previous night, she listened as they argued back and forth about what to do.

“They’ll run us down.”

The words were her own. Her team-members looked at her and Alysha drew in a breath. “Gold Team still has better runners than we do. If we try any more frontal assaults we’ll lose to them. We have to be smart, not fast.”

The Harat-Shar who’d stood guard with her in the only game they’d won that week looked at her, ears canting forward. “What do you suggest?” he asked.

His gaze held only curiosity, unlike the wariness or confusion on the faces of the others who were startled that the usually silent girl was speaking.

“They like to make use of those runners, and a front run is typical of them. We should ambush them and take out the fastest ones, and then we have a better chance of getting to the other side without being caught.”

“Right. So that would mean the Aera, the little Seersa guy, the cheetaine Harat-Shar and the Ciracaana?” the Harat-Shar said.

Alysha nodded.

“How do we draw them out, though?”

Alysha glanced at the huddled Gold Team and grinned. “I don’t think we’ll have to. If we just wait long enough, they’ll get bored and come to us.”

“Grand, let’s do it!” the Harat-Shar said. Their team pressed together and he and some of the others prized an ambush plan from her. They sketched on the ground, scuffing it out hastily as Commander West walked between their groups.

“Time’s up, soldiers. Get out there and let the best team take it!”

Both teams cheered and split up, disappearing into the glittering snowfall of the playing ground. It took a few minutes for the ambushers to creep out into position, leaving less than half of Blue Team to plant and guard the flag. On the shoulder, Alysha squinted out into the fold between the two territories; the ambushers had gone still and looked like snow-covered rocks behind the boulders they used for cover.

The Harat-Shar drew up alongside her. “Will it work?” he asked sotto voce.

Alysha stared into the fold. “It should,” she said. “We have only to wait.”

“I just hope they get bored before the end of the period.”

“A draw is better than losing,” Alysha said.

“I guess. I’d rather win,” he said, grinning at her.

She grinned back.

The sun was beginning to pierce the shadows of the valley when at last Gold Team appeared on the rise. Alysha stood with the Harat-Shar, highly visible against the white snow. Behind her, as agreed, her team milled about, trying hard to look like more people than they were.

As suspected, Gold Team’s scout waved an all-clear and the entire team poured into the valley, yelling their war cry. They’d won so many bouts with their superior speed they had no reason to believe this one would be any different.

As the team passed the halfway mark, Alysha saw her “rocks” start to move. Then they surged from their positions and dashed into the middle of Gold Team’s formation. The melee was so thick she had trouble picking out any one confrontation, but the Harat-Shar had told the ambushers with a grin to come back with their enemies’ flags or on them. Snow new and limbs thrashed, but when Gold Team finally broke past the ambush all of their fastest runners had gone down and a good portion of the rest of their people as well.

“That’s it,” the Harat-Shar said. He looked over his shoulder and said, “Canidad, you and yours go!”

The slender Tam-illee girl nodded. She and the four fastest runners split up and started down the slope, heading for Gold Flag by different routes. Their hope was that one of them would make it through before Gold Team wrested the flag from the five defenders remaining.

Gold Team caught sight of some of the runners and fractured. Ragged clumps started after Canidad’s group, but didn’t really pursue. Other groups doggedly climbed the slope toward Alysha.

“What a mess!” The Harat-Shar said with a laugh. “We should have done this from the beginning.”

“Enjoy it,” Alysha said. “If they’re smart we won’t be able to pull it off again.”

The Harat-Shar grinned and reached for her shoulder. Without thinking, Alysha backed away, leaving him with an outstretched hand and a puzzled look. He shrugged and trotted back toward the flag, leaving Alysha in the snow, hands clenched.

But the remains of Gold Team interrupted her thoughts. Alysha spent several long minutes playing hide and seek with their frustrated members, almost losing her belt on several occasions but succeeding in keeping them busy. It was no surprise to her when the whistle blew before Gold Team could take their flag, and Canidad sprinted triumphantly down the slope with Gold Flag in her hand.

Blue Team spilled into the valley, cheering, and Alysha watched them go. Even the Harat-Shar went down, bouncing and hooting. She stood on the slope, detached from their celebration even as she’d authored it. Gently she touched the bruise on her ribs.

“All right, all right, break it up! That was better! Blue Team, you only have four laps to do. Gold Team, you walked right into the simplest trap in the book! Go give me ten! Go, go!”

She stumbled down after them.

“Cadet, pick up your feet! Let’s see your legs work as hard as your brain did this time.”

She glanced at him . . . but of course he knew she’d set it up. It was in the appraisal in his gaze, and the challenge. She thought he’d be pleased, but some reservation lingered in his face.

“Yes, sir!” Alysha said and threw herself into the run.
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Alysha staggered out of the back rooms and into the main room of Phantasies. Her right hand blindly sought the medkit that rested on the top shelf next to the door, the left covering her swollen eye. She could not report tomorrow with a black eye. Cadets didn’t accidentally acquire black eyes, and fighting was enough excuse to be put on the block for the day.

“Steel, are you all right?” Honey’s face appeared in the mirror as Alysha straightened, a compress to her eye. The beads on the fringe of her bra chinked as she pushed her shoulders back and sighed.

“I’m fine, Honey. Just got thrown around a little.”

Honey wrinkled her nose. “More like you got thrown a right hook. Sit down?”

Alysha nodded and sat on the couch. The two other girls in the room didn’t look her way: the Harem Rose, her body drooping, and Cinnamon, the ice-hard Aera, sat in front of the only viewscreen, listlessly watching the midnight newscast. The girls of Phantasies rarely took an interest in the outside world, and Alysha glanced at the screen, wondering what had piqued their interest.

A shuttle fell in burning flames from the right-hand corner of the frame. Alysha blinked her good eye and leaned forward with a frown.

“What is it?” Angel asked from the corner, but Alysha slid off the sofa and walked to the viewscreen, forgetting the compress.

“Once again, we haven’t had any word of survivors from Flight 4970 from Selnor’s orbital platform. Engineers are saying a rupture in the engine casing may be responsible, and that it’s possible that the entire back end of the shuttle twisted off and was vaporized. This is a terrible tragedy, Martha.”

“Horrible, Joenith. More on this story as it breaks.”

Alysha stared at the pale contrails painted against the star-strewn night. She tried to remember the night with the cookies . . . how many games had she played in Applied Tac since then? Two? Three? What was today?

Throwing her compress to the ground, Alysha grabbed a cloak and pulled it over her beads and bells.

“Steel?” Honey said. “Steel, where are you going?”

“No time, Honey. Find someone to take my second dance slot if I’m not back. I don’t care what you tell Tiell—”

“Steel!”

“Now now, arii!” Alysha new down the hall and onto the street. Puffing white breath in the cold she sought her bearings, then ran south, leaping the alley wall and landing on the straight course on the other side. The port was on the far side of the city, but there were a few infostops on the way that would be open all night and at least one of them had a Pad. Despite that, it still took her too long to reach the port. The emergency vehicles had long since cleared away, leaving only a few investigators milling around the wreckage of the shuttle. She was stopped by the sheer horror of it: the brittle metal bones twisted like so much wax, the shards of metal hither and yon, each surrounded by a dark halo of earth where the snow had melted beneath the metal’s heat. Gathering her cloak around her body, she sucked in a breath and resumed her search.

It was a snipe that finally caught her ear after she’d been pacing around the crash site for ten minutes. Jogging after it, she found what she sought: Laelkii, stretched out on the snow, almost motionless. Alysha dropped beside her and tugged at her arm.

“Laelkii . . . Laelkii!”

“Leave me alone. . . . ”

“You’ll freeze out here. Come on,” Alysha said, swallowing against the sudden lump in her throat. The healer’s wife did not sound miserable, and the dull listlessness in her voice frightened Alysha.

“Leave me alone.”

“No,” Alysha said.

Laelkii threw herself at Alysha, wailing without words, pounding at her with cold fists. Startled, Alysha almost flew over, but she grabbed the Asanii firmly and held her while she sobbed and screeched. Tucking the healer’s wife against her chest, Alysha closed her eyes and rocked, stilling the worst of Laelkii’s flailing.

The wind had long since found all the warm spots under Alysha’s cloak when Laelkii grew quiet. Alysha held her, watching the last of the people leave the crash site, black silhouettes against black ground peeled naked of snow by the heat of the fallen shuttle. She wondered if its passengers had felt pain, or if they’d been incinerated by the force of the explosion that had destroyed the Well nacelles. She wondered if there was an afterlife, and if Nathan was in it . . . angry because he wasn’t still alive, because there were no victims to save. Her tears made the port’s lights glitter unsteadily.

When Laelkii had not moved for several minutes, Alysha slid her other arm beneath the woman’s knees and slowly lifted her. Cradling the Asanii to her breast she began the long walk back to the clinic. She was aware, faintly, of the complaints of her body from the cold and the strain, but she ignored them. She could hear Laelkii’s occasional whimper, and that drove her on, stone-faced.

The door at the clinic recognized Laelkii’s biosign and let them in. Alysha carried her into the den and set her on the sofa, tucking several afghans around her. She kneeled in front of the fireplace and fumbled with the matches and starter logs until she coaxed a few recalcitrant names onto the logs. Then she shucked off her wet cloak and crawled onto the couch, pulling Laelkii’s head onto her lap and stretching an arm out to rest on the afghan-covered body.

How long they sat thus, Alysha wasn’t sure. But the wet croak that came out of Laelkii’s throat bore little resemblance to her usual alto when she finally spoke.

“Oh, Sungod.”

Alysha stroked the fire-dried forelock from Laelkii’s face. She did not allow her shock to reach her eyes, for the woman lying against her seemed to have aged decades since baking cookies and laughing in the kitchen only a few days ago. She had seemed so alive then; now she looked halfway down Nathan’s path.

“Oh, Alysha, I can’t stand it.”

“Sssh,” Alysha said, combing back the gray hair with her fingers. “I’m here.”

Laelkii closed her eyes as tears leaked silently from them.

“I can’t live without him,” she whispered ages later.

“You can. You must,” Alysha said, ears pinning back in alarm. “Laelkii, you’re young.”

“Not so young.”

“Yes so young!” Alysha said, baring her teeth. “Don’t talk nonsense! Nathan wouldn’t have wanted you to follow him tamely into death!”

Laelkii shivered. “No. But he had no idea. . . . ” The sobs broke loose again, and Alysha pulled the Asanii closer. She hadn’t anticipated acting this role for Laelkii. As she ran her hands over the woman’s back again and again, Alysha sought equilibrium and had trouble finding it.

After a while the chafe of her dancer’s gear troubled her. She pulled away to unlatch it, thankful that she hadn’t worn the customer collar with the lock.

“Don’t go!” Laelkii said, clutching her.

“I won’t,” Alysha said gently. “I just want to get out of this.” She checked the shoulders of Laelkii’s gown and said, “You should get out of that wet clothing too.”

Laelkii nodded after a moment, and Alysha helped her struggle out of the dress. She undid her own catches and shook off the beads and chains, relieved if a little uncomfortable with her nudity. She slid back onto the couch and pulled Laelkii back into her arms, ignoring the peculiar sensation of another woman’s body on hers.

It was typical, their silence. Occasionally Laelkii would begin sobbing again and Alysha would clutch her tightly, her gray fur muffling the older woman’s paroxysms.

“There’s not even a body left to mourn. . . . ” Laelkii said after another hour of quiet.

Alysha gently petted her hair back. “You have pictures?”

A muffled whimper and a nod.

“And things he touched, things he treasured,” Alysha said. “And . . . you have his clinic.”

“What am I supposed to do with it?” Laelkii asked bitterly, tears flowing over her cheeks again.

“Be a healer,” Alysha said quietly. “Like he was.”

“No! No-no-no-no,” Laelkii said, turning her face into Alysha’s throat. Another course of weeping, and then she laid limply against the younger feline. “No.”

“I think he would have wanted you to follow his path,” Alysha said softly. “You said yourself you studied for it.”

Laelkii did not reply.

The minutes dragged into hours. Alysha fed the fire and returned to the couch, always to pull the Asanii back into her arms and wrap her in afghans and her gray arms.

“I miss him. I can’t stand it. . . . ”

Alysha only held her fast.

She couldn’t measure the time passing. No chronolog or clock kept time for her in the den, and the night was dark and long in Terracentrus’s winter. Soft flakes of snow floated past the window as Alysha concentrated on her breathing, Laelkii’s, the damp tears that matted her chest’s fur. Her eye still felt sore, though not as much as it had earlier.

“I don’t want the morning to come,” Laelkii whispered later. “Not a morning alone. . . . ”

“I’m here,” Alysha said. “I’ll stay.” She could, if she left shortly thereafter. She’d be late for roll call, but Laelkii needed her. The thought was frightening, distracting, but also soothing. She understood her relationship to those who needed her. It was Laelkii’s sudden transition from normal person to victim that had set her reeling.

What had she said? “A little bit of Angel and Rispa in all of us?”

“But you’ll have to go,” Laelkii said, voice rising. “And then I’ll be alone. . . . ”

“I’ll be back,” Alysha said. “I won’t leave you alone.”

Laelkii looked up at her, brown eyes bloodshot, glassy. “Alysha,” she said, “I’m afraid.”

“I know,” she said, wrapping her arms and legs around the older woman. “But I’m here.”

“Don’t go,” Laelkii whispered, clutching her. “Never go.”

“No,” Alysha said, her own voice shaking before she firmed it.

The night passed in fits and starts. Alysha was never quite sure of the time until she saw the windows had gone gray instead of black. She straightened and gently touched Laelkii’s cheek. “Arii. I have to go to school.”

“I’m afraid—”

“Don’t be afraid. I’ll come back for you.”

“Don’t let it be morning. . . . ”

“You can’t stop the morning,” Alysha said, gentling her voice until it was a hushed murmur.

“I don’t know how to live this way. . . . Oh, Sungod, Alysha, don’t leave!”

Torn, Alysha looked away. She was never sure afterward what made her say, “You can come with me.”

“With you? To the Academe? Would they even let me in?”

“You can join Fleet. We have a medical corps.”

Laelkii shuddered and drew back. “Are you crazy? I can’t do that.” She hid her head in Alysha’s chest, trembling.

“I can’t stay here,” Alysha said after a few minutes. “I have to report in for school. But I’ll come back after the end of the day.”

“I don’t want to be here by myself. Where he and I . . . he and I . . . ” She couldn’t finish, and Alysha hugged her again.

“I’ll be back,” she promised.

Extricating herself from the older woman was hard, not because she was holding on but because Alysha couldn’t bear to leave her by herself on the couch. She found an old shirt and pair of pants in the clinic and let herself out. The cold air hit her like a wall, and her body reported a dozen aches and cramps from spending the night huddled in the same position. And she felt wet and hurt inside, from watching the pain in a friend’s face.

She would bear it for Laelkii, because she could.

Alysha forced herself down the street, back toward the Academe.
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She returned that evening and tried the door, only to find it locked. No one answered her chimes, and no lights illumined the inside of the house. Concerned, Alysha trotted around the perimeter, peering into each window, but she could see no one, hear no sound. No one answered her calls later from Phantasies either. This pattern repeated for several days, each day adding to her worries. Had Laelkii chosen her husband’s last road?

On the playing field, Alysha found it difficult to invest herself in the games. She listened to the strategies, half-hearted, offering only occasional suggestions. It was not until the Harat-Shar offered the frontal assault strategy again that she rose from her reverie.

“That’s crazy.”

Blue Team looked at her. Alysha wiped at her eyes and said, “If we ram them the way we used to, they’ll just trap us the way we’ve been doing them.”

“So what do you think we should do?” the Harat-Shar said, almost as if he’d been planning the question. There was a studied innocence on his face even she in her distraction couldn’t miss.

Alysha stared at their scribbled lines in the snow. “Actually, a frontal assault might work . . . in groups.”

His brows lifted, and she leaned forward and drew out her thoughts.

“Leave the flag completely unguarded?” one of them asked incredulously. “Is that wise?”

“No. That’s why it’ll work,” Alysha said. She knew they should guard the flag, but could not work up the energy to care.

“I say we try it,” the Harat-Shar said. “We haven’t won again since that last time.”

The team shrugged and nodded.

Once again Alysha found herself on the topmost slope, this time planting the flag in the most inhospitable location, full of sliding pebbles and snow-slick rocks. The rest of her team formed into its three-person eggs as soon as the whistle blew.

Alysha twisted in time to see the eggs shooting off into the fold. Each three-person team went in a different direction, with its one forward guard to tackle any comers and its rear guard to handle ambushes, and its sole runner, the protected one, to try to reach Gold Flag. It was so crazy it might work. Alysha went back to climbing the slope. No one had planted Blue Flag here yet thanks to the sharp stones.

When she turned, her team had dispersed and she saw no signs of Gold Team. She hadn’t really considered how her position would rob her of any knowledge of the outcome of her plan. Sitting on a rock, Alysha waited. No yells floated back to her perch, nor any whistle to signal the end of the game. Growing bored, she climbed down and strode toward the fold. No sign of either team. Many of the members must be out of the game to have the meld so empty.

Alysha walked cautiously into Gold Team territory. Finding no opposition, she headed toward the flash of gold.

When she reached the flag and found no guard she was utterly mystified. She reached out and grabbed the pole, then jerked it from the earth.

The whistle blew and both teams poured back onto the meld. This time Blue Team headed straight for her, and before she could pause or speak had engulfed her, cheering and laughing.

“You did it, you did it!” they said, and she was too tired to pull away . . . and indeed, in their eyes, she saw the same laughter and stability she’d seen in Laelkii’s not so many days past. She wondered how much of Rispa and Angel there was in any of them, and when it would appear, and found herself hugging the Harat-Shar.

“Hey, that was great!” he said, startled by her touch. Then he hugged her back tightly and beamed. “We all got knocked out . . . every single one of us. Except you. You were the last one in the game! We were afraid it would be forfeit ’cause you’d never cross over. . . . ”

“I almost didn’t,” Alysha admitted. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Baner,” he said with a grin and then whooped.

Blue Team pushed in on her, and she found herself pulled from one embrace to another, found people slapping her shoulder and pumping her hand. She let them, amazed at how easy it was. When they left, she almost collapsed.

“All right, all right, break it up!” Commander West roared. “Blue Team, that was insane! Five laps, and fast! Gold Team, give me ten, and work harder next time! Go, go!”

They set off at a run, and Alysha after them. But she glanced over her shoulder and when she did, she found West grinning after her.
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Alysha walked toward the barracks, heading to her room to nap in the half-hour between Applied Tac and History. The churning flow of students in the hall did not fill her with distaste as it had before, but exhaustion drove her to lean against the wall until the crush had cleared away. Closing her eyes, she held her data tablet to her breast and listened to hundreds of pairs of boots scuffing the floor.

It was the shuffling set that made her finally open her eyes and glance down the near-empty hall, curious about what kind of cadet could walk with such obvious uncertainty.

And then she pushed herself from the wall and joined Laelkii, who wore cadet blue and black as hesitantly as she stood upright. Her red-rimmed eyes held weariness and her mouth trembled at the corners as if damming back tears, but her hair had been combed and braided to meet regulation, and she was clean and neat.

Alysha stood across from her, then put a hand on her shoulder. Laelkii rolled her lip between her teeth, looked down. Alysha glanced at her, then at her data tablet with its blinking room assignment.

“Come on,” she said, her voice quiet in the empty hall. “I’ll help you find your place.”
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  Blood Money

 

Even two years into the routine, Alysha’s heart still pounded when she stole back to her bed on campus. The forested edge of the Academe grounds proffered better cover for her approach, but she had to sprint the last twenty feet to the barracks door. Sucking her breath in softly, Alysha closed her eyes, listening to the hiss of the wind through the thin grasses, her hands pressed to the bark of a weathered birch. She pulled the silence of the predawn woods into her body with her next breath, then released herself to the open field.

The crete wall of the barracks slammed into her side and Alysha grabbed at it, claws splaying as she panted. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw only the empty field, the nearest grasses still waving. A shadow briefly darkened the grass, a morning’s winged predator passing. Caution held her taut until she was certain she hadn’t been seen, then she sighed and pushed herself upright.

Alysha stopped, touched the wall, and bit back a curse. Short, deep punctures laced it, eight arranged in two sprays. She glanced at her fingertips, powdered with crete specks. Her ears flattened to her head. Nathan Lifeweave had implanted the breathnache claws a year ago, and she usually remembered to control their exposure, unless under duress. She didn’t think anyone would link the holes to her, but it bothered her that she’d forgotten to keep her claws velveted again.

Sunrise wouldn’t wait much longer. She slipped into the barracks, straightening. From here she could pretend she’d been walking to the bathroom if anyone saw her. She strode into the shadowed corridor.

A figure thumped into her, and she caught a glimpse of a face, purple eyes. Alysha bounced against the wall, holding out a hand. “Excuse me. . . . ”

The student was already jogging away, hunched over. Perplexed, Alysha stared after him. Was he in pain? Had he just come from the bathroom, or some other room? He looked like he was carrying something. Had he seen her coming in the door?

Alysha shivered and padded back to her room. Her roommate didn’t even turn over when she slid into her bunk on the other side of the room. She rested on her stomach, hands folded beneath her cheek and the soft gold pillow Rispa had given her mounded beneath her chest. The marks across her back and buttocks were not visible—Tiell preferred his dancers look whole—but she could feel them beneath her short fur, throbbing. When he’d first allowed crops in the back rooms, the resulting injuries had made her clumsy, chased sleep away.

But it was true that a body could grow accustomed to anything, and the hour’s rest before reveille was precious. Alysha twisted until she no longer ached quite as badly and fell asleep a few minutes later.
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“Hey, morning, arii!”

Alysha glanced up, squinting against the sunlight. “Good morning, Baner.”

The Harat-Shariin tigraine dropped onto the bench beside her, a towel thrown over one striped shoulder. His muscles flexed conspicuously beneath his stretchsuit as he leaned back. “How’s it going today?”

Alysha snorted, though she couldn’t quite suppress the smile. “Your posturing won’t work on me,” she said, massaging oil into her foot pad. “You should know that by now.”

“Hey! Shouldn’t stop a man from trying, eh? You look tired. Sleeping okay?”

“Passably,” Alysha said. She finished with her feet and tried to work the kinks out of her shoulders. “As well as I ever do, I guess.”

Baner grinned. “At least you’ll notice the marauder if he comes for you.”

“What are you talking about now, Baner?” Alysha said, laughing.

“Somebody’s making off with people’s things while they sleep. It’s spring, so it’s probably some senior pranking. They get feisty on the home stretch.”

Alysha quieted, concentrated on braiding her hair back.

“What?”

“I don’t like pranks,” she said, tying off the bottom of her hair with a band.

“We’ll probably do it ourselves when we get to senior level,” the tigraine said, waving a hand. “It’s not that important.”

“It’s not kind,” Alysha said.

Baner chuckled. “Oh, come on. What part of the Academe is kind, arii? The world’s not kind. The universe surely isn’t. What kind of place would this be if it didn’t prepare us for unkindness?”

“I don’t know,” Alysha said. “I only wonder what the universe would be like if we didn’t go into it, prepared for meanness of spirit.”

“Pranking’s not mean-spirited!”

“Stealing is.”

Baner opened his mouth, then closed it and looked away, ears flattening.

Alysha forced a smile. “Come on. That’s Commander West coming out of the gym. We’d better get into formation.”

“Yeah,” the Harat-Shar said.

Alysha padded to the edge of the arena, a square of hard-packed earth fifteen feet to a side marked off by white paint. Other cadets converged there as the commander strolled their way, and their murmured conversation ebbed away as they found their place in line. Alysha stood near the middle, already still, waiting; today the line came to order before West arrived, saving them from one of his lectures on punctuality and respect for senior officers. For a Terran Marine dragged out of retirement and pinned with an arbitrary Fleet rank, he had a lot to say about proper command chains.

Human, medium height, powerfully built and still in shape despite his age, West stood across the circle from them, hands on his hips. His muddy hazel eyes glinted in the sunlight as he glared at them.

“Not too shabby,” he said, after an interminable period of scrutiny. “Hayden, your hair’s in your face again, but the rest of you are acceptable. Let’s get to the good stuff, then.”

“Yes, sir!” they answered. Alysha suppressed her grin. West was the only teacher who required this kind of display. It seemed faintly ridiculous still, even after two years.

“Something funny, Forrest?”

“No, sir!”

He stopped in front of her. “Are you certain?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Well, since you’re so alert this morning, into the arena with you.”

That had to be a joke, given the circles under her eyes. Nevertheless, Alysha stepped onto the square, muscles tensing. They’d been doing unarmed combat practice for a few weeks now, with only two other pairs trying out their new skills in the arena. Arena fights were expected to be fought without holding back; West’s words had been, “That’s why we have a Medplex on campus.”

“Anyone here want to have a go at Cadet Forrest?”

The muffled snicker was unmistakably Baner’s. Alysha rolled her eyes. The man had no concept of restraint.

“Mr. Ajasiin. I take it you’d like to jump the cadet?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Any cockier and she’ll grind you into the dirt with your own smirk, mister.”

“Yes, sir!”

A wave of stifled laughter ran down the line of cadets. Alysha shook her head, but couldn’t help grinning.

“Get out there before I slap you myself, Ajasiin!”

“Aye, sir! Yes, sir!”

Baner jumped into the square with her, smiling broadly. She shook her head and murmured, “You’re lucky he’s in such a good mood.”

“If he wasn’t, I’d get the sympathy of all the pretty girls, and maybe some of the nicer guys.”

“Baner!” she hissed, then laughed. “You’re irrepressible.”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

“Enough talking!” West bellowed. “First person to yield loses! If you refuse to yield before you get pummeled, it’s not my responsibility! If you refuse to yield before you seriously injure yourself, it’s not my responsibility! If you refuse to yield before you bleed to death, I will personally follow you into hell and give you the reaming of several lifetimes! Go!”

Alysha snatched Baner’s tail and pulled. The Harat-Shar bleated, sending another ripple of laughter through the watching cadets. Jumping away, Alysha waited for him, grinning.

“That was most unsportsmanish,” Baner said, rubbing his hind end and backing away from her. His smile showed teeth not entirely human. “But I’m not afraid of you.”

“So, show me.”

He leaped for her and she ducked. She let him chase her around the edges of the square, keeping her distance. He was playing with her; she’d seen Baner use his body as a weapon when he wanted to, enough to make her wonder if he’d been in real fights before.

“You’re not convincing me, you know,” Alysha said. Neither of them was breathing heavily, but the sun was warmer than she liked. Beads of oil-sweat began to collect around the neckline of her stretchsuit.

A stillness came to his crouch that set her fur on end. “I know,” Baner said, then lunged.

She’d never seen anyone move so quickly. One breath he was on his side of the circle, the next her spine thudded against the hard earth and clouds of dust choked her throat. Baner straddled her, trying to push his hands around her throat.

“I’ve been dying to be on top of you,” he joked as his fingers strained for her neck.

“Dream on,” Alysha said through locked teeth, and thrust him off her. She rolled to her feet as Baner circled her.

“Come on!” West called from outside the square. “Is this a fight or a dance?”

“Come for me,” Alysha said, grinning.

Baner leaped, and this time she grabbed his arms and let him bowl her over. Her feet reached for his belly before she hit the ground, letting the breath knock from her before punching up with her feet.

It should have surprised him, sent him flying out of the square and ending the bout. But he didn’t let go of her arms. The Harat-Shar landed on his knees behind her head and laughed, leaned over, and kissed her full on the mouth.

Her awareness exploded from the pit of her hips: from the abused lower body out to the throbbing welts beneath her fur. Rage surged after it, wiping away the sun, the smell of earth and wind. All she could feel was another man on her back. All she could taste was another unwanted tongue down her throat. All she knew was hatred, white hatred that wiped everything away.

“Forrest! Forrest! Damn it, get off him!”

Alysha let West pull her off Baner, blood dripping from her claws. The iron tang of it struck her almost physically, and with it rushed the rest of the scene: the arena, not the back room; the cadets, not the patrons; Baner, not a man who’d paid to rape her. “Baner!”

The Harat-Shar was rising, shakily, to his feet. “It’s okay. It looks worse than it is.” He staggered. “Okay, maybe it’s worse than it looks.”

“Lightfoot, Jasek, get Ajasiin to the Medplex! Move! The rest of you, back to practice. Two on two. What are you staring at? Go!”

Alysha knelt on the ground, shivering. She felt West’s stare on her back.

“Forrest. Get up.”

She stumbled to her feet.

West studied her, but she kept her eyes on the ground at his feet. His voice, when he at last spoke, was softer than she’d been expecting. “Not holding your punches doesn’t mean the same thing as going into a killing frenzy, Cadet.”

“I know, sir.”

“Can you explain to me why you almost nailed a hole through Mr. Ajasiin’s chest?”

Alysha thought of Phantasies, of Tiell and the endless parade of beasts that passed through her room, her body. She swallowed. “No, sir.”

“Forrest, I can’t make you tell me anything . . . but I’d hate to see your career wasted because you couldn’t control your rages. Whatever it is you hate so much, you won’t find it here, so leave it wherever it came from. Understood?”

Alysha closed her eyes. “Yes, sir.”

“Now go see that Harat-Shar and make sure he’s going to live.”

“Aye, sir.”

The healers in the Medplex were still working on Baner when she arrived. Alysha sat in the waiting room and fidgeted as the sweat cooled on her body.

“Alysha?”

She glanced up to find Laelkii standing in front of her. The older woman’s hair had more white than gray now, but her eyes had lost their vague drift in the year since Nathan’s death. Her body filled out the uniform much better, though she still managed to look more like a civilian than a cadet.

Laelkii crouched across from her. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to see the Harat-Shar,” she said.

The older woman started. “Not the one with the claw swipes . . . oh . . . Alysha—”

“It’s not what you’re thinking. He wasn’t trying to hurt me. We were in practice. We were supposed to be fighting.”

“Sun and stars,” Laelkii murmured. “We’re lucky you didn’t stop the boy’s heart with those knives in your hands.” She touched Alysha’s knee. “Arii, are you okay?”

“I’m not worried about me.”

“Still . . . ”

“Please, Laelkii.” Alysha’s ears lowered. “Not here.”

“Later then,” the woman said. “I’m assisting this shift. Let’s talk after?”

Alysha hesitated, then nodded. In some ways it was a relief to have at least one person on campus who knew both her lives, and condemned her for neither. “I’d like that.”

Laelkii smiled, touched her cheek. “Go easy on yourself.” She stood and padded back into the Medplex.

The healers admitted Alysha ten minutes later. She hesitantly approached Baner’s bedside. The student’s chest had three strips of patchtape from collarbone to the end of his ribs. She was relieved to find the haloarch open; the doctor would have left it closed had it been necessary to monitor vital signs or maintain any fields.

“Baner?” she said, hushed.

He lifted his head, then let it drop back. “Angels, Alysha. Remind me not to make you angry.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, touching his hand. “I . . . it wasn’t you.”

He smiled a little. “I figured.”

Her ears dipped. “Baner . . . ”

“Look, we don’t have to talk about it. I’ve been enough places to have seen reactions like that.”

Alysha seesawed between panic and surprise. “You’re not angry at me?”

“Inverses, no! If anything, I’m worried.” He grinned. “But you didn’t hear me say that.”

“I’m fine,” she said firmly.

“Yeah,” he answered. “I’m glad to hear that.”

They stared at one another for a few minutes, then Alysha left. She couldn’t guess what he suspected, but she didn’t dare ask. Her secrets had to remain her own if she wanted to stay at the Academe.
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“And then he just looked at you?”

“Like he didn’t believe me,” Alysha said, hissing. “Careful there.”

Laelkii nodded, skirting the area and moving higher. She settled white hands on Alysha’s upper back and resumed the massage. “So he suspects something.”

“I guess he’d be stupid not to. How many people do you know launch into berserk rages while sparring in school?” Alysha asked wearily. The remains of a light lunch littered the blanket near them, and the somnolence of the afternoon, the play of dappled shadows over her body and Laelkii’s hands on her shoulders dissipated the tension that had held her alert all morning. Working nights left her exhausted—only fear of discovery kept her awake through the day.

“I wonder how much, though,” Laelkii mused. “It’s unusual for Harat-Shar to be aware of sexual dysfunction. . . . It’s not a common occurrence among them. It’s more likely that he thinks someone beat you up. Whatever the case, I seriously doubt he thinks it’s ongoing. It only takes one traumatizing event to imprint that kind of behavior on a person.”

Alysha shivered as the older woman’s hands fingered a knot at the base of her neck. “Maybe I worry too much.”

“Maybe you do.”

“West probably thinks I’m some sort of loose cannon. . . . ”

“I sincerely doubt that,” Laelkii said, pressing her thumbs against the base of the girl’s skull. “West is older than us both and has probably packed twice the experience into those years. They didn’t pluck him out of retirement to teach kids for his good looks. He’s got a sharp eye for what makes people run.” She paused to work more lotion into her fingers. “You couldn’t ask for a better mentor.”

“A loud, intense and inscrutable mentor old enough to be my father?”

Laelkii chuckled. “Oh yes. Trust me, it could be worse. He could be a quiet, intense and inscrutable mentor old enough to be your father. Then he’d steal your heart. The quiet ones always do.”

The wind filled in the silence, and Alysha let it even as she felt the trembling of Laelkii’s body through the woman’s fingers. She let her voice rise under the wind. “Does it still hurt as much as it did?”

Laelkii’s hands pressed flat to her lower back and rested there, then resumed their motion. “It’s not as bad. I go for days without thinking of him, until I see something that reminds me of him . . . a flower he used to pick for tea, a barrette he gave me. I still miss him, but wounds heal. Slowly, but they heal.”

“I’m glad,” Alysha said in a low voice.

“Me too,” Laelkii said, bending over to kiss the base of her spine affectionately. “Just goes to show you inscrutable mentors don’t necessarily come in packages old enough to be your parents.”

Alysha chuckled. “Yes, mom.” She ducked the light swat with a grin.
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Alysha exercised a tight control on herself in the following days, determined to avoid repeating the incident with Baner. She was aware of West’s scrutiny at the oddest times: pulling a blow, rubbing hands that ached with the strain of holding in her claws, staying on the ground a little longer than normal when struck. It was difficult to hold energy when she was spending it all trying not to hurt customers at work, then going directly to school and trying not to hurt students in PhysEd. Four hours of sleep barely fueled her. She found herself drooping in class, and her grades sagged with her heavy head.

Baner’s return from the Medplex greatly cheered her, and his ease around her, while it puzzled her, relaxed the other students again. Grateful for his banter, Alysha lost some of her anxiety and enjoyed class again, despite her exhaustion.

“Good morning, Alysha.”

“Baner . . . ” She twisted to look up at him. She paused, then let out her breath and smiled. “Good morning.”

He dropped next to her and grinned. “That took a lot out of you coming. I was half-hoping it would be something a little more meaningful. Like maybe, ‘Baner, you handsome devil, why don’t you stop by my bunk tonight?’”

She laughed. “You never do stop trying, do you.”

“It would be conduct unbecoming for a Harat-Shar.”

Alysha tucked a strand of hair behind an ear. “Baner, I wanted to thank you. For . . . not avoiding me after I nearly put a hole in you.”

“Three holes, actually. I wanted to keep the manly-looking scars to charm the ladies, but the healers would have nothing of it.”

Alysha blushed. “Baner—”

“Seriously, arii. I’ve been thinking about what you said.” He grew quiet, watched two of their classmates jog past. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe the world’s unkind because people are unkind. Maybe we’re all so afraid of being hurt that we hurt others—preemptive action, to take away people’s power to hurt just in case they were thinking of using it. If that’s true . . . well, it would be pretty sad, and I wouldn’t want to be part of it.” He patted her shoulder and stood. “See you in practice.”

“Yeah,” she answered, and watched him stride away. A grin flitted over her full lips—he would make a good captain one day. And a handsome one. Chuckling softly, she went back to rubbing oil into her foot pads.
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Alysha was about to step into her quarters for a nap before work when Laelkii rounded the corner.

“Laelkii?” she said, startled when the woman stopped and the tracks of tears caught the light from the overheads. “Laelkii! What is it?”

“Alysha . . . I don’t know what happened, I must have misplaced it and I can’t find it . . . my picture. My picture of Nathan. It’s gone!”

“Gone? I can’t imagine you misplacing something like that,” Alysha said, frowning.

“Please, arii, will you help me look for it?”

Alysha caught her elbow. “Of course! Let’s go.”

Laelkii led the way down the hall to freshman territory and into her assigned room. Her half had been rummaged, the blankets mussed. Open drawers attested to Laelkii’s previous attempt.

“You looked already?”

“Everywhere . . . I can’t find it!”

“Sssh,” Alysha said, touching the woman’s face. “Don’t. We’ll find it.” She turned. “It has to be here somewhere.”

Together they resumed searching for the picture. Alysha remembered it: a viseo snapshot of the Tam-illee foxine in a short blue cloak. The wind had ruffled his hair and the edges of his clothing, and there had been a vitality and spontaneity to the man’s pose that strongly recalled his personality. Nathan had not often relaxed enough to show it off, but he’d had a dazzling smile. Laelkii had painstakingly sorted through a viseo of them until she’d frozen the shot. She could do it again, but chances were she’d never quite catch the same moment.

Cadet quarters were small. Alysha and Laelkii went through the space twice before Laelkii sat on her bunk and covered her face with her hands. “Oh, Balance, it’s gone.”

“Are you sure you misplaced it?” Alysha asked.

“What else could I have done?”

Alysha glanced at the empty hall, ears flattening. “Nothing. But someone might have taken it.”

“Taken it?” Laelkii stared at her. “But who . . . you don’t mean that marauder, do you? Why would he bother stealing an old woman’s picture?”

“When was the last time you saw it?”

“A few days ago. . . . I took it out to look at it.” Laelkii looked at her knees. “Sometimes I do that, just to feel him again. You know.” She took in a long, thin breath. “Then I put it back in the drawer. I remember doing it. Maybe . . . maybe it was stolen. Why, though, Alysha?”

“I don’t know,” Alysha said, sitting next to her.

“I just want my picture back,” Laelkii said softly, leaning against her. “I . . . I have others. But that one meant something to me.”

“I know,” Alysha said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and squeezing. “We’ll get it back.”

Laelkii nodded, sniffled. The tiny sound knotted Alysha’s stomach.

The anger rode with her through the alleys a few hours later. An early spring rain had washed the city’s corners, and Alysha avoided the puddles on her way to Phantasies more out of habit than attention. The picture fit the marauder’s pattern; he tended to sneak away with small, personal items easily carried in a hand, never worth too much money but always meaningful to the people who owned them.

Alysha stopped at the back door of the club to rest her forehead against the wall. The cool, humid air brushed her cheeks, pushed by a small breeze down the alley. Her anger would not serve her at work. Control—always control. She drew in a breath and opened the door, padding down the hallway.

The sound of weeping drew her ears immediately. Alysha stopped at the dressing room.

On a purple couch, Angel sat hunched over a data tablet, her wings drooping onto the cushions. Her sobs had a familiar violence, the wracking sound of a grief too large to fit into quieter, more polite tears. Alysha slipped to the edge of the couch and sat on the floor, resting a hand on the Malarai’s knee. “Angel?”

“Steel,” the girl said, gulping. “Steel, oh, Naemfili, my uncle . . . my uncle is dead!”

Alysha hadn’t even known Angel had an uncle, but she reached to the girl and drew her down into her arms. Angel clutched her, fingers digging into her shoulders and back, and sobbed into her neck. Alysha pet the spiral curls and held on, waiting for the paroxysms to fade. Then, softly, “Uncle?”

“My uncle . . . he was sick. I was paying his bills with this job. Now he’s gone. . . . ”

“Arii!” Alysha drew back, eyes wide. “Does that mean . . . that means you can leave!”

Angel trembled. “I guess so.”

“Guess so?” Rispa had long ago escaped, her journey funded by Alysha’s earrings. That Angel too might fly the cage set Alysha’s heart racing. Honey didn’t mind the work. The Harem Rose was already so broken her rehabilitation would require professional aid, and even then might not help her return to society. Cinnamon . . . no one knew what Cinnamon wanted. But Angel . . . Angel could still be saved. “Arii! You have to leave!”

“But I have nowhere to go! I have nothing! Steel, my uncle was my only family. I sold everything we had to pay for his treatment. When I ran out of that, I . . . I came here.” Angel lifted her eyes to Alysha’s, said with remarkable calm, “I sold myself. But now there’s nothing left. I have no money, no home, no family. I don’t even have any real work experience. Any education past finishing school.”

Alysha could see the Malarai talking herself out of freedom with every word, couldn’t stand it. “Angel!” She shook the girl’s shoulders. “Angel, stop! Stop talking that way! I have money, enough for you to go somewhere, set yourself up. It won’t be enough for school, but it’ll be enough to live for a while until you get your bearings.”

“You would do that for me?” Angel whispered. “Steel, that money . . . ”

“I know,” Alysha said, touching her lips. She didn’t want to hear the girl name how she’d earned the money. “But I want you to do it. I want you to get away from here.”

“Steel—”

“Please, Angel.”

The Malarai swallowed, then her chin lifted and her gaze steadied. She cleared her throat. “My name is Liset, Line Insendere.”

“Liset,” Alysha said. She smiled softly. “I’m Alysha Forrest.”

Honey’s voice cut the silence. “Steel! Steel, where are you? You’re up in ten minutes!”

“Pack whatever you want to take tonight and wait for me in the dressing room,” Alysha said. “I’ll slip out between my back room customers and get the money to you just before I leave. Okay?”

The Malarai nodded, her ringlets bouncing around her face. She rested her hands on her knees, and her gaze remained steady—clear, despite the glistening marks that painted her cheeks. She was already shedding the mien that had served her in Phantasies, and the new one replacing it set a-flame a fierce pride in Alysha.

She danced that night without her customary contempt. Triumph made it difficult even to acknowledge the costumes, the stage, the people inhabiting her back rooms. Her errand to the bank, where a sleepy teller ran her through her ID checks with the boredom of the graveyard shift-worker, briefly brought her back to the gray world. The sixteen coins in her hand were worth fifteen hundred fin—all of her paltry savings, built against the tuition hike forecast for next year. But she could earn that money again. It was worth the humiliation, the shame and anger in the back rooms, just to know that Angel had flown free.

She returned to find her final customer not scheduled for another half an hour. Bag of coins in hand, she ducked into the dressing room to find Angel alone and asleep. The Malarai had turned down the lights and rested on the couch, wings awkwardly curled around her body. She cradled a small pouch in her arms and whispered as she dreamed, a faint frown marring her brow.

Alysha sat beside Angel’s head and ran her fingers through the girl’s hair. She glanced through the room, satisfying herself that they really were alone, then she leaned down until her lips hovered near Angel’s ear. She sang then, in a low, soft alto, a lullaby in Meridan, from the set she’d translated for the library before her graduation from finishing school . . . one of the ones that reminded her of her father. An Exodus lullaby, for another Pelted refugee fleeing an intolerable place for freedom, and the stars.


    Will you come back again?


    Will you come back again?


    Not today, she said.


    Not tomorrow, she said.


    Not a thousand thousand days from ever.


    That was Holly’s whisper.


    Holly’s whisper.

  

Angel’s brow had smoothed by the end of the lullaby, and Alysha remained beside her, stroking the gold curls back from the girl’s face. She left the bag of coins in Angel’s open hand before leaving to attend her final customer.

When she glanced back into the room on her way to the Academe, Angel was gone. Alysha smiled, closed her eyes, and the warmth in her lasted all the way to her bunk in the barracks where, curled with her cheek against the pillow Rispa had made for her, she slept without dreams, without nightmares.
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“Ready for a little more sparring, arii?”

Alysha glanced up at Baner. “Do you have to have so much energy in the morning?”

Baner thumped his chest. “Nothing like exercise to give you a good night’s rest! I’m sure you could use a little exercise yourself. I know just the kind that makes for a nice, deep sleep. . . . ”

“Oh, Baner!” Alysha said, laughing despite herself.

“Better. You looked half-asleep there, and you know West would just jump on you like a buzzard on a binghound with that dazed look in your eyes.” Baner leaned against the back of the bench, squinting at the grounds. Several classes were doing their warm-ups, and a few of their year-mates had hit the practice mat early, working through the techniques West had taught them the day before. “Rumor is he’s going to toss another couple into the arena again.”

There had been no arena fights since her unfortunate episode with Baner earlier. Alysha’s ears pinned back. It was hard to be upset after Angel—no, Liset’s flight the previous night, but thinking of the arena pinched her mood. “I’m sure they’ll do well.”

“As long as it’s not us,” Baner said, grinning at her. “A fifteen-foot square is no place for a man to straddle a girl. Unless it’s a square of pillows, and the whole family’s invited.”

Alysha’s ears skewed. Idle comments like that made her realize how Honey could survive Phantasies with an unruffled soul. “Baner . . . ”

“Sorry,” he said, and there was honest apology in his voice.

“It’s okay,” she said, smiling at him. “Let’s get in line before West catches us and lobs us back in that unappetizing fifteen-foot square.”

West didn’t send them into the square, but another two cadets who charged and grappled and grunted their way through a bout to the enthusiastic yells of their comrades. It ended the way arena fights were supposed to end: with one student bloody-nosed and the other smugly strutting until West ripped their egos to the dirt dissecting their performance. Chastened but still high on adrenaline, the two students rejoined the others, and West sent them out to do one-on-one sparring.

Alysha found herself enjoying the exercise. Her partner for the first two rounds danced her around their circle with enviable grace, and she learned a great deal from the looseness of his body and movements. At the switch-chime, she saluted him with a grin and jogged off to get a drink of water.

“Any hotter and I’ll fry!” Baner said from behind her.

“I don’t find it that bad,” Alysha said, lifting her head from the water fountain’s spray. “Besides, it looks like rain.”

“Not the weather, woman! The girl I was sparring with! What a body!”

Alysha rolled her eyes and pulled back from the fountain. “Baner, really—”

A few seniors were jogging past on their way to the track, shadows muted by the clouds obscuring the sun. One of them stopped to re-tie a shoe, and something about his posture struck off memories in her mind.

“Alysha?”

She ignored the Harat-Shar and trotted toward the other student. The closer she came, the more the resemblance solidified. A tendril of anger uncurled in her and she broke into a jog. “Excuse me!”

The cadet glanced back at her; she was still too far to see him well as he turned and ran.

“Hey, wait!” Alysha called. She dashed after him as the sky rumbled.

“Alysha! What are you doing?”

“Stop!” Alysha called. The senior looked over his shoulder at her again, and this time she saw them: purple eyes, set in a face straight out of memory. The cadet slinking through the corridors . . . and he recognized her.

“Thief!” The word rang from her before she could stop it.

“Alysha!” Baner was close enough to reach for her now, but she was closer still to the senior. She grabbed his arm and they all tumbled into a heap on the ground.

“Thief!” Alysha said again. “Give Laelkii back her picture!”

“What are you talking about?” the man said, gasping. “Get the hell off me, sophie!”

“You! You’re the marauder!” Alysha said. “Don’t add lying to the bill with stealing!”

A drop of rain splashed to the ground beside them as the senior pushed away from them, scrambling to his feet. “I don’t have to answer to any sophie. Go snivel to your friends.”

Baner glanced from her to the senior. “Alysha . . . ”

“He’s the marauder,” Alysha said, never lifting her eyes from the man. “Don’t you have anything better to do than to steal in your free time?” she asked, tail lashing. “Or did all the ethics classes roll completely through your empty ears?”

A few of the seniors and sophomores had drifted toward them as the clouds sprinkled, dotting the ground with darker splotches.

“I don’t have to take talk like that from underclassmen,” the senior said, stepping toward her.

“Fine officer you’ll make,” Alysha hissed. “Stealing, lying, and now threatening your juniors? People will fall on their swords rather than serve someone like you! Admit it! You’re the marauder! Give back the things you stole!”

“So I took the damn things!” the man yelled back at her. “The world’s not fair, sophie! Who you gonna cry to when the universe slaps you one in the big bad out-there? Huh?”

Alysha bared her teeth, gathering her anger. Her fur stood on end, muscles tense as the rain hardened. “There’s the universe . . . and then there are your brothers. At least I don’t stab my brothers in the back and call it a learning experience.”

“Bitch!” He leapt for her.

“Alysha, don’t!”

She met him, claws out. They hit the ground, spattering mud. He grabbed for her neck and she wrapped her hand around his wrist, digging her claws into his flesh. He screamed and jerked away. There was never a contest between muscles and breathnache. Her claws peeled back his skin and snapped the connective tissue between wrist and elbow.

The man stumbled away and made the mistake of grabbing the injury. When his fingers skidded across slick bone, he screamed again and fainted.

“What is going on here!” The bellow scattered the watching cadets, leaving Commander West enough room to plow into the middle of the blood and rain. “Jesus Christ on a toaster!”

Alysha didn’t move, still on her hands and knees. She couldn’t bring herself to rise. She’d never tried to hurt anyone with her new claws. The feeling of ligaments and tendons bouncing back from her fingers as she raked them . . . she shuddered. The bones would have come apart like butter had she tried for them. She wanted to vomit.

“Forrest, what the hell just happened here?”

“Sir!” Baner stepped between them. “I saw the whole thing, sir!”

“I didn’t ask you what happened, Ajasiin. Get out of my way!”

“Sir, he attacked her first!”

“What part of ‘get out of my way’ didn’t you understand? Stand down, or I’ll knock you there!”

Baner grimaced and stepped aside.

Alysha looked up at West. Her hair fell over her shoulders to tangle in the mud. “The senior cadet is the marauder responsible for stealing everyone’s things, sir. I called him a thief. We had a philosophical disagreement.”

“And since the man disagreed with your point of view, you took it upon yourself to tear his wrist to the bone?” He stared into her eyes, and something about his expression mystified Alysha. The anger was there, but it was almost as if he wanted her to say something, something specific.

“I . . . yes, sir.”

“Is that all you have to say, Forrest?”

She looked down. The blood on her hands sent a shiver down her spine. “Yes, sir.”

“Dammit, Forrest,” he said, almost too low for her to hear over the rain. Louder, “You and you, get that boy to the Medplex before he loses his fingers. The rest of you, what are you staring at? Get back to work! Except you, Mr. Ajasiin. I want you to run me five laps. Maybe that’ll tire that flippant tongue of yours. As for you . . . ” He looked down at her again as the others dispersed. “You know I’m going to have to report this, Cadet.”

“Yes, sir,” she said softly. The rain pattered around them.

West growled. “Go clean yourself up. The commandant will want to see you shortly.”

“The commandant?” Alysha repeated, choking back a tiny sound. She’d known her punishment would be harsh, but severe enough to be meted out by the commandant? When West did not reply, she ducked her head. “Aye, sir.”

He left her in the rain. She tucked herself into a ball and pressed her forehead to her knees, struggling for composure. She could still smell the blood, feel the flesh parting, and her revulsion gagged her. But she could not, just could not regret the encounter. The senior was wrong. The universe was harsh enough without betraying the trust of the people beneath you. If he hadn’t known that, what were they teaching at the Academe?
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A somber freshman was waiting for her when she stepped, freshly showered and dressed, out of the gym locker room. She’d used the time in the rain to gather a stillness to her soul, and it set in her as she followed the cadet beneath the leaden gray sky to the administration buildings across campus. He left her at the steps. Alysha glanced at the thick clouds and drew in a breath. She entered alone.

A few passing administrators glanced at her, their collar tabs gleaming with ranks that seemed as distant as stars. Alysha stopped on the threshold. The inside of the building had been built of cold gray marble, but designed with lines so austere it defied awe. There were no plants to break the chill. Even the wooden furniture had been stained a gray-brown.

“Cadet Forrest?” An admin-assist, a slender foxine with a gentle face, addressed her from behind a dark desk.

“Yes, Lady,” Alysha said, noting her civilian tunic.

The aide indicated the stairs leading to the overhanging balcony and the single door just visible there. “Captain Brighthaven is waiting for you.”

Alysha glanced at the stairs, ears nicking outward. “Thank you,” she said in a low voice, and started up them. She paused on the threshold at the closed door: made of wood, not of metal, with a real handle of brass. She rested her hand on it, took a breath, and entered.

The human man sitting at the desk was younger than she’d expected: lean, tall with a strong jaw and a tanned face beneath oak-brown hair streaked here and there with gray. He sat with both elbows on the desk, fingers laced together at his chin.

She met his eyes: steel-green, sharper than pain. She flinched, stood to attention and stared out the window behind his head. She hadn’t known what to expect of the commandant of the Academe at Selnor. She’d been prepared for presence, for command. Not for those eyes.

“Be seated, Cadet.”

Alysha complied, unwilling to look at him again. If she did he would peel away all her secrets and leave her naked. He would figure everything out. She was certain of it.

“You almost took Zennir’s hand, you know, Cadet.”

Alysha shivered. She’d thought the wound grave, but hadn’t allowed herself to wonder how grave.

“The healers wondered if you were packing claw-knives.”

“Sir!” Alysha exclaimed. “I would not!” Even if personal weapons had been allowed on campus, she would never have chosen that particular one—claw-knives were widely regarded as street weapons, and outlawed in some cities . . . Terracentrus included.

“It had to be something, Cadet,” Brighthaven said, studying her with unreadable eyes. “Those were amazingly clean wounds.”

“Claws, sir,” she said softly.

“Claws?” One brow lifted. “Quite an accomplishment for natural claws.”

Alysha paused. One secret led to another. Relinquishing her hold on the first whispered to her of disaster. Yet, she could not withhold it from the intensity of the man’s gaze. “I don’t have natural claws, sir.”

The other brow lifted.

She rested her hands on his desk and pushed them out: glittering black, top edge lined with matte resin to mitigate some of the insult to the claw-beds.

“Breathnache?” His baritone clipped the end of the word.

“They were a gift,” she whispered. “Sir.” And they were: from Nathan, who’d known she couldn’t pay for them, and from Laelkii, who’d known she needed them.

“Is there any reason you had your claws replaced with a clathrate hard enough to scrape bulkheads?” Brighthaven asked. “Not exactly the most sensible choice for a would-be Fleet officer.”

She couldn’t tell him, so she remained silent.

Brighthaven sighed. “Things will go much easier on you if you talk to me, Cadet.”

Alysha hesitated. She wanted to trust him, but she couldn’t say anything more. Too much had happened in the last day: Laelkii’s grief, Angel’s release, the senior’s callousness, the attack, West’s strange behavior.

The man stood and stared out the window. “It would be a serious waste of resources to expel you, Forrest . . . even though you have a cavalier attitude about staying on campus during the night, you fall asleep in class more often than not, and you’re displaying a dangerously violent streak. A serious waste, but I wouldn’t be out of line for doing it.” He turned back to look at her. “You understand that, don’t you, Cadet?”

Alysha’s hands clamped the edges of her chair. She had expected punishment . . . but expulsion from the Academe was so far beyond the realm of her expectations that she couldn’t breathe. The Academe was her life, her path to the stars, her dream. Without it, nothing would excuse the nights at Phantasies . . . nothing would polish the stain from her soul. She could stand anything as long as she had a chance at Fleet. Without it, she was just another Selina Forrest, crushed by the weight of her means.

“Yes, sir,” she said, barely above a whisper.

“Do I have to expel you, Cadet?”

“Please, sir . . . no,” Alysha said.

He leaned forward over the desk, hands braced against it. The heat of his stare unnerved her even as it trapped her. “Give me a good reason not to, Forrest.”

Alysha couldn’t breathe, almost couldn’t speak. The answer inched out of her dry throat, into the silence separating them. “Because I want to be here, sir.”

He held her there for a few heart-beats longer, then straightened slowly. “You’ll stand on the pedestal for two days during break and lunch, and two hours in the evening.”

That would eliminate most of her sleep-time, but she would do it. Two days wasn’t very long. She had to do it.

“And you’ll pay for the medical services rendered to Cadet Zennir.”

“Sir?”

“One thousand fin, Forrest.”

She was out of her chair before he’d finished her name. “I can’t!”

Brighthaven’s brows lifted. “I didn’t hear you, Cadet.”

“The money, sir,” Alysha said, unable to stop herself even as his gaze hardened, cooled. “I can’t . . . I don’t know how. . . . ”

“I suppose you’ll have to find a way, then, won’t you?” Brighthaven said, watching her.

“Please!”

“Forrest,” he said, each word very clear, “Fleet officers do not beg.”

The words slapped her, spun a distance between them colder than space. Alysha straightened, lifted her chin, directed her gaze out the window.

Brighthaven nodded. “Report to the auditorium in the morning.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and left the office.
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Alysha had only half an hour after her audience with the commandant to compose herself before leaving campus for Phantasies . . . hardly enough time to brace herself for the inevitable. A leaden-gray afternoon had evolved into a damp, dark night, and she didn’t even notice the soft drizzle when it started halfway to the club.

Once she reached Phantasies, she padded silently to the manager’s office and stared inside at Tiell. The manager was so engrossed in his figures that he didn’t hear the drip of the rain off her body. His thin back reminded her of Brighthaven’s by its contrast. Alysha drew in a breath. “Tiell.”

The gaunt Asanii turned. His ears flattened when he saw her. “What do you want, Steel?”

She had been preparing for these words, but half an hour wasn’t long enough. Half a year wasn’t. “Book me solid tonight.”

A sneer of avarice began to ride Tiell’s mouth. “All night? Rhack, girl, whatever you want. What color?”

He wanted her to say blue. She wanted to disappoint him, but she couldn’t. She licked her lips and said, “Black.”

Tiell stared at her. “Black? You want me to sell your black key tonight? When?”

“The entire night.”

“The . . . what?”

“Tiell,” Alysha said, baring her teeth, “I am going to say this one more time. One more time only. Book my black key all night tonight. And before you start drooling,” she curled a hand into a fist and took one step into the room, “I want all the proceeds. Every last coin.”

The manager flinched, and his eyes thinned. She could smell the hatred on him, but knew he would do it. As much as he feared her, he wouldn’t keep the money from her . . . but he would enjoy selling her to the worst he could find. Her battered body, not “permanently damaged”, would be his reward. Alysha ducked out of the room, sickened, and went to the main room to dress.

She stood in the center of the room. Honey and the Harem Rose were in the back rooms. Cinnamon was on stage. But there were no white stars left in Phantasies to die; no innocents left to destroy. Angel and Rispa were safe. This much she had done.

Alysha sank to her knees in the middle of the room, a sob choking her throat. It had been so long since she’d felt one that she hardly recognized it when it welled from her lips. She pressed a hand to her mouth, brows tightly drawn toward her nose as she shook in silence.

She would not beg. She would not ask for help. She would not rail at the universe for its unfairness.

And yet, alone in the middle of a room finally deserted by the last of the girls she could save, Alysha wished powerfully, beyond reason, that someone would come for her.
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Alysha balanced on the top of the wall, stopping to bite down the small cry halfway up her throat. The pallor of the sky had well advanced; reveille had already come and gone while she struggled through the alleys, but she couldn’t go much faster. It hurt to walk, to move, to breathe, and she couldn’t remember half the hours that had dealt her the blows. Tiell had claimed his revenge for the humiliation of fearing her; his gloating sneer when he’d handed her the money hung in her mind as she pushed herself over the wall, stumbling.

She lay in the puddle on the other side with the sun on her torn back, breathing heavily. When she opened her eyes, the light glinted off one of the glass gems on her armband. Alysha frowned. She’d forgotten to dress in her sweatsuit, yet she barely had the energy to stand again, much less trek all the way back to the club to pick up her clothing.

Did it matter anymore? Brighthaven had said they knew she left campus at night. She was already late. What did it matter anymore?

Alysha pulled herself to her feet and staggered the rest of the way to the front gates. She straightened, slowly and deliberately, and walked the final few feet to the gates with her head high, the light wind touching her hair. The guards at the gate gave her no contest. One of them stepped toward her, hand lifted. She turned her face from him. She would not ask. He did not give. They let her pass, a wraith dressed in a whore’s clothes.

The sun had dispelled the last of the evening’s clouds, leaving only a few bright puddles to mark the rain. Alysha limped silently to the center of campus and the auditorium where she’d first heard the commandant speak during orientation. She stopped at the entrance to catch her breath against the fire in her chest; whatever her condition, she could not look on the holographic splendor of the stars pricked out on the walls of the antechamber without awe. Without longing. This was what she wanted. Why couldn’t she touch it? Would she ever?

Alysha staggered to the block and climbed onto it, wavering, almost falling. Forcing herself upright, she thrust her shoulders back and lifted her head. It was not her shame anymore. She could not carry it any longer. She would not answer the universe’s injustice by sheltering it from her wounds. If the unkindness started in the Academe, she wasn’t sure she wanted any part of it after all.

Alysha closed her eyes against the press of the metal harness, the places it had become embedded in her skin, the collar cutting against her wind. She ignored the jewels and beads that swung around her body as she breathed; pushed away the feel of the rips in her legs, the sick twist of her arm. After a while, the pain receded into white mist, and the cold air from the vents seemed far away.

When she opened her eyes, she found Brighthaven standing at her feet, staring up at her in the silence of the hall. She couldn’t read his eyes: they were green walls, impenetrable. Alysha watched with remote fascination as the lines around his mouth grew more distinct, the press of his lips crushing, the edge of his jaw tightening.

His gaze moved. It traced, with the same hardness of expression, the scant costume made to expose and cheapen, the collar and the belt with their matching locks, suggesting slavery. It swept over the broken arm, the welts on her skin, the rips and tears that decorated her body like blood-colored ribbons. Then slowly, his gaze climbed back to her face. Alysha met it impassively. She did not know what she saw there, nor what made her summon the energy to toss the bag of fin at his feet. It landed in front of his boots, chiming as the drawstring unfurled to disgorge handfuls of bright, golden coins.

Brighthaven looked down at them, and she saw the tic in his cheek leap down to his mouth until his lips drew back to expose his teeth.

She didn’t expect the violence. She barely heard it past the control, but it was there.

“Get down.”

Alysha stared at him. She thought of the self-righteous contempt of the senior, and did not see it in the fury on Brighthaven’s face.

“You heard me, Cadet. Get the hell down! See the healers and get to bed, in that order!”

She opened her mouth to speak, to ask about the sentence, about the days on the pedestal . . . and met his eyes. Wrath burned there so brightly a shiver ran from the base of her tail to the back of her neck. She realized suddenly how exposed she was, what a risk she’d taken.

“Don’t report back here again. And keep your name off my roster,” Brighthaven said curtly. “Get moving!”

“Aye, sir,” Alysha said softly, and stepped off the pedestal. She stumbled, struck the floor with a hand and a knee. The breath hissed from between her teeth, and the beads twisted around her ribs and thighs. When they stilled, there was no other sound in the antechamber.

Carefully Alysha drew herself upright, sensing his eyes on her, and shivers ran up her body. She hobbled out the front hall, feeling his gaze on her back. She didn’t notice she was still trembling until she got outside, nor did she understand why her faith in Fleet had been restored. It was enough. Silently, Alysha Forrest reported to the Medplex.
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  Steel

 

Commandant Brighthaven stared at the marquee from the pooled darkness of a corner, hands in the pockets of his trench coat. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, a phenomenon not solely caused by the cold autumn breeze, nor aggravated by the shadows and the lateness of the hour. People shoved past his nook into the open doors of the storefront, their visages craggy mysteries cast in black and lurid crimson, diluted to caricatures. He read in all their faces the same primal forces, only rarely mitigated by the filter of emotion, and the latter disgusted him more than the former. Brighthaven glanced up at the building’s banner again, tracing it with green eyes.

“Find Your Phantasies.”

It was not a fantasy he was seeking tonight, but confirmation.

Pulling the lapels of his trench coat up to hide the collar of his uniform despite having shed it several hours before, Brighthaven schooled his features to a relentless neutrality and joined the flow of people entering the nightclub.

It was a shocking transition. Even his insensitive human nose was bowled over by the tangled odors: the peculiar tang of a hot room inhabited by too many unwashed, sweating bodies, the unmistakable taste-smell of pheromones, the scent of sex. The commandant gathered himself at the threshold of the room, then pushed his way inside and into a maze of low tables, illumined only by dancing candles in crimson smoked-glass containers. When his eyes adjusted he could see the hunched forms of patrons at the tables, mugs eerily refracting the smoldering lights. The room was studded with columns that seemed to writhe in the smoke-filled air. A stage occupied the back of the room, its floor bisected by several poles and strewn with chairs and other props. There was no one on it though a low, pulsing music throbbed through the air.

Brighthaven moved into the club, deftly avoiding others and trying to get a sense for the flow of people so he could sit somewhere he could observe, unremarked. He bumped into one of the undulating columns and started away as it gave beneath him. The human got an eyeful of the Karaka’An feline tied there and her pale-furred stomach before he backed away a pace to stare. Barely a woman, her body had just reached the uncertain ground between adolescence and adulthood. She swayed mindlessly to the bass, wrists bound above her head and ankles together, her body bowing from the column in a parody of dance.

Gritting his teeth, Brighthaven turned from her, forcing his stomach to stop churning. Some voice in his head insisted that teenagers should not be so utilized, but this was reconnaissance, not a raid. Even so many years after leaving Terra to take the helm of the Alliance’s Fleet Academe, he had not forgotten all of the lessons about mixing the two.

Regular traffic clustered around a booth at the side of one wall. Brighthaven slipped through the labyrinth of tables to reach it and waited patiently for the people to disperse. The music swelled on a downbeat, and a voice rose over it, seizing his attention.

“And now . . . the sweet shakings of the Harem Rose!”

The curtains parted to reveal a Tam-illee foxine dressed mostly in jewels and a pair of translucent pants, connected only by the broad glittering band of fabric over her belly. Her costume lewdly exposed every part of the russet and cream female, and her dancing was less art and more exhibition. Brighthaven didn’t even realize his nose had wrinkled and lips had curled back to bare his teeth until the bridge of his nose began to ache; it was an expression he must have adopted from his felinesque second at the Academe.

The Harem Rose’s entrance cleared the area around the booth, and Brighthaven used the opportunity to investigate. A slim Asanii feline stood behind the counter, wearing a clip in her hair, a gem in the hollow of her throat, two rings and nothing else. His eyes did not linger on her, fastening instead on the cryptic display behind her head. Ten hooks hung crookedly on the wall, each labeled with what Brighthaven took to be the names of the dancers, since “The Harem Rose” was one of them. Depending from the hooks were a series of elaborate, ornate keys, secured with different-colored ribbons and hanging from different heights. The keys themselves were either white, blue, or black, and there was no discernible pattern to the coloration or position.

Brighthaven met the casual gaze of the female and said, “What are those?”

“Those are tango-keys,” she answered, her voice a sweet soprano flavored with apathy. “If you buy them, you get to tango with the girl. You do know what tango is? You’re human.”

“It’s a dance,” Brighthaven answered.

“That’s right,” the girl said, voice lacking enthusiasm, “The white key means she dances a private little dance for you, but you can’t join her. The blue key means you can dance with her. And the black key means if you bruise her or break a few bones while tangoing, we’ll look the other way.”

His stomach clenched again. Scanning the names above the hooks, he sought some clue toward his goal and found none. “Does the ribbon signify anything?”

“Every dancer gets a color to herself for the ribbon. The height tells you how much time she has left to be bought tonight. If the key is hanging at the black line, she’s free the entire night. If the key is tied to the hook, she’s bought up. Time is marked off in pairs of hours by these.” The female pointed out a strip of black paint with flared points that Brighthaven had assumed to be decoration.

“I see. Around how much does a pair of hours cost?”

“Depends on the girl. The least popular, like the Harem Rose, run about twelve fin a twicehour for their white keys and forty for the black. The most popular, like Steel, take in fifty fin a twicehour for their white keys and almost two hundred for their black.”

“Thank you,” Brighthaven said, drawing away without hearing her ambivalent reply. His heart throbbed beneath the poor casing of his chest. He found a corner seat, only rarely glancing at the Harem Rose’s gyrations . . . his mind was otherwise occupied.

Two hundred fin for two hours’ abuse! A swift glance at the painted meter showed that the dancers generally worked four hours. Four hundred fin was more than most people made in two weeks. If she was one of the ones that commanded such a price, she could easily afford her Academe education off her pay here. . . .

If she was actually paid what she commanded, which was unlikely. And even if she was, she’d have to sell a blue or black key frequently. Brighthaven let slip a quiet curse. There had only been two black keys hanging out of ten. If the manager of the club decided which keys would be sold, then the decided lack of them meant the clientele took the “breaking bones” clause seriously.

The commandant massaged his forehead wearily, hardly noticing as the Tam-illee foxine finished her piece and slipped back through the curtain. If it hadn’t been brought to his attention that one of his cadets was probably earning money illegally . . . but it had been. It had taken him a while to trace her to Phantasies, partly because establishments like it hid behind façades of rigorous legality, partly because he’d had other concerns. And now he was here . . . but she was not. Some slim hope remained that his information had been in error, and he could go home and wash the taste of the gutter out of his mouth.

“And now, the girl you’ve all been waiting for—the dark star with eyes like ice whose time you can buy but will fight you all the way—the mysterious, cold-hearted Steel!”

It was mild curiosity that made him glance at the stage. It was shock that froze his eyes there.

It was her.

Some part of him had denied that any Fleet cadet could sink to the depths it required to become an illegal prostitute. But the Karaka’An who glided smoothly from behind the curtains was unmistakable. The rain-gray fur that covered her entire body, the black hair falling free behind her shoulders, the unusual height, the muscle of someone who endured physical training every day were all there, were all hers . . . all the way to her ice-blue eyes, narrowed and artificially painted, her full lips creased in a slight grimace.

She was dressed only in jewelry: a thick belt of gems clasped her narrow waist and dripped stones over her hard thighs, connecting to a metal harness composed of strands of jewels that exposed rather than concealed her. Thin chains leashed a set of elaborate bracelets to broad, incised bands around her upper arms. A similar set of bangles balanced on her tail-tip, their chains flying to the thick choker rammed onto her tail-base. A collar around her neck forced her chin up; when she slowly turned, he saw the golden lock hanging from its catch onto the nape of her neck.

She began to dance. Every motion was pregnant with grace and hatred. There was a savage edge to her movements that warred against the too-calm expression on her face.

Brighthaven broke from the vision of her and jolted out of his chair. He strode to the booth and stared at the keys. Beneath the name “Steel”, hanging all the way to the black line on a silver ribbon, was a black key.

“I’ll take her,” he said to the girl.

She glanced up at him with half-lidded eyes and asked, bored, “Steel? For how long?”

“The entire night.”

Her ears flicked back in mild surprise; she held out her hand. He slid a card into it, the one tied to the quiet account. It cleared, and he received both the card and the key in return, the ribbon neatly tied to its handle. Silently, Brighthaven wound his way back to the table to watch her dance, to watch the hatred and the helplessness so clearly emoted through the medium of her body. It was the most sensual thing he’d ever seen, and not at all arousing. The taste of ashes in his mouth precluded that.

When the last notes died away, Brighthaven rose and presented himself at the door to the back hallway. He was met there by a thin human man.

“Key?”

Brighthaven displayed the crystalline key with its ribbon.

“Last door on the right. She’s waiting for you.” A sneer. “Have a good night and remember, no permanent damage.”

He managed a flicker of a grim smile down at the man and stepped into the tiny corridor. A panel of cheap dark wood bisected the walls; beneath the panel, strips of the same wood ran up from the floor and above it the walls were draped with red satin interrupted by doors, one other hallway, and several sconces for artificial lights half-heartedly molded to resemble candles. The illumination had a gritty, yellowed cast. Brighthaven carried the key to the last door and paused there a moment for no reason he could discern. He took a breath and unlocked it, stepping inside and letting the door slide shut behind him.

She was sitting on the bed with her back to the entrance, twisted with her knees facing outward and her body swiveled to look over one shoulder out the one window at the stars. Her back rippled as she breathed; still mussed from her performance, her hair fell in a wild black tangle onto one shoulder, partially obscuring the gold and silver collar and the lock hanging from it. The gold chains of her harness fastened beneath her shoulder-blades with matching locks, just as the heavy belt did. The hard strand of muscle connecting her jaw to her clavicle was coiled with tension.

In a low voice, Brighthaven said, “Cadet.”

He heard the gasp against the silence as she flung herself from the bed, blue eyes flashing open further and pupils contracting as she recognized him. She backed away a step, and then leaped to attention, shoulders back and chin up. It was such a swift transition Brighthaven was almost fooled into thinking her calm, but the jewels dripping off the belt were shivering.

Her posture was such a contrast to her costuming that he almost, almost cursed. To see such pride and discipline in someone, such strength of mind and determination forced into the beads and baubles of a whore . . . Brighthaven shook his head and said, voice rough with the effort of controlling his reaction, “At ease.”
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Alysha’s limbs relaxed automatically, but she couldn’t force her breathing to slow. Each one might as well be her last. The weakest part of herself wailed that everything was lost while other parts denied that it was the commandant . . . but there was no mistaking him. The same hard, professional green gaze, the laugh lines around the eyes, the stern mouth and firm shoulders and streaks of gray in the brown hair: she felt transfixed. It was the longest minute of her life, staring at him, balancing on the edge of an abyss where his words could push her over or pull her back.

“Sir,” she whispered, then cleared her throat and tried for a louder tone, “Sir . . . ”

“Sit down, Forrest. Is there anything to drink around here?”

She sagged to the bed again, watching as he shed his trench coat. He was wearing a heather-gray turtleneck tucked into black slacks. Alysha could almost fool herself into thinking that it wasn’t Brighthaven. Brighthaven always wore a uniform. “Drink? There’s a genie in the wall, sir.” She couldn’t believe that was her voice. It was too even. The air prickled on her bare fur, and her ears clouded with the blood of shame.

He was either here to find out what she was doing and pass judgment on her . . . or he was here for the same reason all the other patrons were.

No, she couldn’t believe that.

Brighthaven returned with two glasses. He kept one for himself and offered her the other. Blindly, Alysha took it. She watched his eyes stray from her face to her neck and easily read the disgust that made his mouth twist; the next moment she felt the trench coat impact her stomach.

“Put that on.”

Alysha shrugged into it and pulled it closed around herself. The fabric smelled like a musky aftershave. She fumbled for the glass and sipped, tears threatening to burst from her eyes as it burned all the way down. Some kind of brandy, or cognac. She could feel his eyes on her, watching her.

“Why are you here, Cadet?”

Alysha closed her eyes. She refused to cry, or break down. She would not be here if there were another way. “Because I needed the money to go to the Academe.”

“Why didn’t you get some other job?”

“There were none that made the kind of money you need for tuition,” Alysha replied. She admired her own calm at the same time she wondered wildly where it was coming from. She didn’t dare meet his eyes.

“Didn’t you apply for a scholarship?”

He couldn’t be that naïve. Alysha cleared her throat. Without glancing up at him, she said, “Only the children of influential citizens are awarded scholarships, sir.”

There was such a long pause that Alysha chanced a look at him. He was staring out the window, and there was such a fascinating mix of emotions on his face that her short peek lengthened. There was shock in the width of his eyes, calculation in the furrowing of his brows, and growing anger in the lines around his tight mouth. So . . . he had not known.

“I’ll find you a job,” he said.

“No one will pay that kind of money to someone who hasn’t graduated,” Alysha said. She stared at him openly now, though he was still looking out the window. The warmth of the coat and the heat of the brandy gave her back some of her equilibrium, pushed away the ice of terror that had cast a pall over her body.

“I’ll hire you to do odd jobs around the house,” he said.

“Your opponents will love that. Favoritism will be the first and least of their accusations.”

His eyes met hers then. Alysha’s ears flew back, but she did not shy from his gaze. “I may be a cadet,” she said, “But I have ears. I know you have enemies. Everyone in power has enemies.”

She watched the tic in his jaw as it leaped and wondered how much pressure his teeth could withstand before they cracked.

“I’ll find you a scholarship.”

Her voice was a whisper. “I don’t know why you have to do anything for me.”

This time when his eyes met hers, she did look away. The trembling started again, so badly that she almost dropped her glass; he seized it before it fell and set it on the table. Alysha wrapped her arms around herself and huddled in the embrace of the coat, trying to deny the weight of the shame lest it crush her.

Brighthaven stood and said, “Change into something more comfortable.”

Sheer panic speared her gut. Did he like his women in softer things? Was he afraid the jewels would scrape his skin raw? Was that the price of his aid? “I . . . I can’t take it off myself. You have to use the key.”

“Turn around, then.”

Alysha twisted, reluctantly letting the trench coat fall from her back and dipping her head so that her hair fell on either side of her neck to expose the back of the collar. She felt him draw near, felt the air compressing between them as he stood behind her. A light touch on her head and then the lock on the nape of her neck shifted, sprung free. The same sensation spread around her rib-cage with the relief from the pressure the harness exerted, and then the relaxation of the weight around her waist and hips as the unlocked belt slid down.

“Now, change.”

Repressing her shudder, Alysha stood and let the weight of gaudy gold and glass fall to a pile around her feet, then stepped out of it. She glanced at him, but he had his back turned to her. Surprised, she swiftly pulled on the anonymous dark blue sweatsuit she wore to travel to and from Phantasies. She folded the trench coat, laid it over the chair and drew herself slowly up, waiting.

Brighthaven sat in the chair at the desk, sipping his brandy. “Get some rest, Cadet.”

“Sir?” Alysha asked, incredulous.

The commandant glanced at her, then stopped. He didn’t name it, but they both knew what she had been expecting. No reproach darkened his face, but it hardened. The thought that entered Alysha’s mind, that she had hurt him, startled her.

“I said, ‘get some rest.’ ” He turned back to the desk. “If I’m not mistaken, the sophomore class will be doing five-mile runs tomorrow. You’ll need it.”

“Yes, sir,” Alysha said, staring at his profile as he studied his glass. She cleared her throat and added, “Thank you, sir.”

Brighthaven made a noncommittal noise.

Alysha slid into the bed and found her eyes straying to the starlight outside before she curled up, drawing the blankets to her breast. The pillows were soft, the covers warm, and she felt very safe. It did not take her long to fall asleep.
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It became a routine, almost a ritual. Brighthaven brought his work with him, purchased her key for the night no matter what color, and sat down at the battered desk to occupy himself while she slept alone on the broad bed. Her grades and her health improved steadily with the regular rest, until finally, one day in the Oak Grove, Laelkii commented on it.

“You look a lot nicer without those dark hollows under your eyes,” the white Asanii woman said, kicking up the late autumn leaves with childlike enthusiasm.

“I do?” Alysha asked, bemused. She followed alongside, arms folded behind her back and taking a deep breath of the cool air.

“You do. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’d found yourself a . . . less strenuous job.” Laelkii glanced at Alysha, pale gray brows arching.

Alysha sobered, though she continued walking next to the white feline. “No. But I don’t work in the back rooms anymore.”

“How’d you manage that?” Laelkii’s voice hovered between a discreet, low tone and the rising sound of incredulity.

The gray Karaka’An cleared her throat. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me,” the Asanii said.

Alysha told her. Laelkii listened, brown eyes growing wider and wider and ears sagging in absolute astonishment until by the end of the story, the older woman could only shake her head. “You know, if I hadn’t been talking to Alastar, I don’t think I’d believe it.”

“Believe it,” Alysha answered with a pang of worry. “Alastar? Who’s she?”

The Asanii nodded, resuming her trek beneath the old trees with their shedding leaves. “She’s a girl I met a few weeks ago. I like her a lot. . . . Karaka’An like you, very calm and unruffled. She’s in science and computer studies. Anyway, she told me the other day that Brighthaven’s been looking a little gaunt, but it makes sense now. He’s got your circles under his eyes.”

The image struck Alysha so powerfully that she halted mid-step, eyes. Laelkii only noticed a few steps later and back-tracked through the carpet of golden leaves. “Alysha?”

“You’re right,” Alysha murmured, calling up the commandant’s face and tracing all the new lines on it.

“Well it makes sense,” Laelkii said with a shrug. “He’s not exactly the kind of guy who’d ask you for one side of the bed. And sleeping in chairs, or not sleeping at all, is hardly good for you.” She looked up at her friend. “He must think you right the Balance to go through that kind of insanity for you.”

Alysha said nothing.
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Brighthaven pocketed his data tablet with a sigh of utter frustration. Alysha hadn’t been lying about scholarships. He couldn’t find any that hadn’t already been taken by cadets whose parents didn’t need the money. The human leaned against the shabby desk in the room, rubbing his forehead, trying to massage the headache away. He had almost missed the chance to buy her key in the evening. The couch had been so comfortable when he’d gotten home . . . but his internal clock had jolted him awake in time to reach Phantasies for the performance. Her teachers had been reporting in delighted surprise that she was alert in class and her grades now easily outpaced every else’s. Some of them had set up after-hour work studies with her because she was too far ahead. Even West, who’d originally brought the problem to his attention, had come to him about her improvement, just before asking him if he was getting enough sleep.

It kept the long hours bearable.

He had the feeling that he was being watched. Brighthaven glanced toward the bed, puzzled.

She was awake, and looking at him.

“You should be asleep,” he said, after his numbed brain finished fumbling for something to say.

“So,” Alysha replied, “should you.”

“Pardon?”

The Karaka’An sat up in bed, dragging the blankets around herself, her hair in disarray around her shoulders. For a brief moment, he saw her not as one of his cadets, but simply a proud woman . . . wearing very little clothing. Disconcerted, he focused on her pale eyes, wondering how else lack of sleep would affect him.

“I appreciate what you’re doing for me, sir, but it won’t be long before you’re too run-down to do your job. I don’t think it would be difficult for most people to see whose good health is more necessary to the well-being of the school: the commandant or one of its cadets.”

“Forrest, our unjust system put you here. I am not going to rest until I get you out.”

“The world is not just,” she said, though she’d hesitated.

“And that relieves me of the responsibility?”

A shiver rolled through her body, but she rallied. “It’s only a matter of time until someone follows you here. What then?”

Brighthaven lifted a brow. “I’d like to think I’m a little better than that.”

“At least take a few days off,” Alysha said, her voice soft, almost pleading. “I can survive a few days.”

“Can you?” Brighthaven asked brusquely. “Or are you going to come back with another shattered arm the way you did on the pedestal?”

He saw her flinch at the memory; he was hard-pressed not to join her now that he knew how she’d paid for the wounds she’d inflicted during a fight with a senior prankster. Though he would never admit it, part of the reason Brighthaven kept coming back to Phantasies was to atone for what he’d forced her to do by requiring her to pay for the medical bill of the senior cadet responsible for the incident. A senior cadet with less sense and honor in his entire body than in Forrest’s smallest finger. He’d also stood on the pedestal, and resented it.

“I’ll survive,” she said again.

He couldn’t stand the look in her eyes, or his sudden awareness of her body. Brighthaven turned back to the desk and said, “Go to sleep, Cadet.”

There was no sound from behind him, and then finally he heard the covers rustling as she lowered herself into the cushions. She tossed a few times and fell still. He let out the breath he’d been holding and returned to the data tablet and his thus-far fruitless search.

He had scrolled through several pages of information when he noticed a silhouette reflected in the data tablet’s finish. He whirled around in the chair. “Forrest!”

“Sir!” There was heat flaring in her ice-colored eyes. “There has to be an alternative.”

Brighthaven leaned back, impressed and annoyed at the commanding tone. “It’s your fault,” he said finally, taking refuge in a wry joke, “that I don’t have the energy to simply put you in your place.”

“It’s your energy that keeps people from putting me in my place every night,” Alysha answered evenly. “I don’t want to see the commandant of the Academe burn himself out. Better a few nights a week than none at all because you’re in the Medplex.”

“Not a drop of altruism in you, is there, Cadet?” Brighthaven asked as she stepped away, tossing her hair behind her shoulders in an absent gesture.

“I’ve as much altruism in me as you do, sir,” was the quiet reply.

That gave him pause. He stood, slid onto the desk so he could look down on her. She was tall for a Karaka’An, and unlike most people whose height was a social inconvenience she did not try to detract inches with improper posture. “You like to think you know why I come here every night?”

Alysha sat down again on the edge of the bed. Her dark, sleeveless nightshirt and hair faded into the shadows that swamped the massive mattress. “Only a fool would think he knows everything that goes on in someone else’s head.”

Brighthaven sighed. He had been feeling older than his thirty-odd years lately. He scanned for the alternatives she’d demanded he find. “I can have someone else watch over you, then.”

She was instantly nervous; he could see it in the flicking of her tail and the abrupt stiffness of her shoulders and mouth. “Are you sure that’s wise, sir?”

“You wanted me to get some rest,” Brighthaven said, “Those are my terms. I’m not going to let you get abused just so I can rack up a few more hours of sleep. And don’t,” he said, interrupting her as she opened her mouth to protest, “give me anymore drivel about my sleep being more important than saving you from rape and physical abuse.” He smiled grimly as her ears sagged and she glanced away. “Doesn’t sound so acceptable in those terms, does it? I know someone I can trust. I’ll bring him over to meet you, and then I’ll get some rest and you’ll be spared. I’ll find you that scholarship and you can quit this place by the beginning of next semester. Does that sound like an acceptable plan?”

Her reply dragged out of her mouth, a low whisper. “Yes, sir.”

Brighthaven smiled.
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Alysha let herself into the back room through the dancer’s door in the closet, pulling down a wrap as she stepped into the room. The commandant became profoundly uncomfortable when presented with her naked body, even with the jewels layered across it. He preferred that she wear something over her costume until he could unlock it, and she didn’t mind. He made her feel self-conscious in a way none of the patrons ever had. Repulsed, degraded, certainly, but never self-conscious—that only came when she saw the human who moved as if he was wearing a uniform even when he wasn’t, the one who knew what she was trying to be, what she was forced to do to have a chance at it. Just thinking about it made Alysha’s ears darken.

Her feelings about the commandant were profoundly mixed. She had always respected him; he was a fair man and guided the Academe with a careful and just hand. But now? Alysha looked in the mirror next to the bathroom door at the slender, hard figure who clutched the edges of the wrap to her chest. An uneasy intimacy had sprung up between them, born of seeing things they shouldn’t have and accepting them nevertheless. She had wanted him to respect her as she did him, to earn the school patriarch’s remote pride as the best of her class. She could only imagine what he thought of her now.

The door slid open to reveal Brighthaven, and Alysha started away from the mirror awkwardly. An Asanii man stepped in behind him, a rusty brown with muddy cream running in a river from the bottom of his chin down his throat, vanishing into the neck of his tunic. He had shrewd, pale brown eyes set in a handsome, mobile face, and was much younger than the commandant, perhaps only five years her senior.

“Cadet,” Brighthaven said, “This is Lieutenant Commander Harroway Sloan, my second at the Academe. You might have seen him from time to time.”

Alysha nodded to the feline. “Good evening, sir,” she said quietly.

“Hello, Cadet.”

The commandant clapped a hand on Sloan’s shoulder. “He knows everything. . . he’ll take good care of you while I sleep.” A rueful smile. “The more I’ve been thinking about it, the more I’ve been looking forward to it.”

Alysha smiled at Brighthaven, tail lashing once behind her.

“He’ll trade off with me at the end of the week,” Brighthaven continued, “While he’s here he’s going to help look for a grant to get you tuition money. With two of us working it’ll take half the time. Any questions?”

Alysha shook her head, and Brighthaven handed Sloan the black key. “Pleasant dreams, Cadet. I’ll see you tomorrow, Sloan.”

“Yes, sir,” the Asanii man said.

Alysha watched Brighthaven leave, relieved that he was going to be sleeping more often.

The door cartwheeled as the Asanii’s hand latched onto her shoulder and hurled her by it onto the bed. Her claws irised from her hands, tearing through the sheets as she tumbled, shocked at the sheer strength the man had been hiding in his wiry frame. The shock was nothing to the terror and disbelief that threatened to make her vomit.

A sly smirk pulled Sloan’s lips into a parody of his former mild and obedient expression. He glanced at the key theatrically, brows lifting and pursing his lips. “No . . . permanent damage, I believe the door-warden said?”

“What are you doing?” Alysha hissed.

“Didn’t you hear the commandant?” Sloan asked, “I’m going to take care of you.”

The knot in Alysha’s stomach hardened and she backed away, baring her teeth. “The commandant will—”

“The commandant will do nothing, because you won’t tell him.” He smiled and sat on the edge of the bed, leaning back against a pillow lazily. He toyed with the key, tracing its length with his fingernails. “Do you know why?”

Alysha didn’t move, forcing herself to be calm. She jumped when something bounced off her wrist. She looked down and saw the gloss of a piece of 2-d film. Dismay sank its teeth into her even before she shifted it so she could lift it to the starlight. It was a very clear picture of Brighthaven inside Phantasies, sitting at a table. Behind him on the stage the Harem Rose was engaged in “Hunted,” the new dance where one of the adolescent boys pretended to rape her. She looked away, gritting her teeth.

“That’s right,” his voice was so reasonable Alysha wanted to tear his throat out. “There are plenty more where that came from, and that’s not the worst of the lot. . . . I’m quite handy with an image-editor. You should see some of the ones I made of him visiting the other girls in their private rooms. Quite damaging to him, wouldn’t you think?” He smiled at her panic. “So I’ll tell you what will happen if you tell him what I’m about to do. . . . The hour after you talk, all of the major news services in the Alliance will be pleasantly surprised by pictorial evidence of a sordid scandal involving the commandant of the Fleet Academe on the planet where Fleet Central bases all its operations. Can you imagine? They’ll have quite a festival trying dear Brighthaven.”

“You can’t do this,” Alysha whispered, shaking in wrath and disbelief.

“Oh, but I can,” Sloan answered, twitching the 2-d picture out of her numb hand. “You see, the newspacket is set to release automatically every morning unless I return and disable it. So don’t think of incapacitating me. It won’t do you any good, and it will only harm the poor commandant.”

Her mind raced, trying to find solutions, trying to find a way out . . . but she could find none. Despair closed her throat. Slowly she gathered herself and shut it all away.

How would it be different from any of the other patrons?

Alysha shed her wrap and sat up on her knees, pressing them apart and resting her hands on her thighs, head dipped low to expose her neck.

“Much better,” Sloan hissed.

She only felt the first blow. All the rest were academic.
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“Find her,” Laelkii had croaked, “find her for me. She’s been avoiding me, and I know something’s wrong. Be my eyes and ears for me, arii. The computer says she’s not in her room. She’ll be somewhere she can see the sky.”

Alastar glanced at the cool darkness of the vespertine sky as she walked across the Academe campus. The snow beneath her feet crunched, and the wind tousled the nape of her neck where the black strands of her short hair met the lighter gray-brown fur of her coat.

There was only one place on campus suited for star-gazing, a round hill unmarked by trees that rose just high enough to see over the tops of the old oaks and nelligreys that dominated the campus landscape. Alastar headed there first. She rounded the bend where the vegetation thinned and saw a lone figure crouched in the snow. The Karaka’An paused, then drew closer from a different angle, trying to discover what it was the other woman was doing. The figure had one arm thrust under the powdery snow and was staring at it; abruptly she stood and looked at her fingers, making a fist with such deliberation that Alastar could only conclude that something was wrong with the hand. Then the figure turned her gaze to the cloudy sky.

It was Laelkii’s friend, Alastar saw. Selnor’s moon was full, a brighter satellite than Alastar was accustomed to. In its light she could see deep hollows under the other woman’s eyes, and that she occasionally shifted ungracefully despite her usual stillness. Quietly, but making enough sound on the snow to serve as polite warning, Alastar approached her quarry.

Alysha glanced at her. Her irises were so pale as to be lost in the moonlight, leaving only the extreme black of her pupils. The two studied one another for a few minutes, then Alysha broke the silence. “You must be Laelkii’s friend.”

“Alastar Virgil,” Alastar said, dipping her head once. She never took her eyes from the darker, taller feline. Folding her arms behind her back, she added, “I see.”

“See what?” Alysha asked. She continued absently to flex the fingers of her right hand.

“The balance has flipped,” Alastar replied, calm. “Now that Brighthaven is looking rested, you are losing sleep.”

Her statement earned her a sharp glance, but no reply.

“She sent you after me,” Alysha surmised, mouth twisting into a smile so wry it hardly qualified as one.

Alastar nodded. “Yes. She is worried about you.” A pause, as the smaller feline glanced at Alysha’s arm. “As she was probably right to be.”

Alysha grimaced, returning her attention to her arm. “You saw me, then.”

“With your arm in the snow, yes. The cold will not numb it long. What happened?”

Alysha’s expression froze, closing even as Alastar watched. “I tripped.”

“I doubt that,” Alastar said, not moving when the other woman stared at her outright. “You are hardly so clumsy, from my observation.”

Another wry grin. Alysha turned from her, ears flat against her head. She flexed her fingers again, mouth tightening and lines springing up around her eyes. “So you trust your observations, do you, Alastar?”

“It is an efficient way of working with the world,” Alastar replied, watching. She was concerned at the way Alysha forbore to lean too much on her left leg.

“And what else have you concluded from your observations?”

Alastar watched. “That you are involved in something potentially illegal, or at least questionable, and that Brighthaven is in collusion with you somehow. That whatever it is must involve either punishing physical exertion or is sufficiently dangerous that you are continually injured by it. That Laelkii knows what it is. And that whatever it is, it has made you feel it necessary to protect yourself with killing force.”

Alysha’s shoulders tightened. “And how do you figure all of that?”

“There is an obvious relation between your exhaustion and Brighthaven’s. If it were legal, neither of you would hide it. Or if it is legal, it is controversial enough that Brighthaven does not want his involvement known. You always sport signs of some sort of physical stress, and Laelkii is not very practiced at dissembling. And finally, you have breathnache claws.”

“You know about my claws?” Alysha asked, surprise finally tainting her voice.

“The clathrate is not difficult to recognize,” Alastar said, “Black claws are sufficiently rare that when I saw yours I looked closer. I’d suggest painting them another color if you’d like them to go unrecognized.”

The silence stretched out, thinning. Soft flakes of snow began to fall from the small, heavy wisps of wet clouds.

“So, now what?” Alysha asked, turning back to her.

Alastar tilted her head. “Now, you either see a medic, or you talk to Laelkii, preferably both.”

“You don’t want to hear what this is about?” Alysha asked, brows rising.

Hands folded behind her back, Alastar said, “I was only asked to find you and ascertain your condition. You don’t know me. It is unreasonable to expect you to confide in someone you don’t know.” She stood unmoving as Alysha scrutinized her with those eerie washed-out eyes, a black silhouette against white snow superimposed on black sky. Alastar was mildly surprised as the taller Karaka’An drew away, still staring at her and cradling her right wrist.

“Oddly enough, that makes me want to tell you.”

Alastar paused, ears flicking outward. She could sense the delicacy of the moment, felt the soft, gentle nips of snowflakes falling onto her face. Carefully, she constructed her response. “If that is your wish, you have my silence.”

The wind tugged at her forelock, and Alastar watched Alysha pause, drawing herself up and inward. When the stream of words came, Alysha did not look away, as if Alastar’s reactions held more fascination for her than the story itself. Alastar listened solemnly, the wind and snow and deepening twilight relegated to the back of her mind.

Afterward, Alysha walked a few paces away, the sound of the snow crunching louder under her right foot than under her left as she favored her leg. “The club is getting worse. Since Angel left, Tiell’s been looking for some way to win back the audience, and his idea of doing it is to hire more people like her, and younger.” She closed her eyes. “I used to think I could make a difference. . . . ”

The silence rested between them as the tall gray feline stood, injured wrist cradled to her breast. Opening her eyes and casting them to the sky, Alysha said, “I’m due there in an hour. It’s Sloan’s turn to ‘watch’ me.”

The bitterness in the word did not escape Alastar. She watched the other woman, then said quietly, “Shall I tell Laelkii for you?”

“If you want,” was the reply. “She’ll find out one way or another.”

Another long pause, and Alastar tasted the snow absently as it fell on her lips. It was still a light fall. Then she said, voice hushed in the cold hill’s silence, “An hour is enough time to have your wrist examined at the Medplex.”

Alysha glanced over her shoulder at her, then smiled. “I suppose it is.”

She offered a calm smile in response, then turned to leave. “Stay well, Alysha.”

“Gods willing,” Alysha replied, her murmur almost inaudible.

Tugging the hood over her sensitive ears against the thickening snowfall, Alastar jogged back to the barracks. She ducked down halls dimmed for the evening, the sconces twinkling with simulated flame. The gray night gathering outside fit her mood, but while in the pit of her chest her heart brooded her mind sped with the celerity of lightning. She reached Laelkii’s quarters and chimed for entrance.

“Come in.”

Alastar slipped inside, shedding her cloak. Wrapped in thick, blue blankets in her bed, Laelkii glanced up from a data tablet, hastily put it aside. “You’re back already? Did you find her?”

“Yes,” Alastar answered, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Is your roommate in?”

“No, she’s out playing rhedball.”

Alastar summarized Alysha’s tale for Laelkii, starting with the very beginning since she was uncertain how much of it Laelkii already knew. She watched as the older woman’s ears lost their color as the story progressed. When she was done, Laelkii sank back against her pillows.

“NiiAna,” she whispered, “Oh, Alastar . . . she’s going to get herself killed at this rate.”

“That is precisely what I am afraid of,” Alastar replied, “And precisely what we are going to prevent.”

“Prevent?” Laelkii squeaked. “How in the name of stars can we help her? Sloan’s got her knitted up tighter than an Eldritch’s mouth!”

“I have a plan,” Alastar said.
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“Good evening, Cadet,” Brighthaven said as he stepped into the back room.

Surprised, Alysha sat up. She had been sagging into the bed, nursing her bare, aching hands and wishing for gloves. The night after Alastar had spoken with her she’d had the bones reset, but Sloan had promptly broken them again. He had an unfortunate preoccupation with her right hand, which was the one she used most often. Freshly reset bones ached for several days during the winter unless kept warm, but Tiell would hear nothing of a dancer who danced with gloves thick enough to shield hands from the cold.

She cleared her throat and said, “Good evening, sir.”

Brighthaven brandished the key. “Let’s get this done so you can go to sleep. You look tired.”

Alysha seized on the excuse. “Very tired.” She turned her back to him, letting the blanket slide down beneath her rump and dipping her neck to expose the back of the collar. The motion aroused unpleasant memories, and the hair on her spine rose.

She felt his hesitation. “Is it cold? I can have the heat turned up.”

“No, thank you, sir,” Alysha replied quickly, “I’ll be fine once I’m under the covers.”

The palm of his hand rested against her shoulder and she felt the collar spring free. Alysha swallowed convulsively as the constriction on her throat eased. The pressure of his hand on her shoulder vanished, replaced at her shoulder-blade as the key unlocked the heavily beaded harness. It released with less recoil, and Alysha rolled her shoulders forward so that the straps dropped off them, delivering the jewelry into her lap beneath the blanket. She closed her eyes, waiting for the last one as the sensation of his hand vanished.

A lance of pain speared her just above her waist, and she jerked away with a gasp. Brighthaven grabbed her instinctively as she lost her balance, almost tipping off the edge of the bed. The bells on the belt jangled in mocking counterpoint to her motions.

His hands spread almost all the way around her waist. She hadn’t noticed their size before.

“Forrest!”

“It’s nothing, sir,” she answered, looking away so that he wouldn’t see the lie in her eyes. “Bumped a desk.”

“I see,” Brighthaven said, the space between the words too long for Alysha’s comfort. He helped her right herself, then tentatively touched an area to the side of the bruise. “Is that better?”

“A little farther to the left,” Alysha said, gritting her teeth until the hand moved away from the locus of pain.

“Big bruise for a desk,” Brighthaven commented as the lock on the belt clicked open.

Alysha forced her ears to remain upright. “It was a big desk,” she said, trying for a sheepish tone.

She was rewarded with a low, wry chuckle. “I’ve had my share of bad experiences with corners,” he said, “I empathize.” She listened to his footsteps as he stood and walked to the desk, then the sigh of the cushions as he dropped into the chair. “Pleasant dreams, Cadet.”

“Good night, sir,” Alysha answered. She decided against getting up to dress and slid beneath the heavy blankets, leaving the costume in a puddle of gems at the corner of the mattress. She shifted for several minutes until she found a position that didn’t jar her sore body and let loose a very quiet sigh of relief. Neither of them could afford his suspicions. She just hoped he didn’t suddenly develop Alastar’s facility with observation.
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“Are you sure this is the night he’s with Alysha?” Laelkii hissed, glancing about nervously as the door slid shut behind them.

“I am certain,” Alastar said, unperturbed. She gave the room a cursory look before heading directly to the terminal. She’d watched Sloan sitting there so many times her footsteps were unerring. Getting into the suite had not been difficult; one of her classmates specialized in electronic lock-picking, an esoteric skill in an age where few people locked their doors. Alastar conceded that it had its charm, but her interests lay in different directions.

“I don’t know if we should be doing this,” Laelkii said, holding the bag with the decryption box. “What did you say our chances were?”

“Better than if we did nothing,” Alastar said, then added in a moment of candor as she sat in the seat before the terminal, “But worse than if we had waited another few weeks.”

“You didn’t say that before!” Laelkii exclaimed.

“No,” Alastar agreed, opening her bag and pulling out the AB-projector. She set it up on the table beside the terminal.

“Then why are we here?” Laelkii hissed.

Absently, Alastar replied, “You may or may not have noticed that Sloan’s attentions are becoming more violent. I don’t think Alysha will survive another few weeks if the trend continues as projected.”

The stunned silence did not distract Alastar as she brought the projector online and placed the dampening headset over her skull. Beside the projector she set up the decryption box, part of her final project for this semester. Encryption and decryption were her chosen specializations within the computer field, but far more of the night’s work would depend on luck, not her skill.

“I’m ready,” Alastar said in a hushed tone. “Are you going to watch the door?”

The white Asanii nodded, then paused. “Alastar . . . what exactly are you going to do to get past the protections?”

Alastar said, “That is what the projector is for.”

Laelkii’s eyes narrowed. “You captured Sloan’s brain wave emanations?”

“Some of them,” Alastar replied.

“Some of them?”

“About ten percent of the possible responses.” Alastar looked at Laelkii, calm but implacable. “Ten percent is better than nine, or none at all.”

Laelkii nodded uncertainly and positioned herself at the door into the bedroom. If she reported any noises, there would be ample time to escape through the window, or if necessary, the skylight, the same window and skylight that had been integral to their plan.

Alastar took a deep breath, pulled the projector onto her lap, and tapped the wake-pad on the terminal console. The 2-d screen lit up with a flat blue color, and she aimed the projector at it. A few seconds later, an image of a sunset over a beach flashed onto the display, its highly saturated colors piercing the Karaka’An’s eyes. Her heart turned a few seconds before the “Validation failed” message flashed across the screen; she had not recognized the image, and she had seen all of them clearly when she had hovered at the skylight, bouncing the AB-sensor off Sloan. Two more tries.

The screen blanked to blue again, and a few seconds later two bars of a melody played. Alastar recognized it as the beginning of the Lenaldin-jun River Suite, but she knew it was not part of her library. The “Validation failed” message new across the display again and Alastar closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, the blue screen had already faded to an image of swatches of serene color, a painting by the human artist Rothko. Relief flooded her; she recognized it as one of the patterns she’d recorded. Alastar waited for the terminal to drop into command mode.

Nothing happened.

She bit her lip, mind racing as the computer hung on the painting. Maybe the delay between the projected waves and the image had been too long; the projector had to match the image to one of the ones in its banks before it could replay the correct response. The average program had recorded one thousand of these validation tests and its particular subject’s unique reactions to them. Alastar had a little over one hundred. Had it taken too many slender shavings of a second for the projector to reply correctly? Or had the dampener not shielded the pick-up from her own, unauthorized brain waves? Just as sweat began to break out beneath Alastar’s coat, the screen dropped to command mode.

Her shoulders slumped in relief. The Karaka’An hefted the projector off her lap, only now aware of how warm it had been and how it had vibrated slightly against her legs. She kept the dampener on and pulled the decryption box to her side. “We’re in, Laelkii!”

From the door, Laelkii replied, “Thank the Sun . . . talk about a gamble.”

“The game is just beginning,” Alastar murmured in reply, fingers flying as she searched for anything suspicious. Bills, transactions with banks and merchants, mail to and from agencies, particularly travel agencies, newsletters. It all looked innocent. Her eyes began to fog as she scanned files, pulled up images of everything from family gatherings to swimsuit pin-ups.

“What about those?” Laelkii had asked, staring from the door.

“Hardly incriminating,” Alastar said, “I’m sure everyone has a few.” She continued to search, the world narrowing to herself and the display. Half an hour later she leaned back and rubbed her temples beneath the dampener. She allowed herself two minutes to collect herself, then bent to the task again.

An hour later, Laelkii began fidgeting. “How much longer, Alastar?”

“Soon,” Alastar answered, not even hearing her own voice. Where were the files? Her search dwindled to the settings bank, riffling hopelessly through switches dictating Sloan’s interface preferences and alert sounds. She was so tired she almost missed the line that popped up as she scrolled through the clock settings, and then her mind snapped awake. The clock settings! The packet was programmed to dispatch at a specific time. Alastar renewed her search and grinned as she spilled into the secret area and lines of encrypted code new across the display.

“Got it,” she said, connecting her box. She made some adjustments, then sat back and waited. Watching the screen flash repeatedly, she became peripherally aware of how tight her shoulders and chest had become. Fifteen minutes later, the box softly buzzed, indicating it had cracked the code. Alastar leaned forward as the contents of the package opened. . . .

Only to reveal another layer of encryption. Alastar closed her eyes, reset her box, and began again.

An hour and three layers later, the words that scrolled across the display made sense. Alastar leaped on them. “Laelkii!”

Laelkii abandoned the door and rushed over, staring over the Karaka’An’s shoulder. “NiiAna!”

Alastar brought up image after image of Brighthaven in Phantasies. The retouched ones showing him in the middle of unsavory activities elicited a twitch from behind her, but she could only stare in frank admiration at the expertise of the edit. Her fingers flew, and she spread the pictures that Sloan had used for grafting. They were of himself, as well as other patrons.

“He’s a voyeur!” Laelkii exclaimed.

“And a sadist,” Alastar said, jaw hard as she continued to look through the pictures. She was startled when the next item flashed onto the display was textual instead of visual. “Look at this.”

“From the Anti-human League?” Laelkii whispered, reading the mail message over Alastar’s shoulder.

Alastar scanned it faster than her friend, ear-tips paling despite her apparent equilibrium. “Look,” she said, pointing. “I was right.”

“He’s going to kill her!” Laelkii squeaked.

“He had to,” Alastar answered. “He wants to create a scandal with Brighthaven either way to satisfy his membership in the AHL, and Alysha alive is a liability. She knows too much.”

“But he’s waited so long…”

“Distracted, maybe,” Alastar said. “He seems to be enjoying himself.”

“What are we going to do?”

Alastar had fallen silent, eyes locked on the screen, and Laelkii hesitantly shook her friend’s shoulder. “ ’Star?”

“Laelkii,” Alastar said softly, “I think we might be too late.”

The white Asanii followed Alastar’s gaze to the bottom of the message, which promised results within the month. The message was time-stamped twenty-eight days ago.

Laelkii grabbed her cloak and slung it over her shoulders, twisting her silvering braid out from under it as she rushed for the door.

“Laelkii! Where are you going?” Alastar called.

“I’m going to warn Brighthaven!”

“I’ll pack up after I finish things here,” Alastar said, “I’ll meet you in your room.”

“Done!”

Alastar barely heard the white feline leave as she returned her attention to the terminal. She had found the material . . . now it was time for a little justice.
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Laelkii ran through the snowy streets, face turned away from the sky, the wind, the falling flakes. She prayed it wouldn’t turn to sleet even as she dashed through the lighted byways back toward campus. By the time she reached the gates her numbed nose had lost its power to smell and the sensation in her fingers had fled. How long had it taken her? How much time did they have left? Laelkii frantically glanced at the sky, but the moon was obscured by the cloud cover.

Heart racing even as her limbs tired and slowed, she pressed on through the gathering drifts, running brokenly alongside the walls until she reached the outer edge of the campus. She rubbed her hands together until they could bend, then launched herself onto the wall, wincing as her flesh stuck to the stone in the cold. The wind forced snow into her eyes as she scrabbled to the top of the wall, rolling over it and into the embrace of the icy shrubs on the opposite side. For a while she lay cushioned there, the breath knocked out of her, then she thrashed her way free of the bushes and re-oriented herself.

She stood on the crest of a hill inside the perimeter; to the southeast she could see the lights of the on-campus residence of the Academe commandant. The elegant, colonial-style manor was the most welcome sight Laelkii had ever seen. She ran uphill, wheezing, the pain in her side warring with her for breath. The Asanii almost collapsed at the portal, but she managed to press the chime before falling against the wall and dragging down it.

Several minutes later, the Earth-style door swung open. Dressed in a long bathrobe of wine-colored terry-cloth, Brighthaven glanced around outside.

“Sir!” Laelkii said, straightening and trying to catch her breath. She couldn’t bring herself to move into his field of vision. Tears from her long run through the inclement weather clouded her eyes. “Sir, you have . . . to go to her . . . now!”

He had turned toward the source of the voice and now squinted at her. “Who? What is going on, Cadet . . . ” Brighthaven stopped, scanning her face, and suddenly drew back. “Who are you?”

“Alysha. It’s Alysha,” Laelkii said, ignoring the question. She gasped in a breath, composing herself, and tried to inject everything she knew into her voice, “Sir, please go. Now.”

Brighthaven stared at her, and Laelkii feared she would have to explain when there was so little time left. Just as she began to despair, the human flung himself back into the house. Several minutes later, he bolted past her fully dressed. Laelkii leaned against the side of the house and pressed her forehead to it, allowing herself a sob of relief before she set off for her rooms and blessed warmth to wait out the interminable night.
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Alysha clenched her teeth, throttling her cries before they left her mouth. She refused to give Sloan the satisfaction of knowing she was in pain. The Karaka’An flexed her hands against the chains that held her suspended above the bed’s surface and closed her eyes and mind against the weight on her back. He was sparing her nothing tonight, and she wondered at his frenzy, too distant from it to worry.

A sudden, excruciating pain tore through her body, and hot blood ran down the back of her thigh even as her pelvis creased and then snapped near her spine. She jerked away, eyes flying open and a cry of sheer surprise escaping her.

The smell of blood in her nose combined surreally with the scent of snow as the door opened to reveal Brighthaven. Alysha stared at him, convinced he was a figment of her imagination, some hallucination brought forth from the depths of her mind to draw her attention from the trail of the knife. She continued to disbelieve his reality until he lunged for the bed and grabbed Sloan from behind her. She felt herself emptied, felt the knife fall off her back, and the first strike of shock gripped her so hard her heart skipped twice.

Alysha turned her head in time to see Brighthaven slamming Sloan against the wall so hard the Asanii slumped, stunned into unconsciousness. She stared in fascination at the feral look on the commandant’s face. His eyes were wild and staring, his mouth distended to bare his teeth in an inhuman growl. The force of his anger blazed through every pore in his body as he pinned Sloan to the wall.

The Asanii woke, confronted with that burning gaze. Incredibly, he summoned up a thin smile.

Between that breath and the next an eternity stretched. Alysha watched the war within Brighthaven, the man against the animal, the violent struggle revealed in muscles that rippled with furious tension. It seemed inevitable that the ripples would become waves and the commandant would tear Sloan apart. The outcome was written in the cords on his arms, the wild insanity in his eyes. Trapped, Alysha opened her mouth to call out, uncertain what would emerge: a plea for Brighthaven not to taint himself with murder or a mad scream for him to do it.

The breath rushed into her mouth. Brighthaven knocked Sloan against the wall again and then threw him to the floor.

“Get out of here,” the commandant said. Alysha shuddered at the ferocity in the voice.

Sloan picked himself up and smirked, then limped out.

Brighthaven stood, staring at the door, shoulders rising and falling with his breaths. Alysha suddenly realized her state but could not summon up the energy to feel shame. Now that the confrontation had passed, only the waves of pain emanating from her lower body mattered. She bit her lip against a moan, determined not to show weakness, but some part of the sound leaked from her.

The human turned slowly. His face was twisted, eyes terrible in their calm, in their contrast. He walked to the desk and found the black key, then joined her at the bedside. Gently, he touched her wrist, and she turned from the sight of him looking at her, beginning to tremble.

When the first shackle came undone and her left wrist fell to the bed, Alysha gritted her teeth, fighting a gasp. The second one would have dropped her to the bed but his hands beneath her ribcage gently lowered her to the mattress. Then both her legs were released, and she lay without moving, hardly believing the cessation of pain at her extremities. The belt unclasped, the harness, and then she felt his hands gently smoothing her hair from her neck. She almost wept at the delicacy with which he touched her. The collar sprang open and she heard his footsteps recede.

When he returned, a cold cloth touched against the white agony of the knife wound in the back of her thigh. Alysha’s claws velveted, puncturing the blankets, and she bit a pillow as tears streamed from her eyes. Tender fingers cleaned the wound, then bound it. The tension in her shoulders built as hands gently parted her legs and the cloth began to clean the shallow paper cut-thin slices along the inside of her thighs. The intimacy, the silence, and the pain together threatened to overwhelm her.

The hands pressed her legs back together, then Brighthaven sat on the bed beside her upper body. When she opened her eyes, he was gazing at her, and the look in his green gaze was unspeakable.

Her first attempt at speech was a croak, and she tried again. “No . . . no. Don’t.”

“How can I not?” It was obviously rhetorical. He had another cloth in his hands, and he took her wrist and began to clean the long cuts left by the shackles. He did both of them, and then her ankles.

“Roll over.”

It was a command, and she began to obey through habit when the fire ripped through her from her hips. She cried out, and he hastily steadied her. His hand probed along the crest of her pelvis toward her tail, and when she jerked away the sensation faded. He helped her turn over, one hand spread along the small of her back and the swell of her rump and the other moving her injured leg so she wouldn’t bump it. Sweat sprang up all over her body at the pain, at the sick way her hips see-sawed. She tried to throttle the small sounds, as much for him as for her. When they’d finished, she lay exhausted.

When the cool of the cloth returned, she opened her eyes and watched him as he applied his attention to the network of whip marks across her ribs and over her breasts. His face had calmed, and now it was solely his eyes that betrayed him. She let her lashes fall to her cheeks, trying to block out the sensations of his tender ministrations and the burning pain they brought.

After the long silence, words seemed vulgar and violent. His voice was devoid of emotion.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She didn’t have the reserves left to feel despair. “He has blackmail material on you.”

The silence descended again, and the hands stopped. It lasted for so long that she finally opened her eyes.

He was looking at her. She could read there horror, amazement, resignation, calm, and a score other far subtler emotions. There was so much power in that expression that she felt trapped, unable to look away.

Slowly, Brighthaven raised the cloth again. Gazing into her face, he gently wiped the tears from her eyes and the sides of her nose, the crust from her lashes. A hot flush suffused Alysha from within, and without even intending she felt her eyes closing and her chin rising in supplication. The cool cloth vanished, replaced by the feel of his hand cupping her cheek. She leaned into it slightly, breathing deepening against the tears that threatened to return.

“Alysha,” he whispered.

The sob almost broke loose at the grief in his voice, the intimacy, but she bit her tongue and clenched her teeth against it. “Sir,” she answered, her throat contracting on the word, her eyes still closed.

How long they remained that way she never knew.

The wound in her thigh began to throb, and she felt him wrap her in a blanket and scoop her into his arms. She sank against him as he took her out of Phantasies and into the cold, and the warmth of his embrace enfolded her, protecting her from the snow. Halfway to the Medplex, she fainted.
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Laelkii tucked a fuzzy blue blanket around Alastar. The gray-brown Karaka’An had stumbled into the older feline’s quarters at false dawn, movements blurred with fatigue. Laelkii had put her to sleep for an hour in her own bed, grateful that the coming day was a restday and they weren’t expected for any tasks. She was personally exhausted but could not compose herself to sleep. The suspense was too great.

The older woman started when Alastar dragged herself into a sitting position and called raggedly, “Turn on the news.”

“The news?” Laelkii answered.

“This is the part,” Alastar said, “where we find out if I succeeded or failed.”

“If you succeeded?”

“Then Sloan is dishonorably discharged and imprisoned.”

“And if you failed?”

“Then we’ll be lucky if Brighthaven lives, and Alysha.”

So as the sky began to blue in the east, the two huddled together in bed under thick blankets, watching the blank holoprojector edgily. Outside, the clouds cleared away and only a few fat flakes drifted to the already thick cover on the ground. Laelkii was dozing off despite her nervousness when the holo chimed three times, jerking her upright. As the disc of the sun swelled on the horizon, she and Alastar stared at the 3deo as a shot of the Academe appeared and a clear woman’s voice spoke.

“Second Commander of the Fleet Academe of Selnor linked to several suspicious deaths and found to be a member of the Anti-Human League—our top story of the day in the fifth-hour news!”

Laelkii’s head fell against Alastar’s shoulder and she began to laugh, or cry. She wasn’t sure which. Alastar wrapped her arms around her and let out a long sigh.
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Alysha watched the backs of her friends recede with a smile as she stood next to the doors to the loading area for the shuttle. She could hardly believe what they’d done, even after thinking about it for several weeks. She’d had a great deal of time at the end of the semester for thinking. She’d been in the Medplex for two days while the doctors had re-fused her pelvis and rebuilt the muscles Sloan had peeled apart; after that, she’d had another week of walk therapy.

Alysha hadn’t returned to the club after her release; she hadn’t needed to see Brighthaven to know that, somehow, she simply wasn’t supposed to go. When the mail had arrived informing her that her tuition had been paid for the remaining two years, Alysha had been deeply affected . . . but somehow, not surprised.

Freed now of her financial worries and her nocturnal responsibilities, Alysha finally had the chance to take a few semesters in the orbital station the Academe maintained to teach piloting and other topics relevant to those who would sail a starship. The shuttle beyond the doors was her ride there. Smiling one last time at Laelkii and Alastar’s distant figures, Alysha grabbed the strap of her duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder. She turned to go.

And stopped.

Impeccable in his usual Fleet uniform with the badge of the Terran Space Navy on his right shoulder, the commandant stood with his hands clasped loosely behind his back. There was more gray in his hair than she remembered from their first meeting, and a few more lines around his eyes, but his shoulders were straight and his back unbowed.

Slowly, she straightened until her posture mimicked his, different only in that her digitigrade stance forced on her spine a deeper curvature. She lifted her chin, gathering herself for the moment.

She held out her hand, and he clasped it.

Alysha said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Brighthaven answered.

His hand in her grasp tightened, then released. Alysha looked at him a moment longer, then turned and headed for the shuttle. In her eyes, and in her stance, there was the making of metal.
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  The Piece That

  Makes the Difference

 

“He’s inside,” the aide said to her before leaving.

Senior Medical Cadet Laelkii Takara watched the human lady go, her white tail twitching. She reflected sadly on what the commandant’s rearrangement of his staff to include a much greater percentage of humans said about how Selnor had treated him. The “incident” had concluded over two years ago, but the burns still smarted on the Terracentrus campus of Fleet Academe.

The Asanii woman stood at the threshold of the commandant’s closed door, presenting a mostly human appearance with a feline veneer bequeathed to her by over-zealous genetic engineers centuries ago. She had no idea why Brighthaven had sent for her, but she had the man’s mettle. If he wanted to distract her from her celebratory preparations for Alysha’s graduation, she was certain he had good cause. Laelkii straightened her blue and black uniform, tossed her silvering bangs out of her face, and chimed for entrance before stepping inside.

He stood behind his desk with his back to her, impeccable in the blue and black of full Fleet uniform, with the Terran Space Navy’s emblem on his right shoulder, the gold just visible. His posture evoked the confidence that had guided the Academe on Selnor to its present state, and the silver that threaded his oak-brown hair the effort that guidance had required. He was human, and there was something that defied description about his easy stance and the sense of command that permeated it.

Laelkii stood at attention before his desk, her eyes demurely downcast. She focused on his hands, clasped neatly behind him, their palms facing her: broad wrists, strong fingers with sensitive tips curled inward.

“Cadet,” he said at last.

Laelkii lifted her chin but not her eyes. “Sir. You sent for me.”

He turned from the window, bringing his polite green gaze to bear on her. “That I did. Have a seat.”

Surprised, Laelkii sank onto a chair, curling her tail through the hollow meant for that purpose. She folded her hands in her lap and waited. The military courtesies that came so easily to Alysha remained foreign to Laelkii even after two years, but curiosity and patience—those things she understood. The Asanii found it easy enough to be still, to concentrate on the reflections sliding off the glass surface of Brighthaven’s desk, when in pursuit of some mystery.

“I’m afraid I have something rather . . . irregular . . . to ask of you, Cadet.” Brighthaven placed his hands on the back of his chair, regarding her with a strangely casual look. Laelkii watched his fingers flex against the leather and forced her ears to remain upright.

“I would like you to tell me everything you know,” just the slightest of pauses, “about Alysha Forrest.”

He could have smacked her in the face with a wet sponge and she would have been less startled. “Sir?”

Brighthaven cleared his throat. “As I said, an irregular request. But there are some in every class, Ms. Takara, that show great potential. It is the duty of the Academe and all her satellite campuses to nurture that kind of talent. It’s difficult without some background. Alysha’s file is almost completely devoid of any of this necessary background.”

The name snagged Laelkii’s attention immediately. Alysha. Not Forrest, or Cadet (soon to be Ensign) Forrest. Alysha. Laelkii clamped hard on her rampant curiosity. She would have thought the commandant would be eager to put the incident behind him, to force the distance between himself and Alysha that propriety demanded. And now this request?

“Ah . . . I see,” she fumbled, injecting just enough of her personal confusion to rid the words of any whiff of artifice. She rubbed the ring on her finger up and down its length. “Forgive me, sir, but there’s something I must say.” The Asanii sought the correct jargon. “If I may have the liberty to speak.”

“Granted.”

Laelkii stared directly at him. “I’m not sure how much of what I know I can in good conscience disclose when it was told to me in confidence.”

“What you can, then,” Brighthaven said, his voice gentling. The softening of his mouth and the tiniest lift of his brows fascinated Laelkii. The enigma hiding behind that expression niggled at her like an insistent, pernicious itch.

“It’s a long story,” Laelkii cautioned, casting the bait.

Brighthaven sat, threading his fingers together before his chest and studying her over them. A sparkle in his eye met the twitch of his lips and lightened his entire countenance. “I have nothing pressing scheduled between now and graduation. I can give you until I have to take a shower tomorrow night for commencement.”

Laelkii hid her grin. Alysha’s tribulations were a long telling, but a long telling would give her a long time to watch the human’s reactions, build some sort of picture of why his body language changed so subtly when he talked of her. The Asanii leaned in her chair and left her ring alone. She talked.

From the beginning of what she knew—Talen, the industrious father, wishing for his daughter more than he could give her, offering the legacy of stars; Selina, the mother fallen from grace. Alysha’s arrival, destitute, her quest for scholarships; that much he knew. He had saved her, after all.

Laelkii wasn’t certain how much to say about Alysha’s experiences in Phantasies. She skimmed them to the point where Brighthaven himself had entered the scene and stopped.

And then the questioning began.

“Mark West told me there was a time she could barely walk during gym. What happened?”

“They ripped out her claws, sir. She was in shock. She wouldn’t stay with Nathan and me,” her voice cracked only a little on her late husband’s name, “and the painkillers weren’t enough.”

“Ripped out her claws?”

“Because she used them against patrons.”

“In self-defense.” He stated it as if waiting for contradiction.

Laelkii shook her head, staring at him with wide eyes. “No. She used them against people who were abusing a child and a far more fragile girl, a Malarai.”

“Children,” Brighthaven mused.

The bombardment continued. Who had supervised the replacement of Alysha’s claws with their much harder clathrate equivalent? She had, with her husband. What had happened to Selina Forrest? Laelkii didn’t know and said so. Had Alysha ever returned to Phantasies after her final episode? She hadn’t. When had she started showing her leadership potential? Laelkii could only state in bemusement that for as long as she’d known Alysha, she’d felt safe with her.

“Safe,” Brighthaven repeated.

Laelkii nodded, overwhelmed by the keenness of his interest.

“What happened to her earrings?”

Laelkii finally ran out of answers. Her mouth gaped open as if broken. “Sir?”

“Her earrings,” the human waved a hand in a jerky motion. “She used to wear jewelry when she was a freshman. They went away . . . I don’t remember when. They didn’t appear again. She doesn’t wear jewelry anymore.”

The way he said it struck something deeply in Laelkii. She frowned, forgetting she was in the presence of a commanding officer. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she murmured. “That worries me.”

“Because?”

Laelkii glanced up, startled. “I . . . because . . . ” The Asanii clenched her teeth and started again. “She gave the earrings to one of the girls in the club, the youngest, to be traded for enough money to get her out of Terracentrus. Sir, I don’t know that I should—”

“Your medical opinion, Cadet,” Brighthaven interrupted.

The fur bristled up the top of her arms, but she answered. “Repression is a typical response to emotional trauma, Commandant. And decorations, though harmless . . . ” She shrugged, trying to be nonchalant. “They’re usually symbolic.”

Brighthaven finally leaned back. Laelkii thought he looked rather dark until she realized it was in contrast to the sky beyond the window, which had brightened to the pearly gold typical of Selnor’s spring sunsets. She fidgeted in her seat, her ears hot with a flush of anger. Somehow Alysha’s weaknesses belonged only to Alysha, not to anyone who cared to know. And yet . . .

“That will be all, Cadet.”

Laelkii stood and bowed, then stepped out. She closed the door behind her and let out a long, shuddering breath, the tight ache around her ribs a complaint about the hours spent rigidly upright in her chair. Laelkii glanced toward her shoulder, frowning minutely with brows that had gone almost full white in the last few years. She pursed her lips. And yet something about him . . .

For no reason she could discern, she left the administrative buildings humming.
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Matthew Brighthaven slung his undress cloak over his shoulder and pinned it absently with the Alliance sigil brooch issued with every uniform. He’d remained at his desk for an hour after Takara-Lifeweave’s departure, mind wandering. Spring commencement had always been a special time for him. The sight of the current crop of students in their new formal uniforms, their determined faces turned to his, never failed to renew his spirit. In previous years, he would have given out their new rank braids, presided over the ceremony . . .

And then returned to the residence to celebrate with Harroway Sloan and the rest of the staff.

Brighthaven stabbed the pin through the fabric emphatically, ignoring the brief spear of pain that met the unfortunate skin beneath the point. He knew Sloan’s betrayal would never quite heal. He had trusted the felinesque second—had drunk with him, confided in him, handed him the life of a student—and Sloan had somehow been planning to kill him all along, had been conspiring with the Anti-Human League beneath his very nose without his ever suspecting. And the things he’d done to Alysha . . .

The reflection of his teeth in the window forced him to realize he was snarling. Brighthaven arranged his face into a more civil expression, tossed his cape over his shoulder and walked out.

“Lilian, I’m leaving for the day.”

“Very well, sir. Have a good evening.”

Spring evenings in Terracentrus never failed to delight, and the Academe campus was especially lovely. A large tract of land preserved on the outskirts of the Alliance’s summer capital, it woke from winter like a graceful woman, its trees unfurling tender limbs heavy with clusters of pastel blooms—fairy white and gossamer blush, spun-sugar orange and ice-rimed lilac. The perfume floated on the breathy winds that came tinted with the scent of water.

Brighthaven strolled beneath the purple dusk, hands behind his back. The barracks were uncommonly silent; the seniors had reported to the orbiting station where they would be transported to their assignments following their graduation, and the rest of the students had indubitably taken advantage of the holiday that accompanied the ceremonial anointing of their fellows.

The quiet struck Brighthaven as melancholy. He found the path out of Ralamn Park and let it take him to the gates. Nodding to the guards, he left the peace of the Academe’s pastoral melds for the city. Fifteen minutes at a brisk walk brought him to the edge of the metropolitan area of Terracentrus with its soaring skyscrapers—pinnacles connected by bridges of thin lace illumined by the warm yellow lights that blossomed against the violet sky. The street lamps burned with a faint light, not yet at their full strength as he walked beneath them, cloak furling around his ankles.

The cadet had been most informative. Brighthaven stopped to study an electronics shop, its wares winking blue-green lights at him in the watery twilight. After saving Alysha from Phantasies (from Sloan, his mind growled), he had taken care to watch her closely. Her marks had been nothing short of superlative, her intelligence praised by every teacher who had her, but far more interesting had been the talent reported by his special eyes in the faculty.

People followed her, and she led them, naturally. She not only knew where she was going, but she made other people care about getting there with her. She accumulated people—and nurtured them.

Brighthaven continued his stroll. Her choice of electives also piqued his interest; without fail she’d sought out the military history classes he was still fighting to have included in the normal curriculum. Strategy and tactics, history and language. An interesting mix.

But Matthew Brighthaven was not often in the habit of deceiving himself. He stopped beneath a street lamp and stared at the dark violet shadows stretching from the bases of the buildings. He had been so careful in all their chance encounters after the incident to stress the distance in rank and age that separated them, to shore up the formality that they both deserved—and despite it, he still had occasional dreams . . . dreams that bordered on nightmares about the intimacy that had been forced on them in Phantasies, the glimpses of a shining, indomitable soul he had been angry to see in such a setting and privileged to see at all. And she was graduating tomorrow.

Brighthaven lifted his face suddenly, the lamp’s light glistening on his eyes as he stared at the sky. He pushed himself forward, his steps swift with purpose, until he found a shop. His cloak whirled with a soft hiss behind him as he stepped inside.

“May I help you?” The Tam-illee woman smiled at him, hands folded on the invisible shields that encased the jewelry displays.

“I do believe you can,” Brighthaven replied.
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“Don’t you have any clothing at all?” Laelkii asked in despair as she pulled yet another sweatsuit out of the closet. She folded it and dropped it in the duffel, her ears askew. “That’s the third blue sweatsuit in your closet, Alysha . . . and they all look the same!”

Alysha managed to open her eyes . . . just the faintest of slits, her pale blue eyes a shard of color behind a fringe of heavy black lashes. Her head swayed in time to the strokes of the brush Alastar wielded on her dark hair. “Mmm? Oh. I didn’t need much clothing.”

“Not a dress or a skirt in the lot!” Laelkii exclaimed, tail lashing. “What are we going to do with you, arii?”

“I don’t wear dresses,” Alysha said, smiling at her older friend’s consternation. “Besides, they take up too much room.”

“Too much room! There’s hardly anything in this duffel!”

Alastar finally chuckled. “I can’t believe you’re surprised, Laelkii.”

“I thought every girl, no matter how tom-boyish, had at least one swishy thing, ’Star.” Laelkii snorted. “Trust Alysha to be unique.”

Alastar wisely said nothing.

“Tell me you’re at least excited,” Laelkii said as she hung the new uniform on the closet’s jamb.

“How could I not be?” Alysha asked, her alto lower than usual.

Into the following silence, Alastar said in an easily audible whisper to the flicking gray ear beside her brush, “Now she will ask you if you are attending a party afterwards . . . and berate you if you are not.”

Laelkii was standing with her hands on her hips, nose wrinkled and a mock frown furrowing her brows so deeply her eyes were lost in shadows. “Alastar! Even you went to a party when you graduated last year.”

“I had no desire to explore the alternatives,” Alastar replied with a studied air of innocence.

Alysha laughed as Laelkii pantomimed pegging the brown feline behind her with a missile. She closed and opened her eyes slowly, a protracted blink of pleasure, and studied her reflection in the mirror across from the small bed. The calm of her soul echoed in the softened lines of her mouth, the contented crimp of her eyes. The gray fur visible through the careless folds of her overlarge cream-colored robe shone over the planes of hardened muscles, a body naked of marks or scars or cheapening jewels. The body of someone who owned herself . . . and the face of someone who had come to the end of her journey. She had found the stars at last.

A chirp interrupted the banter flying over her head.

“You have a message,” Alastar said.

Alysha tilted her head. “Computer, message subject?”

A serene male voice replied, “Message subject: announcement of first assignment.”

Alysha’s eyes opened fully and she sat up, dislodging Alastar.

“Oh, arii! Accept it now?” Laelkii clutched a set of stretchsuits, the packing forgotten.

Clearing her throat, Alysha said, “Spread message, please.”

“Ensign Alysha Forrest. Command track. First assignment—tactical section, UAV Diamondwing.”

“Diamondwing! That’s one of the big ones!” Laelkii exclaimed.

Alastar said, “A battlecruiser.”

Alysha’s hands tightened on the thick folds of cloth in her lap. To be assigned to a battlecruiser on her first mission out was rare enough; to be assigned to tactical where she’d earn bridge experience . . . she let her head drop. She knew who had arranged it; knew also that the same person would never have done so had he not believed her able.

“It’s getting late,” Alastar said, stepping off the bed. “We should get dressed and head to the amphitheater.”

Alysha slid to her feet and stretched, the sensation of warm muscles rippling along her body heightening her sense of peace. She pulled the stretchsuit Laelkii handed her over the top of her head, following the grain of her fur, then the pants, the new pants with their thin stripe of gold. And finally, over it, the dress uniform tunic she’d worked so hard for, the new fabric sliding easily over the cloth of the stretchsuit. The gold tassels that hung from her shoulder swung around her hip, two more tassels hanging from the opposite hip to just below her knees. She pulled on the white boots, folding the flaps down, and then arranged the formal white cape over her shoulder. Only one thing remained, the one thing that would make it official: her rank tab and braid.

Laelkii sighed, folding her arms over her stomach. Her brown eyes sparkled. “Oh, arii. You look lovely.”

Alastar, standing beside the white Asanii, nodded once, her gaze somber.

“Let’s,” Alysha said, indicating the door.

Laelkii and Alastar preceded her out. Alysha glanced once at the room; she would see it only once more when she returned to pick up her bag before reporting to the Diamondwing.

The Diamondwing.

Alysha smiled softly, and followed her friends.
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The first thing Brighthaven had changed when he’d arrived on Selnor to take responsibility for the Fleet Academe had been the location of commencement services. One-fourth of the sales transaction tax levied by the Alliance was earmarked for the Fleet; it was only appropriate that the ceremony that ushered new members into the Alliance’s navy was open to the public, not sequestered in a tiny auditorium on a guarded campus.

Graduation was an evening affair. The sun had already vanished beyond the horizon and a dark blue-violet dusk descended as people filled Terracentrus’s amphitheater. A vast, open-air structure, it consisted of a broad stage of metal arabesques and stone, backed by three connected arches, the center taller than the two symmetrical sides. These arches repeated the Art Deco style of the stage. Facing the stage, a monumental clam shell housed the stadium seating, an uninterrupted curve of gray stone and dark metal that rose in solemn grace to almost fifteen hundred feet.

In the perfumed breeze of the spring evening, the lamps that marked each tenth row swooped down the curve to the stage, golden light smoldering against the saturated blue of the twilight. Dark shapes moved along these rows—well-wishers, relatives, curious civilians; reporters, retired officers and personnel visiting from orbiting ships. Brighthaven watched them from his place on the pedestal behind the low podium, his hands resting on its surface. Beside him, his aide waited with the two hundred twenty-three shoulder tabs he would affix this night to those who had finally accomplished their goal. He knew them all . . . and some better than most.
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Alysha barely remembered the ceremony. After the hours she’d worked and the pain, anger and elation, the convoluted ritual that bestowed upon her the rank of ensign hardly seemed enough to mark the ending of her years as a cadet. But one moment, above all, glittered like fire in her mind.

“Alysha Forrest.”

She swung her cape aside as she strode toward the podium. Behind her stretched a line of those still waiting for their graduation honors; before her, the line of newly named ensigns. And between them, the man, the human man who knew her too well, from whom she had hoped to earn a distant, paternal pride. But it was over now. She approached him, studied his body, a sword sheathed in the blue and black of his uniform, the heavy white cloak resting over his right shoulder with all the weight of an architectural element.

Her steps brought her just beneath him, and she tilted her chin up to look at him. His eyes were afire, the glow of the lamps painted on the dark green of his irises. She thought that his gaze flicked briefly to her ears, that his mouth twitched once . . . perplexity? Disappointment? But when he dropped his eyes back to hers, there was nothing in them but that implacable pride, the stern pleasure she’d always hoped for.

Brighthaven leaned down and affixed the tab to her shoulder. “Ensign. Congratulations.”

She backed away and bowed, as required, stunned at how shaken she was at the sound of the mere word. “Ensign.” At last, at long last.

Alysha forced herself back on her course and joined the others already anointed. She did not hear the final address after the line of waiting students had expended itself, nor the thunderous applause of the audience. And when the other students—ensigns, now—dispersed, she remained standing beneath the glow of a lamp, her fingers absently caressing her name tag.

“Alysha!” Laelkii appeared out of the dark, her formal cadet uniform contrasting sharply to Alastar’s Fleet formal dress. “What are you doing here? Let’s go celebrate!”

“She wants a party, as predicted,” Alastar said, and adroitly dodged the elbow that new toward her side.

“A party?” Alysha murmured, fighting her way out of her reverie.

“There are several currently in progress,” Laelkii said, then grinned. “But I know which one you want to go to. Baner’s giving one by the shore, a really classy affair with a boardwalk, champagne, the works. You can go swimming. It’s only ten minutes by rail. Come on!”

“I’d like to change,” Alysha said. “I don’t have a swimsuit with me.” One party seemed as good as the next, and she was honest enough to admit she had no idea what to do with herself. All her life her driving goal had been to become a captain of a Fleet vessel, to seek and meet the stars. The intermediate goal was won—the Diamondwing was arriving on the morrow for her. But the most amazing sensation gripped her as she realized that between then and now she could do nothing more to accomplish what she’d been striving for.

So . . . “Yes. I’d like to change.” Alysha glanced at the folds of her cape and frowned minutely. “It’ll only take me ten minutes to get upstairs. There’s a Pad station in the amphitheater.”

“Well, hurry! We’ll be waiting for you. Maybe while you’re gone I can arrange to Pad to Baner’s . . . Ensign Baner’s!” Laelkii grinned. “No use wasting time. Be gone!”

Alysha chuckled quietly and trotted toward the small alcove nestled against the eastern base of the amphitheater pit. Two small Pads hid there with their control panels, and it was the work of a few moments to establish a link with orbital control and arrange a transfer to the station. Minutes later, Alysha strode into her temporary room, beginning to unpin the long white cloak. She turned to face herself in the mirror.

There was a box on the dresser. A small black box, satin, otherwise undecorated. Alysha stared at it, brows furrowing and full lips twisting. Someone had left her a gift? Gray fingers cushioned the lid as she sprang the catch to reveal the glint of metal: ice gold, an alloy of gold and the rarer, more valuable white metal meredium, shaped into hoops of such elegant simplicity that Alysha’s breath caught in her throat. Meredium wasn’t breathnache, but it wasn’t far from the black clathrate in value. Who would give her such an expensive gift?

She stared at her reflection, her dilated pupils arresting in their contrast against the ice-shard blue of her eyes, and she shuddered violently as the realization struck her.

The party. The senior staff of the Academe always rotated through the evening’s parties to speak less formally with the outgoing ensigns. Was it too late? She grabbed the box and dashed out the door, her cape whirling behind her.

“That was fast, whoa! You didn’t change! Alysha . . . are you okay?”

Alysha stepped off the Pad. “Let’s go, Laelkii. The night’s spending. You did arrange for a Pad transport, didn’t you?”

The look the older white feline exchanged with Alastar was so patently obvious it amused Alysha. “I . . . well, yes.”

Alysha grinned and indicated the Pads with a flourish. “After you, arii’sen.”

[image: af-dingbat]

The sea’s rhythm was never far from Terracentrus, but on the Baner family estate it was rhythm no more but song, a music that wove a permanent back-drop to the sultry spring evening. Long lines of torches rose ten feet off-shore to cast globes of firelight on the lapping waves, and the promised boardwalk ducked in and out of shadows as it ran to a small wooden structure on stilts just past the torch-light.

The silhouettes of bodies flashed in and out of view; cavorting in the waves or dancing on the shore to music that seemed incidental compared to the breathing of the ocean. Dark shapes moved up and down the boardwalk, the sound of their merriment floating back on the sea’s constant breeze.

Alysha stood on the sand, her white cloak frolicking in a ceaseless motion that sometimes sealed the cloth to her body, sometimes billowed out behind it. Her hair repeated the pattern over her sharp shoulders. Alastar and Laelkii had already lost themselves in the throng that clotted the beach near the boardwalk. She had a more specific goal in mind.

The sound of footsteps made her glance over her shoulder, eyes thinning. A human was running past her, too young to be graduating in her class. She didn’t recognize him, but she called, “Hey, are any of the staff present?”

“Sure, they’re flying the colors.” He pointed at the smear of gold and white light at the top of the house on the end of the boardwalk.

“Thanks!” Alysha called after him, and jogged that way. A few minutes later she left the shore for the wooden planks that stretched above the water’s surface, her footsteps thumping as she passed groups of people. Halfway down the boardwalk, a hand wrapped around her arm.

“Hey, Alysha!” Baner, the Harat-Shar she’d somehow befriended and host of the party, gave her a quick hug. Despite her lingering reticence at such displays, she returned it before disentangling herself. “Alysha! Five hundred fin says I make captain before you do!”

Alysha grinned. “If I had the money, I’d make you wish you’d never offered. Who are you flying the colors for?”

Baner’s round ears pricked and he leaned toward her, voice lowering. “Quite a few of the profs are meandering hereabouts . . . but believe it or not, we have the Old Man himself on the balcony.”

“And how many of your set are mobbing him, ah?”

The Harat-Shar snorted. “None! He’s got this look on his face! No one here’s interested in sailing during a storm. As far as I’m concerned, he can stay up there as long as he wants. I’m not about to move a man scuttlebutt says is on the fast track for the Admiralty.”

Both of Alysha’s brows lifted. “Baner!”

He laughed. “Guess you hadn’t heard that? Where have you been hiding, arii-love?” He cuffed her shoulder. “It doesn’t take a genius to see that he’s seriously disaffected. My guess is they don’t want to lose him.”

“I see,” Alysha murmured.

“Or didn’t you hear about the whole hush-hush incident that happened a few years ago? When Sloan got dumped? As rumor has the story, there was a cadet involved with the discovery of the second being in the Anti-Human League.”

She couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her mouth, and only hoped the faint trace of bitterness didn’t register. “You shouldn’t listen to everything you hear, Baner.”

“Maybe not, maybe not. Still. Stay around, ah? We’re going to be having a bonfire in a few hours.”

Alysha nodded. “I’ll catch you later.”

He grinned and whirled off to greet more of his guests.

As if drawn, Alysha’s eyes rose to the platform at the roof of the little wooden cabin on the end of the boardwalk. Her hand clenching the box, she walked on.

Baner had been right: not a breath or a scuffle disturbed the boardwalk this far out. Alysha paused at the edge of the walkway and rested her hand on the rail, looking out to sea. The lights near the shore did not penetrate this far, leaving only the warm, dim lights from the two-story gazebo beside her to cast a few feeble golden swatches on the nearest waves. Her eyes rose to the horizon, searching in vain for the point where sea and sky separated: it was all darkness and silence, the sounds of the party-goers muted and tinny, like voices in a memory.

Alysha licked the salt from her lips and looked at the top floor of the structure. She couldn’t see him, but she knew he was there.

The wooden boards of the steps shivered beneath her boots as she ascended past the twin lanterns hung in sconces to advertise the presence of the staff and the commandant. She paused beside them, squinting, then closed her eyes and continued to the top floor with the box held tightly in her hand. The heavy, humid air filled her nose with the sea’s perfume and the tang of the platform’s treated wood —in her ears, the waves splashed against the wooden pylons and the steps creaked beneath her feet. She reached the top and opened her eyes, suppressing the quiver that threatened her spine.

He was standing, facing the horizon. Both his hands rested on the rail, and the lines of his cape obscured the verticals of his back if not the breadth of his shoulders. The soft breeze sloughed through his hair and the hems of his dress tunic and cape; he didn’t move otherwise. She’d expected his dignity, but not the tension betrayed by his stillness.

Alysha stepped forward, but couldn’t find a way to enter the space he’d commandeered for himself with his mood. It was no wonder the deck had cleared out so quickly. She debated making some small sound to advertise her presence but decided against it. Instead she bowed her head and forced herself to walk to the rail a few feet away and stand there.

He did not respond. After a few minutes Alysha stopped stealing surreptitious glances at him. She faced the horizon instead. The breeze was stronger on the roof deck, vibrant, touched with spray and almost wet enough to drink. She lifted her face to it, let it carry her hair off her neck, couldn’t help the sigh from escaping her open lips.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it.”

Startled by his voice’s intrusion into the silence, Alysha turned toward him but couldn’t speak. The dim light was unkind to the lines on his face, deepened the wells of darkness beneath his eyes. In the face of such haggard exhaustion she could find no words.

Brighthaven looked out to sea again. One broad hand lightly caressed the rail. “I keep saying I’ll learn to sail one day, but I never seem to have the time.”

Alysha said, “Sir. It’s graduation night.”

“And I shouldn’t be here? Repelling everyone with my black mood? Is that it, Ensign?” He chuckled at her shiver, but it was a gentle sound. “There’ll be a day when you won’t even blink at the title.”

“Never,” Alysha said, torn between a small smile and a smaller frown. “Sir . . . why are you here?”

“I’d ask you the same, Ensign.”

She could see that he said it that time for the pleasure of watching her react. Her ears flicked sideways. “It’s a good night for celebration.”

“You’d have me believe you wanted to come to a party and then sought out the quietest place in it? Oh, no. You were—”

“Searching,” she finished for him. For some reason she didn’t want to hear him say it. Looking for him.

“Yes,” Brighthaven said. “Searching.” His eyes rose to her ears and she touched the base of one self-consciously.

“Naked,” he said, almost a reprimand had it not been for the slight self-mockery.

Alysha glanced at her feet. “I’ve never been one for jewelry, sir.”

He turned from her. “Neither have I . . . but it seems Fleet Command wants to pin another pip on my collar. Tell me, Forrest . . . how do you say no to a suitor that no longer enchants you?”

Alysha folded her hands behind her back, the box still in them. “If I may, sir . . . it’s too late to say no to the suitor years after you’ve wed him.”

He barked a short laugh, hands tightening on the rail. “Have to stay in the loveless marriage for the children, is that it, Forrest?”

“That’s precisely it, sir.”

“But the children have grown and moved away,” Brighthaven said, eyes unfocused. His fingers chafed at the wood.

“No, sir.” Alysha took another breath and stepped toward him, one hand on the rail near his. “The cadets . . . they’re only the youngest of the children. The real challenge is there, in the stars. The children of the Accord. Humanity’s children.”

“Humanity’s oh-so-perfect children. Oh yes, Forrest. Tell me more about your noble races, who did so much better than petty humankind.”

Alysha flinched. “I can’t.” She looked down. “That’s why we need you.”

He let his head turn, looked down on her with cool, calm eyes. The tendons across the back of his hand were taut. “You think I’d make a good admiral, Ensign?”

Alysha said, “Yes, sir.”

“You think I have something to teach your pacifist Pelted Admiralty?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You think I’d be an asset to the Alliance?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, damn your Alliance! Because I want no part of it! Not after any of this.”

Alysha’s ears flattened. “Sir . . . ”

“No, Ensign Forrest. It’s quite enough for me.”

She watched him gather his cloak around his body and stalk toward the stairs. A frown marred her brow and she realized her trembling was anger, not grief, and she released it to a strident call. “Commandant!”

Brighthaven halted as if struck. Alysha strode toward him and stopped a step away. “I refuse. I refuse to be your excuse for leaving the service!”

Slowly, he turned back to her.

“ ‘Any of this’ . . . that’s Sloan’s betrayal, isn’t it? The Anti-Human League? The discovery that humanity’s progeny can be as base and evil and stupid as humans can be and are? Did you honestly believe the Accord’s races were any freer of human emotion than the people who made them? Truly, sir, I thought you less naïve.”

A mask had replaced his face with something calmer. In the silence that followed, Alysha scrutinized it for some sign that she’d reached him, her chest rising and falling sharply with her anger.

His hand lifted toward her face and then fell. “I deserved that, didn’t I.”

Her chin rose and her cool eyes narrowed.

Brighthaven smiled wryly. “You left the most important part out, though.”

Her nervousness caught her by surprise. “Some things are better left unsaid,” Alysha said, voice lowering.

“Ensign,” he said. Then, “Alysha . . . ”

“Sir,” she replied.

Brighthaven laughed. “Can’t you call me something other than ‘sir’?”

Alysha canted her head, a smile tugging at the edge of full lips. “Very well, Commandant.”

The human sighed, but a light had reappeared in his eyes. “So, what have you been hiding from me all this time?”

“Sir?”

“Behind your back.”

She’d almost forgotten the box. She displayed it for him, the light catching across the satin and spilling toward the crack between lid and body. Alysha glanced at him, unwilling to name it; naming it would give it a power that frightened her.

Some of the same reticence, it seemed, lived in him. His hand touched the top, then gently sprang the catch to reveal the glittering earrings. In silence he plucked them from their beds and took the box from her, setting it on the rail. And then just looked at her.

Alysha had never been so aware of her body, of the weight of the breeze, of her hair tangled over her throat as she swallowed . . . of the light gilding one edge of him like the sun chasing the terminator in space. She shuddered and bowed her head, unable to keep her eyes open.

His touch at her right ear was so light she mistook it for the wind until he slid the pad of his thumb across the delicate skin on its inside. His fingers lingered, so gentle she trembled. They left behind the right earring, the weight so sudden, so startling that her ear dropped.

Even prepared for the left, it still shook her to feel his hands on her again. She managed to open her eyes as he attached the second hoop, to see the serenity: real this time, not the mask she’d seen before.

Brighthaven leaned back and she trained her eyes on his. He nodded in satisfaction. “Very becoming, Ensign.”

There was so much in her to say, so much she could not name. So instead, she said simply, “Sometimes it’s the piece of jewelry that makes the difference.”

His lower eyelids creased, and perhaps he smiled. “Don’t take them off,” he said, quiet.

“Never, sir,” Alysha replied.

He walked down the stairs.

Alysha stared after him, drawing her cape around her body. The earrings dragged at the lower lobes of her ears, far heavier than the ones she’d worn long ago. Far more valuable, in more ways than one. She backed away from the stairs and leaned against the rail on the corner of the deck, occasionally touching one of the hoops.

The soft smacks of the sea against the pylons soothed her. After a while Alysha simply watched the black waves and listened, aware of the sea and the sky, of the tassels depending from her shoulders and hips, of the wonder of her rank braid at last affixed on her shoulder.

“There you are!” Laelkii scrambled up the last step, Alastar a few steps behind her. “We were worried when we lost you. Baner said he’d seen you heading this way. What are you doing up here?”

“Just looking,” Alysha said quietly.

“Well, in case you haven’t noticed the party is down there,” Laelkii said, jabbing a thumb over her shoulder.

From behind her, Alastar said, “She has a point.”

A powerful reluctance dragged at Alysha, but she cast it off and felt no regrets. Pushing herself from the rail, she joined Laelkii. “Yes, Mom.”

Laelkii hmphed and let her go down the stairs first. As she passed, the Asanii said, “By the way . . . nice earrings.”

Alysha glanced at her, marked the mischief in the dark eyes and the friendly grin. She smiled her own smile, could not help the soft tenor of her voice. “Thank you.”

On the way down, Alysha doused the commandant’s lantern.
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