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      A bloated red sun shone down upon a blonde teenager fidgeting beneath the gaze of two hundred forty aliens looming above her in a circular amphitheater that was almost as old as the Milky Way itself. In one sense, the teenager was human, as was a pair of the onlookers, with the remaining spectators made up of one hundred twenty pairs of different alien races. In another sense, all of them — including the girl — were all the same, all members of the Plenum, a race of beings who took on the biology and appearance of other sapient beings throughout the galaxy.

      The sky was the pale green of novelty milkshakes around St. Patrick’s Day. The air felt biting cold due to a wind whipping through the amphitheater, the gravity slightly greater than Earth’s, and the air pressure much like being a mile above sea level. The amphitheater rose up in a series of eight concentric tiers of myrtle green stone that had once been polished but had been pitted by the passage of millennia, the rings themselves broke at staggered points, steep ramps allowing access between them, from the very top row down to the stage at the bottom.

      Murmurs from the seated aliens washed over the girl, in voices that covered the range of possible pitches and phonologies heard across hundreds of thousands of worlds. She ignored them, standing there in pink, tooled cowboy boots, faded blue jeans and a white, untucked tuxedo shirt. She looked calm enough, even defiant, but her balled fists suggested otherwise, anxiety she wanted to keep hidden.

      “The senate will come to order. We have but a single item of business before us today and a single guest. Miss Colson, do you understand why you are here?”

      Gel lifted her eyes to the being who’d spoken, a Gris seated on the first tier towering above her but still close enough for her to make out the displeasure on its face. This particular alien looked like a blocky statue carved from amber, its insides translucent and glowing in the red sunlight. Something in its tone made her wonder if it knew her. Was it possibly the same one who had saved her father all those years ago? Amadeus had spoken well of it, the very first Plenum he’d met. For that alone she knew she should probably be respectful. And yet… Amadeus wasn’t here, wasn’t the one on trial, the one being scrutinized by the full range of Plenum in the galaxy. She sighed. Several of the races manifested by the Plenum had one version of telepathy or another. There was no point in speaking anything but the truth.

      “Because I’ve pissed you off again?”

      Most of the Plenum frowned, or something as close to it as their varied faces could manage. A few dozen murmured. Two laughed, and Gel tracked that sound and found the only other human-seeming members of the senate, recognizing them at once. Elder siblings, children of Amadeus Colson, same as her. They’d left home while she was still a child, but they had stayed in touch with other sibs. They knew her.

      “Miss Colson, you are only here at the pleasure of this body. If you insist on disrespecting it, we will continue without you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. But I meant what I said and intended no disrespect. You’re not happy with something I’ve done. But no one’s bothered to offer me the respect of saying what it is. Instead I was abducted, hauled here without warning⁠—”

      Ytpino, the Gris, cut her off. “You were summoned⁠—”

      Gel responded in kind. “With respect, I was jumped by four other Plenum I’d never so much as met before. They surrounded me and opened a portal before I could even greet them as kinsmen. The pair holding open the other end of that portal, other Plenum I did not know and who also didn’t speak to me, left me alone once I’d arrived, in what was basically a prison cell. Is this how all Plenum are ‘summoned’ to appear before you?”

      A chime sounded, ceramic and musical. At the same time a pulse of lavender light came and went. The eyes of most of the senate shifted to a Glamorkan who rose to her feet. “Your pardon, Speaker Ytpino, a question of protocol.”

      The being who’d been the first to speak waved one amber hand at the Glamorkan. “I yield the floor to Counter-Speaker Relgrado.”

      “Most gracious. Our guest has cut to the heart of the matter. Not so much the manner of her arrival, but the implication that she is of the Plenum.”

      “I fail to see the question,” said Ytpino. “She is a scion of our human template. A product of our youngest cousins, but Plenum all the same just as any of them are.” His hand made a small pass through the air, ending in a pointing gesture at the pair Gel had recognized as older siblings.

      “I am forced to disagree,” said Relgrado. “When has any Plenum ever stood before this body alone? If she is Plenum, where is her pairing?”

      “Are you truly so disingenuous? You know she is a variant. A mutant allowed to reach adulthood and stabilize. She has no pairing, nor ever will.”

      “And so I ask again, is she Plenum? Because the answer opens different paths for this senate.”

      “I see but one path,” said Ytpino. “Being Plenum, she has a responsibility to our people.”

      “A responsibility she is unequipped to perform. Lacking a pairing, she can neither contribute to anchoring a portal nor aid in creating one. Her thoughts do not mesh with yours or mine or others, as we might say of any other Plenum.”

      “If she cannot serve our people, not add to our purpose in the galaxy, then the galaxy will have no room for her⁠—”

      Relgrado cut the Gris off. “Yes, I understand. You could not intervene when she was a child and her life was under the protection of her progenitor, but now that she is acknowledged as an adult you seek to end her existence. I simply question if you have the authority to do so.”

      “I speak for this senate, that is all the authority I need.”

      “I do not question your authority over this senate, Speaker Ytpino, nor over any other Plenum. But if our guest is not Plenum, then your authority does not extend to her. In which case you have two problems. First, you have indeed abducted her, but second and more importantly, she has insight and knowledge of the Plenum that no outsider should possess. And bringing her before this body, where she has seen the full range of species among which the Plenum now live, you have exacerbated this problem.”

      Ytpino clapped its hands together, once, and a second time. “You are out of order. Her provenance is not open to question. Mutant or no, she is Plenum. And she has used the abilities from her heritage in a manner that potentially exposes the rest of our people. For that reason alone she has been summoned.”

      “I’m still inclined to go with ‘abducted’,” said Gel.

      The Speaker ignored her. “Let us turn our attention to the proximate cause of your presence, specifically your recent actions in the home system of Human Space. You bear great abilities, Ms. Colson. Do you truly believe it is appropriate to utilize them in games of chance?”

      Gel shrugged. “I was building a stake so I could start my business. I needed money for a ship.”

      “You trivialize your gifts. You can move objects anywhere within the galaxy and you choose to cheat at cards⁠—”

      Relgrado interrupted again. “Your pardon, Speaker. I know you have a higher regard for the protocols of this senate than any other being, which makes it all the more curious that rather than questioning our guest, you seem to be focused on a moral rather than pragmatic judgment of her actions.”

      “Your point, Counter-Speaker?”

      “This body is — and should be — concerned with a practical evaluation of what she has done, as it bears on the security of all Plenum. A moral assessment, that is, whether her choices have been what you may choose to designate as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is subjective.”

      “Subjective? How so?” Said Ytpino.

      “They are only your opinion, Speaker. The objective facts are that she teleported useless playing cards from her hand and replaced them with more desirable cards. That she brought the replacements in from another location that she had previously secured. That she acted in a way that accomplished her goals and simultaneously flummoxed potential attempts to find her culpable.” She waved a hand in Gel’s direction. “Is this a fair description?”

      “Pretty much. I was being careful. And besides, that casino was a criminal operation. If anything, my actions helped shut them down.”

      “Irrelevant,” said Ytpino. “Neither the motives nor the actions of non-Plenum are our concern.” It clapped its hands again. “I repeat, what is your point, Counter-Speaker?”

      “Only that your own assessment of her actions are irrelevant. They are your opinion. And while your views may reflect considerable experience and knowledge, they are nonetheless only an opinion. If you would sway us, I beg that you do so using objective evidence and not subjective judgments.”

      “Are you implying that it is appropriate to use the gifts of the Plenum in this matter?”

      “I’m stating that it is not the purpose of this senate to judge how any of us use our abilities, so long as they do not jeopardize or risk harm to our race. If you would win us over, show us that she is a threat to our existence with more than just your opinion.”

      “What of her involvement with the Bwill?”

      “What of it?”

      “She removed and returned a Bwill ambassador, and subsequently contracted to transport large numbers of Earthers across hundreds of light years to Bwill, a world that’s not on any major shipping or passenger routes. She exposes us by these actions.”

      Gel stamped her foot, kicking up a cloud of pale orange dust. “I do not.”

      “The witness will not speak unless directly addressed,” said Ytpino.

      “Or what, you’ll gag me? That would be consistent with my being abducted, I suppose.”

      Some of the other Plenum responded with gasps of indignation, others with scattered laugher. Relgrado measured both reactions before speaking. “As Counter-Speaker, I recognize our guest and invite her to rebuke the Speaker’s assertion that her actions transporting individuals to and from Bwill represents a cause for us to act.”

      Gel waited a moment to see if Ytpino would permit her to get a word in, and it appeared the Speaker had to honor some rule of the senate’s protocol that Relgrado had invoked. She cleared her throat and jumped right to the heart of things.

      “I know it’s important not to reveal what I can do. Amadeus drilled that into my head before he agreed I could leave. That’s why I needed to lease a ship. It’s part of the illusion. I had a self-contained apartment in the cargo hold, basically a big box about four meters on a side. I rigged it with some lights and sound effects and like that. I have an identical one in a storage space that I rent on Bwill. I seal my ‘passengers’ inside the box on my ship and a day later I swap the boxes. The box is preprogrammed to unlock itself and display a message for the people to step out. They’re met by a receiving team on Bwill.”

      Relgrado pointed at Gel, her enormous saurian hand moving as if to strike the girl down from afar. “And why all the subterfuge? Why this useless box? Why delay transport for a day?”

      “Well, most of the people I’m moving are pretty smart. They’re artists and scholars and Nobel laureates and stuff. You’d have to be stupid not to wonder how you’re crossing that kind of distance quicker even than if you had a tight portal route, which obviously isn’t the case. So I put on a show. I feed into their expectations and they come away thinking the box is responsible for getting them from point A to point B. And the delay is so they won’t think it’s too easy. Most of them convince themselves that it’s needed to get out of Earth’s gravity well, that the box won’t work otherwise, and so forth.”

      “You’re saying you went out of your way to suggest that the teleportation was accomplished by technology rather than your own power?” Relgrado let her hand fall back to her side.

      “Well, yeah. I had some help. I consulted with a stage performer who knows all about manipulating people’s perceptions.”

      The Speaker pounced. “And in consulting with this performer, did you reveal your nature as a Plenum?”

      “No, I didn’t have to. He already knew. You’d told Mr. Conroy all about the Plenum years ago when I was just a kid.”

      Ytpino bristled. “This body is well acquainted with your Conroy and his past interference in our affairs.”

      “If you mean he kept you from killing me and taught me how to handle my powers, then yeah, he did.”

      Relgrado clapped to regain the floor. “Members of the senate, I submit that our ‘guest’ has shown an awareness and appreciation of our concerns for discretion, both in her manipulation of playing cards and even moreso with respect to misdirection in transporting individuals. Her actions speak more eloquently than anything either I or Ytpino might offer.”

      Gel’s head bobbed with enthusiasm, her long hair flying all around her. “Right. Misdirection. If you want more of that, no problem. I’m happy to comply and⁠—”

      “I disagree,” said Ytpino, ignoring Gel and responding to the Counter-Speaker. “At most, she demonstrates a good beginning, a superficial understanding of the need for secrecy. But she lacks subtlety. We cannot have her drawing attention to herself. The fact that she uses her abilities so blatantly instead of only at need also tells a tale.”

      “You would deny her agency in the use of her talents?” Relgrado’s disbelief was evident in her tone and echoed in the gasps heard around the amphitheater.

      “I would have her — and this body — appreciate the peril she poses to our entire race. Surely it is no kindness to ask one so young and inexperienced to shoulder such a responsibility.”

      “A rarity,” said the Counter-Speaker. “On the matters of responsibility and inexperience we are in agreement. And a simple solution presents itself. Probation.”

      “What? But I haven’t done anything wrong,” insisted Gel.

      “Explain yourself, Relgrado. What kind of probation?”

      “Send her back. Let her resume her actions, but with the added knowledge that we will be watching and evaluating her behavior at every step, what she does and does not do. I believe we need to gather more evidence before we can act, and as we do, so too will the variant youngling gain in experience and possibly even a subtler understanding of the responsibility that her abilities carry.”

      Ytpino considered for a moment, scanning the other members of the senate all around it. “You would have us table any decision at this time?”

      “I would,” said Relgrado.

      “There is a proposition before us,” said Ytpino. “Those in support of assigning the variant, Angela Colson, to a probationary status and ongoing review so signify by…”
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      As ships went, Gel’s was surely not the worst, or so she liked to believe. A Colian design from the Tigglarian series that had once been rated as the seventh best cargo vessel of its size class. Admittedly, there had only been twelve distinct models of cargo vessels that small, but the Tigglarian series fell smack in the middle. Hers had left its original shipyard several centuries earlier, marking it as one of the last they’d manufactured. According to its repair log, it had visited no fewer than thirty-four other shipyards (more than half of them multiple times). Nearly every piece that could be replaced had been swapped out during those many years, calling into question if it was even fair to consider it a Colian ship at all. Despite its history, it still operated relatively smoothly, which could not be said of any others from its series.

      Gel loved the ship because it was hers. She’d purchased it outright with the funds she’d acquired from that crooked casino on Triton — and in her mind the delight of owning her own vessel outweighed any disapproval from the Plenum senate. Other than her clothes and the tattered plush bison that she could always locate anywhere in the galaxy, it was the only thing she owned. She called the ship Tiggly.

      Small as it was, Tiggly had room to house a crew of five comfortably. That was the way of Colian ships. They’d never built anything for a solo owner, probably couldn’t conceive of it. That was fair, given Colian psychology and physiology, but Gel couldn’t conceive of someone joining her, let alone four someones.

      Even prior to being called before the senate, her plan had been simple: travel the galaxy to lock as many places — stars and planets and moons — into her head as she could. Every point in the universe bore a unique set of coordinates. She couldn’t teleport herself, but having once been to a place her ability would allow her to send anyone or anything to that spot if she chose. That set her apart from all other Plenum. She couldn’t work in concert with another sibling or cousin to open one end of a conduit to any other pair, but they couldn’t push things where they didn’t have or couldn’t create a conduit. So naturally, she wanted to travel, expand her internal address book, and expand her teleportational repertoire.

      As a cover for all that wandering, Gel had set herself up as intra-galactic courier, advertising her services for the jobs that other, more traditional and established transportation companies found too risky. She reasoned that high risk jobs not only paid more than routine gigs, but they’d be likely to take her to more out-of-the-way locations, far from the tourist routes or mainstream shipping destinations. Still, she was an unknown, and the very nature of the jobs most in need of her services wouldn’t be the kind to provide testimonials. In the weeks since leaving Triton, she’d yet to secure the kind of gig she’d hoped for. Worse, she doubted she could, not without a reputation, but how to get a reputation without doing a job?

      Which is what had brought her to Flen space. The Flen lay claim to a few dozen planets and sprawling space stations spread across twenty star systems. They had some very odd customs, including the belief that all contracts for goods and services should be awarded to the lowest bidder, without exception. That suited Gel just fine. She didn’t owe anyone anything for Tiggly, had no crew or other employee salaries to worry over, and her own expenses were minimal. The Flen’s policies meant she could underbid on the few independent courier gigs that might show up on the job boards at every station and port. The only flaw with this plan was that each board had its own registration fee and she’d already spent whatever profit she’d make on her first job, just from putting her name out on all of them. She’d had a few quick nibbles, but nothing really substantial. Yet.
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      She’d taken on a subcontract, running some cargo between Kific and Semila, two Flen worlds located in adjacent star systems. She’d been docked at a station in orbit above Semila when Ytpino’s thugs had snatched her during a supply run. They’d knocked the plushie from her hand along with several bags of drygoods she’d been carrying and shoved her into an alcove in the market. Instead of defending herself, she’d stupidly reached for the plushie first, which gave one of the assailants time to jab a hypo into her arm. Gel had tumbled into oblivion, clinging to consciousness just long enough to realize that her attackers were Plenum because they’d opened up a conduit. She awakened inside a cell in the bowels of some long deserted city probably a million years old, presumably the anchor point for the two Plenum who had been on this end of the conduit and hovered over her. Before she could give any thought to escaping or flinging them across the galaxy, they told her she’d been summoned by the senate, helped her to stand, and hauled her before Ytpino. After the probationary sentencing, another conduit had opened to drop her back at the market. The original pair of Flen-looking Plenum had left her without a word. The supplies she’d bought had vanished as had the toy bison. Gel held out her right hand, flexed her fingers, and reached. The plush toy rested in her hand again.

      “Hey, Barry. Did you miss me?”

      The shops on Semla’s station never closed. Gel retraced her steps and purchased the needed supplies all over again. Remembering the feel of the wind whipping through her when she’d faced the Plenum senate, she splurged, adding a posh coat of dark blue velvet. She couldn’t really afford it, but rationalized the expense because sometimes you just have to treat yourself to something nice and worry about the costs down the road. Doubtless Ytpino would have awarded her demerits for such a frivolous purchase. This second trip back to her ship occurred without incident. Tiggly’s systems indicated an incoming message through the station’s comm grid and she settled into the pilot’s seat on the small bridge to read it.

      The return address marked it as a response to an ad she’d placed, one of dozens within a thirty lightyear radius.

      She opened the response at her workstation and found gibberish. Encrypted. Better and better. If her potential employer had secrets to keep then the job should pay that much more. She coded in her half of the encryption key she’d logged when placing her ads and the message flowed onto her screen. She didn’t recognize the race of the being facing her, but suspected it belonged to a female. From what Gel could see, the alien was a stocky humanoid, furred with a yellow pelt and green spots. Her whiskers twitched and she began to speak in a voice that was surprisingly melodious and rich.

      “I leave this message for the ACE Courier. I am Osulma, the daughter of Phenxter. I dwell on Sharmalaro, an independent world of the Posmura system, in the midst of Flen space. My family is well established here. My father is recently deceased. As is our custom, his body was placed in isolation for a span of days as family and friends gathered from across Sharmalaro to pay their respects during the mourning period prior to his cremation day. But in less than a day of his passing, we discovered that he had been taken. An investigation revealed that parties unknown had arranged to have him shipped like so much cargo. He was delivered to Hesnarj, one of the mausoleum worlds, and quite distant. Hesnarj has no treaties with Sharmalaro, nor any world in Flen space. They claim they must honor their own contracts and intend to inter him there. They have refused to return my father’s body. By their own customs, he must remain there, on a world where none of my race has ever been.

      “I cannot bear this thought. I must see him returned to Sharmalaro where his children and grandchildren, his friends and colleagues, the many others whose lives he has touched, can pay their respects and find the closure that his passing may bring. This is an irregular task, one which requires the utmost speed, exceeded only by the degree of discretion. Please respond upon receipt of this message. There can be no delay.”

      Ten minutes later, Gel had put away her groceries, notified the station of her intention to depart, paid her docking fees, and aimed Tiggly in the direction of Sharmalaro.
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      Gel had met Flen before. Descended from an avian ancestor, they were slender and light and feathered. This Osulma looked mammalian. Tiggly didn’t require much attention to get her to Sharmalaro, which gave Gel time to read up on the destination and discover that the planet was home to a second species, the Dorvaln. These were shorter and heavier than the Flen, stronger too. They were furred, not feathered. And apparently the males of the race had prehensile tails, broader and flatter at the tip than the root. She’d learn more when she met with Osulma, but retrieving a body from Hesnarj ought to be easy enough, and she had yet to add any mausoleum worlds to her list. It promised to be a win-win.

      She keyed in a reply informing Osulma that she was en route and requested a rendezvous location. She’d detailed the sequence of portals between here and there, encrypted the entire message, and fired it off. Fast as Tiggly was, she’d still need a couple days to move through a trio of portals and then transit the distance in-system to Sharmalaro. Messages, by contrast, came and went almost instantly. Given the urgency in the original response, Gel expected to hear back before she’d passed through the second of the portals.
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      Tiggly was small enough for atmospheric flight, but Sharmalaro boasted a massive space station and shuttles running down to the planet and back several times a day. Osulma had responded with the details of an on-station meeting site, along with a nearby docking address and a chit to cover her expenses. And not just the station fees, but the costs associated with topping off her fuel and supplies as well, even an upgrade of datafiles describing the peoples and cultures in this part of Flen space. Whoever and whatever else this Osulma was, she had money and wasn’t afraid to spend it.

      The station itself had the distinctive look of Glamorkan construction. Everything had been made bigger than most races needed, from the height and width of corridors to the thickness of airlocks and gates. It was also modular, the design established centuries ago and easily expanded as the needs of its users grew. Whatever Glamorkan architect had come up with the original pieces had seen it distributed to thousands of systems and likely reaped regular royalties from its users.

      The meeting site proved to be a candy cafe, the kind of place that sold a range of confections and encouraged its patrons to linger at screened tables as they consumed their sweets. Only a handful of customers occupied the place when Gel walked in, as indicated by the number of opaqued screens. Presumably, the Dorvaln she was meeting wouldn’t hide herself away and just hadn’t arrived yet. Gel ordered a selection of flavored licorices, carried them to a corner table, and sampled them as she waited for her patron. She left her table’s screen transparent, confident that no other customers would be looking for a human. She had finished off two strands — one that tasted of ripe berries and the other of pickled fruit — and she was contemplating a third that smelled like it was a candied version of salami in sweet soy sauce, when a Dorvaln stomped into the cafe. In person she was shorter than Gel had imagined from the vid message, but the pattern of green spots on yellow fur, like some psychedelic jaguar, matched what she’d seen. She spit out the rest of her licorice and stood. Her movement drew the Dorvaln’s eye.
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