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Chapter 1

 

Elin hated it when her duty rotation required her to mediate yet again between a Wrinkleship pilot and the spaceport authorities. 

The pilots didn't bother her. They were decent enough people, even the worst of them, even when they acted like elitist snobs. Part of the problem, she knew, was that she did consider them people, while a growing percentage of the officers and officials and technicians she had to pass on her way through security levels to get to the Wrinkleships, did not. Wrinkleship pilots, according to the proponents of the pureblood radical genetic dogma of the Set'ri, were mutants. Mutants had to be destroyed, to prevent them from contaminating the true human genome. However, Wrinkleship pilots were necessary to the expansion of the Central Allied Worlds, so they weren't destroyed at birth, or when their mutations manifested at adolescence.

Lucky for them. Or maybe not so lucky.

What did it matter that their bodies were so malformed and defective that by the time they entered their second decade, most of them needed life support? According to all the ethics books Elin had studied, and the inherited memories of her ancestors, the mind and soul determined if a life form was human, not the viability and performance of the body. Elin had enough experience, her own, as well as those imprinted in the khrystal in her blood, to convince her that the converse of the Set'ri dogma was true, and a great many who looked human did not qualify for the title.

Besides, most pilots lived inside so many layers of life support and fail-safes, not even their medical personnel had seen their faces in decades. 

The pilot currently giving ulcers and nervous breakdowns to the spaceport staff had the nickname of Big Ugh-Ugly. Not because anyone knew what she looked like, but because several technicians, who she refused to let anywhere near her ship, and who were fired after trying a little 'harmless' sabotage to her fuel feeds, claimed that the last man who looked her in the face lost his mind.

The spaceport personnel were more a problem than anything else Elin had to deal with when she went on mediation errands. Elin held her breath as she walked through the second-to-last security check, because the last time she met up with this pair of guards currently on duty, they stank of alcohol and uniforms several duty cycles overdue for cleaning. And it wasn't just her augmented Khybor senses that made the reek sickening.

In a self-defense move that was so automatic it had become unconscious a decade before, Elin flipped open a tiny compartment in her tool wristband, and released a pinch of bio-crystal. It whisked through the air of the security checkpoint, so fine it barely shimmered in the air before landing on and adhering to the gate and control panels. The khrystal would give her a sensory and data-gathering link to anything and everything it touched. In this instance, the dust let her see and hear whatever happened in the room behind her, until she chose to shatter the link. Neither guard said anything to her as she went through the retina and palm print scans to verify her identity and errand, and she knew that was a bad sign.

The moment the gate shut behind her, Elin heard the two guards discussing her physique and making bets, yet again, that one of them could get her horizontal by the end of the day. She sighed, wondering briefly what had ever happened to asking a girl out to dinner and some entertainment before using her for sex. Not that she would ever eat in the same room with either one of them. Even with her khrystal-augmented strength, she doubted she would be able to keep down even one mouthful of food.

"Hello, be-u-ti-ful!" A tall, lean figure in the sloppy, eye-aching purple fatigues of the Wedge, the exploration-and-rescue arm of the Galactic Fleet, stood in the doorway of the next checkpoint.

Elin nearly barked a response that bordered on crude, but she knew she was under surveillance as much as she kept those idiots at the last checkpoint under surveillance. She was a Khybor, and no matter how valuable her services to the government, no matter how flawless her record, she still had her family reputation to live down. Her multi-great grandmother had been the first human to successfully carry bio-crystal in her blood. Kerin had been classed a rebel and a danger because she refused to let the paranoid military lock her in a dark box for the rest of her life. All her descendants had proven themselves just as stubborn about freedom and personal choice, and just as willing to seriously damage anything that stood in their way. Even though Elin's great-grandmother had forged a profitable, useful alliance between Khybors and the government of the Central Allied Worlds, the so-called voice of civilization and humanity, that didn't mean the family had given up its dedication to fighting for what they believed in or wanted. Elin's mother had taught her to watch her mouth whenever she was around the unenlightened. Who knew, after all, when the Set'ri would decide that a foul tongue meant Khybors were mentally defective, therefore unstable and a danger to humanity?

Elin shoved aside the constant complaint about elitists and paranoid cowards that ran at the back of her mind in a subliminal grumble, and offered a wide grin and wide-spread arms to Colonel Rorin Pace as he strode down the walkway toward her.

"Fi'in bless me, but I must have done some clean living for a change," he declared as he scooped her up, held her tight against him and spun them both around two revolutions. "You look good, bratty kid." He set her down, but didn't step back right away.

"You don't look so bad yourself, mud-grubber." Elin ducked when Rorin reached to yank on her long, bronze-colored braid. She stuck her tongue out at him, earning a roar of laughter.

"If I'd known you got the short straw this duty shift, I'd've come down to personally escort you," he said, as they strode up to the last checkpoint before Elin could enter the ship.

"Why?" She saw the answer in his eyes before he opened his mouth. "More Set'ri threats?"

"Rumors. Unfortunately, only the warped ones travel at twice the speed of light." Rorin shrugged and stepped back to let her go through the door ahead of him. "The ones that could do us some good move slower than sub-arctic mud."

Elin nodded, knowing exactly which ones he meant. The committee that had formed to stand as liaison between Khybors and "normal" humans, most of whom were her relatives to one degree or another, had a subtle campaign going to change public opinion to more be positive toward Khybors. Unfortunately, sometimes the rumors they started to short-circuit the bad rumors created by their enemies became troublesome in and of themselves. The long-held belief that Khybors could create new Khybors in unwilling, undamaged humans, simply by touching them, had finally died. The triumph came from a combination of scientific reports and very public marriages between Khybors and non-augmented humans, where the human didn't become a Khybor even after sols of marriage and having several children. The reaction to that relaxing of fear was a new 'game', among the idle rich and the military, to turn Khybors into sexual toys. Fortunately, Khybors were able to protect themselves against rape most effectively, but there were other ways to force an unwilling partner to cooperate.

"What would I do without you?" she said on a sigh.

"Oh, you probably would have gotten into only half as much trouble when you were a little critter." Rorin squeezed her hand just before they stepped into the Security checkpoint.

The two had grown up together, childhood friends. Rorin's grandparents had been injured in a colony accident that would have ended their young lives if not for the bio-crystal that was finally safe for human implantation. They had passed the khrystal talent along to their daughter. Rorin's generation was the first to show no signs of khrystal, even though he possessed it. His eyes didn't change color when he adjusted his vision to see in different spectrums, and he didn't produce and shed khrystal dust, either involuntarily or at will. He healed quickly, his reflexes were slightly faster than normal humans, but to all intents and purposes, he was no different from any other non-augmented human in the military services. That, Elin knew, had helped him progress with far less difficulties than many in their generation.

The colonel in charge of this last checkpoint, Elin didn't bother learning his name, escorted her to the Wrinkleship hatch and opened the communication link with the pilot. Rorin stayed behind in the security checkpoint to cover for him if any other Wrinkleship pilots currently in the spaceport requested communication or supplies or had problems that needed addressing. Elin said nothing about her assignment, of which she knew little beyond the pilot's name and berth designation, and some port rumors, and the colonel didn't offer any information. She preferred to work that way, getting the complaint or problem from the pilot directly, instead of having to untangle whatever explanation the dirtsiders decided to give.

"Are you paired with anyone right now?" the colonel asked, just as Elin was about to step through the hatch into the Wrinkleship.

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that it was none of his business, but Elin had heard from friends how that tactic always seemed to encourage conversation, which escalated to argument. Sometimes, a quiet 'no' worked better than a bloody nose to convince someone his interested was neither appreciated nor wanted.

"Not right now, no. Too busy." Elin knew better than to offer a smile or even look the colonel in the eye.

She caught his smile in the gleaming, polished metal plate of the hatch door. Maybe this was one of those instances when a bloody nose was the most efficient response.

Big Ugh-Ugly's real name was Serren, and she greeted Elin with music piped into the main cabin and the mouthwatering aromas of fresh pastry just out of the oven in the ship's galley. Elin laughed and trailed her fingertips over the lump in the wall that showed where Serren's life-support tank was securely installed and shielded.

"Someone told me that all your habitation functions started malfunctioning during your last long-distance haul," she scolded softly, and stepped down the spiraling stairs into the galley.

"You know how most of my equipment is voice-activated. Something happened to the program," Serren responded, her synthetic voice a meshing of harp strings and woodwinds. "It needs to hear 'please' and 'thank you' at regular intervals."

"Ah. That explains quite a bit. I'll make a note of it in my report. So, anything interesting happen on this last run?" Elin settled down with the fresh pastry and propped her feet up on the bench on the other side of the dining booth.

It only took ten minutes for Serren to bring up the tapes of the scientific team she had transported on her last assignment. The tapes showed most of the members of the team participating in suspicious activities, including unauthorized personnel coming on board and unauthorized cargo being hidden in compartments no one but spaceport crew should have been able to open. To keep them from getting into her outer layers of memory and security and wiping the records, Serren had forced malfunctions on her ship, to keep the scientists busy and make it more than believable that she couldn't open the storage compartments where the contraband and stowaways were still hidden.

Elin thought of the stink from several days of imprisonment, no food or water or hygiene facilities, and didn't know whether to laugh or be angry or scold Serren. Wrinkleship pilots had to defend themselves with whatever methods necessary, simply because the technicians and military personnel who were supposed to protect them were often those most guilty of abuse and neglect. 

She opened the access channel in her tool wristband and linked all the information directly to her superior, the Wrinkleship liaison and legal advocate. By the time Elin finished her pastry and shared a few stories about mutual friends with Serren, Security had arrived, ready to open the formerly jammed shut compartments. Elin noted the communication log showed repeated attempts by the scientific team to get back onto the ship and get into those jammed compartments, and their insistence that they didn't need help from the military or security personnel to do it.

Elin exchanged warm good-byes with Serren and sauntered back down to the security checkpoint while everyone else was busy inside the ship. The colonel, she still couldn't remember his name, was alone.

"That didn't take long," he greeted her, and looked her over, head to toe. "I checked your duty shift and you're off in two hours. I'll meet you at Vinder's in three. Wear something green and soft."

"I don't recall you asking if I wanted to spend time with you." Elin wanted to add that she owned nothing either soft or green, and she certainly wouldn't waste time prettying herself for him.

"Doesn't matter what you want." His pleasant smile turned into a smirk. He patted the security console. "With this, I can find out all sorts of things about you that you might not want people to know, and I can make changes to your record if I need to. Wouldn't it just be smarter and more fun to play along? I thought you were a smart girl."

"Elin." Rorin stepped into the room. He tipped his head toward the door, indicating she should leave.

"Three hours," the colonel called after her when she nodded to Rorin and stepped out.

"I don't think so," Rorin responded. His voice hadn't changed one bit, but Elin's sensitivity to vibrations and changing chemicals in the air told her that he hung poised on the verge of something nasty.

Two hours later, instead of heading to her home outside the city after her duty shift, Elin found herself standing in a judiciary's office, verifying Colonel Rorin Pace's assertion that he had been defending her from sexual harassment when he struck the Security colonel and knocked him unconscious. The man still hadn't awakened. The security cameras had malfunctioned suspiciously, halting just before Elin was due to step into the security checkpoint and then resuming just moments after she left, and just in time for the vicious argument between the two men. The gap in the recording did more for verifying the colonel's illicit demands than anything Elin or Rorin might have said.

"You realize, our public relations campaign has worked too well," Elin said. "No one is afraid of body contact or exchange of fluids anymore."

"It doesn't help that Khybors are in such perfect health, thanks to khrystal, they're hard to resist." He linked his arm through hers and led her off the walkway, into a middle-class market district, where Elin was sure they would find a quiet corner to sit and gorge on food bought at a dozen different vendor carts.

"I think it's time for us to leave," she said softly.

"But we just got, oh, that leave." Rorin nodded. 

They had grown up listening to her mother and grandmother talk about a future in which Khybors might need to strike out across the vastness of space, to find a place safe from both the destructive beliefs of the Set'ri, and the foolish prejudices and fears of ordinary humans.

"It's just about time for another idiot to get vocal and start pressuring for us to be declared either precious resources to be carefully controlled, or mental defectives to be sterilized and kept away from the innocent and vulnerable." She grinned when Rorin hocked and spat, effective comment on that sentiment. "If so-called civilized folk are so afraid of us that they want to take away our minds and free will and the right to reproduce, then we should just leave. Take away all the services we perform for the settled universe. Let ordinary humans suffer without all the things we provide and do for them. They can't have their luxuries and easy living without giving us some respect."

"Has to be done quietly," he said, and gestured for her to step into a shaded alcove full of trees and a tiny, chuckling fountain. "If they realize their semi-slave class is about to run away, they really will lock us up this time."

"Quietly and slowly," Elin agreed.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Elin waited until her next off-duty day before going out to the wilderness training station her great-grandmother had established. It was the one place on the entire planet where all Khybors were safe from observation, spying droids, any attempts to drug or otherwise manipulate them. The sheer volume of Khybors present at the station at any one time generated an electro-magnetic resonance that killed any unauthorized equipment or transmissions. Khybors received training when they were toddlers, to sense any foreign elements inserted into the environment. Those with the strongest merging with their khrystal were able to metabolize poisons, heavy metals and other dangerous compounds that might incapacitate or even kill ordinary humans.

That was something they didn't tell the government or the military or anyone who showed any undue interest in what changes had occurred in this generation of Khybors. Why give the enemy advance warning that their latest tactic to either wipe out or control the Khybor race was doomed to failure?

Elin spent her first two days of free time out in the wilderness. She needed to be alone. To her displeasure, another training class of Primes were going through final exercises and certification with their bonded beasts before shipping out to the colonization station, in orbit around the southern hemisphere. She had to work to be alone, and to avoid notice. With every Prime bonded to an animal of some kind, all of them on hyper-alert status as they prepared for their lifetime assignments, avoiding notice was an exercise in futility. Finally, she gave up and headed back to the home station. If she couldn't be alone, she would just indulge in a few hours of loafing, massage, and a long soak in her favorite spice-scented water.

Dr. Benjin Teller, liaison between the Khybors and the Colonization Ministry, waited in the larger common room when Elin came downstairs to find something to eat. His smile had a slight edge to it that immediately made her suspicious. That, and the fact he was alone in the middle of the day, when the lower levels of the sprawling building should have been swarming with people.

"So, am I in trouble for refusing to service that bohik-swilling colonel at the spaceport? Or did someone decide that I have Rori in my thrall and used mind control to make him attack a man who scorned me?" She jammed her fists into her hips and waited for her distant relative to respond.

"Well, you've been busy, haven't you?" He slowly nodded. "I almost think what you were talking about is more interesting than my proposition."

"Huh. So I'm not in trouble? That's odd. For once, they almost have a legitimate claim against me." She dropped into the deep-cushioned, comfortably shabby couch facing him.

"Someone thinks you have Rorin Pace under mind-control? Odd. When you two were knee-high, I always thought he was leading you into trouble."

"He's a respected Wedge pilot, and unless someone unravels the code in his service file, who'd ever know he's a Khybor?"

"Ah. Yes, there is that. So, tell me what happened." He sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees, his long, horsy face visibly eager for the story.

"You tell me why you're here, first. What proposition?"

"Have you heard about Norbra?"

Elin had to think for a moment. She decided to bypass the flippant retort, referring to the ancient fable about the arrogant queen who brought about the deaths of her children by her refusal to show humility. "That's the colony world that's mostly desert, right?"

"No child born there has lived past one Standard sol. Hence the name."

"What about it?"

"Six Khybor couples were sent out there, landing five Standard sols ago. Their mission was basic: settle and breed. The oldest child just turned four."

"How many children were born there?"

"Twenty, so far. Several sets of twins." He nodded, acknowledging the point she had silently made, and his eyes sparkled. "Not one child has died. They're all thriving. Of course, there are more than the usual share of hazards from the local plant life and weird hybrid creatures that pass for plants or just lumps of sludge, and turn out to be not only animate but show signs of sentience. It's like Norbra is a dumping ground for all sorts of genetic experiments that didn't turn out as intended, but didn't die, either."

"And you want me to do what?" Elin suspected she knew, but she wanted him to say it.

"Reactivate your Prime status and your link, take multiple bond animals, fully integrated with khrystal, to give them the same immunities and adaptabilities that you do, and come out with the next wave of colonists as their leader."

"Administration work? Me?" She snorted and slouched down further in the couch.

"Actually, I'll be the administrator, handling all the scientists and military types. You will be in charge of the exploration side of the colony, and acting as liaison between the Khybor colonists and the government." He tipped his head to one side and his expression turned somber. "It just might be far enough away that the Set'ri won't follow us."

Elin nodded, feeling a thickness in her throat as ideas and possibilities and long-stifled anger churned inside her. She was touched, pleased that her uncle lumped himself together with the Khybors. Dr. Teller was the first generation of Khybor-born who proved that the khrystal wasn't always genetically bonded. All his relatives were Khybors, but he had no khrystal in his blood. He would be as vulnerable as any non-augmented human who came to Norbra, but he wanted to be there for the sake of Khybors.

"Have you ever spent so long praying for something that you don't even realize you're praying anymore, and you think Fi'in doesn't listen or even care?" she finally said.

"It's what our family has wanted for Khybors since before we were a distinct race."

"A homeworld. One where we don't have to worry about building up defenses, because nobody much else wants to live there." She grinned. "Now, let me tell you about the day I had."

"If I hadn't been working on this deal, getting permission for the next wave of colonists and convincing another twenty families to come with me, I'd be suspicious of the timing," Dr. Teller said when she finished telling him about the run-in with the lecherous colonel and the Wrinkleship pilot. "I'd swear someone overheard you and Rorin talking, and decided to take you up on your resolution."

"That's the thing. They don't want to let us go free. They should have cast us out generations ago, dumped us all on the most inhospitable planet possible, and told us we were on our own. They want to use us, profit off us. Destroying us is a last resort. That's why we have to get out of their reach while they're still defending us from the Set'ri." She sighed, feeling weary but excited at the same time.

"So you'll go?"

"If they deny me a bunk on your ship, I'll stow away."
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Elin had taken Prime training in her teens. She had seriously considered joining a colony, entering cold sleep, with a good chance she might never awaken, and coming out hundreds of sols and a dozen star systems away. The plan had been to escape the prejudice against Khybors in the Central Allied Worlds. Then she realized that the 'disease' that infected her maternal line had been transmitted to her. Just as Kerin Leto acknowledged her responsibility for all those Khybors who came after her, Elin knew she had to stay on Vidan, and look after the welfare of Khybors. So she had disengaged the special nodes in her brain that let her link with khrystal-implanted animals, to see through their eyes and communicate with images and impressions and emotions.

Most Primes stuck with one bond beast. Stronger ones, those destined for leadership positions, had two. Elin didn't know whether to be flattered or worried or suspect a bureaucratic mix-up, when she was given three bond beasts.

The animals had numerical designations, long enough to fill their collars. Elin immediately gave them names. Trouble was a sleek, gunmetal-gray wolf that accepted Elin as his alpha even before the khrystal implantation. Chow was a bear hybrid in mottled honey-brown and silver fur. And the third beast to round out the set, giving her strength and speed and altitude, was a falcon. Elin started out with naming the female Windsong, but after the third day of training and a dozen mishaps that were clearly deliberate on the falcon's part, she changed the name to Birdbrain. Bird, when the falcon behaved.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"So you're the new boss-lady, eh?" The speaker removed his flight helmet as he walked into the common room. He wore the amber and crimson of the new uniforms for colony security for Norbra. The uniform was so new it didn't sport any rank designations.

"Only for the Khybors." Elin sank back down into the couch and looked him over, head to foot and back again. She suspected this was why Dr. Teller had asked her to come meet him for dinner and then was uncharacteristically late.

"That means you're the boss of everything," he said, and dropped down onto the couch facing her.

Elin appreciated his tact, putting them on equal footing when most colonial security types she had met over the sols had a tendency to try to assert dominance, even over people who weren't under their care. She appreciated his square-cut, weathered features, muddy green eyes and the tiny streaks of silver in his short-cropped black hair, just as much as his tact. Pleasant-looking without being intimidating. Comfortable. If her uncle had arranged for them to meet before the colony team officially began to assemble, then she knew Dr. Teller approved of this man and wanted them to be friends, not just partners in the effort.

"How's that?' she said, when the stranger just hunched his wide shoulders and rested his elbows on his knees, after rolling up the sleeves of his flight suit to reveal tanned, rolling muscles.

"Khybors are the only ones who can make peace with the planet. I've spent three Standards on Norbra." He shook his head and his mouth flattened for a moment. "Not my idea of a retirement home. Those of us who have been out there agree, if Khybors can make friends with Norbra and get a foothold, you're welcome to full say in how things are run there. That makes you the boss."

"Why do you keep saying 'make friends'? Don't you colonization types insist on taming planets?"

"You'll understand when you get out there. Norbra is...I've never seen such a deadly place that feels so alive, so aware." He shrugged again, then his face lit up in a grin that made Elin's insides twist pleasantly. He held out his hand to shake. "Kitkairn Torrel."

"Elin Treat." She liked the tickly jolt that went through her when their hands met. His was hard and lean and the gentleness in the grip showed just how much strength and control he had. She imagined him controlling his craft with feathery touches as he patrolled deep space and the upper atmosphere of planets.

"Treat? I thought you were part of the First Family."

"I'm also a Prime, and Primes take their names from their bond beasts. Since I have three," She laughed when his eyebrows went up at that piece of information. "They're calling me a triple threat. Hence, Treat."

"Why do I have the feeling that is very appropriate?" he murmured.

His glance, just a short flicker of his eyes, was very appreciative. For the first time in her life, Elin didn't feel threatened and covered in slime when a man appreciated her form. The difference, she decided in that moment of silence, was that he saw her as his co-commander and a person before he noticed the woman.

It also helped that she noticed him as a man and not an opponent.

"So, Commander..." Elin gestured at his unadorned flight suit. "I'm not quite sure of your rank."

"Doesn't matter. Hate protocol. Which, some people will tell you, is why I'm on colonization duty." He winked. "Call me Kick, and I'll answer every time."

Elin laughed, which must have been what he wanted, because he grinned, pumped her hand once more, and finally let go. Not that she minded his holding her hand at all.
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Despite the standard security protocols during the assembly of a colonization team, someone found out about the mission to Norbra, and someone found a reason to protest. The protestors outside the colonization testing building, the day Elin went for her final hazard run test, were especially venomous. Half the slogan signs demanded that Khybors be left out of colonization altogether, and that the habitable planets were reserved for 'true' humans alone. The other half mostly demanded that all Khybors be shipped off all civilized planets, and abandoned like so much detritus.

We're leaving as fast as we can, Elin silently told these enemies who were too busy declaring themselves 'true' humans to even offer a rough definition of what it meant to be human.

Her tests took three days, running obstacle courses with her bond beasts as well as hours hooked up to the simulation computer through her khrystal nodes, so she experienced Virtual Reality in a degree most 'true' humans never would. Elin wondered sometimes if this was a handicap for Khybors. She had a vision of hundreds of Khybors sedated, restrained, piled up like the bodies of the brain-dead that were kept alive for transplantation and research purposes. Only in the case of the Khybors, they would be held captive by the computer links with their khrystal nodes, living in a virtual reality they didn't even suspect. Prisoners, helpless, until someone sent the kill signal.

That, she decided after just a few seconds, was ridiculous. Why would the government waste so much money and effort capturing and imprisoning Khybors, and waste the VR resources to deceive them? All it would take to wipe out their supposed threat was to "accidentally" let some poison gas fill their holding cells. There were Khybors like her, so attuned to their khrystal that they could make their bodies immune to such threats. But only for so long. Eventually, even the most subtle 'accidents' would kill her. The enemy didn't know that, of course.

No, it was likely cheaper for those who didn't trust Khybors, but who didn't want to lose the valuable services they provided, to put Khybors at the front line in dangerous situations, in exploration, and let them die to profit the 'true' humans.
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