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	Haven, Danua

	Clan Trader Base, MedFac 6

	Captain Knøfa’s breath sounded loud inside the mask as he bent over his Iridosian subject with the laser scalpel. His knife was every bit as capable, but this job required sterile tools. It wouldn’t do to have the squib die of infection before he was finished with it. With steady hands, he sliced off a long, thin layer of the epidermis along its upper back, adding a bit of the dermis near the end. Its unconscious body lay unresponsive, save for that all-over white color display.

	He wasn’t yet sure what purpose this would serve in his larger experiments, but the sample stayed white even when separated from the body. Maybe that tissue would hold a clue to the source of its dermal colors. Once, the squib had even hidden in plain sight by changing its skin hues and patterns to match those of its surroundings. For all he knew, the same physical mechanism that operated its variable pigmentation could be essential to the squib’s ability to shapeshift.

	He had told Admiral Tsurin his suspicion, that the colors were connected to its emotions in some way. So what did white mean? Given the prisoner’s current situation, it might convey fear, or maybe pain. He just needed the how of it in order to find the proof Tsurin would want.

	Blood—red, like a human’s—oozed from the sliced skin and the assisting med tech pressed against the wound with clean gauze. Knøfa placed his sample in a lab dish and covered it, then returned his attention to the specimen. He’d already completed a surface exam the first time they gassed it. 142 centimeters in height. Hairless, save for colorless eyelashes. Pale flesh, almost translucent beneath all those colors, with ribbons of dark blue just beneath the surface, too many to be all blood vessels. Its epidermis had to have a resting color, one untouched by these reactive affectations, but Knøfa had yet to see it. Large eyes, silver irises. Maybe they saw better in the dark? Slim shoulders, small breasts—female, perhaps, though its external genitalia weren’t quite the same as a human’s—wide waist, wider hips, legs thickening as they progressed into wide, almost flat feet. Nails similar to humans.

	The med tech removed the gauze. The bleeding had already stopped. When she pulled a bandage from her kit, Knøfa stopped her.

	“Wait,” he said. “Watch.”

	They stared at the wound, which had already begun to heal. Edges on either side of the slice thickened and spread toward each other as if the squib’s skin cells had minds of their own.

	Knøfa frowned. How did it do that? Could he interfere with the process? He glanced around, grabbed a small medical clamp, and laid it in the still-open segment of the cut. Seconds later, the foreign body began to wiggle, slight jigs of motion as the flesh in the layers beneath it healed, pushing it up and out of the wound. Capillaries and other dermal structures reformed themselves as if there were no barrier. Within moments, the clamp lay atop—and outside—whole, unblemished skin.

	Eyes wide, he drew upright, staring down at this medical miracle. If he could figure out the squib’s healing mechanism, he could find a way to make it work for humans. Whether it was a genetic code that needed to be injected into a human or a technological device that affected healing on a patient’s body, the Clan could then license it to others. Especially if it was healing in the form of an injection that was required more than once, even regularly for the rest of the patient’s life, charging credits for each and every “treatment” would push the Clan to the forefront not just of the factions, but all twelve corporate worlds, as well. That would be even better than Tsurin’s desire to bump them up the Trader food chain.

	But this squib was a gold mine for other reasons, too. If they could understand the mechanism behind its ability to shift the dermal pigment in such an effective camouflage, his people could potentially put that knowledge to use in the development of cloaking technology for their ships, maybe even whole bases. Of course, that knowledge would never be shared. Not when it could give the Clan such a clear advantage over the other factions.

	Even the ability to shapeshift could conceivably benefit the Clan. Not soon, granted, but if they could learn how to incorporate that ability in the womb, new Clan crewmen could be raised from birth to serve the faction as agents who could carry out otherwise impossible missions, get away with almost anything, even impersonate corporate directors or officers long enough to run corporate espionage. Imagine if one of their people could look like the chairman of Danua’s corporate government while perpetrating such crimes. With evidence to “prove” it was a colonial official, think how much the Clan could charge for blackmail, either against the chairman, or the colonial government overall. What would they pay to keep their secrets quiet?

	Oh, the possibilities that ran through his mind while he worked. His heart beat a little faster. He couldn’t wait to tell Tsurin about all this.

	He gave the lab dish to the med tech. “Get this down to the lab. Tell them to find whatever mechanism in this skin makes it change color. I want answers. And pump fresh gas in here on your way out. I don’t want our guest waking up before I’m finished with it.”

	The tech left at once, her bronze face pallid and a bit green.

	Knøfa sneered. Some of the med techs were too squeamish for this type of work and he guessed he at least knew why, even if he didn’t understand or share the feeling. Tsurin had tried to explain to him that compassion was a good thing, in moderation, and that he should hesitate to resort to torture without a damn good reason. But it wasn’t like that’s what he was after here. If he was going to make Tsurin proud of him, he needed answers and would do whatever it took to get them. Blood was blood, and everything eventually died. Where was the harm if one death could save dozens or hundreds of others? It might be painful for the squib, sure. That’s why they’d gassed it, so it wouldn’t suffer. That and the fact that when it was conscious, it had a way of screwing with people’s heads.

	He had to admit, though, that there were a few of the Clan’s med techs who might actually enjoy this kind of wetwork. Knøfa couldn’t fathom why. He didn’t feel anything one way or another. Any given lab experiment was much like the next, as far as he was concerned. This was part of his job. A messy one, perhaps, but once he’d accomplished his goal, he’d stop. Simple as that.

	He watched the squib breathe. What should he examine next? Figuring out the bioluminescence would be a start. Still, the ability to look like another person, another being, didn’t come from something in their skin. There had to be something else, something more in the squib which gave it such a unique ability. He expected to dig quite a bit deeper before he uncovered that mystery. Start on the outside and work your way in. Less chance of missing something.

	So. Healing. He squinted at the prisoner. How deep did that ability go, anyway? Mending a slice was one thing. What about regrowing a finger? Or a toe? Could it do that, too?

	Only one way to find out.

	He stepped closer to the table and set to work on his next experiment.
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	New Canaan, Harajüd

	Consortium Trader Base, Admiral Baldric’s Office

	Chief Harlan Downing, head of Harajüd House Unlimited’s security forces, snapped his fingers. “Hello? Are you in there?”

	Admiral Thrace Baldric blinked and focused again on Harlan’s annoyed face. “My apologies. You were saying?”

	“I was explaining,” he said, “that the Consortium has been cleared of slaving.”

	“I’m glad to hear it.” Thrace forced her smile to remain steady. “Can you share why you’ve reached this conclusion?”

	Harlan blew a sigh past his thick lips. “Please don’t make me repeat myself.”

	Thrace’s second in command, Captain Mira Cohen, cleared her throat. “HHU has found evidence on the surface of Iridos to implicate the Cartel, specifically minute traces of a Cartel ship.” She glanced at Harlan. “Does that sum it up, Chief?”

	“Yes,” he said. “Thank you. Looks like the Cartel tried to cover up their presence, but there’s always something left behind. And while we’re on the subject of ships, where are the Iridosian haulers? None were found on Harajüd. None of the other corpgovs admitted finding one at their landports, either. So, I can’t help but wonder what happened to all those boats.” He squinted at her. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

	Took him long enough to ask. Thrace had considered handing them over when she first reported Skalar for the destruction of Iridos. But it could have had negative effects on Rizzo’s shipbuilding secrets, so she’d kept the ships’ whereabouts to herself. Nothing had changed, and if Harlan knew she had them, he’d never stop hounding her.

	“No,” she said. “I don’t.” She was getting good at lying. It didn’t even bother her much now. Not that he’d believe her.

	“Sure you don’t.” He snorted. “If you hear anything—”

	“I’ll certainly let you know, Chief.” Weariness dragged at Thrace’s voice, weighed on her limbs, her spirit. Slow changes in the shifting blue light from the nanopanel reflected her mood.

	Mira peered at her. “Admiral, would you like me to handle the rest of this briefing so you can finish what you were doing?”

	Thrace managed to nod. “Yes, thank you, Captain. Chief Downing, please forgive my distraction. I have a lot on my mind. Can I make it up to you with a beer at Dagons later today?”

	Her empathic senses felt him waver on the verge of acceptance.

	Instead of agreeing, though, he smirked. “A beer isn’t going to make us friends, Baldric. We’re always going to be on opposite sides, you and I.”

	“Of course. But the offer stands. Anytime.” Thrace got to her feet. “Thank you for coming, Chief. Mira will hear the rest of your update.”

	Thrace watched them go, then stared out the window at the glimpses of water beyond the City Center. Outside, Lakaya shone its midday face on the city’s residents, its light sparkling and flashing in the choppy water of Mari Bay. Even with the turn of early morning tides, boaters still cruised out beyond the bay’s sanctuary in search of fish, a simple day of pleasure, or perhaps an interlude of peace outside the sprawling city.

	It made her think of Botha. He, too, found solace on the water. How was her friend faring now, surrounded by coastlines but unable to pass beyond them for moments alone in his treasured boat?

	And Alira. Had she progressed? Had Botha been able to reach her, or would Thrace be called upon to end her suffering?

	Thrace’s breath caught in her throat and she squeezed her eyes shut. Her mind veered away from that potential future and she bent it toward a distraction. Any distraction. Like the latest report from the outpost.

	Tiral and his crew of unammi outcasts and mitigants had finished repairs on the landing bay and reported significant progress on a working shield for the new unammi city on Earth. Two pilots were still working their way around Earth’s atmospheric buoys, checking the status of the biohazard alarms, boosting the distance at which they would begin their warnings, and servicing the buoys when necessary, though it proved difficult to simply repair them as they were. Where they could, the crew had nudged the mechanicals at a quantum level to effect minor repairs, but more than a few had required an infusion of new tech to bring them up to full functionality once more. Thrace had no objection to doing this, as long as it wasn’t immediately visible or detectable to a passing ship. They couldn’t take the chance that an anomaly like centuries-old devices with contemporary readings would draw the curious close enough to investigate.

	Besides the shield and buoys, the outpost remained the only guardian between humans and the last of her—of Galen’s—people. The longer Thrace spent in the Consortium admiral’s chair, the more convinced she became that it wasn’t enough, reliant as it was on maintaining an unammi as leader of the Consortium. Her people lived much longer lives than humans, true. But when Galen had taken over for Alira, he had painted an enormous target on his primary human persona’s back and stepped into a constantly shifting position with tenuous security. Anything could happen to take Thrace out of the equation, which could introduce an even bigger threat to the unammi. If Thrace died in the presence of humans, they would witness her body’s reversion to Galen’s natural state, further revelation of unammi secrets.

	Even if no one saw, her sudden removal from the faction would set things in motion that threatened the unammi survivors. Without Thrace as a buffer, traditional Trader faction process would kick in. Mira would take over and the fate of the outpost would be at the mercy of a human, one who knew nothing of the unammi, not to mention their last remnants now living on Earth. Thrace wanted to confide in Mira, bring her over to their side. But that captain was still an unknown element. She probably would not betray the unammi, but Thrace couldn’t take that chance. Not yet.

	For now, the Consortium still ranked top among all six factions, but fierce competition could change that at any time. The strongest factions got the most work in edgy, off-the-books jobs that paid fabulous sums in both colonial credits and favors owed, which were often far more valuable. All the other admirals would be after the Consortium’s favor among the colonial governments. Thrace hadn’t the inclination to trick and scheme like her counterparts in other factions, and so she sought other ways to cement her elite place in the Trader hierarchy. Strengthening her faction’s relationship with the Syndicate helped, but that friendship didn’t guarantee Rizzo would be on call for Thrace’s safety, or that of the remaining unammi. Rizzo’s people had to come first for Rizzo. Thrace would need to think outside the normal parameters on this. At least her alliance with the Syndicate offered potential for the same with Admiral Bardo, of the Levyron Order, and the somewhat precocious Admiral Georgeanne, of the Rubene Federation.

	That left the Danua Clan and the Zebalu Cartel. She still hoped the Cartel would be more reachable, now that Hannah had taken Bellamy’s place. But the Clan might be a different story. According to Rizzo, that faction’s current admiral was Tsurin, a reasonable woman. But apparently no one had heard from Tsurin in weeks. Rumor was that she’d been injured on a job and her second, Knøfa, had taken over. No one knew much about that captain, other than that he was a giant of a man, and that he had a cold streak as wide as the legendary Ysigdo Channel on Bejami. Not a comforting thought. Hopefully, she would not have to go against someone like that.

	She still had hopes for closer ties with HHU, too, but that would rely on Harlan. HHU’s board chairman, Logan Roucharde, had been mysteriously quiet in the few months Galen and Alira had masqueraded as humans here. Nor had he reached out since Thrace took over as admiral. She knew he’d had a prior business relationship with Skalar, so she couldn’t quite figure why he hadn’t tried to touch base with the new faction leadership. Maybe she could learn this from Harlan. If he wouldn’t tell her outright, maybe she could sense it in his emotions? Feel her way to a resolution? Maybe she should buy him that beer after all.

	“TICS, locate Chief Downing.”

	A soft chitter preceded the response. “Harlan Downing is in the west conference room, level twelve, with Captain Mira Cohen.”

	“Message Captain Cohen that I’m on my way. They should wait for me there.”

	She stared out at the city. The light had shifted by at least an hour. She hadn’t meant to get so engrossed, but these were not small details, and every one required a considered resolution.

	Thrace murmured a Bindhu mantra of protection, one specific to her own Shidara sect. When she’d finished, just to be on the safe side, she added a prayer.

	Na’Staani, don’t abandon us now. Speak through my voice, guide my actions, so that your people will remain safe.

	All things had a season. Birth, life, death, respite, rebirth. Thrace headed for the door, holding tight to the hope that the unammi’s season did not near its end.
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	Tuneloras, Saacharis

	Pepita Public House

	Admiral Rizzo stepped through the door and into the crowded pub. A multiplicity of food aromas laced with perfumes assaulted her senses as she passed through the knots of patrons surrounding the central bar. Light gleamed off the gilded rays of Saacharis’s star in the mosaic above, and Rizzo squinted.

	Heads turned as she passed, and the patrons made a path for her, closing behind as if she were parting the waters with a thought. Usually she ignored them, but tonight it raised one corner of her mouth into a half-smirk. She’d earned their respect, and probably more than a little of their fear, both through her actions and through rumors that followed. A small amount of fear could work in her favor, but terror would put a kink in the works. Terrified people did stupid things. Terrified people got themselves, or others, hurt. So, she’d also earned their admiration through giving back. The Syndicate may not follow the letter of the law—or even remain on the same continent in some cases—but her faction also helped aid children and women, as well as a few men, who fell through the cracks of Saacharis Aggregate’s corporate maw. People talked. They remembered. Rizzo remembered, too. She’d been one of those children on Zebalu.

	She broke free at the edge of the bar and crossed into her private dining room, where her second in command, Captain Bailey Madden, waited. A murmured word from Rizzo brought down the privacy screen at the door. Staff could pass through, but patrons outside this space could not hear or visually track what happened inside. She sank into the seat across from her second and picked up her chopsticks.

	“Report.” Her fingers worked the sticks with practiced ease on the short rice noodles. She took a bite.

	Bailey’s intense blue gaze focused on Rizzo. “Our shipment of salt came in short this time. I had a word with the contact. I don’t expect it’ll happen again.”

	Rizzo nodded.

	“Ruma University sent their thanks for your donation, and promised to use it for outreach, as you requested.”

	“Good.”

	“We’ve signed three new clients for small ship fleets.” The captain leaned forward, one lock of long black hair sliding past her shoulder. “I set two of them up to meet with the design teams next week, but one was so eager to have her fleet as soon as feasible, I squeezed her into the schedule three days from now.”

	Rizzo swallowed. “Don’t put yourself or the designers out like that. If potential clients aren’t content with your timetable, they can go elsewhere.”

	“I just didn’t want the Syndicate to lose the business.”

	“Plenty of others will fight for her place.” Rizzo picked up another bite. “What else?”

	“Still no reports of any children in Gauri Metalb. Operations in the mine are clean.”

	They should be, after her “visits” with Reyes and Michels, and all those they’d named in her shower. If it was still slave-free now, five months later, Rizzo could breathe a little easier. For a while.

	“Good. Keep surveillance running. I want regular reports.”

	“Of course, ma’am.”

	Rizzo gestured for Bailey to continue.

	“I saved the worst news for last. We received confirmation from our folks on Danua,” Bailey said, her tone flat, “that Admiral Tsurin was injured on a job. No one seems to know how.”

	So the rumor had been true. “How bad?”

	“Brain damage. Possibly permanent. Captain Knøfa’s now in charge of the Clan.”

	Rizzo finished her bite. “I thought Jansen was Tsurin’s second. What happened to him?”

	“His shuttle’s guidance failed. Crashed him into some isolated rock they were using as a drop site, from what we can tell.”

	Rizzo grunted. If she were the betting type, she’d take odds that was no accident. “What about Michael Trask? He should be up next.”

	“Apparently not,” Bailey said. “Tsurin promoted Knøfa to second sometime in mid-Octomen. Captain Trask took over security. Too bad. He would’ve made a much better admiral.”

	“Indeed,” Rizzo said. “Eat.”

	“I will, ma'am, as soon as you’re updated.”

	“Eat. I’m thinking.” Rizzo picked up her bowl and scooped the last of the noodles into her mouth.

	All her intel said that Tsurin had taken Knøfa in as a child, raised him as her own, taught him the trade. It stood to reason this would be the next logical step. It just didn’t happen to be convenient or expedient for Rizzo’s needs.

	Had Knøfa popped Tsurin? Was that how she got “injured” on a job? Knowing that little tidbit might help her put together some of the other pieces in this puzzle, see the picture they made. Regardless, Knøfa’s new role might be bad news for all of them. No doubt Bardo, Georgeanne, and Hannah already knew of this development by now.

	Did Thrace know?

	Rizzo sipped her water and considered sending word to the Consortium. But if she played messenger now, she stood the chance of being once more sucked into that drama. No thanks. She’d had plenty of that cleaning up Alira’s mess.

	Still, despite her annoyance with being suckered into the whole thing, Rizzo had to admit to a hint of admiration for the woman, if that’s what she called herself. Yes, she’d been taking stupid risks with too few guarantees of success. But she’d done it for all the right reasons, despite knowing what it might cost her. Was that little troublemaker still alive? If anyone could help her, it would be Botha. Rizzo had satisfied her own urge to assist by connecting that baba with Georgeanne and Bardo, and by providing a sturdy pop-up shelter. Even if they were still on that godsforsaken island so close to the polar zone, the pre-fab would keep them warm for a year. Maybe more. Would all their efforts be worth it? Would the baba be able to drag Alira away from the abyss?

	Rizzo pressed her lips together in a tight line. Not her business. Neither was Thrace, nor the Consortium. If that faction’s admiral wanted to know what was going on outside her own walls, she could damn well send out her own spies. Maybe Thrace had already done so, and her spies were already reporting on Syndicate activities. Probably. It would be the smart thing to do. Thrace wasn’t stupid. Foolish, yes. Emotions, like those the Consortium’s admiral held for her troublemaking lover, brought nothing but problems. People got themselves killed over such things.

	“Where are you?”

	Bailey’s voice cut through the haze of Rizzo’s thoughts. How did she always know? Rizzo huffed in amusement. “Pepito’s.”

	Bailey cut a sideways stare at her admiral. “You know you can trust me, I hope.”

	Rizzo put down her water, placed her elbows on the table, and looked into her second’s eyes. “I trust you with my business. My faction. My life.”

	“But not your secrets?”

	“It isn’t my secret.” Rizzo sighed. “Otherwise, yes. Without question.”

	“Okay,” Bailey said, a lock of hair falling past her shoulder. She tucked it behind her ear. “Just…I can tell something is weighing on you. Has been for a couple of months now. When you’re ready to tell me, I’m here.”

	“Understood.” Rizzo cleared her throat. “What are the latest figures on imports?”

	Bailey threw some numbers from her TICS into the air over the table. Rizzo focused on the holo-projection like a laser, and shoved her doubts about troublemakers into a deep, dark box in the recesses of her mind.
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	Onlebaar Island, Bejami

	Alira pushed her booted feet through the snow and stopped outside the habitat, a bucket in each hand. She noted Botha’s tracks leading up the slope to the meditation circle. Last night’s howling winds, almost as crazed as she’d been when Botha first brought her here, had eased in the last hour. She offered a word of thanks to Na’Staani for that small favor. The winds on Iridos, fierce though they were, had nothing on those here. In winter, Bejami’s star didn’t rise much above the horizon this far north. Daytime temperatures warmed by a blazing eight degrees.

	This small spit of rock had plenty of trees crowding together in its southern territory, along with thick tangles of undergrowth beneath their boughs. They would’ve had to clear an area there to set up camp on the lowland. Alira hadn’t been present enough to have a say at the time but she agreed, later, with Botha’s choice to set them on higher ground. No trees and more wind, but easier to manage as a site, and easier to pack it up and move it out when they finished here.

	If they finished here.

	Those early weeks were a blur. The first clear memory, after Admiral Bellamy’s death and Alira’s scrambling escape from the Cartel, was waking in the low lights of the hab to the sound of singing. She thought she had died and lamented the fact that no one had called her name. Then Botha had held a cloth against her face, dampened with something that smelled of sweet herbs. She’d opened her eyes, and he’d said something typically Botha-like—she didn’t recall his words now, probably something about a boat—and smiled at her. When next she came to awareness, he had been feeding her hot broth, talking as if he believed she would hear and respond. Instead, she had panicked, slapped the cup out of his grasp, stretched her fear into his throat and tried to throttle him. He had reached her, helped her stop seconds before he passed out. After he’d caught his breath, he helped her remember who she was, who he was, where they were, and why. Then he’d left her alone in the hab for many hours. She’d begun to think he wouldn’t return.

	That was more than a month ago. Yet even now, when she thought about what she’d almost done…

	She blinked away the memory and followed the hab’s outer wall to a spot well off the path and apart from the trodden ice. There, she filled the buckets with fresh snow, carried them inside, and set them next to the central cookstove to melt. She straightened and looked around at the temporary home Botha had arranged for them. The hab itself, circular in shape, was pre-fab, easy-up and easy-down, Botha said. The floor, raised off the actual ground on which it sat, carried heat from the central unit, using some sort of sustainable human technological magic she did not understand. Botha explained that their composted waste from food byproducts and bodily functions helped to supplement the power source, but that was the extent of her knowledge. She could have mined her harvested human voices for the information but did not. That might wake them, get them all talking again. No one wanted that.

	Their sleeping pallets sat on raised platforms, opposite one another across the hab, each surrounded by a curtain for some semblance of privacy. Shelves next to their beds held clothing, and a row of pegs next to the door held four other coats, two of varying weights for each of them. Alira had recovered enough to mimic coverings on her own, now. But it would take far more energy to do so. Unless there was an emergency where she had to shift or quickly don a disguise, she was happy to have the added warmth. Large rugs covered segments of the warmed floor, granting even more of a cozy feel to their shared room. The central cookstove, also circular and usable from all sides, dominated the smallish space. Even the slight hum of the air recyclers felt like home now. Botha never seemed to hear it, but for Alira, it offered comfort of the known.

	Rizzo and her allies had provided the hab, the clothes, even their early food and camp provisions. Botha had seen to the rest.

	Alira had no illusions about where she would be without Rizzo, without Botha. She thanked Na’Staani for them every cycle.

	every day

	She squashed the quiet suggestion of human terminology and moved on. She rifled through the food bins and came up with several strips of protein jerky and a small packet of dried fruit, which she stuffed in her coat pocket. Then she filled two bottles with the fresh melt and walked out into the dim daylight to follow Botha’s tracks up the slope of the little bowl in which their camp sat.

	On the plateau above the hab, fingers of rock stood clustered in small groups like sentinels staring out at the surrounding sea and distant land masses. Botha’s meditation space sat amid a trio of boulders near the far edge, where they helped to block the wind. From here she could see the treed wilds in the lowlands, but today they held no interest. She pushed on and squeezed between two of the sentinels to find Botha waiting. It no longer surprised her how he always knew when she was coming.

	“You are here to mark Lynju’s passage with me today, eh?” He pointed at that star’s trek across the dim sky. “It’s good you came out early or you might miss her. She keeps her boat close to the shore in the cold months.”

	Alira passed him two pieces of the jerky, some dried fruit, and a bottle of water before she sat. She bit off a piece of the leathery protein, chewing in silence while she stared at the sky. Stars still shone in the shadowed portions near the horizon opposite Bejami’s star. Were any of these same stars visible from Iridos? Probably not.

	“The green in your skin tells me you are ashore with me, my friend, and not swimming the deeps.”

	“My feet are dry today, Botha.” She grinned at him.

	“Ah.” He peered at her. “Now you give me a new color. I haven’t seen that one before. It is pale, like sand along the shores near Bel-Rhovan, but not the white of fear and pain you’ve shown before. What does it mean?”

	She took another bite to buy time. Sands on Iridos were different colors in different places, but none matched her current color. Had she seen the sands of Bel-Rhovan before? Maybe, but just now her mind was blessedly blank. “I’m feeling a closeness with you, a friendship where we can laugh together. One where I feel safe.” She watched him. “I hope you’ll soon feel as safe with me.”

	“That day is coming, Gelaboot.”

	“You’ve used that word before,” Alira said. “What does it mean?”

	He wagged his head. “It is a shortened combination of two word elements that mean ‘patched boat.’ My people use it with those in the process of healing. To us, it is like a rune of hope.”

	Alira repeated the word, tasting it on her tongue. “You have my thanks, Na’apa. For the rune, for the rescue, for everything.”

	He stretched his legs and crossed them at the ankles, his leathery face tilted toward the sky. “When a fish escapes a net, I do not think he thanks the currents that saved him from the trap.”

	“We are not fish.”

	“Neither are we currents.” He looked askance at her. “But we are all carried by them. No matter the world, this is the way of the river, the way of the ocean. You can fight it, but why would you waste your energy on such a futile task? If you are patient, and watch the tides, you will see where the water is taking you and can make the best of your journey.”

	Alira frowned, digging into the meaning of his words, their concept so similar to her own belief in Musju, and the way of Na’Staani, the Great Mind. Personal experience had taught her beyond doubt that struggling against that force was pointless.

	Botha sat up to place his elbows on his knees. “The current carried you across my bow for a reason. Whether that was a lesson for you or for me, I do not know. But now we are in this boat together. If one of us sinks, the other does too. It is better to help than to drown. Yes?”

	“So, your actions were selfish?”

	“Not in the way you mean. But do you ever cast a line without some hope of a catch?” He finished his jerky and chewed on a piece of fruit.

	She’d never thought of it that way. Before she could respond, he changed the subject.

	“We should go for a ride to one of the villages on Haradhalen today. Maybe the market in Verregaandor.”

	What? He wanted to take her out among people? What if she shifted in a public place? What if she lost control of the voices? What if she—

	“Not a long cruise, Gelaboot.” His voice soothed her. “Just a short voyage, a quick visit. A boat must risk the water if it is ever to sail.”

	In the back of her mind, her Companion shifted, murmured, and she strained to hear Its words. A rustle of Presence, too long absent from her world, echoed off the stone pillars around them along with a whispered yes. She scanned their small meditation circle, searching for the shifting, amorphous image of her Companion, but It did not appear.

	A wrinkle knitted Botha’s brow. No doubt white flashes in her dermal display were catching his attention.

	“You’re right, Na’apa,” she said. What sort of human mask should she wear for this test? “It’s time. I’m as ready as I ever will be.”
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	Haven, Danua

	Clan Trader Base, Captain Knøfa’s Office

	The three-dimensional puzzle hovered in the air above his desk. Additional segments floated around it in a colorful array, each drifting in a lazy rotation to show all angles and sides to the player. Knøfa stared at the unfinished game, at each piece, then at the jagged space near the top. The block that filled that gap would be unique. He observed each part, nudging first one, then another, jockeying them about for a better view.

	Ah. There.

	He dragged one fragment over and watched as it snicked into the odd gap, its color switching to match the overall yellow of the completed portion. When he laid the last chip in place, the whole thing would change color—green, maybe—and the next puzzle would be harder to solve. Good. This one was too easy, though not quite as much as the levels before had been.

	A new element popped in where the old one had hovered. The finished image might be anything. No way to know yet. Just now, it had an ovoid shape, with protrusions rounding the surface near the top. Those, too, awaited matches.

	Tsurin had given him this game, a solo player version that would keep learning and advancing as he did so that he could play it for years without growing bored. He’d thanked her, as she’d taught him, and managed to avoid saying it was a much better gift than the items of decor she’d bought him before to make his office more “homey.” Who cared about the room’s ornamentation? If its layout and furniture served their purpose, he gave it no further thought.

	This, though…

	He squinted at one of the floating pieces, his gaze flicking to the unfinished surface of a protrusion. So close, it had to be a match. He dragged it over and released it, only to have it zip back to its floating position.

	Not a match. Okay. No problem. He reexamined the available pieces, his eyes never leaving the display even when his TICS chittered.

	“What?”

	“Sir,” one of the medfac doctors began, “we’re almost ready for the exploratory examination of the prisoner. Should we start? Or—”

	“Negative. I want to observe. Five minutes.”

	“Of course, sir.” The TICS chittered and fell silent.

	Knøfa frowned at the game, dragged a different piece to the protrusion, and it snicked into place. “TICS, save and close program.”

	He left his office and walked down the hall toward the medfac. This squib was like the puzzle. Sooner or later, he’d find the right connections to piece together an understanding of how it worked. Once he did, they’d be able to heal Tsurin. Not only that, he’d have found the Clan’s newest specialty. So far, they’d kept things surface level. Skin samples, clippings of the eyelashes and nails, shallow incisions. Nothing meaningful had come from those, but it was still early in the game. His geneticists had the cell and skin samples so they could keep working to fit the pieces together.

	This experiment, though, would give them a lot more data.

	By the time he got to the medfac, the squib was sedated and face up on a table in the next room, behind a clear pane of plaz. The surgeon, his assistant, and two technicians were scrubbed and ready and, at Knøfa’s nod, they began.

	“TICS,” said the surgeon, “project surgical action for the theater and begin recording.” He picked up a scalpel.

	“Wait,” Knøfa said. “Why are you going old school on this? Wouldn’t it be better to use higher tech tools than a metal blade?”

	“I don’t believe so, sir,” the surgeon said. “I’m not sure what we’ll find in there, so I want to take it one delicate step at a time. The equipment would take longer since I’d have to experiment, find the proper settings to avoid cutting deeper than necessary. I’d rather feel my way through this and hopefully avoid any accidents, if you have no objections.”

	He gritted his teeth. “Whatever. Proceed.”

	The surgeon made a shallow incision that began to close almost as soon as he stopped cutting. He straightened and glanced at Knøfa with wide eyes. “That’s incredible.”

	It was, but Knøfa kept that to himself. He didn’t have all day to stand in amazement.

	The surgeon leaned over the squib once more. This time he sliced a thin section of skin and pulled it back from the wound. He gestured to the assistant. “Surgical pins.”

	The assistant obliged, and the doctor pinned the skin in place. He opened and pinned another segment, and continued in this way until the entire abdominal cavity had been exposed. Bleeding had already stopped. The surgeon uttered something about miracles, but didn’t slow the procedure.

	“Very similar to a human peritoneal cavity,” he noted. He manipulated a few organs, using extreme care, to look beneath them. “This resembles the human liver. This must be the stomach.” He bent closer, pulling a magnifier into place. “I’m not sure what this is,” he said, pointing at a small gray nodule, “but it’s where the gallbladder would be on a human. Maybe it serves the same purpose? And this,” he indicated a mass of dark blue tissue to one side, “I don’t recognize at all.”

	“Can’t you even take a guess?”

	The surgeon only shook his head, staring at the specimen before him.

	“Maybe the organ has something to do with it being a female.”

	“No,” the surgeon said. “I don’t think so, sir. I see her uterus, fallopian tubes, and ovaries right here. Or at least what I suspect is the Iridosian equivalent.” His fingers prodded the blue organ with gentle pressure. “We just know far too little about their physiology to make a guess.”

	“Could you figure it out given enough time?”

	“Maybe,” the surgeon said. “But it would take a while. Months, probably, since I wouldn’t know where to begin.” He swung his gaze toward the plaz screen.

	The man wore an odd expression. Knøfa tried and failed to interpret what it meant, what emotion it might imply. He took a deep breath, then let it go. Months? Tsurin needed answers now. Still, it might not be a bad idea to pursue it, just in case. “Then you better get started.”

	The doctor looked down at the table.

	“One other thing,” Knøfa said.

	“Yes, sir?”

	“It has a working reproductive system, you say?”

	“Well…” The surgeon leaned in again, peered down into the squib’s opened torso. “The tissue appears healthy, or at least what I imagine healthy organs would look like in an Iridosian. Just a surface glimpse wouldn’t tell us, though. We’d only know if we cut it open, or if she got pregnant.”

	Knøfa blinked. A squib fetus. How many could it produce? But no. Without a male squib, he couldn’t fertilize the ovum. Besides, if it was pregnant, he wouldn’t be able to experiment on it. He would have the fetal tissues, of course, but that might not be the same.

	Then a new thought occurred.

	The squib’s physiology was unknown, true. But what if they fertilized a squib ovum with human sperm? Would it work? His eyes narrowed. If it did, maybe they wouldn’t need to understand how the squib did what it did. They could see quickly, in a matter of months, maybe a year at most, whether a genetic cross would produce the same traits in half-human offspring. And that might bring them closer to science they already understood. It was worth a shot anyway.

	“Is the squib biologically compatible with a human?” Knøfa asked.

	“I…don’t know, sir. It’s possible, I suppose. Why?”

	“I want to try something. You can harvest her ova, right? We have the facilities and equipment to store them on base?”

	“Well…” the doctor said. “Yes…sir.” 

	“And do we have human sperm samples on ice?”

	The surgeon frowned. “No, sir.”

	Knøfa grunted. “Then find some. Extract as many of the squib’s ova as you can without harming it. Store most of them but keep a few out. Fertilize them with human sperm. If they produce viable zygotes, I want to know about it.”

	“But…but…sir,” the doctor said, “who…where…we would need suitable surrogates. Implantation would need to take place soon after fertilization.”

	“Leave that to me.”

	“Sir…”

	“What is it?”

	“I don’t know if this Iridosian has fertility cycles similar to those of human females. I’d have to take it for granted she does, and work on blind assumption that we’re starting at the right point in that cycle. Beyond that, in vitro fertilization isn’t an immediate process. We need to harvest the eggs first, which may or may not take some time, depending on how the patient’s ovaries process the ova. Then we’d need the surrogates so we can regulate their hormones and prep them for the implantation. We’ll need to obtain the drugs required to help them carry any viable fetuses safely to term—”

	“How long?”

	The doctor’s mouth opened and closed like a fish taken from the water. “I’m not a specialist in that field, sir, so I’ll have to research the matter, but I would guess at least a standard month before we can even harvest the eggs and prepare the surrogates, and two before we’ll know whether it was successful.”

	Knøfa sighed. “There’s no way to speed up the process?”

	“Not that I know of, sir, but I’ll check into it.”

	“Right.” Tsurin’s voice murmured in his mind. It’ll take as long as it takes. “Start the process. If you can make it happen faster, do so. Keep me informed.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	The doctor murmured instructions to his team, then unpinned the squib’s skin, and pressed it into place. Within a minute, the slices had healed shut.

	Knøfa watched the doctor work while he spun out possibilities. He’d need some willing women, but that wasn’t going to be very likely. Not once they learned what kind of fetus they would be expected to carry. He frowned. Even an indentured worker wouldn’t be a good bet for this task. He might have to contact the Cartel. That would’ve been a sure bet under Bellamy’s admiralty. But Hannah’s position on slaves had yet to be clarified. He’d soon find out if they were still in the business. Tsurin wouldn’t like that he’d used slaves, at least not at first. But if he could show her viable genetic crossbreeds that could serve as lab rats for the Clan—he’d have to soften his pitch a bit, make it fit her language so she would be more likely to accept the idea and not lock him up in the brig like she’d done when he broke the rules as a kid—she’d come around.

	One of the techs brought a hypo and injected the squib.

	“What was that?”

	“The first step in regulating her reproductive cycle,” the doctor said. “Assuming she has one.”

	Knøfa grunted a response. So many pieces to this riddle. So much to consider. What would a half-human, half-squib look like? Would it carry the skin color of its sperm donor? Would it light up? Would it heal as quickly as this squib, or be able to change shape? Would it have the same mental abilities to screw with the humans around it? Hmm. He could just imagine a squalling infant, mad because it didn’t get its bottle on time, but unable to control that mental twist of the humans within reach. He’d need to take extra precautions with any that came to term.
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	Onlebaar Island, Bejami

	Traversing the path down to the forested woodland took all of Alira’s concentration. Rocky debris littered the trail, threatening to twist an ankle or throw her balance. She stopped once to survey the area, but Botha seemed to know his way well enough and was soon far ahead of her. She didn’t tarry long.

	Their boat waited at the bottom of the crag, pulled into a tiny cove and camouflaged with scrub. Together, they pulled away the branches and set them aside on the shore. No small thing, this craft. Its overall size dwarfed the enclosed passenger compartment. The hull, constructed of some heavy material that appeared impenetrable, echoed their footfalls when they boarded, as though the whole thing were hollow. Alira tried to remember riding in it before. Big as it was, though, they couldn’t have brought the hab this way. That would’ve required a jumper.

	Inside, sheltered from the cold wind, Botha started the power and pulled out into the wider channel. Chunks of ice littered the deep green water around them, slowing their progress for a while. Once their path was clear, Botha gained some speed, lifting the craft off the surface to skim past the shoreline to their right.

	Alira watched the mountains for signs of human habitation. Once they got closer to other villages, she would need to adopt a human persona. Not one of her harvests, and not the same one as the last time they’d gone to the village. Someone new. Someone random. 

	“Is this how you brought me here?” she said. “This boat?”

	He laughed, a rich warm sound that made her smile. “Oh no, my friend. You were too big an anchor even for a boat this size. We brought you by air.”

	Movement behind them in the compartment caught Alira’s attention and she whirled in her seat.

	Her Companion stood in the rear of the craft, Its form stable in the guise of Elisul. Long coppery hair fell in waves down his back. Green eyes pierced her soul.

	She gestured at him. “There you are. I’ve missed you.”

	Botha shot a look at her, slowed the boat, stopped it altogether, and pivoted his seat. “I thought we were alone.” His pointed glance at the spot she’d indicated spoke volumes.

	Alira sighed. She shouldn’t have spoken aloud to her Companion. But she also shouldn’t keep secrets from Botha. How could she explain?

	“You know that my people have many gifts not available to humans. Healing, shifting, that sort of thing.”

	“Yes,” he said.

	“Those come about through symbiosis with a tiny organism we call the Iri that lived in the rock walls of our temple and training caverns. The interaction causes special crystals to grow—”

	A glimmer of understanding dawned in his expression. “The blue stones Thrace sent with you.”

	“Yes. We call them irolium. They are responsible for our gifts. Without them, we lose our special abilities. All unammi have access to this.”

	“Do all unammi speak to invisible friends?”

	“No. That’s my own specialty. You already know, Na’apa, that I am…” She paused to choose the right words. “…different from others of my people.”

	“Yes.”

	“One of those differences makes me able to communicate with the tiny organisms that create the blue stones.”

	A slight wrinkle furrowed his brow. “But we are not in your temple.”

	“No. We aren’t.” She stared at him, willing him to understand.

	He blinked at her. “They are here? On the boat with us now?”

	She grimaced at her Companion, whose form began to shift. “This is your fault. You need to work on your timing.”

	Her focus swung to Botha, who seemed to be watching her with care. She stared through the windows of the boat’s cabin. They were surrounded by water. If she lost control out here, he might be forced to hurt her to save himself. Given what he must’ve seen while she was possessed by the voices, she understood his fear.

	“I’m still patched, Na’apa. I promise. But this is difficult to explain to someone outside my own people.” She took a breath. “The Iri are not here on the boat. But they are not entirely of this world. A part of them, their spirit, you might say, comes from outside our world. That part of them acts as a communal organism. They all act and think and present as one. Since I can communicate with them, or more like they can communicate with me, they can become visible to me wherever I am.” She waved in her Companion’s direction. “You don’t see them, I know, but they’re standing right there.”

	Botha shot a quick look toward the rear of the boat, then to her, concern written in every line across his skin. He didn’t yet believe her.

	She turned an exasperated frown on her Companion. “Don’t just stand there. Tell me something that will convince him.”

	Its silence held while It shifted through its forms and settled on the human face of Elisul. “Ask him why he is afraid of the water.”

	Alira whirled and gaped at Botha. “You’re afraid of the water?”

	Color drained from Botha’s cheeks. He lurched to his feet so fast he collided with the ceiling of the compartment. He flinched and sucked air through his teeth before he gaped at her, his lips parted. For once, he had nothing to say.

	“Elisul says to ask you why.”

	Botha peered out the window. He rubbed his close-shorn scalp, then covered his mouth as if he feared what might come out. Long moments passed while he digested this revelation. At last, his green gaze found her face.

	“Four summers into my life I fell from a platform in my village. The tide was high, nearly at flood, three fingers below the deck. I died that day. Six people fought to revive me.” He stared at the floor a moment. “I wanted to never go near the water again.”

	Alira realized she was leaning forward, hanging on his words. “But you love the water.”

	“Now, yes.” He straightened, rubbed his head. “But the tide is a fickle lover who will caress you one moment and kill you the next. Fear is a healthy response to such a one, is it not? I love her no less.”

	“I would never have known.”

	He shrugged. “My fourth summer was many years ago. That river’s course has shifted.” He gestured. “Your friends told you my secret?”

	“Yes,” she said.

	“They are here still?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do they have a face you can show me?”

	Her Companion settled into Elisul’s form with a nod.

	“Elisul says it’s okay.” She made a little “turn around” motion, and Botha gave her some privacy. She didn’t want him to see her shift. Would he be horrified? Disgusted? Frightened? Not a risk she wanted to take.

	She stretched her body to Elisul’s height, pumped up the musculature in arms, chest, and legs. Male genitalia bulged in the space between his legs, and a tickle ran across his scalp as coppery waves of hair sprouted and hung longer, longer, to the middle of his back. Eyes shifted into a green two shades lighter than Botha’s emerald ones. Alira-as-Elisul took his time, getting it exactly right, but the clothing was of his own design. Those Alira’s Companion wore in Its human form would stand out in this world.

	“I’m ready.”

	Botha spun by slow degrees, as if not sure what he would find. When he saw her

	him

	Botha gasped. “My magtig…” he whispered. “That is you, Gelaboot?”

	“Yes.”

	“This is your magical friends, too?”

	Alira-as-Elisul laughed. “The Iri always appear to me as a single entity that I call my Companion. It has many faces, but this is the one I know best.” He looked down at himself. “Maybe I’ll stay in this form for our outing. I’d have to choose a human disguise to go to the market anyway.”

	“Shall I still call you Alira?”

	“No. Not in front of others. But how about Eli?” he said. “Short for my Companion’s nickname, Elisul.” That would be easy enough to remember, since Alira had called her Companion “Eli” ever since she’d identified the Founder’s face among its shifting multitudes.

	“Eli.” Botha still gaped. “You are a wonder.”

	“That may be.” Eli grinned. “But if you still want to go to the market, we should go soon, before I lose my nerve.”

	“Then why are we bobbing about like a lazy bok?” He started the boat and pointed them toward their destination, then shone a wide, white smile on Eli. “Let us see how your patches hold today.”
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	Haven, Danua

	Clan Trader Base, MedFac 13

	Knøfa paced beside the bed, staring at the floor in front of his feet. Only four days since he’d set the surgeon to start the in vitro process with the squib’s eggs. That would take weeks just to set up its reproductive system and ready the surrogates, not to mention the term of the pregnancies. They couldn’t rush it even with tech, not without risk to the only test subject available. Okay. He could live with that enforced delay.

	But the lab techs with the first squib skin samples had been working for eight days, and still hadn’t found anything he could use. He’d even tried again three days ago. That time he’d dug a little deeper, into the meat of the squib’s leg. Still nothing. What was taking so long?

	“I’m not convinced they’re doing their best.” Knøfa scratched his beard. “But I can’t tell what they’re thinking. Not like you could.” He paused to regard his prone admiral. All their medical equipment and knowledge, yet she still lay connected to life by the thin spans of tubes. Automated machines carried away her waste. The silver had taken over most of her hair, though its shine had long since fled. Flesh on her neck and arms sagged. The green of her eyes had taken on a sickly gray-green hue. Their color reminded him of that fungus he’d sometimes found on spoiled food. Why wouldn’t she look at him?

	“I wish I could take you to the lab and show you what I mean.” Of course, then the techs might let slip about the egg-harvesting process. That would not do. He didn’t want to tell Tsurin what he’d done. Not yet. She might call a halt to his plan before they could see whether it produced usable results.

	He resumed his trek beside the bed. Tsurin’s grasp of those on her crew, her uncanny ability to read their expressions and body language, to know the right words to encourage or chastise them, comfort them or make them do what she wanted them to, seemed magical now. She’d tried to teach that skill to him, along with all her other training throughout his life. He’d managed to grasp a few small things about the art of people-reading, based on details that didn’t vary. Like the unmistakable signs of fear.

	But people displayed their emotions in so many differing ways, a plethora of facial twists and contortions. One person’s concern was never conveyed in the same way as another’s. A furrowed brow, squint, or tense shoulders could mean any number of things. When you combined all those tiny little clues into a confusing jumble, he could never make sense of them. How was he supposed to remember and interpret those myriad combinations when he had trouble enough deciphering the basics?

	Frustration rose in his chest like the afterburn of a bad psuka bean dinner. Tsurin tried to convince him from the beginning that he could learn to be like everyone else, just another crewman in the Clan. He’d tried. Oh, how hard he’d tried. He’d followed every exercise she gave him, took every test, listened to every lesson, endured every price for the times his anger took over and he stepped over the line. He’d managed, to a degree, to bring himself under control, but Tsurin was wrong. He would always be different from his crewmates.

	But why? Yes, Tsurin had him evaluated. Yes, there was a clinical name for it. Yes, he’d done the research and understood it as well as anyone else. Yes, doctors pointed out valid possibilities for why he got confused sometimes, or why he felt no strong emotion other than occasional anger. Tsurin had asked, but none of the doctors could say for certain whether it was genetic, or due to something that happened before she took him into her care. One thing they all agreed on—they knew of no “cure.”

	Knøfa had heard it all, numerous times, and didn’t buy it. Medical miracles had been taking place for generations, so why couldn’t the doctors fix him?

	Rage surged through his veins, its mood as chilling as the rapid advance of winter. Its brewing tempest drew a shadow across the light around him and narrowed his focus to a small window of vision.

	“Why can’t I read them like you did?” he rumbled, his voice growing louder as he spoke. “I’ve worked hard to master that skill. I should be able to do it by now.” He pounded the side of his skull like he could shake loose something that had gotten stuck. “What’s wrong with me?”

	A wayward step brought his knee into sharp contact with the visitor chair, and he sent it clattering across the floor with a savage kick. It landed upside down, and he snatched it from the floor and pulled its parts one from the other, growling, until nothing remained but useless hardware fit only for recycling.

	Heavy thumping in his chest brought him back to the moment. The sight of the demolished chair made him stop and remember where he was. Tsurin’s past lessons whispered through his memory, and he forced himself to practice the calming exercise she had taught him.

	Slow, even, deep breaths. In and count, one, two, three, four.

	Hold and one, two, three, four.

	Out and one, two, three, four.

	Hold and one, two, three, four…repeat.

	Repeat.

	Repeat.

	When he could think straight, he pushed the bits out of the way and tried to remember destroying it. “I want you to hear it from me first,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ve accepted the role of admiral—just until you’re on your feet—and I appointed Michael Trask as my interim second. I know you trust him.” He pointed at the bed. “And if you do, then so do I.”

	He waited, as always, for her to respond, then paced to her side. That little scar near her hairline on the left side of her forehead stood out. She’d told him it came from a struggle with a john in the pleasure house when she was nineteen, before she joined the Clan. The laugh lines around her eyes and mouth had deepened in the last two months, even though she hadn’t told a single bad joke. If she told him one right now, no matter how awful it was, he would laugh.

	His fingers, lying on the bed, drew into a meaty fist, pulling and twisting the sheets into a bunch around his hand. Why didn’t she wake up?

	“Did I mention that the squib heals in seconds? Well, sometimes it’s minutes, depending on the injury. Can’t regrow its parts though. I checked.” He released the sheet. “Don’t worry. I only took the one digit. It can still manage its food and what little activity it can muster in the brig.”

	No reaction from Tsurin. Knøfa frowned.

	“We performed a simple exploratory and ran it through the scanners. Its internals are mostly like ours, but it has a few organs we don’t. Structural imaging neuroscans showed lumpy nodules nested around the brain stem, but we haven’t yet run a functional image. We always have to sedate it before we work because if it can see us, it can affect us somehow. We haven’t figured that out yet. I’ve got a team working on a new lab in the medfac, one with a central chair, neuroimager, and other scanners that can be worked remotely without the subject being able to see the operators. Once that’s complete, we’ll be able to tell more.” He paced the few steps to the foot of the bed. “This squib is the key to enhancing the Clan’s profile. I know it.” He spun and pointed at her. “You’ll see I was right.”
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