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  Fiona stood in the lake and combed her fingers through her gray, tangled lengths. Though strong after all the years, her body looked old. Her breasts had sagged, her skin had loosened, her veins were far more visible –- not the beauty she once enjoyed.




  Her hand traced the triangle just left of her cheekbone — her first wound. The deep slashes on her right leg. The missing toe. This planet had been far from welcoming.




  She eased back into the water, letting it cool her body and cover her face. KeyCol was right. The lake had soothed her. Even now, a bath still held its charms.




  The rest of the day could have been spent forgetting about the past, just floating in balance with the water, just pleasure. It could have been. But when Fiona's head broke the surface, she heard the scream.




  A horrid sound, pain mixed with shock, shot through the air. An audible draw of breath and the scream re-ignited. It crawled into Fiona, promising to haunt her for years.




  Struggling against the water, Fiona pushed for the shore. She grabbed her fireknife but didn't bother with clothes. No time.




  Thorny bushes scratched her thighs. If they were redthorn, she would just have to suffer the poison for a few weeks.




  Her hair flew behind her, snagging the low hanging branches. She never noticed. She worried only about KeyCol. Her heart hastened her pumping legs.




  Another dreadful scream filled the air, urging Fiona's aged body to move faster. Tears streamed back from her eyes. Something spiky stuck into her foot, but she ignored the pain, rushing ahead, the foliage blurring by, melding into a green-blue splash.




  When she burst into the clearing, she found KeyCol sprawled on the ground. His four arms were motionless as were the feeder tentacles atop his head. His right foot had been mashed. She stared at his chest, hoping for a breath, hoping he used some form of mahtree meditation.




  Please, she thought as a hard stone settled within her. His chest did not move; his breath did not come.




  Her chin quivered. Not KeyCol. That made no sense. Her eyes welled and she wiped at them, but they would not be suppressed. Dropping to KeyCol's side, she placed her trembling hand on his chest. In silence, the tears tumbled down her cheeks. Not KeyCol. Not without him knowing.




  A new scream came. A defiant scream.




  Not from KeyCol. From the forest. Fiona stood, gripping her fireknife tighter, her free hand a clenched fist, and she watched the trees.




  Her mouth formed a slit, her eyes narrowed, her jaw stiffened. She could not stop panting, yet she managed to keep quiet enough to listen. Dripping with water, sweat, and blood, hair mangled and sticking to her body, Fiona bared her teeth. She could even smell the change.




  It waited out there. Close by. Watching her.




  "Rolaganaroe," she screamed, spit strung between her lips, her voice hoarse but firm. "I'm going to kill you!"
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  The symphony trumpets blared Tchaikovsky's "Francesca da Rimini" to the auditorium's backseats while the revolving stage revealed the conductor's passionate face. Fiona straightened in her seat high above the general admissions and smiled when Marcus rested his hand on her shoulder. He smelled delicious as he leaned close to whisper.




  "You are radiant tonight."




  She blushed and forced her eyes to stay on the musicians. The dress she wore, form-fitting peach, bit into her thighs. Her only dress — she wore it maybe once every three years. Cold air pimpled her tight calves and she wished for her self-heating cargo pants.




  She hated the dress.




  Fiona blinked in the proper sequence to enact her datalink contact lenses. The time appeared at the bottom of her vision — 20:34. Too much left to the performance.




  A glance at Marcus told her that he had not noticed. She waited until the green dot appeared in front of her and a command list unfolded to her right. The dot followed her eye movements and highlighted the word PROFILES. She looked at the conductor, a second later the conductor's statistics covered Fiona's vision — schooling, major performances, publishing credits. Very dull.




  Cymbals crashed and strings buzzed but Fiona ignored the ruckus. Classical music held her interest as much as a mud puddle. Only the mahtree musicians caught her attention, playing while their head tentacles undulated, but they sat too centered to see well.




  She focused on the word MAIL. A few advertisements popped up and some preachy crap. Nothing worth even wasting this wasted time. Last on the list, however, blinked a message from Garcia.




  "You enjoying this, hon?" Marcus asked.




  Fiona nodded as she opened Garcia's message. It might be a job. She checked the time again — 20:45.




  "Do you ... "




  "What?" she asked, facing Marcus.




  Marcus's smile faltered and fell away. "You're linked right now, aren't you?"




  "What makes you — "




  "Your eyes are practically glowing green."




  Fiona turned away so she could blink the shutdown sequence. "Sorry," she said when she glanced back and offered a sheepish grin.




  Marcus rubbed his thumbs together, his mouth an ambiguous line. "When do you fly out again?"




  Though the symphony made it difficult to hear, Fiona knew the question. He always asked the same thing when angry. She shrugged. "Business is down a lot. Not so many people wanting to be flown around Shanal anymore." Then with a hopeful breath, she added, "I'm thinking of trying to get a job with one of the rental groups or maybe start giving lessons."




  "Yeah," Marcus said. Fiona thought he had chuckled. She sought some sign of his attitude but only found an empty space. After a few moments, it appeared he had returned to the music, so she turned away.




  She waited another four minutes before checking to see if he still watched the symphony. Then she engaged the datalink again. As the green-lit world appeared before her, she relaxed and pulled up Garcia's mail.




  "Hey, sweetie, hope it's all smooth and fine with you," Garcia's hefty yet fuzzy image said. Fiona could not afford a sound hookup, so Garcia's image merely mouthed the words and a text translation appeared at the bottom. In the background, Fiona could make out the souvenir shop and a few tired customers. "Look, I might have a job for you. Got a honeymoon couple want to make kissy-kissy while orbiting the great planet. Could be worth some."




  Finally, a bit of good news. Humans had been in this system for five years, and tourism for two. Fiona had agreed to work on the Ariel, a luxury station orbiting the beautiful, albeit inhospitable, planet of Shanal, for the cash. A few other planets had been found but most of the territories remained uncharted — a mystery that brought in more money.




  Some came to be a part of the unknown. Some came with the dream of making a key discovery. Everyone came to watch the intoxicating blue-green storm clouds that put Jupiter to shame. Not everyone, however, wanted to pay for an up-close flight. Especially after novice pilots flew in too close and were grabbed by Shanal's unmerciful gravity.




  Garcia had been her best referrer and always received a generous cut. Lately though, he produced less and less each month. "Hey," he would say if she complained, "I just point 'em in the right direction. I can't make 'em fly."




  Marcus fidgeted, and she tried to ignore him. Though a handsome man with the added benefit of being wealthy, his childishness dug into Fiona's spine. She focused on the word REPLY. A keyboard image appeared next to the time — 20:59.




  Writing by focusing on each letter would take awhile. Then again, she had time to kill. Halfway through her message, the word MAIL flashed, and she accessed it.




  Another note from Garcia. "Look, sugar, I got real bad news. You've got to get down to Station Hall pronto. They're pulling your pilot's license and—"




  Fiona cut the e-mail and navigated her way through the station's government sites. Her heart quickened and her muscles tightened. She didn't dare look at Marcus.




  Don't be true. Don't be true.




  A moment later she stared at the truth as it scrolled across the symphony — but the truth had been fabricated. They said she had missed twelve payments (only three). She had ignored their offers for assistance (never received any). She had failed to respond to her court summons (never summoned).




  "Excuse me," Fiona said, hurrying off before Marcus could ask, "Ladies' room?"




  She hurried down the corridor toward the lobby. The thick carpeting and low lighting gave way to a bright marbled area adorned by gaudy air-art. The vast lobby echoed her high-heeled footsteps.




  The ladies' room was immaculate — black marble tile, gold trim, sparkling clean. In one corner a holo displayed the live symphony performance so that she would not miss a single note. The luxury of tourist money.




  From her purse, Fiona pulled out a handheld viewer and called Garcia at the souvenir shop. His image, framed by cheap Shanal models and flashy holoprint shirts, appeared a moment later.




  "You trying to put me out of business, sweets?" he said sounding far more saccharin.




  "That record is an utter lie."




  Garcia arched an eyebrow. "I don't care. I guaranteed your ship loan because you were going to bring me more tourist money. But two fullsuits came by here looking for you and 'cause my name is down as the guarantor, they served me officials. You been behind on payments, sweetie, and they don't like that. And you know I love you, but don't come askin' me for shit."




  "I'm sorry about this, but — "




  Garcia slammed his fist on his desk hard enough to shake the faux jewelry behind him. "Tourists don't hang around stores with fullsuits spooking up the place. You're costing me money. That kissy-kissy couple cancelled when they heard you lost your ship. I couldn't even get them to go with another pilot."




  "But it's a mistake."




  "For a girl in her twenties you act like a fucking teenager. You don't pay, you don't fly. They take your ship away. Make your payments."




  "I did. They messed it up."




  "Then go fix it, sweets," Garcia said and cut off.




  Fiona stared at the static-filled viewer screen and then in the mirror. Keep it together, she thought. Her hands fumbled and she dropped the viewer. The plastic screen cracked into three jagged pieces.




  "Shit," she said because nothing else would come out of her mouth without causing tears. Leaving the mess behind, she headed back to her seat. Viewers cost little and she could not think clear enough to clean up.




  Think clear enough. She needed to do that.




  "Everything okay?" Marcus asked when she returned.




  She nodded, keeping her lips tight.




  "Then maybe you could try enjoying the evening. These tickets weren't cheap."




  All her fear and anger churned but she managed not to lash out. She had more important things to think about. Turning to the symphony, she took a deep breath and tried to focus on her problem.




  Start with the license. A mistake. A small error. She would be drowning in red tape for the next few weeks but she could handle it. First, she would file an Injurious Error Charge, but since Station Hall had closed hours ago, she had to wait until morning. Garcia would hold onto his anger for a good month or so, but once he started making money off new referrals, he would forgive her. He might not trust her, but he would never turn away good money.




  She could survive this.




  Before anything else, though, she had to take care of her ship. Find out where they took it and who would be watching it. She had heard too many stories about impounded ships being raped for parts. Blinking her eyes, she brought up the datalink.




  From the corner of her sight, she saw Marcus turn to her. Damn! She snapped her eyes shut, but before she could say anything, she heard the disappointed rustle of his face against her ear. "Let's go," he said.




  They walked the space station halls without a word — their silence filled by the constant bustle of people. Footsteps clicked while conversations ebbed and flowed. Bland music drifted in the empty spaces.




  The tourist areas were wide-open extravaganzas making excellent use of the gravity ring station. The translucent floor allowed passersby to gaze at the spectacle of Shanal. New tourists marveled at their feet while seasoned veterans watched the tube races above them. The tubes lined the course of the inner ring, each a different color — events held every hour.




  Marcus stopped near a railing as three racers bulleted through the tubes, their bodies covered in protective gear. An ad for a holo-driving range blabbered on the wall behind them. "You know," he began, his voice resigned in a way that worried Fiona, "it doesn't bother me that you don't like the symphony. You don't have to. You're not going to always like the same things as me. But that you won't give these things the simple appreciation of the fact that I like them — that hurts."




  "I'm sorry. I really am. I just found out that ... " Marcus looked at her so stern that she could not finish her sentence.




  "It hurts," he said, "because I love you."




  Fiona froze. Her face must have shown the shock because Marcus stepped back, biting his lip.




  "It's okay if you don't feel the same. I understand that we're different. But I just want you to take a chance with me. I hoped ... maybe I could help you get out of here."




  "Out of where?" Fiona asked, her mind juggling too many thoughts to keep them all straight.




  "I could buy you an apartment up where it's better. If you like it enough, if you like me, then maybe we could get a place together somewhere else. Maybe back on Earth."




  Fiona let out a laugh that sounded more like a gasp.




  "Think about it," Marcus said, and they walked on.




  Once more the tourists' clamor cushioned their silence. They passed the overbearing restaurant hosts behaving like con artists as they tried to entice tourists in for a meal. They passed automated florists selling faux flowers that engulfed the walkway with choking perfumes and empty promises of romance. They passed the boisterous laughter of those winning in the casinos and the arguments of those losing. All the Ariel offered isolated Fiona more as she kept pace with Marcus.




  When they dropped away from the main tourist areas and entered the workers' floors, the station's beauty also dropped. The dirty walls and gray floors provided little comfort, and the workers were lucky for the occasional viewport.




  At her door, Marcus took hold of her hands and stared at them. She wondered if he lacked the strength to look in her eyes. His head bobbed but would not lift.




  Why not? she thought. Why not just let him take over? He could afford to set her up. She could forget about Garcia, her ship, and all the money problems. Wasn't that what she had wanted? A man to love her and create a life with her? It's just a bonus that the life comes with lots of money.




  But it did not come free. Nothing ever did. She would face herself every day knowing she did not love Marcus, knowing she falsified her emotions to sustain a standard of living.




  "You want me to make this easy?" she asked.




  This got his attention. His questioning face met hers in an instant.




  "We've had a good time," Fiona said, tilting her head with a sisterly smile, "but I'm not the girl for you. I don't like the same things, and I'm never going to. I understand."




  "But — "




  "I'll be fine. You go find a little sweet nothing for yourself, okay?"




  Marcus released her hands. He passed his fingers across the shaved side of her hair over to where it hung to her chin. Then, shaking his head, he bent over and placed a small object at her feet.




  "Goodbye," he whispered and walked away.




  Before looking down, Fiona waited until she could not see him anymore. Then she picked up the object. Her eyes widened as she clenched the small case — a datalink case.




  Taking a step down the hall, she raised her head as if she could find him looking back for her. Nobody. Her shoulders dropped as her mood plummeted, and with a dazed motion, she opened her apartment door.




  Trit, Fiona's roommate, had the flatscreen blasting out the latest hyperpunk tune. Jump dancing in a stimsuit, Trit looked like a shiny green frog. The sight stopped Fiona from slamming the door. Instead, she laughed.




  Still bopping her head, Trit pressed a button at her wrist and the music cut off. Her eyes flashed green for a second, then she said, "I thought you weren't coming back for another hour."




  Next to the flatscreen, Trit had the holo "Beauty and Poise" running. This week the ever-gorgeous Star continued helping the ever-hopeless Joan to learn how to choose and wear a dress that best accentuated her features. "Trust me," Star was saying. "If you show the correct amount of cleavage, you will have the heart of any man. And the New Century Power Bra will give you just the lift you need."




  Trit flicked the holo off. "Did you guys fight?"




  Before Fiona could answer, a rapid beeping came from the kitchen. She walked the four steps across the living/dining/everything room and into the closet-sized kitchen. On the counter, a remote control flashed its CALL button. Fiona pressed the button and looked to the wall-mounted screen.




  "One message," a neutral voice said.




  Marcus's face appeared at a public phone. From the storefronts in the background, Fiona could see that he had not walked far. "Hi," he said, unable to look at the screen. "I just wanted you to know that I really was going to try your way. I never opened that datalink thing, but I was going to. Anyway, you can sell it or whatever. I don't want it back." Marcus shook his head and glanced over his shoulder. "This is stupid. Goodbye."




  "End of message."




  Fiona would have stared at the blank screen for another twenty minutes if Trit had not spoken. "He dumped you? That jerk."




  Fiona threw the remote back on the counter. "I did the dumping but he would've done it if I hadn't," she said and stormed over to their even smaller bedroom. "Can't believe I wore a dress for him." She wriggled out of the offensive clothing and threw on some pants and a threadbare vest.




  Trit said, "I never dress for a man unless I'm sure it's going to last."




  Fiona looked over Trit's thick blonde hair, honey-colored lips, and chemically enhanced breasts. Every man would be pretending to last if it got Trit into, and later out of, a dress. Fiona thought of her own body as a decent albeit natural body. Thin, strong, tight, but not mythic. Small in the chest yet passable. Of course, she did not want the kind of man that sought a fantasy like Trit.




  "What's his problem with being linked?" Fiona asked, throwing her shoes into the closet.




  "Yeah," Trit said, sitting on the bed. "It's fun. I love to check out stuff while I'm with people. It's like being in two places at once."




  Fiona held up the datalink case Marcus had left her. "He said I should sell this."




  "I'll take care of it," Trit said, blinking her eyes until they reflected the green of her datalink. "Is it opened?"




  "No," Fiona said, tossing it on the bed. She walked into the everything room and flicked on the flatscreen. Hyperpunk vids screamed out. Fiona grabbed the remote on the beaten couch and changed it to a celebrity interview.




  "Done," Trit said as she walked in. "Bidding's already started. At least you'll get some bucks from the whole thing."




  "Maybe I should've tried to be more like what he wanted. Hell, the guy's rich."




  "No, no, no. You're talking like some kind of retro-girl. Listen, if he can't accept the way the universe is, then the problem is his. You're everything a lot of men want."




  "No, that's you."




  Trit smiled. "I'm a lot of what men want to sleep with. You — heck, I couldn't fly a ship."




  "Neither can I. They're taking my ship away. But I can't even have the right reactions. My ship and Marcus in the same night. I'm supposed to be all teary and crying, and I'm not. I'm pissed off."




  "Hey, that's just you. I knew a girl who ... oh, I think you just got your sale. Yup, last bid's in."




  "You didn't have to do that for me. I would've done it later."




  Trit sealed the datalink case in a gray envelope. "Later for you means a couple weeks." She placed the envelope on a stand next to the front door. In a few minutes, a bot would come by to pick it up and complete the transaction. "And at least this way you'll have some money. We've got rent due in three days."




  Fiona groaned. "I can't help it if things have gotten tight for me."




  "I didn't mean anything. I'm just trying to help you out."




  "You just want your rent money."




  Trit clapped her hands together as if scolding a dog. "That's not fair."




  "I need a hit," Fiona said, rolling her eyes. "You got anything."




  Trit hesitated. Then she smiled. Fiona knew Trit's practiced smile but as long as her friend would share her stash of nose-benders, she could smile all she wanted.




  Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a yellow and black striped tube no bigger than her index finger. "Here," Trit said. "Just go easy on it. You can go through that stuff awful quick."




  "Shut up and give it."




  Fiona snatched the nose-bender and snapped it under her nostrils. She inhaled deeply. Rubbing her temples, she said, "Marcus. I'm so sick of it all. It's too much work."




  "Everyone's sick of it, but what're going to do? Give up men? Go for women? Go celibate?"




  Fiona smiled as the world around her eased back. "Any other choices?"




  The door chimed. Trit picked up the envelope, reached for the door console and pressed the open button. Then she screamed.




  The sound jolted Fiona to the ground. She rolled and snatched her fireknife from her calf pocket. The blade turned orange as it rapidly heated. She had intended to continue the roll into a standing position, but the nose-bender had taken effect — she ended on her side watching Trit's horrified face. The floor spun while Fiona's brain caught up with her body.




  Two bone-thin legs connecting to the top of a turtleshell-shaped body stood motionless in the doorway. Each foot had three webbed toes and a bony knob above. A bulbous growth hung beneath its body like an overactive goiter, and its top was covered in sharp points. Two enormous eyes peered out the front, and leathery scales covered the whole thing. It was no more than three feet tall and made no reaction to Trit's shrill tones.




  Fiona, on the other hand, got to her feet and slapped Trit. "Calm down. It's only a fledge."




  "What?" Trit said staring at the little creature. "Really? I've never seen one for real before."




  "Neither have I."




  "What's it doing here?"




  Fiona shook her head. "They're go betweens for the gorruffs, aren't they?"




  "I think so. But what would those things want with us?"




  The gorruff were strange creatures with an even stranger history of relations with humans. Nobody truly understood them, though many had tried, and they stayed to themselves. They even refused to live on the station, preferring instead to build their own waypoint on Adret, a moon four hours flight away. Fiona's knowledge on the gorruff ended there.




  With a swift motion, she returned her fireknife to its pocket, the hissing of the instant cool down doing little to ease tensions, and she squatted in front of the fledge. Its eyes followed hers, and its body moved with breathing. "I don't see a mouth, but it should be able to speak."




  "Then why doesn't it?"




  "Maybe it's shy." The words sounded funny in her head, but she could see Trit did not agree. With a shrug, she leaned in closer to the fledge. "Can you speak?"




  "Yes," it said in a whispery tone. "Message Miss Fiona Quinn."




  "That's me," she said. "Um, come in?"




  The fledge entered the apartment with graceful motions. Its feet clicked as they hit the floor. When it reached the center, it surveyed its surroundings and waited.




  Fiona checked the hall — no one else to be found. She closed the door and turned to the little creature. "Okay. What's the message?"




  The fledge turned its large eyes on Fiona. "Is hoped Miss Quinn come to Adret meet Rolaganaroe business."




  "What's Rolaganaroe business?" Trit asked.




  Fiona said, "I think Rolaganaroe is the name of a gorruff who wants to offer me something."




  "A business proposal?"




  The fledge emitted a sweet aroma. "Yes. New word fit. Business proposal."




  Fiona flopped on the couch, her eyes puffy and red. "Well, this is interesting."




  Trit moved closer to Fiona, trying to avoid the fledge. "Look, I understand you're bending and I know you're upset about Marcus, but this is not interesting."




  "This is not about Marcus."




  "Then the ship."




  "No," Fiona said, trying to push Trit to the side.




  Trit held onto Fiona's hand. "Those gorruff are not pleasant little pets. I've heard stories. They can be real vicious. Like animal vicious."




  "Do you really think our government would be dealing with them if at any moment they were going to bite off our heads?"




  Trit's mouth turned grim. "Don't talk to me like that."




  "All I'm saying is — "




  "I'm not an idiot," she said and walked to the bedroom. "You want to go play with a fucking turtle on duck legs, go ahead. You can talk with me when you're not high."




  "Trit, come on."




  Trit shook her head as the bedroom door slid shut.




  "You not worry," the fledge said. "Rolaganaroe not eat you."




  "That's assuring."




  "Pay you just visit."




  Fiona's attention sharpened on the fledge. "Say that clearer."




  "Rolaganaroe pay you."




  "Just to visit? Just to hear what it wants to ask me?" She edged closer like a dog begging for a T-bone. In addition to stories of violence, she had heard many stories about the gorruffs' enormous wealth.




  "Yes," the fledge said, "just to hear."




  Fiona glanced at the bedroom door. "How much?"




  "Five thousand."




  "Half up front," she said, hoping her eyes were not bouncing out of her head.




  The fledge raised its head/body and squinted. "Explain."




  "Twenty-five hundred now."




  The fledge's eye widened. "Yes. Half up front."




  "Okay," Fiona said. "Where do I meet the gorruff?"




  "On Adret," the fledge said and walked to the door. It turned back, lifted one leg, and motioned for Fiona to follow.




  "Now?"




  "Rolaganaroe waits."




  Fiona sat back on the couch and let out a long breath. Five thousand would pay several months rent and even a few worthwhile meals. She wanted to tell Trit but decided to let the matter rest. Trit would turn from anger to concern fairly soon.




  Blinking on her datalink, Fiona wrote an e-mail to Trit explaining that she might be gone for a few days and not to worry. She paused, wondering what else to write, then sent the message. She stood, swayed, and when she felt her balance return, nodded at the fledge. "I'm ready."




  





  * * * *




  





  From the outside, the ship taking Fiona to Adret looked like a rocky egg — too well-formed to be a meteor but not smooth enough to be manmade. The inside, at least the inside they permitted her to see, formed a wide, circular room covered in black pillows and maroon sheets like some exotic palace. There were no windows and the dim lighting came from egg-shaped sconces. A fragile kind of music, far too delicate for Fiona's tastes, sifted through the room and did little to mask the constant engine noise.




  Three octagonal pads occupied the room's front — what Fiona denoted as front. A fledge stood on each one using its feet to manipulate touch-sensitive controls. Holo-projections revealed a little information, but Fiona assumed the fledges had some internal link to the ship in order to get all the feedback.




  They were close enough to the Ariel that the datalink remained connected, and this occupied much of Fiona's time. Two other fledges served food, and a bathroom was provided. "We study humans," one fledge said when it presented this amenity. Such a comforting thought.




  When the ship stopped vibrating, Fiona guessed they had arrived. She stood, stretched, and followed a fledge out. No waiting. No ceremony. No time to fear.




  One thought, however. Get the money.




  The hatch opened into a tunnel with no indication of a spaceport. The dark passageways edged downward — cold and narrow. Minimal lighting forced Fiona to keep close to the guide fledge or risk getting lost in this maze. Stony rungs lined the walls and she used these to maneuver in the light gravity.




  Being inside the tunnels unnerved her. She had not stepped off a space vessel, let alone crawled in a moon's tunnels, since she was a little girl on Earth. Though she knew the passages were sealed (she would have died otherwise), seeing the solid rock walls stole her confidence. These passages resembled primitive caves more than anything else. Entering the main chamber, however, destroyed any idea of primitive.




  The chamber stretched farther upward than Fiona could see — an extensive work of metal and stone. Every twenty feet, a somber blue light ringed the chamber's perimeter, and the floor sparkled as if carpeted with a star map. Thick, riveted supports framed the room like a metal cage. Circular platforms, silver and smooth, floated at various heights, some moving up and others down while still others maintained a stable altitude. None, however, occupied the center of the chamber. A seven-spoke wheel that appeared to dip and turn synchronous with the movements of the platforms filled this space. No furniture. No artwork. Nothing Fiona considered comforting.




  A low tone echoed throughout. Another pitch rolled over it like a whale song. Music, perhaps. It could be a mating ritual for all she knew.




  The fledge she had followed sidestepped as one platform descended. When it settled before her, Fiona found a tall fledge on it standing next to a large rock. This fledge had brown-mustard stripes on its top, and its legs were more muscular than the smaller versions.




  "Please step on the platform," it said in a mild tone.




  Fiona squinted and leaned closer. "You speak good."




  "Better than you," it said. "The correct word is well. But if you refer to the difference between myself and them, that is because they are mindless servers."




  The little fledges scattered back into the passageways as Fiona drifted aboard. The platform lifted with hardly a shudder. Had Fiona closed her eyes, it would have been difficult to tell they were moving.




  "They are sytsu and they are good for labor and being messengers," the fledge continued. "For the purpose of facilitating conversation with the gorruff, you require a far more educated and capable being. We olado serve that purpose."




  "I see," Fiona said because it seemed like the fledge wanted her to say something. "So when do I meet this gorruff? Rolaganaroe?"




  "Excellent pronunciation," the fledge said as it sat next to the rock.




  Of course, she thought. The rock.




  As if responding, the rock raised a few inches and shuffled toward the platform's center. It had a sharp, bumpy exterior with jutting horn-like parts at seemingly random locations. The shell was speckled with black, brown, red, and a little yellow, helping it blend in with the rocky moon. Fiona could not see a mouth, although she decided that the eight black bumps running across the front ridge might be eyes. Its four stubby legs gave it no height, but the sheer size of the creature intimidated — at least five feet in diameter.




  She wondered how such a severe creature maneuvered the tunnels, and the answer came at once. The platform rose to reveal a deep ridge in the moon's wall. Several gorruff meandered in and out of this area — a separate, wider entrance for them.




  The fledge stood next to the gorruff. "Before you is Rolaganaroe. I will speak the words he wishes as best as can be understood by you. Are you ready?"




  Fiona did not answer. She frowned, trying to process that this rock/turtle/thing was a he. When she accepted that fact, she noticed they had not stopped climbing. The platform had gone so high she could not discern the floor.




  To her left, she saw another platform. Two gorruffs sat with a sytsu fledge stirring a steaming bowl. Below her, she saw another gorruff by itself.




  "Are you ready?"




  What else could she do? She came to hear this thing — to get paid to hear this thing. With an impatient wave of her hands, Fiona nodded.




  "First, Rolaganaroe wishes to welcome you and hopes you understand the honor you are receiving. Few humans ever are allowed here."




  The fledge paused so long that Fiona filled the silence with a shaky, "Thank you."




  "The offer proposed is simple yet vital. You are not to attempt to understand the task's purpose but merely to perform the task."




  Fiona listened as the fledge rambled about the differences between humans and gorruffs. The value systems of both species so greatly differed that no meaningful relationship could be established. A prime example, apparently, being money.




  She feigned interest. While the olado fledge continued, however, she noticed that its right foot touched the gorruff's front left foot. Perhaps that had something to do with the way they communicated. After all, the gorruff never said a word. At least, not that she could see.




  "And now," the fledge said, "I relinquish myself so that you may converse with Rolaganaroe."




  It raised its right foot, running it up the gorruff's left leg, and placed it underneath the rocklike shell. With a series of clicking noises, the fledge stiffened as if struck from behind and then relaxed into such unbridled ease, Fiona wondered if the physical connection created a euphoria. A deep moaning emitted from the gorruff.




  "You must try to follow me," the fledge said, its voice lowered far deeper than she thought it capable.




  "Am I speaking with Rolaganaroe?" Fiona asked.




  "The olado is a mindless conduit."




  "Okay. Then, Rolaganaroe, what's your offer?"




  Another low tone came from the rock. "Have all your needs been met?"




  "My needs?"




  "Do you require refreshment?"




  "I'm fine, thank you," Fiona said, her impatience underscoring her words.




  "Virgin is pure," Rolaganroe said through the fledge. "Such things never last. Every secret is eventually revealed. There is no way to stop such things."




  Fiona wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees. "You're not making any sense," she said, but even as she spoke the words, she recalled the difficulties human delegates have had with the gorruff. The language barrier, in this case, was more of a language canyon. However, this particular gorruff wanted to communicate something with her, so she tried to follow the conversation.




  "You have been chosen," Rolaganaroe said. "I have chosen. The task."




  "The task. That's right. What is it you want me to do for you?"




  "Destroy twice purity," he said, changing the fledge's voice into a whisper.




  "I don't know what that means."




  A rank odor like rotten fruit drifted upward. Fiona glanced over the platform's edge and saw only a gorruff with a fledge picking at its back. Whatever made the odor could not be seen.




  "It is not important that you understand. Only that you perform that which you are asked to do."




  Fiona bit back a snide comment. "I don't know what it is you want me to do."




  "Flying, of course. You have some other purpose?"




  "You want to hire me as a pilot?"




  "The others have been chosen. Each has agreed."




  "Others? What the hell is all this?"




  "A taltooth which beckons. An unending."




  "Right," Fiona said, looking upward.




  Another platform rose until it leveled with theirs. Three sytsu stood with a covered cauldron in the center. One sytsu opened the lid and another picked out a meaty bone large enough to have come from a cow. The third sytsu stepped close to Rolaganaroe, touched his leg and then returned to the platform. Fiona recognized the source of the unpleasant odor — the cooking cauldron.




  As the platform continued upward, Rolaganaroe said, "I wish humans were more gorruff. We have much to offer."




  Cuisine is not on that list. "What do you want me to fly? And where?"




  "Human ship. Four. To the planet and leave."




  "I can't take you to Shanal. The storms would rip the ship apart."




  "Not Shanal."




  "Fine. Where then?"




  "The virgin planet."




  Fiona shrugged. "You'll have to be more specific. I never heard of 'the virgin planet.'"




  "Do you know any good fictions?"




  Fiona opened her mouth but could not find the words to express her frustration. What the gorruff said in small parts made sense but when added together, it totaled nothing. And now this. The money was important, but this seemed a foolish waste.




  And why should it matter what this thing wants to say? she wondered. She got paid regardless.




  But it did matter. Something in its tone, in its mannerless manner, scratched at Fiona's nerves. Something within demanded she pay attention.




  "Here is a story I like," Rolaganaroe said. "It was the mating time for Groyalala and he had never mated. All his people were asleep that night and he wanted to be satisfied. He tried to suppress the urgency as many foolish children do. He tried to hum. He tried to think of an olado. Nothing could stop his mind from visions of lovely mating. So, with his body shaking in need, he crawled around the sleeping chamber looking for a female to mate. First, he found Solamagasa. She saw him and his need but turned away. Next, he found Kokinoroe. She opened her drowsy eyes and laughed at the thought. Last, he came to one he did not know. She slept soundly and did not respond to his nudging. Her round form was not sharp and spiky like most and it excited him more. Maybe, he thought, maybe I'll just mate her now and if she awakes she will be so impassioned that she will not mind. He thought this because it was the mating time and he was not thinking clearly. So Groyalala mated with the sleeping one. He mated quickly and was so excited that he mated a second time. It was a wonderful feeling and he roused himself up for a third time when the morning sun shined into the chamber. He stared at his beautiful mate — a rock. Not even a living creature. Hoping no one had noticed, he slid away from the rock. But, of course, everyone discovered the wet rock and knew what had happened. Groyalala was embarrassed and thought of running away. Luckily, the eldest took him aside and smiled. The reason everyone knows what happened, the eldest said, is because it has also happened to everyone."




  Fiona forced a smile, wondered whether she could pull it off as well as Trit, and said, "That was a good story."




  "Business our purpose," Rolaganaroe snapped.




  "Of course." It occurred to her that Rolaganaroe's speech sounded near flawless during his story yet reverted to its staccato once they spoke about business.




  "The virgin planet awaits. You leave. Never return. You will be paid."




  "You want me to leave now?"




  "No. The virgin planet."




  "But I don't know where the virgin — "




  "Calm as the ocean. Calm as the grave."




  Fiona slapped her knee. "I don't know where — "




  "We get you there."




  "I don't understand any of this."




  "It is not important that you — "




  Fiona jumped to her feet. "It is important to me. Did you choose me because you thought I was an idiot? I understand that whatever you're doing is not legal — not if you're talking with me. So, if you want my help, you better come up with some clarity."




  Fiona eased back to a sitting position, taking deep breaths. Why had she done that? She did not want to accept this thing's offer. She did not want to know any details that might make it difficult for her to say no without any complications. What was the matter? Maybe those nose-benders were having long-term effects.




  Rolaganaroe let out another one of his tones. "No more than this — I cannot be seen, nor can anyone be seen, on the virgin planet. It is not permitted. You will do what asked with no more questions and paid well."




  "Is that why you chose me? You think I'm so bad off I'll take your money?"




  "One hundred fifty-three thousand."




  Fiona hesitated. "No," she said, swallowing hard. "I want a ship, too. New. And make it four hundred thousand." She stood, expecting a polite decline, perhaps even an outraged laugh, and an end to this dangerous conversation.




  "The deal is agreed," Rolaganaroe said and released the fledge. With a sloshing sound, its foot popped out from underneath the gorruff's shell and Rolaganaroe settled back to the platform's edge.




  As they descended, the fledge stepped toward Fiona as if nothing had happened. "The ship is stocked and ready. It is located on the Ariel space station, docking bay 4B. When you return to the station, you will fly to coordinates waiting in your mail. You will have five days to reach this destination or the deal is off. Do not attempt to steal the ship provided or in any manner defraud this agreement. If you do, the current problems you face with the impounding of your ship will be complicated further."




  They reached the bottom of the chamber and the fledge motioned for Fiona to depart. Two sytsu arrived to escort her to the return shuttle. She did not move. She gawked at Rolaganaroe, her face caught between rage and bewilderment.




  "You faked my records," she said. "You took away my ship to force this situation."




  "Rolaganaroe has no access to your Ariel's computers," the olado said. "If I made any mistakes when accessing your files for background information, I apologize. I am still learning how to use the system."




  Fiona watched the olado, convinced it was lying. She wanted to shout but instead turned away. Too late now. The way out lay clear — fly the mission, collect the money, and never think about this again. Oh, and pray they never got caught.
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  "This is insane," Trit said, her static-filled image flickering on the viewer.




  Fiona shared the thought even as she rechecked the fuel levels of her new ship. New was a subjective word, though. It was new to her in that she had not previously owned the beast; however, the ship had been built at least twenty years ago.




  Called the Aurora, too plain a name for Fiona, it amounted to little more than a converted cargo hauler. Boxy in the body with four fins at back and a sharp nose, the whole thing reminded her of a dumb-bomb from old viewer flicks. She prayed it would handle better.




  "Turn around, cancel the deal," Trit said. "If things are as wrong-side-around as you say, then this gorruff can't do anything against you."




  Fiddling with the controls more to avoid Trit's gaze then to command the ship, Fiona said, "He might not be able to do anything legal against me, but that hardly matters."




  "Then explain to me how, for an alien known for being beyond understanding, how come you two can talk enough to work out a deal?"




  "He was very hard to understand."




  "Government specialists couldn't talk with these things. That doesn't seem odd? A tourist pilot can do what all these superbrains couldn't?"




  "You're going to pick on my piloting now?"




  Trit raised her index finger like a scolding parent. "Something's not right about all this and you know it."




  "Why do you think I'm being paid so much? But if I do the job and keep quiet, I'll have a load of money and you won't ever worry about rent again."




  "I don't care about the rent."




  "It's just flying. I won't get off the ship. I won't get in any deeper."




  Trit snorted her disbelief. "So why did you take so much stuff? And the nose-benders, too. You didn't leave me anything."




  "I left you plenty."




  "Hardly."




  Fiona closed her eyes and shook her head — like dealing with a child. "I'm sorry if I took too much from the apartment. I'm not sure where I'm going, so I don't know how long I'll be gone. I wanted to be prepared."




  Trit mumbled something and wiped at her eyes. "The money's not that important. I can cover your end until you get your ship thing worked out."




  "It doesn't matter how long I go through the paperwork, as long as Rolaganaroe doesn't want me flying solo, I won't get my ship back."




  "Please, just come home. These gorruffs are nasty creatures. Trust me. You don't want to get mixed up any more than you are."




  Fiona hesitated. "What do you know about them?"




  "Nothing," Trit said but stared at her feet. "I've heard enough, though."




  The women looked at each other without saying anything. Silence transferred a much greater sense of the matter. Then Trit cut off. The image went dark, and Fiona sat in the empty ship.




  





  * * * *




  





  The Aurora lacked many modern amenities, but it did have a less out-of-date central computer. Most of Fiona's fuel, system, and maintenance checks were redundant because the computer performed these duties. It also flew the ship toward pre-programmed coordinates — a location still unknown since the computer locked out the information. The olado had promised to mail her this data, but nothing came of it. The ship knew where to go.




  Her young body ached as she stood from the pilot's chair and walked to the second compartment. The ship had four sections — cockpit, lounge, storage/seating, and storage/engines. The lounge consisted of two long benches with a foam cushion on only one.




  Fiona stretched out on the foamless bench and chuckled. Sheer luxury.




  Things were moving too fast — that much Trit had right. Fiona recognized the high wire act she performed, and if she could just hang on until payday, she would hear the applause. If she fell, she didn't think the gorruff would supply a net.




  Not the most original analogy, she thought. But then her whole life seemed unoriginal. Even the way she dressed — old self-heating cargo pants, tough-girl A-shirt, and her signature vest with a busted datalink connection. She might as well throw on some Sleek Sentury Shades and join the cast of "Runaway Squad" or some other low-income holo-action/soap opera that Trit watched.




  She took a deep breath and listened to the shaky exhale. She was just the pilot — just landing on a planet. So what if the gorruff considered it a No Trespassing zone. What was the penalty for trespassing? A slap on the wrist? A fine? After getting paid for this trip, she could afford any fine.




  "I need a diversion," she said, startled by the hollow sound of her voice in the empty ship.




  She had flown too far from the Ariel to link up but she could connect the datalink with the ship's computer. It took twenty minutes to make the connection because of a slew of error messages, but at least she found a variety of games and music filed away. The gorruffs were thorough.




  And rich.




  The money — that was exciting. That was more than a carrot on a stick. It was a seven-course dinner presented by well-trimmed waiters.




  Fiona turned off the datalink and wandered the ship's single corridor. She hated to over-think a situation. Intuition served her much better. But being stuck alone until the ship reached the contact point, she could not stop her brain from meandering.




  Unless ... Fiona went to the back storage compartment and opened her personal bag. At the bottom in the back, the green container waited — the one carrying the nose-benders. It rattled when Fiona lifted the box inducing a sly grin.
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