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      Twelve years ago, while recovering from a near-fatal illness, I sat down at my computer, opened a fresh document in my word processor, and began to write about a little girl splashing her heels in a stream. That little girl was named Kyza, and she was about to undergo Suralia’s Great Trial.

      The story was almost immediately hijacked by the growing relationship between her father, the Sural, and her tutor, Marianne Woolsey, because while I grew up reading science fiction, I was at the same time sneaking the romance novels out of my mother’s book closet and devouring those too. (I don’t think she ever figured it out!) It was a given that science fiction and romance would collide in anything I wrote. The result, independently published, became the first novel in the Tales of Tolari Space. A surprise electronic bestseller, it went on to win the 2013 PRISM Award for Futuristic Romance.

      The second novel, another bestseller, was really four interleaved stories. I wrote the third intimately informed by my experience of a close family member with a traumatic brain injury that led to memory loss and wild behavior changes. The last scene of that novel demanded that I write the fourth, which set our hero loose in human space and turned out to be my first foray into romantic suspense. The fifth novel literally came to me in a dream; Bertie wanted the romance I hinted at in The Fall and invaded my dreams until I gave it to him.

      Throughout these five books, I wrote extensively about Tolari culture in the strongholds and cities of the great provinces of Tolar, where a true empathic society developed and evolved. In this sixth novel of the series, I take a different turn and begin to explore the outcastes who rejected that society or were expelled from it, and how they feel about their world and the provincials running it. In the process, I bring in a few new characters to play with the more familiar faces. I hope you enjoy reading their adventures as much as I did writing them.

      

      
        
        Christie Meierz, Rochester NY

        February 22, 2024
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      Shock cracked the English loose from Kim’s tongue.

      “You can’t be serious,” he said, then gave himself a mental shove and repeated the words in Kekrax First. On any other world, both exclamations would have bounced off the walls and floors of the Six Planets Embassy, but echoes struggled to birth on a Kekrax planet. Instead, his clicks, hisses, and squeaks landed dully and disappeared into the mud coating the marble floor and the accompanying thick layer of fine dust on every horizontal surface. The iconic smell of Kekrax mud pervaded the air in this patently disused room. Housekeeping’s efforts to keep ahead of the challenge Kekrax Main presented, even here in the only stone building in a city constructed of brick and thatch, had failed miserably.

      That the room they’d put him in was disused, Kim reflected, might have been deliberate on the embassy staff’s part. They knew the Kekrax judge he’d come to meet was unlikely to see the mud on the floor, since the little aliens were usually covered with it themselves. Come to think of it, nine months on Kekrax Main had changed his own attitude toward mud and dirt, and he seldom noticed the grey streaks on his own bronze skin, although it could be bothersome in his shaggy black curls. Still, he would recognize the conditions in the Embassy, and they knew it.

      Now the small reptilian sophont before him bowed her head. The distressed manner in which Nine-Three of Nine-Three Slash First’s twin tails twisted around each other, first one way and then the other, telegraphed just how upset she was that her news spelled disaster for Kim.

      “Venerated male,” Nine-Three hissed in creditable English, a difficult language for Kekrax. “She regrets to say she is most serious.”

      Kim rocked back on his heels. Carefully, he said, “Honored First, she corrects him if he is mistaken. The research organization he works for sells his contract with value owed. They come for him in a week, the debt owners. Does he have that correctly?”

      “He does, venerated male. They regret they can do nothing legal to help him, the Kekrax judges.”

      The wind went out of Kim. He sat down hard on the dusty, mud-stained marble. That brought him more or less eye to eye with Nine-Three, who would have been perhaps a meter tall were she not stooped with age. She laid her first pair of arms on his left shoulder and flicked his cheek with a long, sticky tongue. It was an affectionate gesture from a Kekrax, one they used to calm and give comfort to one another.

      Kim offered her a slight smile. Kekrax assigned to interact with humans knew about smiles, but out of consideration he’d cultivated the habit of keeping his lips closed as much as possible, to avoid the alarming show of teeth. Underneath, he felt a little sick. Selling his contract with value owed wasn’t legal. It never had been, but Central Command, for reasons a moral person could only guess at, had done nothing to stop the black market in forced indenture. His now-former employer XenoResearch, or more likely its corporate owners, had likely spun the contrived debt out of a vague line in the fine print of his sabbatical contract that got past the University’s legal department.

      Debt worker. They’d made him into a debt worker. It was tantamount to kidnapping, and Kim had no family to mount a legal effort to stop them. His friends and colleagues back on Tau Ceti Station, who knew how much he valued his independence in the field, were unlikely to notice his disappearance until he failed to return at the end of his sabbatical, three months from now. By then, his location would be untraceable, and he would be remembered only as a cautionary tale to the unwary: never work alone.

      “He goes to the hostel and speaks to the First there,” Nine-Three said. “He uses the communications grid for the finding of legal representation.”

      He let out a breath and caught himself before he nodded. It wouldn’t do to give what was to a Kekrax a gesture of happy pride, or worse, a slow nod of abiding friendship. “He thanks her, honored Nine-Three of Nine-Three Slash First.”

      Nine-Three gave his cheek another tongue-flick and turned to scurry away on all eight limbs, looking like nothing so much as a ribbon of green and brown camouflage splattered with grey mud. After she disappeared out the door, he retrieved a handkerchief from his shoulder bag to wipe the sticky dribble from his cheek. It would have devastated the dear old judge to see her saliva wiped away in front of her. The lick was a gift and a kindness, and it wouldn’t harm him, since almost nothing on Kekrax Main was toxic to humans. But as much as he enjoyed interacting with the subjects of his research here, he couldn’t abide wearing Kekrax spit.

      He tucked the handkerchief back into the bag and pulled out his tablet to search his media subscriptions. He didn’t read the news every day, or even every week, and apparently he should have. Up to now, he hadn’t much cared which large conglomerate owned XenoResearch; they all paid the same rate for a short-term market research contract, and Xeno offered him more freedom than the others. But Nine-Three informed him that it was owned by Di Fata, formerly the largest, wealthiest company in human space, which for its owner-family’s sins and many offenses was suffering the same fate as a lion set upon by dogs. The latest pound of flesh the hounds had ripped away and begun to devour was Xeno and its assets, including Kim’s contract. That would be merely inconvenient if they’d just demanded a final report based on current data and sent him on his way. He’d have simply returned to his post lecturing at the University sooner than expected. Unfortunately, Di Fata was a consummate corporate predator, and some bean counter had noticed his lack of family and conspicuous solitude on Kekrax Main. According to Nine-Three, they’d declared Kim’s contract unfulfilled and Kim liable for an eye-watering balance that represented the entire future marketing potential of his economic and cultural survey of the Kekrax.

      Even if he wanted to pay the fictional debt, he couldn’t. His wages had gone to purchasing shinies and sparklies in a long-running effort to gain social access to the fantastically rare Kekrax broodmales. Not for the first time, he wished he’d been a bit more far-sighted with respect to saving for the future, although that scarcely mattered now. The amount Di Fata decided he owed them exceeded what he could earn in decades as a professor at Tau Ceti University. He spat and watched the foamy spittle sink into the mud and dust caked on the floor. He’d done the research Xeno asked of him, and now Di Fata held him responsible for the profits their own bankruptcy had erased.

      He needed an attorney and fast, before his new employers arrived to carry him off. He could end up anywhere: in a toxic industrial hellhole with a faulty breather, or doing hard labor on a colony world that shunned automation, or somewhere along the demarcation line with the Terosha, strapped into an environment pod, sweltering in the stink of his own sweat, scarcely able to move. If he was lucky, for values of lucky that included a longer life in servitude, they would assign him to a farm. Fieldwork was backbreaking, but it was safer than being a building inspector on Hlatra, where a steel tool lasted mere days and buildings could fall on you without warning. Either way, he’d never again see his students or an academic paper with his name on it.

      He shook himself and hauled himself to his feet. First things first. He should speak to the Six Planets ambassador. Out in the embassy reception area, there was no sign of Nine-Three, but the lobby was lightly populated, mainly by a number of obvious tourists awaiting appointments with Visa Control upstairs. Two men limped heavily as they approached the lifts—victims, no doubt, of Kekrax Main’s slippery mud. A few took notice of him as he made his way across the marble floor, shaking their heads or grinning. One huffed and turned away, stiff-backed and offended.

      The reason for the various reactions was most likely his attire—or rather, his lack thereof. Kim wore nothing other than the cleated sandals on his feet and a shoulder bag to keep his tablet and research materials clean. On most days, he also wore a smile, but today his face was stripped of that as well.

      At the reception desk, a bored-looking woman in Central Security greys sat staring at her tablet, its colors moving across her face. She looked up at his approach, and her gaze turned glacial. The embassy staff didn’t appreciate his casual nudity and didn’t share his view that clothing was simply too much trouble, given the heat, the omnipresent mud, and the notorious Kekrax curiosity about alien anatomy. He’d dispensed with it mere weeks after his arrival, blessing his grandmothers—one Far Indian, the other New Chin—for a complexion that protected him very well from K’kraxin’s equatorial sun. After all, skin was easier to clean than fabric.

      The Embassy staff was less than sanguine about his sartorial choice, but Six Planets law protected his right to wear local clothing on an alien planet, even if that meant wearing nothing at all. Their curiosity satisfied now, the locals no longer noticed him. More or less. He didn’t give a toss what the staff thought. Prudish Terrans, Central Command’s typical hires, the lot of them.

      As he walked into the security field, the sounds of conversation and people moving about in the lobby abruptly faded to quiet.

      “Professor,” the woman at the desk said to a spot in the air somewhere to the west of his left shoulder.

      “I need to speak with the ambassador,” he said. “XenoResearch sold me into indenture. I need legal help, and I don’t have enough in my account to get back to Tau Ceti.”

      That snapped her gaze to his face. “The ambassador is on station this week.”

      “There has to be a way to see her. Does she have any open appointments up there?”

      She poked at the receptionist station. “Her earliest opening is in two days, on Wednesday. Do you want me to book a seat for you on the next shuttle?”

      “Please.”

      More poking. Then, “I’m sorry, Professor, you have insufficient funds for the shuttle fare.”

      Kim sucked in a breath. “That can’t be right. Try my credit line.”

      “There’s nothing to try. Your credit line is closed. Your account balance is zero.” She folded her hands on the desk. “Would you like an appointment after she returns? Her first opening is the following Tuesday.”

      He couldn’t breathe. They’d already seized his assets, such as they were. He stared at her, the edges of his vision darkening. “Is there a way to contact her sooner? A conference call? A note? Anything? I’ll—” he gulped air “—I’ll be gone by Tuesday.”

      “Good luck, Professor.” It was clearly a dismissal.

      Perhaps he should have bothered with clothing after all. It might have garnered him some sympathy now. He took a deep breath and planted his hands on the desk, fashionably overlong curls falling into his eyes as he glared into hers.

      “Do you understand what’s happening here?” he hissed. “If they can grab a Tau Ceti University professor⁠—”

      “Good luck, Professor,” she repeated, comprehensively.

      He held her gaze until she lowered hers. Then she raised her eyes again with a look of panic on her face.

      “Really, it’s just skin,” he said, and the disdain he suddenly felt for her lent strength to his voice. “You should try it sometime. You’d be more comfortable in the heat.”

      She spluttered. He turned and walked out of the security field, into the sound of murmurs from the unwitting audience of human tourists and Embassy officials. In the thoroughly muddy avenue outside, the familiar heat wrapped around him like a blanket. He kept to the shade and turned toward the humans-friendly hostel where he lived, taking a route that wandered, as all Kekrax roads did, through spreading trees and leafy vines that protected low, mud-brick buildings. The Embassy abutted a commercial area of shops and eateries, but it was a rest day and few Kekrax were out, much to his relief. He didn’t feel like talking. A Second—a male—across the avenue performed a human-style wave, and he waved back, but he wasn’t close enough to be sure who it was. Seven-Three of Nine-Six, an official of this area’s education collective, maybe, but Kekrax mostly did all look alike, even to his practiced eye. They looked even more similar when splattered with mud, as they usually were.

      The smell of that mud filled his nostrils, along with floral scents and something reminiscent of fresh-mown grass. He breathed in the fragrance, trying to think and failing miserably. Damn. What to do now? At least he knew where to start. He could use the proffered communications grid, first to find out if there were any human attorneys on Kekrax Main’s orbital station, and then to send messages to his friends and colleagues on Tau Ceti Station, alerting them to his situation. He stepped up his pace. Realistically, the chances of a human-run legal office on the station were slim to none this far into alien space, but he had to try, because the only other way to avoid his indenture was to run away.

      Debt owners typically employed security forces to prevent flight and retrieve reluctant assets. Should Kim fail to report for duty, they would show up in short order, sniffing out his human DNA among the Kekrax with ease. Getting to a human planet where he would be harder to find, by sneaking onto a starliner, required getting to the station, but stowing away on a shuttle to get there would be akin to trying to hide in the back of a rowboat.

      There had to be a way out of this.

      He was halfway back to the hostel, still keeping to the shade, when a mob of shin-high broodlings pelted out of an alley at high speed and swarmed him. He did a practiced count by tens—progeny were power here—and came up a little short of four. That probably made them the currently celebrated clutch of thirty-seven that included a single precious broodmale, who had been safely left in the nest, of course. His mere existence raised this entire brood’s importance despite its small size.

      Kim paused to wonder. He’d never seen an unaccompanied brood this young. They jumped up and down at and on his feet, making grabs for his hands, squeaking and hissing. One adventurous individual climbed up his leg, leapt onto his arm, and was perched on his shoulder when Four-Three of Eight-One Slash First, their female parent, and Two-Five of Four-Seven Slash Second, one of their male parents, whipped around the corner, hissing and clacking their displeasure, scolding Kekrax-fashion. The little beggars must have run when the First and Second weren’t looking.

      Up close, both adults were readily recognizable, at least to Kim. More, they were distinguished by the especially vibrant greens and rich browns of their scales, which was due to the fact that they were parents. Well, more accurately, to the fact that they were sexually active, thanks to the adult broodmale who completed their trio. Once they stopped hissing and the brood was mostly quiet, they turned to Kim, tails waving, heads bobbing with pride.

      “Honored First,” Kim said to Four-Three, in Kekrax First. He bowed, and the enterprising broodling fell off his shoulder to bounce into the mud with a squeak. “Venerated Second! Joy of producing a broodmale for K’kraxin!”

      Their heads bobbed faster for a moment, then slowed. Two-Five peered closely at Kim.

      “It chases him, an untold,” he said to Four-Three. He gestured toward a nearby park, dotted with mud pools where human parks would have placed picnic tables. “He sits with them and talks, the venerated Kim male.”

      Kim sighed. He didn’t want to talk about it; he wanted to get started on finding a way out of this mess. But Two-Five and Four-Three were the closest friends he had on this muddy jungle of a planet, and he could certainly spare them a quarter hour. It might help him to gather his wits for the coming ordeal of trying to convince a lawyer on the orbital station above, if there was one, to help him pro bono. If there weren’t any human attorneys here, maybe someone on Tau Ceti could send help, although that would cut things close. With his funds gone, an L-space link was out of the question, and the K-space message delay to Tau Ceti was two and a half days. Nine-Three had estimated in her careful way that he had perhaps six days’ grace. Still, a quarter hour wouldn’t hurt.

      He followed Two-Five to the nearest pool of warm, slick mud and plopped into it, careful to tuck his more floaty bits between his thighs before the broodlings took the opportunity to explore his alien architecture. All thirty-six little ones splashed in after him—his count was secure with their identity confirmed—and used his head and shoulders as diving platforms until Two-Five and Four-Three settled in and hissed at them. The brood gave up trying to use Kim as a water feature and started swimming through the thin mud like leggy little eels, making warm cross-currents and poking their small noses onto every bit of skin they could reach. Kim aimed a close-lipped smile down at them. Just as human babies popped everything in their mouths, Kekrax babies touched everything with their snouts. Good thing he wasn’t ticklish.

      “He talks,” Two-Five said, with demanding teeth-clacks that were rather imperious for a male. Females tended to assertiveness, not males, who were generally mellow sorts.

      Kim talked. The warm mud, the cool shade, the silly antics of the broodlings, the occasional sympathetic tongue-flick from Four-Three, it all combined to relax him, and the whole sorry story came spilling out, from Di Fata’s collapse to XenoResearch’s sale of his contract to Kim’s imminent indenture if he couldn’t find an attorney willing to help. Two-Five, an interstellar trader who traveled into human space regularly, knew some of the Di Fata story already, although the nuances probably hadn’t made it into the Kekrax media markets, so Kim launched into explaining those as well.

      It was the exposure of the Di Fata Johnsons’ moral turpitude combined with their status as a Boston-based company that had brought them down, after investigation turned up several illegal psychosexual simulacra imprisoned on Earth by the Di Fata Johnson family. Notably, one represented a deceased daughter of a prominent rival company. Outrage, embargos, and boycotts against Di Fata began on Earth, then erupted across human space. Di Fata and its subsidiaries were falling like a house of cards, with each layer of subsidiaries bringing down the next. XenoResearch was simply the latest card to—ahem—hit the deck.

      Unaccountably, he felt better when he stopped talking. Two-Five and Four-Three stared at each other long enough to make Kim wonder what they were doing with their tails, down there under the mud. Their left tails were essentially one big scent gland, although it could also serve as a defensive whip. The other tail was a sex organ, and that wasn’t widely known offworld. Most humans thought the Kekrax kept their reproductive organs discreetly tucked away like the terrestrial reptiles they resembled. If the hidebound local government in Boston discovered that the little reptilians actually carried their sexual capability high and proud at all times, they’d probably ban the Kekrax from Earth Station Hawking for indecent exposure.

      It had taken six months for Kim to realize the relevance of tails to Kekrax reproduction. The humorous byplay in their two languages—he suspected the existence of a third, but wasn’t yet able to verify it—contained an endless stream of tail jokes. Biological information was tightly held by most members of the Trade Alliance, and the compact that formed it had ensured its privacy in perpetuity. Kekrax trade with Tau Ceti was steadily increasing, however, so sooner or later Boston would find out about tails and Earth’s popular press would tear them apart, but Kim refused to be a party to it. He’d written for the popular press precisely once, interning between semesters in Brazil while out of funds. It was a disaster he refused to repeat, certainly not now. He liked the Kekrax. They were highly intelligent, decidedly civilized, and, he now believed, profoundly misunderstood by every other race in the Interstellar Trade Alliance. Most of all, they were deeply kind in a way that made his soul ache. He didn’t want to create more obstacles to the respect they so richly deserved and so seldom received.

      But he had no idea what the devil Two-Five and Four-Three were doing now, silently staring at one another. Mated Firsts and Seconds sometimes simply stopped, separately or together, for five minutes at a time or even ten. He’d yet to crack the puzzle of what they were doing. Obviously, it was a form of communication, but that was all he could determine. There was nothing he could do to get them talking until they came back to reality. Then, in his experience with this pair, one would make an announcement and both would refuse to talk about anything else. He leaned back against the soft plants lining the edge of the mud pool to wait out the strange interlude.

      The broodlings took advantage of the parental distraction to resume using Kim as a diving platform. Their dives mostly ended in awkward belly flops, until one finally jumped far enough to land on Four-Three’s head, and that jolted both adults out of their silent communion. Kim clicked his best approximation of Kekrax laughter and made a mental note to drop a broodling on their heads the next time they stared into the void for too long. If there was a next time. He frowned. The quarter hour he had allotted to them was long expired.

      Four-Three hissed at her broodlings, who settled back into swimming around Kim and chasing each other, while Two-Five said, “He comes to eat a meal with them, the First, the Second, and Two-Three of Three. Consumption of human foods. He comes now.”

      Kim straightened. Two-Three of Three was their broodmale. No wonder the pair had contemplated so long. Despite his situation, an offer of social access to an active adult broodmale represented an opportunity he couldn’t pass up, and if it helped him come up with something, anything, in the way of a breakthrough, perhaps he could parlay that into repayment of his contract and convince Di Fata to give him back his life.

      Besides, he hadn’t yet eaten this morning, and his mouth watered to think what kind of delicacies Two-Five might have brought back from his latest foray into human space.

      “He comes,” Kim exclaimed. “He comes quickly!”
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      Day over Sanctuary Aanesh dawned grey as Halla’s robe. She picked her way down the defile that led to the beach. That beach. The one the others said she should avoid for the memories. It was bad for her, the sanctuary leader said, who left unspoken that she thought Halla’s daily journey there was bad for everyone else too. The idea that one must regulate one’s emotions for the good of all was a provincial one, yet a current of it ran through all seventeen outcaste sanctuaries. It was strongest here, at Aanesh.

      The path was steep, with high rock steps set in at regular intervals. That was no impediment to Halla, who was taller than anyone she had ever met. She could rest her chin on even the tallest person’s head. Her legs were adequate for these steps.

      Her lover, in contrast, had been tiny. On fair mornings, they had come down to the beach together, and Halla had had to lift Tarasheth down the defile. Then they sat in the sand and talked, practicing the languages they’d learned, keeping them fresh. Each of the seventeen sanctuaries on Tolar had its own tongue, some as different from one another as sunrise from sunset. Their variety and uniqueness had interested Halla, and still did, but they had entirely fascinated Tarasheth, who set out to learn them all. She loved learning new languages and delighted in the idea of knowing all the words for a thing. During their journey, traveling from one sanctuary to the next all the way around the world, Halla discovered that when she changed the language she spoke, her feelings changed too. She had merely noted it, but Tarasheth, the curious one, the adventurous one, had lived for those changes. She had wanted them all.

      Here, on this beach, her journey ended, one sanctuary short of achieving that goal. Halla continued on, alone, to finish it in her honor. At that thought, a sudden fire caught Halla’s heart, flaring agony through her chest. She buried her fists in the sand, eyes stinging, barely breathing under the weight of the pain. Sometimes it was not this bad, but it had grown worse with each season that passed. Now it seemed to almost crush the life out of her.

      Finally, the agony ebbed. The sound of the crashing waves returned, along with the cries of sea flutters and the smell of the ocean. In the first days of her loss, the pain had not been so intense as to blot out the world around her. Then, she had been able to exist without Tarasheth. She had gone on to the last sanctuary, Kerreth, and learned the language there, though it took longer to learn and become fluent without her love and life-partner. Afterward, she had been unable to make herself return home to Venak alone. Still bereft, still grieving, Halla went back to Aanesh and found a small house near this beach, visiting this spot every day, the last place she saw Tarasheth alive, the place where the other half of her heart had died. Died, the way animals did, without walking into the dark. Every day, no matter the weather, Halla came to sit in the sand, speaking slowly and carefully as if to teach her lover the one language she had not learned. Some days, Halla thought she could feel Tarasheth sitting beside her.

      Not today. The surf crashed wild and loud today, and beyond the waves, dark clouds threatened the horizon. A storm was coming, or perhaps passing by. She pulled in her senses and gazed at the clouds, trying to determine their direction, if they were blowing west along the equator, or heading south toward the Aanesh peninsula. She failed to sense or hear Varina until the sanctuary leader settled onto the sand beside her.

      “You talk to her here?” Varina asked.

      Halla shifted her gaze to the rolling waves. “I teach her the language of Sanctuary Kerreth.”

      “Oh? I was born there.”

      Halla blinked and looked down at Varina. Upon reflection, she did hear a trace of the accent.

      “My mother came here from Kerreth when I was a newling,” the woman continued. “After a time, she led Aanesh. Now I do.”

      Halla returned her gaze to the distant clouds and then peered sidelong at Varina. Parent, then child, leading the same sanctuary. It spoke of ambition of the hereditary sort. Could she be descended from the ruling caste? There was no way to know. When a provincial arrived in a sanctuary, no one asked their caste. Some were obvious, such as those whose muscular bodies and observant manner shouted that they had been provincial guards, but no one, no one, spoke of who they had been before. All the sanctuaries had received new exiles from Detralar after its ruler tried to assassinate the Sural’s human, and it was whispered that the Detral’s young son lived among the outcastes of Sanctuary Triss, trauma-bonded by an advisor who did not wish to walk into the dark for his ruler’s crime. More recently, of course, everyone knew the story of Farryn, the former ruler of Monralar, now the shipmaster of the world’s trade fleet. His shocking fall into exile was only adverted to through comparisons to other dishonors. No one dared say that he had been a member of the provincial ruling caste. Those were whispers, not to be spoken aloud.

      In any case, Farryn’s and the Detral’s scandals were far too recent to explain Varina. Could she descend from one of the ancient, exiled rulers? Unlike Farryn, those rulers had vanished into exile without a trace. No one even knew where they took sanctuary, but once in dishonor, their lines need not have died out. They could have any number of living descendants now, since outcastes engendered as few or as many children as they wished. Some might even know their lineage, passed from parent to child.

      But surely no descendent of an exiled ruler was likely to admit their ancestry, even if they knew it.

      Varina was talking again. “…and Steth brought a message from Suralia’s human. It seems she wishes to study us.”

      That jolted Halla out of her musings. “Study us?”

      “She does not use that term, of course. The Suralians say they wish to know more of our history and culture, because we too are Tolari.”

      “How considerate of them to notice,” Halla snorted.

      Varina pressed her lips together and drew her brows. “The ruling caste’s rediscovery of the guide’s gift alarmed them, and I suspect they worry over the existence of sensitives they did not train. Or perhaps, now that they have so graciously permitted us a path to ‘honor’ through the station above us, they believe we might band together to upset their Game. Whatever the reason, they say they wish to…understand us better.”

      Halla considered that. Provincial fears regarding untrained sensitives were nonsense, but she had spent enough time in each sanctuary to know there was indeed more to learn than merely a unique language. “It might be useful, for us, if anyone will talk to them.”

      “I cannot envisage many of us talking to a provincial, not for long. Can you?”

      “A few might, here and there.”

      Varina shook her head. “That may be, but it will not be enough to achieve their goal. Of more concern to me is that start where they may, no matter whom they send into the sanctuaries, they will need an interpreter. The Sural could make all our lives uncomfortable if we withhold something he wants.” She met Halla’s gaze. “If provincials come asking for a translator, will you consider it?”

      Mother of All, Halla thought sourly. The sanctuary leaders would remember Tarasheth’s unusual quest and they would remember Halla for her remarkable height. How could they not? Of course they would ask her. And yet, Halla had heard no news of a consultation with the other leaders.

      “That would get me out of your hair,” she said in a flat voice, “and into the Sural’s.”

      Varina remained silent, but even without probing Halla could see the twist in her emotional landscape, like a child caught in a lie, and she gave herself an inner nod. The people of Aanesh had welcomed her return three years ago, but her unrelenting grief for Tarasheth now irritated many, and Varina most of all. Besides, leaving Aanesh was a notion she had already given consideration, and in truth, she would like to meet the Sural. Gossip painted him so tall that he had to bend his neck to walk through a stronghold doorway. If that were true, he was taller than she was, and looking up at another person while standing was something she would like to experience in her lifetime.

      On the other hand, she had no inclination to serve him. Would a provincial ruler who was also the leader of his caste settle for less? Doubtful. Best to simply say no, but Varina would only ask again, repeatedly, if she refused now.

      Say something true, she thought. That might gain her some time to find reasons for refusal that the sanctuary leader would accept.

      “Their proposal has merit,” Halla said. “I will give it some thought.”
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        * * *

      

      The storm did indeed pass to the north, tracking west along the equator, and the following day the weather cleared. Halla strolled back from the village, the midmorning sun hot on her back, a bag filled with enough rolls and fruit to last the rest of the day slung over her shoulder. The fruit, a coveted treat, came in a recent shipment from Monralar, which possessed vast orchards and, along with Parania, grew most of the fruit eaten in this part of the world. Since summer, that province had grown more generous in its donations, something she particularly appreciated. With more food available, the fact that she ate as much as two people put less of a burden on the sanctuary, where the soil was poor and lack of proper tools forced them to rely on support from the provinces, which outcastes could not enter unless they grew their hair and left everyone they knew and loved, forever. Even speaking with an outcaste brought dishonor to a provincial. The only exceptions were those who left their sanctuaries to serve a province, and those who served Tolar Trade Station.

      The fruit in the shipment was varied, fresh, and ripe; Monralar’s reputation for generosity was well-earned. She hoped the increase to the Monral’s donations shamed other provinces into doing the same, though such hopes were low. There was a chance among Monralar’s allies, especially as the Monral’s human lover was so outspoken on the matter that even the sanctuaries heard about it.

      As a girl, sanctuary-born, she thought she might like living in Monralar, mainly for that reputation of hospitality. Joining the wandering laborers had held appeal for her, as did the assurance of enough food, even for a person of her stature. Then she grew old enough to understand the personal reputation of the Monral his father—of Farryn—and she abandoned that ambition. She cut her own hair. She remained in Sanctuary Venak. She met Tarasheth.

      If the Monral his father had had more honor, if she had left the sanctuary and gone provincial, would Tarasheth still live? Would she perhaps have embarked on her language journey without Halla, but been less adventurous and more cautious? Avoided the beach?

      Avoided the water?

      She would never know. Halla shook her head, heart once more afire and spreading its ache. Tarasheth was gone. Tarasheth still lingered. Some days, Halla could not decide which was true, or which was worse. She breathed into the pain, but it was not as bad this time. The world remained solid around her, filled with the sound of the breeze in the grasses, the faint smell of the sea, the heat of the sun. She adjusted her grip on the bag and strode on.

      The cottage where she lived sat tree-shaded amid a garden of flowers and herbs, set well back from the cliff above the beach. Some of the herbs she grew were for cooking and some were for medicine, but by mid-autumn she had already harvested and distributed to the others in the village as much as would not harm the plants. She did pick a few purely decorative autumn flowers on her way to the door, and laid them on the table in the kitchen while she brought out a wide, shallow bowl to fill it with a little water. Then she sat and ate about half the food in her bag while she trimmed off the stems and set the delicate blooms floating. Tarasheth had always loved purple flowers.

      A presence approached the cottage. Varina, again. Halla sighed as she began to clean up after her meal and set out mugs for tea. When the sanctuary leader neared the door, Halla called out a greeting that was far more cheerful than she felt, and Varina made her way through the house and into the kitchen.

      “Be welcome in my home,” Halla said as the woman took a seat at the table. She filled the mugs with fresh tea and set one before her guest, returning to her own chair with the other. “What brings you? Have you news?”

      “Yes,” Varina said. “After you left the village, Farryn arrived, newly come from the station. He said the provincials seek to engage the services of a human from Outside for their project, who will, of course, need an interpreter. Would you work with such a one?”

      Halla stared. She knew little about humans, but the few already on their world had all taken the Jorann’s blessing and gone provincial, which some believed said little that was good about them.

      “A man trained to rule a province would pay attention to such talk,” she said. “Is he certain it is more than mere words?”

      Varina shrugged. “Does it matter? But yes, I believe it to be more than mere words. Farryn reports that the Sural consulted the other provincial rulers, great and small alike, and none wished to send any provincial, human or not, into the sanctuaries.”

      “Of course not.” Then a thought occurred to her, and her curiosity caught fire. “Do we know what humans are like before they go provincial? There is one, the new stationmaster. Perhaps I should visit the station one day and discover the answer.”

      “Doubtless one with your language skills could find work there,” Varina said, adopting a carefully neutral expression.

      Halla sipped her tea. The sanctuary leader no longer hid her desire to get her out of Aanesh. She considered confronting Varina about that, but a confrontation might be what she wanted. Perhaps if Halla agreed to visit the station, it might satisfy Varina enough to leave her alone for now.

      “Doubtless,” Halla agreed. “I will travel there at the next opportunity.”

      “Excellent!” Varina said. “Come back to the village with me. Farryn is holding the shuttle for you.”
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      Kim knew better. He told himself that firmly as a wave of punishing hammers pounded the inside of his skull. He knew better than to drink Kekrax wine. Therefore, the fact that he had done so was probably down to Two-Five and Four-Three releasing pheromones that interfered with his good judgment. That—oh damn. That had started with lifting his mood while they were still in the mud pool, hadn’t it? No, earlier than that. As soon as he encountered Two-Five and Four-Three on the street. They had arrived waving their tails.

      Manipulative little lizards.

      He had to be honest with himself and admit that maybe he just wanted to drown his woes for a few hours.

      His friends had only wanted to help. Of that, he was certain. But Kekrax wine! Jesus. There was a reason Central Command banned it from human-controlled space. He might as well have been drinking straight absinthe, except that he didn’t feel drunk at the time. Not a good accompaniment to an evening spent conversing with an adult broodmale in his prime, which now—he let out a sigh. The entire interview was a fuzzy blur. If he’d hoped to salvage his situation with fresh information on broodmales, the opportunity had fled. Damn! What a waste.

      Kim flung an arm over his face, blocking out the tormenting light on the other side of his eyelids, and became aware of warm, pleasant weights pressing him down, weights that wriggled in response to his movement. He lifted his throbbing head to peer one-eyed out from under his elbow and met the drowsy blink of a broodling curled up on his chest. A First, he thought, though it was hard to tell with one so young. It—she—had two tails, so she definitely wasn’t the baby broodmale. They had only one.

      Kim was fully awake now, unfortunately. He lowered his arm. He was flat on his back in a shallow bed of warm mud, head propped on a sandbag, with Four-Three and Two-Five’s current mob curled on top of and around him, most of them asleep. Well, that made sense. Kekrax were warm-blooded, but humans had a higher body temperature. The way all the babies were crowded about him suggested they appreciated his warmth.

      Thanks to the wine, however, he remembered nothing at all of how the evening ended. The adults must have herded him into the nursery to sleep it off. Maybe he’d get another chance to interview the broodmale? He’d beg if that’s what it took. He got his elbows underneath him, which provoked another round of sleepy wriggling and a series of dull plops as the broodlings on his chest slid off. He looked around, but still didn’t see the young broodmale. He would be smaller than his siblings, but piled on as they were, he would be hard to find. Kim started counting.

      Hold on. Those weren’t mud-brick walls.

      This wasn’t his friends’ house in K’kraxin.

      Kim sat up, fully awake. This was a spaceship. Now that he thought about it, the soft hum of a K-space drive sent a slight vibration through his sit bones. It was a spaceship in flight. Good lord. Two-Five and Four-Three had kidnapped him.

      Aliens. God. Devote your life to learning about them, and you still never really knew what they would do next.

      He had a sudden urge to laugh. They regret they can do nothing legal to help him, Nine-Three had said. Nothing legal indeed, but it looked as if the Kekrax judges had been willing to venture into less legal approaches. When the company that owned his debt—that owned him, when it came down to it—arrived, he wouldn’t be there for them to collect.

      He’d wanted a way to get off Kekrax Main ahead of his so-called employers, hadn’t he? It looked as if his friends had given him that way, even if it got him into more legal trouble. A cold chill went through him, along with a sensation of the blood draining from his face. He was a fugitive now. If he couldn’t find a way to clear his name, he’d never work or publish in his field again.

      That made getting back to Tau Ceti imperative. He could get help there, see this business cleared up, and go back to the University. Likely he’d have to compete for students if he returned while they were still running the holo lectures he’d recorded in order to get an early sabbatical in the first place, but he could contribute something new that he couldn’t before he left: a more immediate experience of Kekrax culture and belief systems.

      Slowly, Kim eased out of the bed of mud without squashing any broodlings under a knee or stepping on any small limbs with the cleated sandals still on his feet. The little ones rolled into the space he left behind, piled on top of each other like puppies, and stopped moving again. He swiped as much mud off his skin as he could, and was heartened to find his shoulder bag by the door. Perhaps they’d brought his belongings from the hostel as well. He tapped a doorplate placed well out of broodling reach and ventured out.

      The air in the hall was comfortable and only a little cooler than in the nursery. As the door closed behind him, a blast of warm air combined with a sonic cleanser turned the mud on his skin into a mound of dust around his feet. Then even the dust was gone, sucked down through small holes that opened in the floor plating and closed again. That was impressive. He’d never been in a Kekrax ship before, having arrived at their planet on a human tourister. He’d occasionally wondered how the mud-loving reptilians dealt with it on a ship. He could still smell the mud, but he couldn’t see a trace of it. He ran his hands through his hair. Some dehydrated clots remained, but it wasn’t his hosts’ fault they weren’t equipped to remove every bit of mud from a mammal. The rest of him was clean. That was good enough.

      Kim looked around. His duffle leaned against the wall by the nursery door, neatly packed, by the smooth lines of it. His hosts, or perhaps the First who ran the hostel, must have rummaged through his rooms for his stuff, but where did naked reptilians learn how to pack clothing? He shook his head. It wasn’t hard to find good instructional recordings if you had access to human social media markets. Which the hostel did, and which a trader like Two-Five very well might.

      Right. Next thing. He left the duffle where it was and stopped to think. Now that the broodlings were old enough to leave Two-Three’s nest, Two-Five and Four-Three would be raising them, all of them but for the baby broodmale, who would stay with Two-Three. So the adults had to be around here somewhere. He’d wander about until he found one of them.

      The nursery door stood at one end of an extensive hall that probably ran a fair fraction of the ship’s length. A number of doors, all plated-over, dotted the hall at regular intervals, right up to the single exit at the end. At least there was no doubt as to which direction to start his search. Two clacking, slipping strides later, he detached the cleats from his sandals, stuffed them into his bag, and blinked. He looked up. The overhead was a good twenty centimeters above him, sufficient head room for even a tall human but far too much for a Kekrax.

      Oh, right. Two-Five had purchased the ship from a retired A’aan’ trader. He knew that; Four-Three had told him. Christ he was thick this…morning? How long had he slept? He shook his head, provoking the hammers into renewed activity. He groaned. Kekrax wine. Never again.

      The door at the end of the hall led onto a corner of the bridge. As the door shut behind him, Two-Five, the sole occupant of the room, began to bob his head and wave his tails, dark gold eyes gleaming. His scales appeared even more vibrantly green and richly brown than Kim had ever seen, the camouflage patterns clear without their usual splotches and streaks of mud, and he was the very picture of a proud and happy Kekrax.

      “Look at you,” Kim muttered. Stay calm, he told himself. Kekrax sprayed pheromones when confronted by large, angry animals, and he’d had quite enough sedation for one day—or days, or whatever time period it had been. Conversationally, he said, “What does he plan? He needs to reach Tau Ceti, this male. If he cannot get help, they will alert Trade Alliance authorities, the debt owners. Then he is arrested when he leaves this ship.”

      Two-Five clicked Kekrax laughter.

      “He is very pleased to see his friend,” the little reptilian said, by way of confirming that he was, indeed, very proud of himself. “They go to Tolar.”

      “You’re taking me to Tolar?” Kim exclaimed in English, too startled to form a suitably elliptical phrase in Kekrax Second. “I can’t go there. Humans are banned, forbidden, unacceptable at any time.”

      That wasn’t quite accurate. Six Planets citizens were banned. It amounted to mostly the same thing, unless you were a Freebooter or a Sayyar. Which meant that Tolar was precisely where his debt owners wouldn’t think to look for him.

      Kim wondered what his IQ was this morning.

      “Aye.” Two-Five clicked more laughter, because that word, in Kekrax Second, was a double entendre having to do with assent and ascent of tails, and it dovetailed nicely with English to form a salacious pun in both languages at the same time.

      Kim snorted.

      “Well,” he said, collecting himself. Two-Five was clearly in high spirits. If Kim wanted information, he’d best be as direct as their indirect languages allowed. “He stays on the ship, and the Tolari stationmaster never knows he is there? What does he do? Does he take this male to Tau Ceti at all? Where do they go next?”

      “Tolar.” More clicking.

      Kim sighed. This was familiar behavior. Two-Five wasn’t going to be more forthcoming, at least not yet. Kim would have to try again later, because further questions now would only amuse the little alien into more and more oblique answers. Well, if Kim was about to violate the Tolari interdict, he might as well know more about the people into whose territory he would trespass.

      “Will he allow this male to use the data station?” Kim asked, inwardly bracing himself for a difficult negotiation. An interstellar trader would want to protect his data, after all, not that Kim would know a trade secret if it crawled into his ear and shouted.

      Two-Five flicked some fingers toward a right-hand panel in Kekrax-style assent while simultaneously tapping at the control arm on his chair with a middle hand. Setting permissions, Kim thought, his eyebrows rising of their own accord. Well. That was easy. He hoped Two-Five wasn’t so trusting with everyone.

      He went to the data station and pondered the tiny, backless chair in front of it. As he watched, it descended until the cushion was flush with the floor. He made a gesture of thanks, something resembling a tongue-flick done with one hand, and settled in.

      Kekrax didn’t use a written language, holding as an article of faith that such things got in the way of experiencing reality. On the other hand, they were savvy enough to realize that reality was complicated and multifaceted, and that was probably why they developed two, or possibly three, distinct languages. Kekrax First was objective, dogmatic, and clear, while Kekrax Second was opinionated, witty, subtle and, at least to Kim’s mind, more catty than not.

      He’d not used a Kekrax data terminal in months, but this one was practically identical to the system he’d trained on when he arrived. As the display came to life, he beheld a single Kekrax female, tilting her head at him quizzically, while another Kekrax, smaller and male, peered in at the side of the display frame, then made himself scarce.
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