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SACRIFICE

 

 

Rajiv woke and felt the warmth of the fire, the crackling flames blurs of red through his eyelids, the backs of his bare hands soaked with the heat. A rough blanket covered him from hip to ankles, leaving his feet exposed to the sharp chill of winter. 

But the cold only bit his left foot. He felt nothing in his right leg from toes to knee, and excruciating pain shot from knee to mid-thigh. When he tried to move his legs he couldn’t; they were bound together.

The nightmarish sequence of events returned. How he followed the GEN’s trail through a thicket of sticker bushes. The bushes giving way to a clearing where a bhimkay waited. His stupefied frozen response that wasted precious seconds in the face of the meter-high spider. 

He'd turned too late to run. Behind him the bhimkay shot across the clearing and bit him in the meaty part of his right calf.

No hope for the leg, not with it filled with bhimkay venom. The gene-splicers could grow a new one, but only if he got to a medic in time.

He opened his eyes, strained to see beyond the fire’s glow. He made out a thin wintry light from an opening four or five meters from his feet. A cave? 

The iron scent of damp stone mixed with the bitter char of something burning in the fire. He spied a piece unfamiliar kindling within the pile of sticker bush branches. The remains of a bhimkay leg the length and thickness of his arm.

His pants had been torn away on his right leg, and the blanket felt scratchy against his bare skin. At least he still had sensation above the knee. Below, his leg might as well be detached the way the bhimkay’s limb had been.

A sigh sifted toward him and the shadows beyond the fire shifted. He squinted through the flames at the figure silhouetted beyond. Two reflections glittered in the firelight. One from a shockgun’s polished barrel. A second from the silvery pattern of a tattoo on the person’s left cheek.

Not a person. A GEN. And the GEN had his shockgun.

“You awake, Trueborn?” she asked.

A female, young from the tone of voice. Likely the same GEN he’d been pursuing. As his eyes adjusted to the low light, he studied her face. He made out her near-black hair, cropped even shorter than his own severe cut, her skin a dozen shades lighter than his own high-status medium brown color.

He racked his brain for her name. “Leyta?”

If she flinched with him knowing her name, he couldn’t see it. He would have expected a sixteenth-year like her to be more fearful of a high-status Trueborn like him, never mind he was only two years older. But a GEN who’d out-foxed the Monitoring Grid as long as she had would be made of stronger stuff, he supposed.

“Give back the shockgun and my wristlink.” Of course, she’d stolen the comm device from his arm. “And we can end this without you being reset.”

She winced a little at that, although her dark eyes remained fixed on him. “Maybe having my brained wiped would be better.”

“You’d still come back. Your body anyway, and your skill set.”

Her gaze slid away. “But it wouldn’t be me. I wouldn’t know.”

“But wouldn’t a reset destroy your soul?” Rajiv prodded. “You would never return to your Infinite’s hands.”

Now she stared at him again, her mouth twisted. “You think we have souls, Trueborn? That gene-splicers have a stock of them and they add one along with our sket?”

Of course he didn’t believe that. GENs hadn’t been made by the imaginary Infinite. Trueborns had made them, or at least Trueborn gene-splicers had. Gene-splicers designed the GENs, invented their skill sets, implanted their neural circuitry as they grew in the gen-tank. 

The only difference between a GEN and the other animals brought from Earth and adapted to Loka was that GENs were smarter. They could talk, perform the tasks they were programmed to do.

“Give back the shockgun,” Rajiv said. “You’re more likely to hurt yourself with it than shoot me.”

In one motion, she lifted the weapon, aimed and send a needle-thin electrical blast toward the mouth of the cave. He heard the dry scuttling of a bhimkay retreating into the brush outside. A seven-legged bhimkay, he guessed.

“I think I’ll keep hold of it a while longer,” Leyta said. “How’s the leg, Trueborn?”

His thigh was on fire. Everything below the knee was frighteningly numb. “Better.”

One raised brow told him what she thought of his lie. Setting aside the shockgun, she came around to him. She twitched away the blanket, frowned at what she saw, then covered him again and returned to her side of the fire.

He tried again to free his legs, then left off, gasping with pain. “Why have you tied me up?”

“To keep you from moving your leg.” She had her back to him and was pawing through a carrysak. “Like my nurture mother taught me. It slows the spread of the venom.”

She lifted a battered pot from the coals at the edge of the fire, then poured something into a cup. She brought the cup to him and held it out.

He breathed in a meaty aroma. “What is it?”

“Broth,” she said. “You need to keep your strength.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“I haven’t killed you yet. In fact, I could have left you to the bhimkay. Fitting, since you’re the one who led it to my cave.”

Why hadn’t she let the spider eat him? His stomach didn’t care. It rumbled at the scent of meat, the Lord Creator only knew what kind. He angled himself up enough to pluck the cup from her hand without touching her.

His first few sips tasted delicious, he was so hungry. It wasn’t until he had the last swallow in his mouth that the bitterness stung the back of his tongue. He gulped down the broth by reflex.

He couldn’t hold himself up anymore. He sagged back, his pain dulled, his brain foggy. She was killing him after all. The world went black.

 

* * * *

 

He woke abruptly, shouting, “Bhimkay!” lifting his hands to ward off another bite. Then he remembered where he was.

The cave was even darker with the fall of night. He could barely make out the GEN outlined by firelight.

She carried the cup toward him. When he put up a hand to refuse it, she said, “It’s only water. I promise.”

She set the cup down within reach. She had to know he was raging with thirst. He picked up the cup, tried a sip, then drank the rest down, although he stopped every few swallows to test for bitterness.

As he gave her back the cup, she passed him a strip of dried meat. “What is it?” he asked.

“Rat-snake.”

He grimaced, but bit into it. It tasted like the broth, rich and fatty.

“How did you drive off the bhimkay?” he asked. “Not with the shockgun. It was under my shirt, jammed in my belt. You wouldn’t have even known it was there.”

“I set fire to a sticker bush branch and burned off its leg. While it was sorting itself out, I dragged you in here.”

“You touched me?” Rajiv’s hands suddenly felt dirty at the thought of the GEN grabbing them to pull him into the cave.

“Your fine Trueborn skin is safe.” She tugged the sleeve of her ragged jacket down past her fingertips to demonstrate how she’d shielded her bare skin from his.

The jacket was filthy and her small hands clean. Yet he was relieved she hadn’t touched him.

He couldn’t hold back a gasp as searing heat knifed up his leg. The numbness had crept another centimeter up his knee.

She reached for the carrysak. “I can give you more algesia.”

“I’m fine.” He sucked in another breath, exposing the lie.

“Stupid courage,” she said. “You’re going to lose the leg anyway.”

“If I don’t die of it.”

“You shouldn’t. I sucked out most of the venom.”

Nausea punched him like a fist. “You did touch me.” Not just her hand, but her foul GEN mouth on him.

He expected a triumphant smile, but she looked as sick as he felt. “I almost let you die. I threw up after.”

“Because of the venom.”

“No.”

He shifted, uneasy with her admission. He’d always wondered, but now he knew. GENs felt the same revulsion touching a Trueborn as Trueborns felt touching a GEN.

He ached where his bones pressed into another rough blanket under him. It wasn’t quite stone-hard—she’d stuffed something between the cave floor and the blanket. Dried scrap grass, maybe, from the faintly sweet smell. It reminded him of the forage they fed the drom herds.

“Is this your bed?” he asked.

“I had nowhere else to put you.”

Now he saw she’d stretched out on bare stone, with no blanket and nothing but her carrysak for a pillow. His head rested on a scrap grass-filled sack, surely softer than her carrysak.

“I suppose I should be grateful you were genned as a healer,” he said.

She sniffed. “I learned as much from my nurture mother as from any Trueborn medic.”

“But you were genned to be a healer.”

“Maybe I wanted to be something else,” she said.

That outrageous comment struck him dumb. Maybe a bhimkay wanted to be a seycat and slink in the darkness after rat-snakes. Or a drom preferred to walk on two legs instead of its six, dine at the table with Trueborns instead of being the meal.

He shut his eyes, pain and paradox making him stupid. He drifted into a light doze. The crackle of the fire, its glow and prickle bush-fed smoke shaped his fitful dreams. No bhimkays, thank the Lord Creator, but he jolted awake again feeling uneasy nonetheless.

“Why don’t you run?” he asked querulously.

“Where would I run? I’m safe here. The cave blocks the Grid. I have the spring for water. Until that bhimkay followed you here, I had all the meat I wanted in my traps.”
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